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			Praise for Emily Bernard’s

			Black Is the Body

			
				“Of the twelve essays here, there’s not one that even comes close to being forgettable. Bernard’s language is fresh, poetically compact and often witty….Bernard proves herself to be a revelatory storyteller of race in America who can hold her own with some of those great writers she teaches.”

				—NPR

				“Black Is the Body, Emily Bernard’s essays on being a black woman in a state almost totally white, brings lucidity, honesty and insight to the topics of race and interracial relationships….Quietly compelling….[Bernard’s] stories get under your skin.”

				—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

				“Bernard’s lyrical book details traumas and pain from decades past to interrogate the nuances of her own life: growing up black in the South, marrying a white man from the North, and surviving a violent attack which unleashed the storyteller in her.”

				—Entertainment Weekly

				“Familiar and comforting like your bed on a sleep-in morning yet somber like the toll of a mourning bell, these essays are the voice of professional-class blackness lived adjacent to white people and within white structures, in which continually thinking through what it means to live in a black body and present and defend blackness is inevitable and essential for survival. Thoughtfully examines our obligation to our ancestors and our children, to friends and colleagues, to those who ought to know better and those who don’t, while remaining ever vigilant in the act of caring for our own self. I couldn’t put it down.”

				
				—Julie Lythcott-Haims, author of Real American: A Memoir

				“Black Is the Body is one of the most beautiful, elegant memoirs I’ve ever read. It’s about race; it’s about womanhood; it’s about friendship; it’s about a life of the mind and also a life of the body. But more than anything, it’s about love. Running through this finely written, carefully considered narrative is a golden thread of understanding that what will save us in the end is true love—mature, giving, mutual, constant, and sanity-restoring love. I can’t praise Emily Bernard enough for what she has created in these pages.”

				—Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat Pray Love

				“The essays in this collection are about Bernard’s experiences of race: her life as a black woman in Vermont, her family’s history in Alabama and Nashville, her job as a professor who teaches African American literature, and her adoption of twin girls from Ethiopia. It begins with the story of a stabbing in New Haven and uses that as a springboard to write about what it means to live in a black body.”

				—Book Riot

				“Devour this book….Engaging and just plain enjoyable. It offers thoughts you’ll want to turn over in your own head. This is a book to tell about.”

				—The Miami Times
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			Emily Bernard was born and grew up in Nashville, Tennessee, and received her PhD in American Studies from Yale University. She has been the recipient of grants from the Ford Foundation and the National Endowment for the Humanities, as well as a W. E. B. Du Bois Fellowship at Harvard University. Her essays have been published in journals and anthologies, among them The American Scholar, The Best American Essays, and Best African American Essays. She is the Julian Lindsay Green & Gold Professor of English at the University of Vermont.
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			For my daughters, Giulia and Isabella,

			who lead me through the world by the hand, saying, “Come on.”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
				
				
						Interviewer: 
						Then black is a state of mind too?
				

				
						James Baldwin: 
						No, black is a condition.
				

			

			—Esquire, July 1968

			
				The body is not a thing, it is a situation: 
it is our grasp on the world and our sketch of our project.

				—SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR
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			This book was conceived in a hospital. It was 2001, and I was recovering from surgery on my lower bowel, which had been damaged in a stabbing. A friend, a writer, came to visit me in the hospital and suggested not only that there was a story to be told about the violence I had survived, but also that my body itself was trying to tell me something, which was that it was time to face down the fear that had kept me from telling the story of the stabbing, as well as other stories I needed to tell.

			I began to write essays. The first one I published was “Teaching the N-Word.” Over the next few years, more essays followed, along with several attempts to write about the stabbing. I couldn’t tell that story yet because I didn’t know what it meant. It took seven more years for me to understand that the experience of being at the wrong end of a hunting knife was only the situation, not the story itself; it was the stage, not the drama. In The Situation and the Story: The Art of Personal Narrative, Vivian Gornick writes: “The situation is the context or circumstance, sometimes the plot; the story is the emotional experience that preoccupies the writer: the insight, the wisdom, the thing one has come to say.”

			The setting of “Scar Tissue,” which is the essay I eventually wrote about being stabbed, is my gut; the blood let flow by the knife is the trail I followed until I discovered the story, which is the mystery of storytelling itself, and how hard it is to tell the whole truth. Each essay in this book is anchored in this mystery, in blood. They are also rooted in contradictions, primary among them being that the stabbing unleashed the storyteller in me. In more than one way, that bizarre act of violence set me free.

