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Dedication

For Mom








Epigraph

It has always been much easier (because it has always seemed much safer) to give a name to the evil without than to locate the terror within. And yet, the terror within is far truer and far more powerful than any of our labels: the labels change, the terror is constant.

—James Baldwin
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1 Good Intentions

THERE WAS A TIME, BACK WHEN I WAS SMALLER AND THE WORLD only extended as far as the books on our shelves and the blocks around the house on Columbus Avenue, that Mom would have told me off for playing the TV too loud, the sounds of Transformers waging intergalactic war or roommates bickering on another rerun of Three’s Company, the background noise of the ’80s rising and falling. When Mom yelled, I listened. The threat of coming “down there” always enough to make me change course. Mom didn’t play around cause Grandma didn’t either: Follow the rules of the house, whether they are written or not; doesn’t matter much if you like it.

I thought about this every time Mom and I talked on the phone in the spring of 2020, when all we had was time to talk. The TV was the first sound I would hear, the knowing drone of local news or Wolf Blitzer or the errant “I’d like to solve the puzzle” seeping into the melody of “how’s your cousin” and “what’s the weather like” and “stay safe.” What I was not going to do was tell Mom off about the TV being too loud. There would be no hesitation to remind me of some simple truths, words Mom would claim were her own so many times while I pretended to have no association with the early work of Bill Cosby: “I brought you into this world, and I will take you out.” I still had no doubt she would. I’d been hearing those words since I was around ten years old; I had managed to make it to forty.

Besides, Mom was safe and I could take small comfort in the fact she seemed to enjoy her apartment, a small one-bedroom in a senior living high-rise run by the Salvation Army. I had only been to the building once, a few months earlier in December. It was the day my partner, Mitu, and I cosigned papers for Mom to get into her new building. We had come back from New York to see family like any other Christmas. A few months later, the entire world had shut down.

Anything resembling a normal life slowly began to recede from the windows of Mom’s apartment on the edge of downtown Minneapolis. By the end of May 2020 there were more than 1.6 million cases of coronavirus in the United States and over ninety-seven thousand deaths; almost nine hundred of those were in Minnesota. When we would talk Mom would mention how the quiet that descended on the city felt the most strange, the office towers of companies like Target and Wells Fargo emptied, the skyways connecting the buildings becoming useless terrariums devoid of life.1

Memorial Day, which was just around the corner, promised a change. Minnesota’s peak season, the compressed months of heat and everlasting northern light that made the winters tolerable now loomed, regardless of mask advisories or the capacity of hospitals. Minnesota Governor Tim Walz made good on a promise to relax his stay-at-home order to free people to have small gatherings, and allow some businesses to reopen. What could be more valuable than the familiar embrace of normalcy? To fill the bike trails again, return the kayaks to the water. It was a bet on the restorative power of dusting off the grill.2

Not that Mom was in any hurry to join any crowd going anywhere. Not that Mom was all that interested in biking or kayaking or any of the other assorted activities she would likely put under the category of white foolishness. So she planned to stay inside, watch her TV, play her little games on her phone, and scroll through Facebook. It only made sense that she would find the video posted by Darnella Frazier sooner or later.3

The video was filmed outside Cup Foods, a small convenience store that hasn’t changed one bit from when we lived in the house on Columbus, just separated by Phelps Park and all the warnings Mom could spare to keep me from that store, that corner, and all the attention it got from people she wanted me to avoid. This was something altogether different. The video with the cop on this man’s back; the cop stays pressed and uninterested in anything else in the world, especially not the screaming of the crowd around him or the begging of the Black man under his knee. I had not watched it yet, I was not in a hurry. Not after what police did to Jamar Clark over on the Northside, or after what police did to Philando Castile in his car with his girlfriend and her baby in the back seat in the suburbs. Because if I watch this video, it will find a home in me, it will burn in all the familiar parts of my body I was told to protect so carefully. I know this because I’ve seen these videos before, capturing another Black body made worthwhile to the world only in vanishing instead of waking life.

People tend to pass by Cup Foods. Unless you live around East Thirty-Eighth Street and Chicago Avenue on the Southside and know your options for something approximating groceries are limited. So Cup serves a purpose if you need a spot to grab chips, an oatmeal cream pie, try your luck on some scratch tickets, or get a key made real quick. You don’t dwell, you get what you need and leave. But time narrowed quickly for George Floyd before sunset on Memorial Day 2020, from the moment he stepped outside his friend’s SUV and walked through the door of Cup Foods. All he wanted was some cigarettes.4

In the space of almost twenty minutes Floyd would have a gun drawn on him and be pulled out of a friend’s car by two rookie cops, Thomas Lane and his partner, J. Alexander Kueng. They would attempt to fold him up into the back of a squad car too small to fit his frame, only to seize him back into the street after that plan failed. All of this happened after a cashier called the police, worried over what could be a counterfeit bill for a pack of cigarettes. The implied threat of violence lingered all the same: One of the rookie cops called for backup. Two officers would not be enough, not in the face of this man, large and Black and seemingly unwilling to comply, only complaining about the ways he was hurting.5

Help arrived in the form of Derek Chauvin, an officer with nineteen years in the police department and a record of complaints nearly as long. Chauvin knew all he needed to know: The man in front of him was resisting arrest and likely high off something. A threat. So Chauvin decided to settle the matter. As Kueng and Lane held Floyd down, Chauvin dug his knee into the back of Floyd’s neck, where it would rest for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds.6

