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			For teenage Brianna, who struggled so much with self-love, confidence, and opening up to others.

			Look at you now.
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			INTRODUCTION

			Most authors reserve the introduction of their book as an opportunity to explain who they are or describe what led them to writing their book. For this book specifically, I find it most important to first use this section as a disclaimer to my readers and a reminder that the experiences and views expressed throughout these nearly three hundred pages are my own and those of the women I interviewed. The beauty in being a Black woman is the complexity and diversity we have within our own race. We vary in skin tones, hair textures, and features. We also vary in upbringing, ethnicities, and nationalities. Some of us have two Black parents, some of us have one. All this diversity allows for variety in walks of life, privileges, and setbacks. In this part memoir, part cultural critique, I have done my best to describe what it means to be a young Black woman navigating “post-racial” America through my memories, recollections, and experiences. I’d also like to acknowledge that diversity is a term that does, of course, encompass so many groups and communities, such as religious background, sexual orientation, gender identity, and people with disabilities, which I do not focus on in this book. All of this to say, not everyone will share the same experiences as I have written about them, and for that reason, I ask you, dear reader, to read between the lines just as much as the lines themselves. There have been several occasions when I have been nervous and worried about writing this book because of the vulnerability I’ve had to take on to share memories that I’ve spent the greater part of my life trying to bury. I hope that you will be open-minded and nonjudgmental about the experiences I’ve chosen to share with the world, which I did not create for myself. What I’ve learned most about being a woman during this era, but more specifically a Black woman, when people are free to share their opinions online, sometimes with anonymity, is that when Black women advocate for their well-being, share the harm others have caused them, or even express their joy, it is oftentimes met with scrutiny. In this book, I’ve done just that.

			

			•   •   •

			When I was young kid, I enjoyed journaling in my diary and writing fictionalized stories about my life, but I never imagined myself writing a book. At least not nonfiction. Surely not a collection of essays. As a trending news journalist, the thought of having any deadline longer than a week gave me immense anxiety. Plus, I always imagined authors and novelists to be the best of the best when it came to writing, or people who had something so thought-provoking to contribute to society that it should be documented forever, not just on the internet, where things could be forgotten, removed, archived. Surely, I thought, contributing to the literary world was never in the cards for me. Until it was.

			The summer of 2020 was a time of many societal and cultural changes—COVID-19 was at its peak, the great exodus led many people to leave their jobs in the midst of economic uncertainty, several millennials moved back in with their parents, and a racial reckoning consumed both social media and the streets. Like several of my peers, I grew restless from having my social life stolen from me as I temporarily left my apartment in New York City to camp out at my childhood home and reverted to a lifestyle I hadn’t experienced since high school. Each day merged into the next as I woke up just minutes before 9 a.m., logged onto my work laptop from my bed, and edited articles about viral TikTok videos and celebrity fashion trends for a publication that was underpaying and overworking me. In the evening, I’d watch a movie with my mom and scroll through photos of protests on my Instagram feed, feeling an intense urge to join others outside. But, as someone who is immunocompromised, and living with my mother at the time, I couldn’t afford to risk contracting COVID by protesting in crowds during the height of a global pandemic. At that point, there was no vaccine and very little understanding of how life-threatening the disease was. So instead, I started to focus my freelance writing on race, identity, and news surrounding the reemergence of the Black Lives Matter movement. As I read through studies on topics like adultification bias and chatted with sources about their experiences with microaggressions, I’d read my drafts aloud to my mother before sending them off to my editor. It was during these bonding moments that I started to realize my mother didn’t fully grasp what I was writing about. Having grown up during the mid-’50s, she was not familiar with these terms or their impact. She hadn’t heard of phrases like unconscious biases, virtue signaling, or cultural appropriation. Blaccent and blackfishing had not yet been introduced into her vocabulary. When I explained these terms in detail, she was quick to understand their meanings but hadn’t grown up with the same language or open dialogue that growing up with the internet provided me. During my mother’s youth, receiving information about civil rights movements often involved attending meetings, joining organizations, or walking in a march. But for millennials, who grew up during the rise of social media platforms, becoming aware, or as some would say, woke, is accessible every day, online, where communities of thousands of people can share their experiences, their research, and their wisdom, in seconds.