			
			But, of course, the stabbing has been a source of misery as well as opportunity. For instance, I suffered from recurrent, excruciating stomach pain for many years before another trip to the hospital revealed that I had developed adhesions in my bowel. The surgeon was able to untangle my intestines and scar tissue, but he warned me that the adhesions would return. There was nothing I could do to prevent or predict them. “You’re just unlucky,” he said sympathetically. The pain, he assured me, would be random and severe. It did return, thundered, again, throughout my body, and sent me back to the hospital, where a third surgeon ceded to the inherent mystery of the malady and confessed that medicine was more art than science. The gift of his honesty was, to me, as valuable as any solution to the problem would have been.

			Once I accepted the randomness of the situation in my bowel, life took on a new urgency, and so did the desire to understand it. I turned to art over science, story over solution. I found a voice. The book imagined in 2001 began to take shape in a need to know, to explore, to understand, before it was too late. Insofar as the personal essay is, at heart, an attempt to grasp the mysteries of life, the form made sense to me on a visceral level. The need to understand, in fact, was what engendered the stabbing in the first place: I met the knife head on. Something in me just needed to know.

			
			Each essay in this book was born in a struggle to find a language that would capture the totality of my experience, as a woman, a black American, a teacher, writer, mother, wife, and daughter. I wanted to discover a new way of telling; I wanted to tell the truth about life as I have lived it. That desire evolved into this collection, which includes a story about adoption that is as pragmatic as it is romantic; a portrait of interracial marriage that is absent of hand-wringing; and a journey into the word “nigger” that includes as much humor as grief. These stories grew into an entire book meant to contribute something to the American racial drama besides the enduring narrative of black innocence and white guilt. That particular narrative is not false, of course, which accounts for its endurance, but there are other true stories to tell, stories steeped in defiance of popular assumptions about race, whose contours are shaped by unease with conventional discussions about race relations. These other true stories I needed to explore, but I was mainly driven by a need to engage in what Zora Neale Hurston calls “the oldest human longing—self-revelation.” The only way I knew how to do this was by letting the blood flow, and following the trail of my own ambivalence.

			I was not stabbed because I was black, but I have always viewed the violence I survived as a metaphor for the violent encounter that has generally characterized American race relations. The man who stabbed me was white. But more meaningful to me than his skin was the look in his eyes, which were vacant of emotion. There was no connection between us, no common sphere, yet we were suddenly and irreparably bound by a knife, an attachment that cost us both: him, his freedom; me, my wholeness. Revisiting that wound has been a way of putting myself back together. The equation of writing and regeneration is fundamental in black American experience. So, if race was not an essential factor in what brought me into contact with a hunting knife, I have certainly treated the wound with the salve that I inherited from people whose experiences of blackness shaped their lives as fully and poetically as it has shaped mine. I am most interested in blackness at its borders, where it meets whiteness, in fear and hope, in anguish and love, just as I am most drawn to the line between self and other, in family, friendship, romance, and other intimate relationships.

			
			Blackness is an art, not a science. It is a paradox: intangible and visceral; a situation and a story. It is the thread that connects these essays, but its significance as an experience emerges sometimes randomly and unpredictably in life as I have lived it. It is inconsistent, continuously in flux, and yet also a constant condition that I carry in and on my body. It is a condition that encompasses beauty, misery, wonder, and opportunity. In its inherent contradictions, utter mysteries, and bottomlessness as a reservoir of narratives, race is the story of my life, and therefore black is the body of this book.

		

	
		
		
			
			Scar Tissue
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			I have been telling this story for years, but telling is a different animal from writing. In the telling, I have shaped a version of it, one that fits neatly in my hand, something to pull out of my pocket at will, to display, and to tuck away when I’m ready, like a shell or a stone or a molded piece of clay. The story I have honed over the years is as neat as my scar; it is smooth, and tender, and conceals more than it reveals.

			

			—

			Here is how the newspaper tells the story:

			
				STABBING SPREE SENDS 7 TO HOSPITALS

				Seven people were wounded, two with life-threatening injuries, when a man pulled a knife at an Audubon Street coffeehouse late Sunday and began stabbing people.

				The attack, occurring about 10 p.m., caused pandemonium and a virtual blood bath at Koffee? at 104 Audubon St.

				There was no apparent provocation, police said.

				The two victims most seriously hurt were covered with blood, and it was difficult to tell how many times they were stabbed, police said.

				
				“There was a lot of blood,” said Detective Sgt. Robert Lawlor. “There were some very serious injuries.”

				Bloody handprints were visible on a window, where one of the victims apparently climbed out. Numerous trails of blood led from the coffeehouse, which is in the city’s arts district, near the Creative Arts Workshop and Neighborhood Music School.