Floyd had made it to Minneapolis from Houston’s Third Ward, he was Miss Cissy’s son and Gianna’s daddy. A man who had been in prison and found its enclosed spaces so claustrophobic as to trigger panic and threaten his heart. He had struggled through addiction, even now in the middle of another recovery journey in his new home. He had come to Minneapolis to turn it around, and in just a few short years had remade a life, imperfect and bumpy, but with promise of its own.7

Now daylight thinned and a crowd had begun to gather around the sidewalk outside Cup Foods, and Darnella Frazier, just seventeen years old, had walked over to get a snack with her cousin. In that limbo of spring twilight and the encroaching summer humidity, the pleading and shouting for anything or anyone to intervene, what choice did she have but to pull out her phone and record? Together they watched a man begging for his life, begging for his momma, repeating the words until they fell silent: “I can’t breathe.”8

Had I seen the video about the man in front of Cup Foods? Mom asked. The man with the cop driving his knee against his neck and back, the man screaming and crying and pleading for his momma, the man reduced to his final agonies, disappearing frame by frame, a clip that had only one inescapable end. Had I seen George Floyd die on the street in Minneapolis?

WHEN YOU GROW UP IN Minneapolis you learn the geography of the city is simple. The street map offers a recognizable pattern that can carry you from the pristine mansions steps away from the shores of Lake Harriet in the southwest, clear through the old mills and warehouses on the northeast and the old brick homes of the families who arrived first. If you shoot south, past the banks of the Mississippi and the University of Minnesota campus, you’ll find simple stucco homes and rows of tidy yards on the Southside. It’s basic but impenetrable. The arteries flowing across a city, quick enough to deliver you where you need to be and never linger, never look too deep.

No one stops at Thirty-Eighth and Chicago unless you live there. The Speedway gas station opposite Cup Foods, the storefront church Worldwide Outreach for Christ, the takeout joints leading in and out of the intersection, all of this grew for the people who know what it means to live just beyond the field of view, outside the prosperity or waves of renewal that crested elsewhere in Minneapolis. No one was coming to launch boutiques or breweries down here. But it took less than a day for the intersection to become a memorial to George Floyd. Flowers and balloons and notes slowly accumulated as people came to pay respects, carving away the portion of Chicago Avenue where Floyd took his final breaths. This was a ritual, reclaiming space that was so easily denied for a life ripped away by the indifferent violence America reserves for Black bodies. Ribbons and street-side crosses, teddy bears left to weather time, each a quiet protest.9 America’s running tab of Black lives killed by police had not stopped growing in the midst of a pandemic. In the few months of 2020 before Floyd died, Louisville police killed Breonna Taylor while serving a no-knock warrant at her apartment; Ahmaud Arbery was out for a jog near Brunswick, Georgia, when he was killed after being chased down by a former police officer and his son. In this way Minnesota was no different than anywhere else in the country.10

In the hours after Floyd’s death a press release from the Minneapolis Police Department said a man had suffered from “medical distress” and later died at Hennepin County Medical Center in downtown Minneapolis. A Black man died and all he was worth was a perfunctory statement that left more questions than answers, a police practice echoed in the deaths of Eric Garner and Sandra Bland. A lie was in the air. This was enough for people to come outside, to pause lives already frozen in stasis. Grief took up the space, took back the land, and eventually the people gave it a name. Mourners would grab whatever they could find to build blockades to dissuade cars from passing through an unfolding public wake. In time a sign would be painted and placed at the northern entrance to the intersection: “You Are Now Entering the Free State of George Floyd.”11

The streets stayed busy. Protestors marched more than two miles from Thirty-Eighth and Chicago to the Third Precinct on Lake Street, the six mile east–west corridor that runs from the Mississippi River to Lake Bde Maka Ska in South Minneapolis. Chauvin and the other officers involved in Floyd’s killing had been stationed there but now had vanished. The search continued in the western suburbs where protestors found Chauvin’s home address miles outside the city he was sworn to protect. There was good reason to believe he would be home: The county attorney had yet to charge anyone in Floyd’s death. Several years into the body cam era of modern policing and with more bystander videos than any point in history, and there was an open question whether anyone would be held responsible.12

So Minneapolis would burn.

The daytime protests at the Third Precinct began to rupture into skirmishes between demonstrators and increasingly militarized police officers. The protestors returned with their own riot gear; nurses and health-care workers set up triage areas to treat wounds from nonlethal rounds or douse people in milk after the tear gas started. On the second night the violence spiraled out from the station as fires sparked across Lake Street and the businesses surrounding the precinct. The owner of a pawn shop fatally shot a man he believed was breaking into his store. At some point the Target opposite the precinct was cracked open, and people began pouring out with all they could carry. By the time the governor ordered a state of emergency in St. Paul and Minneapolis, the siege on the Third Precinct was almost complete. After a two-night ground war with cameras watching from all over the world, the mayor ordered officers to withdraw from the station. The crowds cheered as a column of squad cars and vans exited the station. The fire came next. The flames clawed out along Lake Street for one more night, and a liquor store, a diner, the office of an Indigenous American nonprofit all fell victim.13

In just three days, life in Minneapolis had been upended, and now the National Guard would arrive, backed up by the Minnesota State Patrol and the threat of a curfew on the metro area. What had started with state violence was being met with an escalating catastrophe. If there was a search for answers to Floyd’s death it was being met by a system that looked bent on restoring order through overwhelming force. But the powers that be had a problem; Gov. Tim Walz said as much when he admitted law enforcement could not make a dent against protestors and people taking to the streets. “Quite candidly, right now, we do not have the numbers,” Walz said.14