			More importantly, in these conversations with my mother, I started to realize that a lot of the obstacles and challenges young Black women of my generation are dismantling and combating are not widely known, not even to our own parents. If my Black mother wasn’t aware of the word misogynoir or the ways in which colorism negatively impacts young dark-skinned girls and women of today, then how could she support me as I faced the obstacles thrown at me daily? Or why would I expect men and women of other racial backgrounds to also have this knowledge? If there is not widespread education or media focus on the often silent, persisting issues young Black women face today, then how could a society ever begin to support young Black women? If some of the older Black women who raised me are still unknowingly enforcing respectability politics, if some of the Black men in my family continue to spread colorist ideology, if some of my white colleagues aren’t aware of the ways they uphold racist stereotypes about Black women in the workplace, and if some of my non-Black peers aren’t knowledgeable about the ways in which white supremacy influences them to look down upon Black women, then how do we begin to move closer to creating better conditions for Black women? In chatting with my mother, and later her friends, I realized that the niche issues negatively impacting the livelihood of young Black women in my generation are almost completely unknown, mostly because there is a collective belief—a false one—that we are living in a post-racial society.

			How can a society truly be post-racial when there was so much collective surprise over events like the murders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Breonna Taylor? When many people, including people in my own circle, reacted with shock as two thousand rioters stormed the Capitol without the National Guard being called? When Kyle Rittenhouse’s not-guilty sentence was greeted by so many with confusion over how he could not only be decriminalized, but also painted simultaneously as a victim and a hero? For me and so many of my Black friends, none of these events were surprising. When you’re conscious and aware that racism hasn’t necessarily lessened, but instead disguised itself systematically, these events are to be expected in “post-racial” America.

			Because of triumphs like the first Black president, the first Black vice president, and Black women winning Oscars, even my own my mother, like many Americans, was somewhat convinced that we are living in a post-racial era. From a young Black poet reading at the 2021 presidential inauguration to a rise in interracial partnerships, there is a clouded image of America as a rehabilitated nation of unity that welcomes and celebrates a diverse society. The greatest gymnast is a young Black woman (Simone Biles), the biggest pop star is a young Black woman (Beyoncé), the most exceptional tennis player in the world is a young Black woman (Serena Williams), the most popular young actress in Hollywood is a Black woman (Zendaya), and any hip-hop fan will likely tell you that their favorite female rapper is a young Black woman. With so many young Black women dominating culture, entertainment, sports, and politics, it becomes difficult for a society to grapple with the fact that young Black women are still most in need of support and advocacy.

			While millennial Black women may not be dealing with the same blatant racism that earlier generations endured, it would be fallacious to presume that conditions have improved. Instead, they’ve modernized to fit the inconspicuously racist era created by the digital age and somewhat progressive politics, but the parallels make it hard for most people to recognize. While the women before us fought to integrate into schools, Black millennial women are the most educated demographic of women in America. And while Black women of the Gen X and baby boomer generations experienced an era without the right to vote, we grew up with a Black first lady and first Black woman vice president in the White House. I understand why it’s difficult to imagine that young Black women are falling behind our peers, and simple to dismiss our complaints by tying them to our generation’s characterizations of laziness and dissatisfaction. But the only thing that’s changed for Black millennial women is opportunity. Opportunity not necessarily made possible by a societal shift in how young Black women are accepted, but more so the opportunity created by our own activism and demand, and a widespread ideology of showing up unapologetically Black. We have a tool that previous generations did not—the internet. Through social media we are able to share our thoughts and experiences with the masses, create consequences for those who discriminate against us, and build communities of powerful women who are challenging the status quo. We can easily access studies and think pieces that provide us with literature, knowledge, and wisdom that our education systems withheld from us. In many ways, the internet provides us with a platform that society has so long tried to withhold from us.