				“We have no idea what provoked him,” Lawlor said. There were about 10 people in the coffeehouse at the time, he said.

				—New Haven Register, Monday, August 8, 1994

			

			The first time I read this article I laughed when I got to “blood bath.” Blood bath? It sounded like something from a trailer for a slasher movie. But it wasn’t a movie, and there was a lot of blood, evidently, although I don’t remember that part. I remember it differently:

			On the night of August 7, 1994, I walked into a coffee shop called Koffee? on Audubon Street in New Haven. I was a graduate student in the American Studies program at Yale, and I was there to work. I had James Weldon Johnson with me, specifically his 1912 novel The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man, about which I was writing a paper. I was having a hard time concentrating that night so I went to Koffee?, which was not far from where I lived, and was one of the many spaces in New Haven where students went to read and write and talk. It was a typical coffee shop in a typical college town.

			
			I was frustrated with my work, so frustrated with my inability to concentrate that I was giving the evening only one last chance. It was late, nearly nine o’clock. Maybe too late, maybe just call it a night. I debated with myself, walking slowly the three yards from my car to the door of Koffee?. I was probably talking to myself, as I do all the time, muttering about all I had to do. A man on a bicycle and I approached the door at the same time. Beside him stood an average-size, average-looking brown dog on a leash. The man was listing on his bike, rocking side to side, as if he himself had not made the commitment to go inside the shop (maybe, maybe not). Our eyes met. He looked like Gallagher, the 1970s comedian—the same long hair and bald pate, the same thick moustache. Or at least that’s what I remember. To this day, when I think of Daniel Silva, I think of Gallagher, whom I rarely—if ever—thought about before that night.

			I don’t remember who went in first, but I remember making the decision not to let the oddness of this stranger bother me. Because he was odd. It was the way he was listing on his bicycle; it was the unsettling way he looked at me. His look was familiar, or too aware—not the passing glance of a stranger. Even now, I have a hard time describing it. He was odd; it was instinct. I knew something was wrong with him. Or maybe this is just the cliché of hindsight speaking. After all, we’re talking about a university town, and a coffee shop full of nerds off in their own odd little worlds, people who routinely talk to themselves out loud, as I had been doing that night.

			Here I have lingered longer than I lingered in that moment, which passed as quickly as a proverbial blink of an eye. I looked at the man, made a quick unconscious association with Gallagher, went in to get my coffee, and planted myself at a table. I put my keys on the table. I pulled out my book and notepad. I took off my glasses and my watch. No distractions, just me and the page, as naked as I allow myself to get in public.

			
			At some point, I looked up and noticed that the strange man had settled into a chair not far from me. I was aware of him as he watched a table full of young girls next to me, presumably undergraduates. They were talking about a sexual encounter one of them had had recently. The girls were loud, sexy, and full of swagger. I had been feeling annoyed by them and their devil-may-care bluster, but now I looked up and saw that the man was staring at them, obviously and, apparently, salaciously. I felt intimidated by his frank stare, but I looked at the girls and they didn’t seem to care, which made me proud of them, and emboldened for myself. Go ahead, talk about sex, I thought. Don’t let this freak scare you. Eventually, the girls left.

			When they did, the man turned his attention to a young woman I imagined to be a medical student or a law student, judging by the size of her very official-looking textbooks. She tried to engage him in conversation. She said something like “Hi.” I didn’t hear his response, but I do know that not long after this exchange the woman gathered up her books and left.

			What happened next? Here’s what I told Detective C. Willougby at 1:30 a.m. on August 8, 1994 (for whatever reason, Detective Willougby recorded this in all-caps):

			
				THIS DETECTIVE THEN SPOKE WITH ______ WHO STATED THAT SHE WAS SITTING INSIDE THE RESTAURANT WHEN A WHITE MALE CAME IN WHO HAD A DOG. SHE THEN STATED THAT HE WALKED THE DOG OUTSIDE AND HE THEN RETURNED. HE THEN PULLED OUT A KNIFE AND STARTED STABBING PEOPLE IN THE RESTAURANT. SHE STATED THAT HE STAB [sic] HER ONCE IN THE STOMACH AND SHE THEN FLED THE RESTAURANT. SHE STATED THAT SHE HAD NEVER SEEN THE WHITE MALE SUBJECT BEFORE AND SHE DOES NOT KNOW HIM.