The same could be said in cities across the country. In Memphis they lay down in the middle of Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard; in LA hundreds marched to shut down Highway 101. Protestors took a similar tactic in St. Louis, blocking Interstate 44. In Dallas, Atlanta, and Philadelphia as well, peaceful demonstrations mixed with the rage of a barely controlled, clenched fist. In New York thousands showed out in lower Manhattan and downtown Brooklyn over two nights of demonstrations that descended into rocks and trash trading fire with pepper spray and rubber bullets. This same tension was now playing out not just in America, but around the globe, the sheer brutality of Floyd’s death translating in any language. In London, Copenhagen, and Auckland protestors marched to US embassies. Floyd’s face could be seen around the world.15

The week following Floyd’s death, demonstrators spent the afternoon carrying signs and chanting near the White House, only to be flushed out by US Park Police and National Guard soldiers with flashbang grenades and tear gas. As the smoke slipped away in nearby Lafayette Square, it had been unclear what triggered the abrupt end to the otherwise peaceful afternoon, especially ahead of the city’s 7 p.m. curfew. The answer appeared, clumsy and grasping and obvious. President Donald Trump emerged with members of his cabinet and various aides, including Attorney General William Barr and White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows; they walked the short and suddenly empty distance to St. John’s Episcopal Church, where the president posed for photos in front of the boarded-up sanctuary. “Greatest country in the world,” Trump said. “And we’re going to keep it nice and safe.”16

There was so little to believe in so much theater and so few words. Whatever safety my family could find that week was not through the strength of a president desperate for a photo op. We had lifetimes of knowing better, that safety is at best circumstantial and often a fiction. Mom stayed locked away at home, as did much of the rest of my family, even as the uprising was never far away from the neighborhoods we once called home. Everyone was waiting for deliverance from the threats just outside the door. Floyd died and brought wildfire in his wake, and every day his killing went unanswered the city’s sins lay exposed. It took a better part of a week for Derek Chauvin to be charged with third-degree murder and second-degree manslaughter.

A Black man being killed by a white police officer is not unfamiliar terrain in America. Certainly the rest of the world recognized this country’s predilection for violence and the bodies that often paid the price. The naked inhumanity in Floyd’s death begged for more answers than Minneapolis could provide. What most Americans might tell you about the city is a vague and pleasant shape: kind and progressive with an assortment of lakes. It is not the sort of place where blatant cruelty breathes wild and free.17

From where you stood you could see another riot that fits the mold of so many in our history, or you could see a predictable tragedy as old as any American tradition. No matter what you believed or saw on your screens there was a question hanging in the air: Why Minneapolis?

THE AFTERNOON FOLLOWING FLOYD’S DEATH Mayor Jacob Frey was in front of cameras announcing that all four officers involved in the killing had been fired. There would be no suspensions, no equivocating, no space for the police union to sow doubt in order to protect their own. Sensing the magnitude of the case, or simply the need to get ahead of the questions to come, Frey took hold of the moment, speaking to the overwhelming precedent set by public officials who often chose to say nothing after police kill on the job. He drew the line, then crossed it: Frey called on the county prosecutor to do the right thing, to charge the officer responsible for Floyd’s death.18 “I’ve wrestled with, more than anything else in the last 36 hours, one fundamental question: Why is the man who killed George Floyd not in jail? If you had done it, or I had done it, we would be behind bars right now. And I cannot come up with a good answer for that question.” Frey continued: “We cannot turn a blind eye. It is on us as leaders to see this for what it is and call it what it is. George Floyd deserves justice. His family deserves justice. The Black community deserves justice. And our city deserves justice.”19

As Frey rolled through press conference after press conference, something became unmistakably familiar. The thirty-eight-year-old former city councilor was looking more ragged than dashing these days; shaggy curls and unshaven stubble, the bleary-eyed aesthetic of a sleep deprived politician in crisis. It could have just as easily been the hallmark of life inside in the pandemic. In speaking the plain truth of Floyd’s death, Frey set in motion the customary performance of public tragedy, condolences and assurances and downturned eyes for the camera. He also cast himself into the generations-long fight for racial justice in Minneapolis at its lowest point.

Since the turn of the previous century Minnesota has given rise to liberal politicians and other civil rights organizers eager to offer freedoms to Black families, often earlier than other states in the country. This is where Hubert Humphrey first found his footing in politics. As mayor he would attempt to make Minneapolis confront its own patterns of segregation in housing and employment, the same work he would champion as a US senator and later vice president. That lineage of good-natured citizens committed to solving racial inequity would shape liberal politics not just in the state, but in twenty-first-century America.20 Listening to Frey it’s all there, refined and ready for the moment. It is grounded and unmistakably Minnesotan. A humble appeal to the good nature of our neighbors and the power of our institutions to do what is right when the moment calls. Frey, like so many before him, called on our best intentions in this dark hour.

I had heard this song before. Minneapolis could be better, because it has been better before. The past told us Minnesotans weren’t exceptional, just honest and open-hearted toward our neighbors in their hour of need. That Minnesotans rejected slavery and fought on the right side in the Civil War. That Black people enjoyed the right to vote in Minnesota before America ratified the Fifteenth Amendment. That labor unions helped grow the state’s founding industries, helped forge coalitions to help workers of all colors, worked hand in hand with politicians to make this state a destination for migrant families, whether they were dispossessed Black families relocating from the South or Cambodians and Somalians seeking refuge from war.