			At other times, however, the internet has also been our greatest opponent. In many ways, it distorts our presentation. Whenever we do something and post it online, the world gets to share its negative opinion. Non-Black people and women often mimic our behavior and grow in popularity from their modern-day minstrel TikTok videos of them cosplaying in our expression. Online, Black women are reduced to clichés through non-Black people’s excessive use of GIFs, reaction videos, voice-overs, and songs featuring Black women. In many ways, social media has become an incentive to perpetuate racist stereotypes that fuel the hypersexualization of Black girls and the justification of violence against Black women. These innocent yet harmful portrayals of Black women online and in the media result in reduced outrage when Black girls and women are assaulted or killed.

			The lack of control Black women hold in how we are perceived online, in the media, and during our encounters with others is what keeps century-old stereotypes relevant. It is what we have in common with our predecessors—a lack of autonomy in how we are perceived by anyone who is not us. Oftentimes, young Black women are categorized as angry, sassy, sexual, and strong—which we sometimes are, as women of all different backgrounds are, but not in the way white culture assumes or portrays us. A lot of young Black women actually are angry. We have many things to be angry about. We are four times more likely to die during childbirth than white women. Nearly 34 percent of missing girls and women are Black, despite making up only 15 percent of the U.S. female population. One in four Black women will be sexually assaulted before the age of eighteen, one in five Black women are survivors of rape, 40–60 percent of Black women report being subjected to coercive sexual contact by age eighteen, and 40 percent of sex-trafficking survivors in the United States are Black women. Due to negligence and systemic racism in healthcare settings, we are more likely to live with diabetes, obesity, high blood pressure, and major depression and have double the risk for stroke. We are paid 64 percent of what non-Hispanic white men are paid. We are the least likely women to be contacted on dating apps. We quite literally create the language and culture of our generation yet rarely reap the benefits. And during this pandemic, we are more likely to be jobless and die from COVID-19. Of course Black women are angry; who wouldn’t be? But what we are more angry about is that our conditions are not improving. We are angry about being angry about the same things we saw our mothers and grandmothers being angry about. We are angry about the delusion of many of our allies in believing that “things are better” for us now just because issues are less blatant or because our allies are ignorant to the issues that exist. We are angry that in the twenty-first century we still have to advocate for our basic human rights, and that no one seems to see our battles because there continue to be so many “first Black woman to . . .” victories. We are angry, but not for the reasons the media has concluded. In fact, the media never asks the angry Black woman what she is actually angry about.

			

			•   •   •

			When I first watched Malcolm X’s famous 1962 “Who Taught You to Hate Yourself?” speech on YouTube, when working on the proposal for this book, one line made sense of the anger I had been feeling as a young Black woman. “The most disrespected person in America is the Black woman. The most unprotected person in America is the Black woman. The most neglected person in America is the Black woman.” In this decade, Malcolm’s words still run deep but are camouflaged by the way society pulls from, imitates, and capitalizes on millennial Black womanhood. While Black women of previous generations were often denied access to white establishments, schools, and businesses, young Black women today are dealing with the unconscious biases and microaggressions that have resulted from our being allowed in these white establishments, which were never created with the vision of including us. Black women of previous generations were taught to assimilate, fit in, and shrink their Blackness. Young Black women today are toiling between the lines of being unapologetic about their expression, on the one hand, and, on the other, knowing that unconscious biases toward their expression can decrease employment opportunities, change how they’re treated in medical settings, and have a negative impact on their social outcomes. Black women of previous generations were subjected to discrimination blatantly, from comfortable racists, while young Black women are navigating subtle racism from people who self-proclaim to be woke allies. Older Black women experienced racist encounters when they left the comfort of their homes; young Black women are subjected to racism even at home, every time they get online. For young Black women, the digital age provides us with no escape from traumatic news, racist comments and posts, and frequent reminders that the world does not take us seriously.