			

			
			I remember stillness, the hum of low voices and the lights, bright yet soothing, like the talk surrounding me. People talking and laughing quietly. Students, professors, writers; I was the only black person present, but these were people just like me, who looked like me. So many moments like these over the years in coffee shops in so many cities; all forgettable, ordinary, and uneventful. But these particular moments on this particular evening stay with me more palpably than any other moments from that long night. The stillness, the quiet, the hum of low pleasant talk. The sensation of being inside of those moments—it is the only real memory I retain from that night. Yet, just beyond the borders of that quiet, pleasant memory, I can still hear the rhythmic, continuous sound of a dog barking outside, like a warning.

			Suddenly, chaos. Pandemonium. Bedlam. Topsy-turvy. Madhouse. A holy mess. All hell broke loose. The room turned upside down, on its back, inside out, went crazy, flipped out. Other words, other clichés. Fear erupted like a seismic shift in the Earth’s surface, and then charged and pierced and saturated the room like smoke. Fear—a good friend to me that night—chased me toward the back door. But even in the midst of this utter confusion, I paused and listened for gunshots—this was America, after all. I paused, not only to listen for the gunshots but to brace myself—literally tense my shoulders, grit my teeth, and search inside somewhere for the pain, for the tearing impact of a bullet. When I completed that brief inventory and discovered no bullet, I was overcome by a feeling of relief. Hope, luck. A chance. And a door right behind me—and I ran.

			
			And then I was outside in the back of the coffeehouse. There were no lights; it was as dark as the bottom of a pocket. Others rushed by me—I don’t remember if they were speaking, shouting, screaming, or crying. What I remember is silence, which seemed inexplicable to me even then. I would find out later that what occasioned that queer silence was adrenaline pounding in my ears and deafening me.

			I don’t know how long I watched others rush past me before I walked back toward the coffee shop. I don’t remember how long I stood there, trying to understand, before everything in me rejected what I saw, and I charged back into the shop to retrieve my watch, my keys and glasses, so that I could drive home. Why did I do this? It doesn’t make any sense. But however I try to explain it—my stubborn West Indian heritage, a Freudian state of denial—the same thing happened next.

			I found myself face-to-face with the odd man, and he had a knife in his hand. At this point the knife would have had a substantial amount of blood on it. I don’t remember the blood. I do remember asking him not to kill me. I meant it, of course, but at the same time it just seemed like the thing to say. I felt I was playing a role; I felt that the die was cast. I had turned and met my fate. But I was watching as much as I was experiencing. My witnessing was involuntary. In The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man, the anonymous narrator recalls being “fixed to the spot” while he watches a white mob lynch a black man. Like the narrator, I was fixed to the spot.

			
			Why? I did not move because I did not want to excite this man. I did not move because I had to see what was going to happen next. I did not move because I was afraid. I did not move because I was free from fear, as many report feeling in the moments before death. I did not move because I knew he would hurt me if I did. I did not move because I knew he would not kill me. I did not move because I didn’t believe he had the knife I saw in front of me. I did not move because I did not know what to do. Maybe all of the above, maybe none, maybe some combination—I will never know for sure.

			I saw the knife before it entered me. What was the sensation upon impact? I don’t remember. But I do remember that when he pulled it out of my gut, I fell to the ground. What did it feel like? Strange. Weird. Unusual. Lying on the ground, I beseeched God for help. When I neither felt nor heard a thundering reply, I started to laugh. I knew that I needed a hospital, not God. But I call this a “God moment” anyway, because when I laughed, my wound gaped open, and I looked down and saw and then felt the thick, warm blood rush over my fingers. It is time to get to a hospital, God was saying. I got up, and ran again.

			I was more afraid of being in the dark without my eyeglasses than I was of running into the man with the knife again. I have been wearing glasses since I was eight years old. The last time I had gone without my glasses in public, I was not allowed to walk down a street without holding the hand of an adult. I had never been on a city street alone without my glasses. I was on the eve of my twenty-seventh birthday when I was stabbed. The last time I had been out in public without my glasses I was not permitted to be awake at 10:24, which is the time it has become at this point in the story.

			
			A figure ran toward me, a man. I was afraid; I stopped. He must have seen my fear, this man, because he waved his hands in the air and shouted, “I’m a good Samaritan! A good Samaritan!” I trusted his words, his biblical reference, and let him lead me to some steps across the street.

			From Officer Pitoniak’s incident report, composed at 22:24 on August 7, 1994:

			
				This investigating officer did find one white male subject and one Black female subject on the stairs of an apartment complex located across the street from 24 Whitney Avenue. Both subjects had stab wounds to the stomach areas and Bleeding Profusely. Due to the extent of injuries and calling for medical assistance this officer was not able to obtain any identification of victims.