As recently as 2018 Minneapolis was heralded for its “bold move to address its affordable-housing crisis and confront a history of racist housing practices,” in the form of an ambitious planning document to lay out the city’s future. People had come together to fix the mistakes of racist housing policies of the past through new zoning regulations and encouraging new forms of affordable housing throughout the city. The Minneapolis 2040 plan would right the city’s wrongs through more effective management. Generations of Midwestern pragmatists had worked to make their state quietly remarkable by defying America’s natural tendencies.21

But good intentions find a way to devastate Black lives all the same. Floyd’s death was not an outlier; he was the eleventh person to die at the hands of the Minneapolis police over a ten-year period. And when police kill, they take Black lives at a rate that outstrips the size of the community. Terrance Franklin was shot ten times by Minneapolis police in the basement of a house in Uptown in 2013; he was being pursued for questioning in a burglary. Jamar Clark was unarmed when he was killed in 2015 after police accused him of trying to take an officer’s gun. In 2018 Thurman Blevins was shot by police while running through an alley. David Smith was Tasered five times and held face down on the floor of a YMCA; Officer David Cornelius sat on his legs as his partner, Timothy Gorman, placed his knee on Smith’s back for more than four minutes; eventually they would search for his pulse and find nothing. Being Black or African in Minneapolis makes you more likely to be pulled over and searched for a traffic stop. And any encounter with police in Minneapolis is likely to end up in conflict: Police use force—punching, holds, or weapons—on Black people at a rate seven times that of whites. Given all that, it’s not surprising that Black people are overrepresented in the state’s prisons.22

Being a Black family in the Twin Cities means having a median income that is only a fraction of what a white family can expect. It means only 26 percent of Black families own homes, compared to 77 percent of white families. It means that even when the unemployment rate for Black people reaches a historic low of 7 percent, like it did in 2018, it was still double the overall unemployment rate for the state. It means your children face the same uphill battle in schools: Data from the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis shows statewide test scores for white students in math and reading have maintained the same gap with Black, Indigenous, and Asian students for years.23

And yet, Minnesota consistently numbers as one of the best places to live in America. High rates of college degrees, above-average health, a long list of major corporations—Target, 3M, General Mills—that offer lifelong careers. The affordable housing and embarrassment of outdoor recreation, a vibrant arts and music scene. It’s the reason Time magazine declared in 1973, “Minnesota: A State That Works.” In the decades since why did no one stop to ask who, exactly, the state was working for?24

The mounting disparities have not gone unnoticed by social scientists. Samuel Myers Jr., the director of the Roy Wilkins Center for Human Relations and Social Justice at the University of Minnesota, has studied the dissonance between what Minnesota says about equality and what the record actually shows. Myers calls it the “Minnesota Paradox.” What stood out to him is not the fact that white families have done well over generations in a predominantly white state; it’s the denial that something else might explain so much hoarding of wealth, security, and comfort. As stated in his book Race Neutrality, “The overwhelming sentiment among residents of Minnesota is one of alarm and concern about these racial disparities but reluctance to attribute these disparities to systemic discrimination or racism.”25

George Floyd’s life and death in Minneapolis exposed the hollow heart behind all the city’s best intentions: the conversations avoided, the failed promises, the reliance on incremental progress on “the race issue.” Minneapolis got caught believing its own lie and had never prepared for the consequences. The foundational story of Minnesota, the one that was repeated across generations with every successive family that arrived, is of the outsider who came from away to wrestle success from the earth through hard work and steady habits. George Floyd believed in that premise and died in its name. This was not a paradox or a series of contradictions, just one of America’s oldest creations. Minnesota neatly tucked it behind relentless smiles and an unshakable desire for unity. Somehow white supremacy had hidden in plain sight in a state that is, and always has been, overwhelmingly white.26

To much of the world in the summer of 2020 Minneapolis appeared to be in the grip of a riot, but all I saw was an unpaid bill long overdue. The world saw looters chasing opportunity through the smoke, but I saw stores whose aisles I walked as a child while shopping with Mom, unsure what we could afford to eat each week. I saw the remnants of Lake Street, overflowing with immigrant businesses and faded storefronts that looked largely the same as they did during my childhood, untouched by the rehabilitation that had made my hometown “one of the best places to live.” The world saw block by block battles with police; I saw the only neighborhoods where Black families have been allowed to live for decades. I saw a man die in front of a store at the hands of police, knowing the rules I was raised on if I wanted to survive.

What most of the world could not know is the cost of living inside someone else’s best laid plans. I grew up in the South Minneapolis of the 1980s and 1990s, living in the echo of a civil rights movement that was supposed to transform my mom’s future, a new deal that was supposed to put my grandma on solid footing before her, and a Great Migration that saw my great-grandparents escape to Minnesota in the name of opportunity. And yet all we have to show for three generations born into that life is our name and a list of stagnant promises. The neighborhoods we called home were often defined by redlining or racist housing covenants that controlled the geography of the city, always ripe to be razed in the name of urban renewal or otherwise abandoned in disinterest. The schools we attended were never bowed by any official doctrine of separate but equal, yet still segregated through that same quietly purposeful neighborhood planning. All we had, what most Black families had, was the living.