			In being connected online, we are creating more autonomy for our cohort. Together, we’re unlearning our own trauma, passed down to us by our mothers and grandmothers, who were raised under respectability politics and white professionalism in order to create better conditions for the next generation of Black women. We’ve begun to reject the ideals that helped them survive in a less connected world, like relaxing their hair to integrate into society or code-switching in the office to move up the corporate ladder. These differences between young Black women and older Black women sometimes result in disapproval and misunderstanding of our behavior and our demands, but I have faith that the women before us can recognize that we are not rejecting their advice and teachings, but rejecting abiding by the same white judgment and unspoken rules that didn’t allow them to be their full selves. We are choosing not to believe that our natural hair is unmanageable, that our skin is too dark (whatever that means), that our laugh is too loud, or that the way we dress makes us “fast.” We are not allowing every part of our being to be picked apart, criticized, and judged by anyone but ourselves. We are not ignoring our stress and we are removing ourselves from relationships and establishments that do not value us as humans. Yet still, in many ways, young Black women and Black women of previous generations are dealing with the same issues—which is why young Black women are unwilling to settle for our current conditions. We have a reference point—the struggles and obstacles of our foremothers—to compare our predicaments with. We have not changed positions on the social hierarchy. We continue to be a highly underpaid demographic, receive inadequate healthcare, and have a higher mortality than our non-Black female counterparts. Black women offer emotional support and advocate for other communities and groups but are left to fend for themselves. Black women are dying at exponential rates—from COVID, from childbirth, from medical neglect and physical abuse—but breathe life into society with all that they offer. Imagine a world without Black women, without Black women’s contributions, and if that imagined world seems at all boring, bland, or regressed, then maybe this book will enlighten you, dear reader, to step up and show up for Black women.

			With all this information out in the open, and how obvious it is that our contributions are instrumental, I’ve asked myself, how is it that our issues go seemingly unaddressed? What I’ve sometimes found, when talking with white folks, other women of color, and Black men, is that it’s easier for a person to claim they are against an issue than to become self-aware about how they give rise to an issue. But there is no true value in publicly stating you are against the mistreatment of young Black women without then offering ways to support them. Especially when your understanding of Black women does not come from having close friends or romantic partners who are Black, but through parasocial interactions and media consumption, it creates a psychological disconnect where people believe they are progressive and informed about another group of people without any profound relationships or interactions in real life to base this on. Most non-Black women look up to some prominent Black woman celebrity. Whether they idolize Beyoncé or Zendaya, binge shows like Insecure, or own a copy of Michelle Obama’s Becoming, most of them believe that their relationship with Black women—which mostly exists through film, music, and social media consumption—is healthy and approved by Black women. As if being a fan of someone who is a star is equal to supporting Black women in real life. Many white people’s relationship with Black people is not firsthand or substantial, not empathetic or personable, but exists merely through entertainment or being online. It creates a manipulated and faulty understanding of a group of people who are not present in their social circles, schools, or workplaces. It consists of exclusive admiration and support, from a distance, that isn’t afforded to the entire group but only to those who have reached a high social status. If our society would place worth on and support Black women without the requirement of those women being extraordinary, then maybe we’d see a shift in the conditions of ordinary Black women.

			Just as dangerous as these parasocial relationships is the language used to describe the mistreatment that Black women are subjected to. When I first wrote about the fact that Black women face a higher risk of pregnancy complications, the weight of simple unconscious biases became apparent to me. Actually, unconscious biases, or any biases, for that matter, are not simple at all. Yet our society has developed a language that reduces and waters down words and facts surrounding Black harm, causing outsiders to believe we are closer to dismantling racism than we actually are. Essentially, the way we overstate national progress toward racial justice minimizes the trials at play. When white people believe they are not racist but admit to holding some unconscious biases, it creates this false idea of being in the home stretch in self-work. If an unconscious bias, like perceiving Black women as strong, then furthers the idea that Black women can endure more stress and pain than other women, then causes people to think Black women have the ability to power through in times of need, which results in Black women being neglected in healthcare settings, causing Black women to face a higher risk of pregnancy complications—you’re very far from being at the finish line of self-work. The same goes for language surrounding microaggressions. All microaggressions are irritating, and when combined, so that Black women are constantly being subjected to microaggressions, they have proven to increase hypertension, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and respiratory conditions in Black women. So how micro is an aggression that can alter your health and well-being? Not micro at all.