			

			What’s your name? What’s your Social Security number? I fired these questions at the white male subject shortly before Officer Pitoniak arrived. The young white man, whom I had never seen before, was sitting on the steps a few feet away from me. He was going into shock, and I was trying to keep him from doing so. I kept up my round of questioning, and he mumbled some answers. “I’m going out, I’m going out,” he said, and fainted. It was only then that I really looked at him. He’s white as a sheet, I thought. Literally, white as a sheet. This is what it looks like, I thought. The young man had pale skin, light-blond hair, and wore a white oxford shirt. The contrast between the blood and his skin, hair, and shirt must have been dramatic, but I don’t remember the blood. I watched him. The more he faded away, the less able I was to ignore what was happening just under my hand. An EMT came close to me and asked about the young man, and I answered him. I talked and talked, told my story, posed as a witness, even as I was seeing sparks and hearing static and the EMT’s badge started to blur. Trained to recognize the signs of shock, the EMT cradled my head and took my hand away from my side. His gloved hand, like my bare hand, became wet with my blood. He said something to his partner, who was tending to the white male subject. Suddenly, there was a commotion around me. He laid me down carefully on the steps. He held my bloody hand as his team moved me onto a gurney. At some point, our eyes met and we laughed. The more I laughed, the more I came to. The more I laughed, the more my wound gaped open, which made us laugh even harder. It was all so absurd.

			
			The same EMT came to visit me in the hospital before I went into surgery. He seemed somber and shaken. Watching him look at me, I realized that my situation was dire. I tried to mirror his grave expression and warned myself that getting stabbed was serious business, but I wanted to laugh with him again. The incident still seemed mostly ridiculous.

			
			Emily Bernard, 26, is listed in serious condition at Yale-New Haven Hospital. Her birthday is Thursday.

				—from “The Victims,” New Haven Register, Tuesday, August 9, 1994

			

			On my birthday, a white couple—a man and a woman, middle-aged—brought chocolates to my hospital room. “It just seemed so sad that you had to spend your birthday in the hospital,” said the woman while her husband looked on sympathetically. I was moved to tears, which was surely a consequence of the morphine as much as the purity of their kindness. The morphine was there to shield me from pain, a consequence of healing, my body reassembling itself. A word about the pain: it didn’t hurt, the knife. That and the fact that no one died are the two things I always make sure to say in my version of this story.

			I did experience terrible pain on the night of August 7. The person responsible for it was the surgeon on call. I lay on a gurney, feeling helpless and afraid. The surgeon walked over and without saying a word to me, or even looking in my direction, plunged his fingers into my gaping wound. I gasped and instinctively grabbed his hand. It was only then that the man looked at me, and said icily, “Don’t. Touch. My. Hand.” His eyes were Aryan-blue and as cold as his voice. I asked questions about what was happening and he refused to respond. Only the attending nurses treated me with any kindness or respect. Whenever I tell the story of the night I got stabbed, I always say that the person who did the most injury to me, who left the deepest wounds, was not Daniel Silva, but the surgeon.

			
			If my story is about pain, it’s also about rage. Rage is a physical condition, I’ve learned from this experience. I feel it now, when I recount the story of the doctor and recall his face, voice, and hands.

			Sometimes, rage surfaces without warning when I am out in the world. A few months ago, I was walking in downtown New Haven when a young man—presumably a Yale student—suddenly broke into a run. This happens all the time. People run because they’re in a hurry to get somewhere; they run to cross the street before the light changes; they run to greet someone they are happy to see, which was the case on this day.

			This happens every day. But every time it happens to me, alarms go off in my body. Blood rushes to my ears, adrenaline spills through my bloodstream like lighter fluid. My heart pounds, my pulse races, my temple throbs. Fight or flight—I’m ready to fight; the machine inside switches into gear. It doesn’t make any sense: I’m watching a young brown-skinned man in an argyle sweater and chunky glasses hug a young white woman in a flouncy white skirt. Such a sight would normally fill me with happiness, but my body is nearly bursting with rage. He hugs her tightly and lifts her off the ground. She wiggles her feet, and they laugh. I smile and come down.

			But it takes a while for the machine to grind down completely and my body to feel normal again. This reaction on the part of my body always throws me. More than my scar, it reminds me of how much of this story I carry inside of me.

			“You never get angry about it,” a therapist once said to me during a conversation about the stabbing. I explained to her, as I have explained to many people over the years, that I did not look into the eyes of someone who was really there, that—and I know this sounds odd—it
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