It was uncles on the grill and plates wrapped in tinfoil at family reunions in Theodore Wirth Park on the Northside in the hottest days of summer. It was bundling up in the coldest cold of January to march after the annual Martin Luther King Jr. breakfast, even if you weren’t old enough to understand why. It was people who, despite his genius on every musical instrument known to the world, would still talk about Prince hooping for Central High. Scratching around on the radio dial to find the signal for KUXL just to hear Maurice McKinnies, and later KMOJ to listen to Flyte Time. It was being just old enough to walk down the street from my grandma’s house to Eddie’s barbershop on the Southside, knowing it meant losing most of the morning to waiting, reading outdated copies of Ebony and Jet just to get into a chair while secretly hoping I might catch a glimpse of a Vikings player or, if I was lucky, Kirby Puckett getting a cut.

It wasn’t until the 1950s that Black people passed just 1 percent of the state’s population; today that number has reached just 7 percent. Black people now make up about 20 percent of the population in Minneapolis. What we had was smaller if measured by the geography of Chicago or the legacies of Detroit and the struggle in New York. Our abundance looked different, whether it was defiant or quiet, or if you tried to get in where you could fit in and hope white acceptance could come through careful mimicry. Generations grew in the cracks like sidewalk flowers all the same.27

This is an old tale. Being Black in America is a story of surviving bureaucracies with limited imaginations and the threat of law enforcement set loose to maintain a stagnating social order. In the aftermath of the uprising in Minneapolis in 2020 what stood out is the steadfast belief in the public’s will to right the wrongs of the past, the ability to use the power of institutions to orchestrate a theater of equality. Every policy and grand gesture to the arc of history has been laced with reassurances that Minneapolis could live up to its reputation as a place where people of all walks of life would be allowed to thrive. The problem is Minneapolis has a history of disparity that rings as long as its contributions to the struggle for civil rights.

Minnesota was founded on the riches of colonialism, a campaign of genocide against Indigenous tribes that recorded history and practiced ignorance would have many believe was nothing more than a series of transactions. The generous settler erasing all that came before them, the meager abolitionist who favored freedom bounded by invisible limits, the caretaker liberal who dares not rock the boat. From that noble frontier geniality came a moralistic devotion to public good and the preservation of institutions as a way of protecting life. The part always left quiet is the cost. The quiet cruelty of sustained inequality, capped with violence as a necessary art to maintain the good life. This is the trap of good intentions, where the pride and progress of Minnesota’s liberal heritage crashes on the rocks: the belief that what was good for the broader society would be good for Black people, that the act of working toward equality could be just as good as the real thing. That foundational sin was also a convenient act of absolution, the belief you could fight racism without the existence of actual racists.

When George Floyd died under Derek Chauvin’s knee he put Minnesota’s legacy of progress at stake. If Minnesota and its politics had failed, the same ideologies that helped create the framework for the country’s civil rights laws and set a template for an expansive and crusading vision of liberalism, then America would be just as guilty by association. The greater the shame, the grander the gesture. So Minneapolis would attempt to meet this moment in history, to heal the city and offer a blueprint for the world.

WITHIN A WEEK OF FLOYD’S death the sun rose over Minneapolis and the remains of a smoldering city. In George Floyd Square it was time to fortify and regroup. The protests were far from over and the land would not be given up so easily. Mutual aid had become a necessity in clashing with police and protecting Floyd’s memorial. Now protestors would build, write plans, and plant seeds. Elsewhere neighbors emerged from their homes with brooms and trash bags. Volunteers gathered along Lake Street, around the remains of the Third Precinct police station, and outside businesses on the Northside. They swept up glass and bagged the garbage, they painted and sometimes prayed over the burnt remains of yesterday. Minnesotans showed up ready to support one another and turn the page.28

Nearly two weeks after Floyd’s death, nine members of the Minneapolis City Council gathered together on a stage in front of hundreds at Powderhorn Park on the Southside, less than a mile away from where Floyd was killed. Standing a socially distanced length apart from one another, they declared in a carefully worded statement that the city would “begin the process of ending the Minneapolis Police Department.” It was an abstract promise, one that possibly had never before been attempted. An American city was on the verge of doing something improbable: entertaining the idea of getting rid of its police force and starting from scratch.29

Millions of dollars had begun to pour in from all directions, all pinned to the revival of racial justice in Floyd’s name. A new coalition of Minnesota philanthropies that called itself the Philanthropic Collective to Combat Anti-Blackness & Realize Racial Justice would dedicate itself to raising $25 million for Black-led organizations. Target announced it was pledging $10 million to places like the Urban League and the African American Leadership Forum to help with the aftermath of the violence; US Bank said it would put $5 million into rebuilding efforts. This pattern repeated across the country in the name of a reckoning long overdue. The great recommitting to the work had begun. White people promised to listen and learn, to think deeply on what it meant to face their bias. They would do their homework, they would invoke James Baldwin and promise to make their way through the reading lists on the fire this time.30

This is when I started to suspect requests would come my way. I had worked as a journalist long enough to know that whenever a Black person dies at the hands of police, white editors tend to come calling. It’s not difficult to make a living being a writer who traffics in Black death, but it takes a toll with every new name and life lost. The emails this time all landed in the same place: “Would I write a piece about my hometown?” The same Great American Reckoning, with all its dollars and renewed interest in solving racism—or, now, the work of anti-racism—had come for me as well. Had I considered writing a book about Minneapolis? What could be learned from the history of the city, and how it contributed to Floyd’s death?

The brutality of Floyd’s killing had made belief in transformative change possible, a new sense that social movements could yield to the laws of physics if given the strongest push. Some saw the spark of potential in Minneapolis to set aside the comfort of the people and institutions that had been protected by police through terror on Black and Brown families.

I had trouble believing any of that was possible. In asking the question “Why did this happen in Minneapolis,” the answer was simple, but the truth was complex. All of this was inevitable.