			To many people, acts of white supremacy are defined as blatant racism, like a mass shooter attacking a Black church, or systemic racism, like voter suppression in Black neighborhoods, but white supremacy begins with biases that started as thoughts and then transcended that to become real-life repercussions. In a racist world, what so many self-proclaimed progressive people seem to misunderstand is that unconscious biases allow white supremacy to thrive. Therefore, it is the social responsibility of non-Black people, but mostly white and white-passing people, to make thoughtful choices about the media that they project onto the world, how they interact with Black women, and in what ways they can right the wrongs of their history to create better conditions for Black women. In fact, the majority of the obstacles young Black women face come at the hands of others. At first mention, that might sound like a dramatic generalization, but Black women do not wield power in politics, in lawmaking, in healthcare, in media, or in any of the other institutions that so often neglect us. It is the responsibility of our allies, of Black men, and especially of white people to use their respective privileges to protect and do right by us. So, with this book, I hope to provide a look into our lives, so that you, dear reader, can begin to understand us, and the relationship you hold with us.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			It’s Different in My Body

			I started working on the proposal for this book when I was twenty-five, and then writing the book itself when I was twenty-six. The material has been in development since 1994—seven months before my birth, when my mother attended her first prenatal visit upon finding out she was pregnant with me at forty-three. Because of her mature age, family and friends frequently questioned her about her health. Doctors warned her about the risk she was taking by getting pregnant just years before menopause was expected. She was told her chances of complications like high blood pressure and preeclampsia were increased. It was likely that I could be born with Down syndrome and even more likely that my mother would need a C-section. Only the latter took place, and I was prematurely cut from my mother’s belly a month before my due date. Age-related risks aside, the chances that my mother would have endured complications throughout the course of her pregnancy were much higher than those of her white counterparts, and her likelihood of dying from pregnancy-related complications was three to four times more likely. These alarming stats suggest that even before I was born, simply by coming from a Black woman, it was predetermined that my life mattered less.

			Disappointingly, the troubles that affected my mother almost thirty years ago are currently affecting Black millennial and Gen Z women today. Just five years before I was born, Black women in 1990 had a 3.3 times greater chance of dying from pregnancy-related complications than white women. Today, Black women are still three to four times more likely to die from a pregnancy-related complication than white women. Despite medical advancements in pregnancy and childbirth, we are the demographic whose conditions have improved the least. Compared to white women, the maternal mortality ratio for Black women was 2.4 times greater in 1940, 3.6 times greater in 1950, 4.1 times greater in 1960, 3.9 times greater in 1970, 3.4 times greater in 1980, and 3.3 times greater in 1990. In 2020, the maternal mortality rate for Black women was 55.3 deaths per 100,000 live births, 2.9 times the rate for white women (19.1) and 3 times the rate for Hispanic women (18.2). Even prominent Black women, with access to the best doctors and medical facilities, are unable to dodge the harms of racial and implicit bias in medicine. Both Beyoncé and Serena Williams have been vocal about how childbirth almost cost them their lives, respectively pointing to our increased risk of preeclampsia and potential neglect by healthcare staff. But it wasn’t so much the horror stories of Black celebrities that solidified, for me, that America doesn’t care about Black mothers or their children, as it was the opinions of people in power.

			During a Politico interview with Senator Bill Cassidy, the response to a question regarding Louisiana’s high rates of women dying in childbirth confirmed that regard for Black women is nonexistent. “About a third of our population is African American,” he said. “African Americans have a higher incidence of maternal mortality. So, if you correct our population for race, we’re not as much of an outlier as it’d otherwise appear. Now I say that not to minimize the issue but to focus the issue as to where it would be.” The quote, which aired publicly, was all at once disturbing and yet crystallizing for me.

			My grandfather and his family are from Louisiana, and I instantly thought of my female cousins who live there and have to reckon with this sort of disregard for their lives. Because a third of Louisiana’s population is Black, there isn’t a minor outlier to “correct for.” But to say the state doesn’t have a problem if a third of that population is removed from the pool, a third of which is Black, suggests the ludicrous and racist ideology of several people who have the power to alleviate this crisis but have failed to do so since my own birth.