The past was not always kind here. Land had been stolen through bloodshed and deception. Slavery may have never been legal, but that did not mean the state would be inhospitable to the business of slaveholders. Migrants under this new north star terrorized through racial violence and passive-aggressive housing segregation made possible through clerical work. Every disparity Minneapolis and the rest of the state faced in the present could be traced back in time, yet white Minnesotans’ belief in their innate goodness had solidified into self-deception. Mythmaking sharpened into an unrecognizable and blameless tenet against their own neighbors.

I knew this in my blood and bone. I knew this because I was Viki’s son and Roberta’s grandson. I’d been raised on the knowledge of generations of Black women who had seen enough of Minneapolis to know how its truths brush across your skin. So I would make a plan to go back to Minneapolis for reasons all my own. There was a deeper tale at work, a saga that fed a rich and consuming unbelief at the heart of the seemingly unanswerable refrain: “Why did this happen in Minneapolis?” The same assurances that Floyd’s death would be a turning point for Minneapolis and the rest of America let me know it could crumble like so many good intentions of the past. We had our lifetimes of testimony as proof, but it was rarely enough to alter the course of history.






2 Going Home

GROWING UP IN MINNESOTA, YOU GET TOLD A LOT OF STORIES about the pioneer spirit and a connection to the land, about how different people from various walks of life came together here to create something greater. The image is one most Americans would locate in the founding of the West: Ma and Pa sitting at the front of a covered wagon, the kids playing among all the family’s earthly possessions in the back. All that exists is the road ahead, an uncertain route that can be seen only by those with the will to create a better future.

I did not have time for inspiring tales in the early winter of 2020, but I found myself more connected to that myth as I peered out the windshield of a rented minivan pushing westward on the interstate, leaving New York behind. We had made a plan to leave New York to spend a year in Minneapolis, something made easier and more complex thanks to COVID. The process of taking your job with you was relatively simple now, but the task of finding a new place to live, subletting our New York apartment, and packing and driving across the plains felt more fraught thanks to the constant worry of winding up under a ventilator at an overcrowded hospital. We crammed as much of our lives as we could into the van: winter coats and sweaters, at least three video game systems, a TV, and my slowly growing reference library on Minnesota history.

Mom was eager to help from the moment I told her about the project, to reconstruct the family tree as best as possible and see how much the roots could tell us about this place that our people had called home for three generations. It never takes much to get Mom telling stories about the old days. As I came to know it, the way you showed your feelings for the people you love was how thoroughly you could undo their sense of self, surgically peeling back old tales when someone thought they were being slick.

For all the stories I had heard hundreds of times, there were plenty of holes in my understanding of how our family found its place in Minneapolis. Like many Black folks who lived and died here, there was little likelihood my family’s arrival in Minnesota mirrored the settlers whose stories had become foundational narratives to the state. I had the comedy and the scandal from around the dinner table, but never the hard parts. I could tell you chapter and verse about the time Grandma made a strawberry birthday cake for Mom, who is notoriously allergic to strawberries. I could not tell you much about Grandma’s parents and how they got here. I learned that what was left unsaid between adults would not be questioned by curious young children. All that mattered, all that we had, was what was in front of us. And that would be enough. Now I had to consider how that insistence on an ordinary life could be a skeleton key to understanding Minneapolis.

Snow started falling in slow, polite flakes along Interstate 94 somewhere around the border between Wisconsin and Minnesota. I’d taken enough family car trips to know the rhythms of the terrain heading west into the city, the checkerboard of farm tracts replaced by the malls and Applebees of the suburbs slowly revealing downtown St. Paul, the dome of the capitol and the electric red glow at the top of the First National Bank building, the highway winding up the Mississippi and to the University of Minnesota campus, finally cresting with the IDS Center signaling downtown Minneapolis was only minutes away, depending on if the road needed to be plowed.

We found a two-bedroom apartment on craigslist just south of downtown Minneapolis. Because this was December in Minnesota, it did not take long for my body to remember all the years of shoveling, the ache that finds a home in your spine, and the sweat, that awful science lesson between the ungodly layers necessary to endure the cold met by the unbearable heat of casting the snow away. Mitu was enjoying the novelty of it all. The consequence of growing up in a South Asian household in a port town in England made a Minnesota winter more magical.

The duplex was good because it was available, but made better by the fact that it was about equal distance to Mom’s apartment off Loring Park and my Uncle Al and Aunt Rose’s place in Uptown. There was a harmony in this realignment that startled me. I’d become so preoccupied with the minutiae of relocating and the countless logistical survivals of early COVID that I did not consider how my body would react to moving back home. It was a slow rush to rapture after shaking off a stress dream. When I was growing up, most of my family were just a short trip away on the Southside, bouncing between wherever Mom and I lived for a time and the homes of my uncle, my grandma, and all the friends that were as close as blood and never far out of reach. It felt like luck or coincidence to be so near one another and I never asked questions. Our new apartment had placed me back in synchronous orbit with family, and the material laws of nature that had guided my life as a kid now returned.

WHAT WAS IT LIKE GROWING up in my family? The memories run together, speeding around corners and down the stairs, underfoot and out the door, a howling chorus that only announces its presence in echoes once it’s too late to look. Mom and I were on our own when I was small. My father was a man named Harry who wasn’t around all that much. Most of what I got from him was my middle name, Eugene.