			

			•   •   •

			I sat across from my mom two summers ago, my baby album in her hands, as she painted a picture of the days leading up to February 21 in 1995. It wasn’t the uncertainty she felt that startled me the most but, instead, the doctor’s sentiments in response to her concerns at the time. “Whenever I sought reassurance from the doctor about the delicacy of this pregnancy, he’d tell me, ‘Don’t worry, Black female babies always make it, they are very strong.’ You were still in my stomach. Can you believe those were his words of encouragement?” my mother said. It was with that line of advice that she let go of her fears, holding on to that notion for the remainder of her pregnancy. She explained that her doctor was adamant about it, often reiterating that he always witnessed the most strength with Black female babies. It’s hard to say whether he had decided against telling my mother, too, that she is a strong Black woman because she is of lighter complexion, with hazel eyes and soft curls—she isn’t exactly the visibly presenting Black woman who is typically associated with strength. But her child, me—the daughter of a dark-skinned Black man, who was also attending doctor’s visits with my mom—was instantly perceived as a strong Black baby. Trusting authority, my mother would even pass along the belief as an assuring rebuttal to anyone who would comment on her age as a risk factor and remind people that the survival rate was much higher for preemie Black female babies. She didn’t have access to a worldwide web of thousands of voices that called out the “strong Black woman” stereotype, and so, ignorantly, like many people of the boomer generation, my mother didn’t find a problem with this label, owing to the lack of knowledge at the time. I don’t know too many young Black women who would accept that same opinion from a doctor today.

			It comes as no surprise that the doctor’s claim is not backed by science. Nor is it surprising that a non-Black doctor would place a characteristic like “strength” on an unborn child, especially a Black female child. But this belief, that Black women and girls exude strength, doesn’t necessarily stem from a place of endearment or high regard.

			Like so many of the other labels placed upon us, our so-called strength dates back to 1619, when slavery was established in the United States. It was believed that Black women could handle emotional and physical stress in ways that other women could not because of the harsh conditions white people subjected their slaves to. By working on plantations, all while enduring physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, and being fed the worst food and given inadequate healthcare, Black women were forced into the role of superhumans with a high pain threshold. As the University of Virginia’s Seanna Leath found in her studies about harm associated with the expectation of strength in Black women and girls, Black women are often described as superwomen and our bodies are, often unconsciously, viewed as superhuman. Leath writes,

			
				This is typically meant as a compliment and received positively when compared to other, blatantly negative stereotypes about Black women that cast them as sexually aggressive, lazy, loud, and ghetto. In my research interviews with young Black women, I find that many consider strength a birthright of Black womanhood. They view their survival amidst the legacies of slavery, colonialism, and disenfranchisement as a testament to the strength of Black women in U.S. society.

			

			Additionally, a 2016 study of 222 white medical students in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that half the participants believed Black patients feel less pain than white patients, a medical myth that dates back to medical experiments by white doctors on enslaved Black people in the 1820s. Even in 2021, this myth continues to be perpetuated by medical doctors and workers in healthcare and plays out in the lower quality of healthcare that Black people receive in comparison to their white counterparts. According to the American Bar Association, Black patients are discharged earlier from the hospital than white patients, after surgery—at a stage when discharge can be dangerous or risky; Black patients are more likely to receive less desirable treatments for illness; and Black patients suffering from bipolar disorder are more likely to be prescribed antipsychotics despite evidence that these medications have long-term negative effects and do not produce effective results. In fact, a study observing four hundred hospitals across the United States revealed that Black patients with heart disease received cheaper and older treatments than their white counterparts. More specifically to Black women, they are less likely than white women to receive radiation therapy in conjunction with a mastectomy. Actually, they are less likely to receive mastectomies at all.

			So, when my mother’s Middle Eastern doctor predicted I wouldn’t die in the womb because “Black female babies are the strongest babies,” he assumed that my mother, too, would be fine. Despite her age, despite her child being premature, her doctor believed my Blackness defied the odds. This expectation of strength has worked its way into every aspect of my life. Whether it be my non-Black friends and peers comforting me with “you’re so strong” during times of turmoil or my own family members encouraging me to “push through” impossible situations that warrant rest, I’ve always been expected to be okay and deal with whatever unfair obstacles are thrown my way. It’s safe to assume that the majority of these absurd expectations exist for me largely because I am in a Black woman’s body.