So we lived on our own. First was the housing complex off Lake Street and Nicollet Avenue, blocky blue-gray units indistinguishable from one another, bordered by check cashing joints and dollar stores. After that came the house off Phelps Park near Thirty-Eighth and Chicago, a two-bedroom home where I mostly remember seeing a bat in the basement, and the cold on the days when we didn’t have heat. Finally there was my grandmother’s house on Fourth Avenue, haunting the same rooms where Mom and Uncle had grown up.

We were on our own, but we were never really alone. There were birthday parties down the street at the house of Mom’s oldest friend, so close she’s only ever been Auntie Carla for as long as I can remember. There were backyard cookouts at my godparents’ house blocks away, Uncle Harvey tending the slow heat of the smoker while Auntie Sharon kept us occupied, or at least out of trouble. Spring belonged to Uncle Al and Aunt Rose, my cousins James and Johanna and I tearing up their house in search of plastic Easter eggs in our Sunday best.

The sun at the center of this universe was my grandma, who went by Grandma Berta, Aunt Berta, and Ms. Ellis if you were one of the many children who ever had her as an elementary teacher. I viewed anyone who called her Roberta with suspicion. Christmas Day was one of the days I most looked forward to, when everyone would crowd together at Grandma’s house—because an invitation to her house was not a suggestion, it was a summons. Of course I coveted the gifts, always hoping for Legos and settling for sweaters and socks, but what I treasured was the time together doing a lot of nothing and having no better place to be. If the Jackson Five Christmas album was not on a loop, it was the Sounds of Blackness’ “Soul Holidays,” a perfect two-step anthem for the season made better because it was performed by musicians who grew up on the very streets surrounding Grandma’s place. There was fake plastic garland and lights on every surface and not a white Santa to be found. Plates piled high from breakfast through dinner, the chaotic whir of an old electric knife carving up a honey-baked ham, the collard greens Grandma always insisted on having, the steaming Pyrex bowl of macaroni and cheese we would anticipate for weeks.

For most of my life my grandma’s two-story house on Fourth Avenue was painted a shade of green that was somewhere between mint and sea foam. In her front yard there was a cottonwood tree that I told myself was as tall as a water tower, so old its roots were already starting to shove the sidewalk out of the way, big enough that should the wind suggest it give in to gravity, there would be nothing left of the house, or the fenced-in backyard, or the garage with matching green paint. Not that the tree would or could fall, because that would require an act of defiance Grandma would never tolerate.

She had taste, and you would do good to never challenge it. She was so fond of the love seat that sat in the living room, with its velvet tufted cushions the color of mustard that none of us were allowed to sit on. At some point everyone started calling it a table. Grandma had fishing poles, which she had used to teach me to fish, and a set of golf clubs that I never saw her use once. The African art she kept on the walls next to photos of the many lives she led: the grade school teacher who got her start later in life, the Methodist missionary who dedicated years to schools in Nigeria. And of course there were the photos of Grandma clad in crimson and cream at one function or another next to her fellow sorors in Delta Sigma Theta.

This was the place where Mom and Uncle Al and their younger sister, my aunt Evita, had grown up, did homework and chores, and made themselves presentable for school or church. Where they learned to be young, gifted, and Black. The place I did the same. If you stayed under her roof you were family, end of story. She was formally and informally a foster parent for most of her life. When Grandma returned from her final stint as a missionary in Nigeria, she brought along a former student named Jennifer to come stay under her roof. Now I just call her my big sis.

This unmistakably green house and emphatic tree and all of us jostling and electric within its walls? Everything had its place and worth. All of it was her testimony. Her neighbors on Fourth Avenue were all in the same boat. People who worked for the city or the county for years and took pride in what they could build and who their children could become. They had made it. Because in Minneapolis they could control their own destiny just like anyone else.

TO MY YOUNG EYES THIS all resembled a normal life. An American dream as real as anything Bill Cosby and Phylicia Rashad could simulate for half an hour every week. I stood up straight, I did as I was told, and I most certainly did not act out. We dressed the right way and spoke the right way. And on Sundays we got up early and tucked in shirts or put on modest skirts and went to Hennepin Avenue United Methodist Church. “All are welcome” was the refrain at this gothic castle near the edge of downtown, a congregation Grandma had helped integrate with my mom and uncle back in the 1950s.

My childhood contained many echoes. It always came in small doses, reminders that the world you knew was an evolution of time and determined white folks who saw us and were willing to share space. Church was one, school was another. In first grade my day would start with an extended bus ride from our apartment off Lake Street out to the southwestern corner of the city. There were schools much closer, but Armatage Elementary was nicer and had all the benefits that come with being in a part of the city notorious for expensive homes with impressive yards and all the associated hockey practices and country club memberships. Busing was the solution until suddenly it went away. By my middle school years I was enrolled at the schools in closer reach, which put me back in the orbit of the same buildings Mom and Uncle attended when they were younger. Those in-between years after they graduated yet before I arrived were marked by lawsuits and a court-mandated desegregation order, a decade of struggle to force better racial balance into the schools.

The fights over discrimination in Minneapolis were always placed in the past: They shaped the present but no longer held a firm grip on people’s lives. Growing up what I remember most was the platitude that no one was perfect. A history of segregation summed up as casually as the faux pas of putting too much paprika on deviled eggs. If there were bad whites they most certainly had been outnumbered by the good ones. The little Black and white boys and girls who learned to live alongside each other had grown up together, made integration not some ambiguous goal but a way of life. My family was proof: Mom’s best friend, Auntie Carla, was white, so was my Aunt Rose. We all belonged to each other, alive and loved and aspirationally bougie under Grandma’s watchful eyes. If Minneapolis could provide us all with an ordinary life then certainly it must not be all that bad.