			As I’ve transitioned from a dependent, sheltered child raised in the South to an independent adult living and working in New York City, it’s become ever so evident that strength is not the only attribute associated with existing in a Black, dark-skinned, woman’s body. All at once my body, my presence, is intimidating and sometimes perceived as unapproachable to non-Black people, while also undeniably beautiful and often imitated. Other times it means moving between the lines of invisible and hypervisible.

			As a teen, being invisible and hypervisible became particularly apparent to me through the reactions of non-Black parents and authority figures. During awards ceremonies, sporting events, and various outings with my white friends, I saw how my Blackness brought people to suspect negative things about my character, my intentions, and my intelligence. I once remember the disbelief and discontent expressed on the faces of white parents at a scholarship ceremony when I was awarded the largest grant. The award was preceded by a lengthy application process, extensive in-person interviews with board members, and multiple long-form essays. Whether these parents were just upset that their child didn’t get the award, or they believed I wasn’t deserving of the award, I’ll never know. But the frequency of these negative reactions and total shock at my achievements by white parents makes me think the latter. At tennis tournaments, white parents would blow up in smoke when their daughters lost to me and would ask them, “How did you let her beat you?” When I announced to the family of one of my close friends, who was white, that I got into the University of Texas, instead of congratulating me, my friend’s mom responded, “Really? I wonder why Jess didn’t get in, then.” At an early age, I realized my hard work, which involved making good grades, long hours of practicing tennis, and joining numerous extracurriculars to prepare myself for future opportunities, had been invisible to some of the white people around me, because they still met my achievements with disbelief and bias.

			This kind of bias didn’t stop at school. When shopping with a white friend at the mall, I saw how my Blackness cast me as “the friend,” the one next to the girl deemed deserving of phenomenal customer service. Anytime my friend and I visited the mall, I longed to be approached by a salesperson at one of the many booths to ask if they could style my hair for free or offer me a perfume sample. When we’d walk into Abercrombie, the sales associates would eagerly try to recruit my friend for a job while I’d stand there trying to figure out what it was about her that was so gravitational. Rarely would they glance in my direction or acknowledge my existence as I stood beside her. But that all changed when we lingered in a store. Oftentimes, the longer we stayed in a store and browsed through the aisles, the more all eyes were suddenly on me. Inexplicably, the store associates would glance over from their registers to make sure I wasn’t slipping anything into my bag. We’d make eye contact frequently in the mirrors tacked on the ceiling. In some cases, someone would approach me multiple times to ask if I needed help finding anything, reminding me that I was being watched and that I was expected to do something criminal. This transition, from being invisible to hypervisible, was confusing, especially since middle school was the first time I started to become aware of it. Such innocence and little life experience didn’t provide me with an explanation for why this was happening, but I was always aware of feeling othered, or different from my white friends. One specific instance made it immensely clear that these parallels existed solely because I was a Black girl.

			During what was supposed to be a casual outing to the mall, I became aware that my problems didn’t exist because of my skin but because of other people’s reactions to it. To me and my community, Black skin was never criminal. I had been surrounded by harmless Black children my entire life. The idea that something was wrong with my skin is one I was made to believe as I entered non-Black spaces and had encounters with non-Black people. One afternoon, my friend’s mom dropped the two of us off at the mall, now that we were old enough to be trusted on our own. I specifically remember my friend having more than a hundred dollars to spend, while I had to make do with the fifteen dollars my mom gave me for food. We did our rounds at the mall until we ended up at Forever 21. I noticed my friend slipping cheap jewelry into her purse, with such ease and very little hesitation. But I minded my business. Like most young kids, I felt calling out someone else’s bad behavior would only create awkwardness between us. I just knew I had no plans to follow along. My parents would never let me step foot in a mall again without their supervision if I were to steal and embarrass them in such a way.

			When my friend suggested I take something too, and pointed out how easy it would be
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