The ordinary things in life had started feeling more spectacular in the winter of 2020. Life in Minneapolis had long stopped resembling something familiar since the summer, since the fires, since the cleanups. The city had grown quieter, and a form of paralysis had settled in unlike typical winters. Minneapolis always feels emptier when it snows. Or, maybe it just looks better in a desolate kind of flurry masking the grime and lawn signs and trampled perennials all the same. Surveying the neighborhoods, you could not escape the feeling of being trapped in time. Storefronts remained empty; others had been boarded up in the aftermath of the unrest. Driving down Lake Street, you could still see the burnt husks of buildings claimed by fire, the blackened bricks, signs left curled and twisted, open to the December air. Half a year had passed since the height of the protests, but Floyd’s death still hung over the city. The landscape had been remade in less violent strokes as well: Murals and art celebrating Black faces and inspirational slogans all flourished in the time after the fires. Property had been surrendered, some spaces claimed in the name of Floyd, others turned over to artists by businesses in a small act of reparations.

More often than not it felt jarring to see these works of art. In any other time this would have all been called graffiti and become the target of a public beautification campaign. There was a former Apple Store and a former Gap. Yesterday’s buzzy niche restaurant waiting to become a cocktail bar. I recognized these businesses that were boarded up. They were in neighborhoods that had already succumbed to gentrification and the progression into overpolicing their way to better property values. After the uprising these were all the same people concerned over the spiraling property damage, estimated at $500 million for the Twin Cities, at least $107 million for the Lake Street corridor alone.1

Maybe the dissonance didn’t matter; the outcome looked like progress. Along Lyndale Avenue, I passed a building I’ve seen a thousand times, a takeout joint now with plywood over the windows. The boards had been covered in bright pinks and blues, the silhouette of the downtown skyline bounded by giant hands spray-painting the words, “Black Lives Matter All Year Round.” Just above the mural was a giant billboard facing the intersection, an ad for a law firm, the thin smile of a lawyer looking at everything below and the word “INJURED” screaming at the intersection. It felt like the city was in conversation with itself: one side pleading for recognition, the other jumping to conclusions.

MITU AND I HAD BEEN back in Minneapolis for weeks, buying groceries online, joining the record number of Americans buying cars—we bought a used Subaru Forester from a family friend looking to upgrade—when Christmas Day arrived. The CDC warnings had made sure this would be a quieter Christmas for everyone. This year it would just be Mom, Mitu, and me over at my aunt and uncle’s place. I’d spent so many Christmases under the eyes of these people since before I could remember. I was going through the motions. Pack up your gifts and your offering for the dinner table and head over, trudge up the stairs, and burst through the door to a warm and biting welcome.

And there’s Mom, her hair short as always, wearing an oversized blue hoodie, the face of a Black woman on one side and the words “Strong,” “Black,” “Educated,” and “Blessed” on it. We hug, and return to our practiced stoicism; I try to stop myself from crumbling and Mom tries not to tear up. After we finish dinner, the plates are taken care of without the threat of a family game of Uno, which was historically the arbiter of who gets left with the evening’s worth of holiday chores. It feels empty to even try it, with the usual cast of characters so spread apart. But there they are, on Zoom, and after a little bit of fuss and a lot of heckling we exchange gifts that everyone had delivered to one another.

As everyone is preparing to call it a long winter’s night, Mom gathers herself for a moment. While she loves to hold court, my mom doesn’t necessarily covet the spotlight, especially on her personal life. But tonight she steadies herself. Mitu and I had been back in the city for almost a month, and this was the first time all of us had been together in the same room. Everything about being back had felt distant; the shell games of resettling my life had kept me distracted from what was coming. I’d kept myself busy, built a treadmill of errands on purpose. Mom tells everyone thank you for the well wishes because they all mean so much. Treatment starts in a matter of days, and she is keen on her new doctor. Just like everything else in life she plans to fight as hard as she can.

I can’t exactly remember when Mom told me she was diagnosed with cancer. All my memory could recall was the sensation of screaming for forty-eight hours straight. I can tell you it was sometime around the point when Joe Biden was declared the next president of the United States in the fall of 2020. Mom had been scheduled for a routine surgery on her bladder, or so she told me, when they found it. Because of where the cancer had nested, Mom also had a nephrostomy tube placed in one of her kidneys. For now, this was the only thing that was certain, the only identifiable change, but just beyond that was a chasm too vast and wide.

For a better part of a year I lived with the same haunt that came for all of us during the pandemic, that fear of COVID snatching away your loved one seemingly at random, leaving you powerless to watch on the other end of a camera or not at all. Cancer had just found Mom sooner. I wanted to hide away and let myself drown in all those coarse emotions I learned to never show because it would make me too much of a threat or too less of a man.

As much as we talk in our family, when we circle and jab our way to loving on one another, it’s our feelings that get left out. Too honest, or just not funny enough to make the cut. Now I was raw all over, a wildfire of nerve endings all trapped away and pushed below the surface in the name of being a good son. I knew from my family that the way to show love is by showing up. So I would do just that. Mitu and I scrapped our original plans, pushed up our move, and hurriedly packed whatever we thought was essential. All that mattered was getting home.

Mom was going to be at the center of all my research, both source and guide. I had been planning so many formal interviews; she already had teased me over code-switching into my “journalist voice.” Now I would have to record as many conversations as I could. Everything was relevant.

One night after talking over the plans to come back home, Mom told me “the Lord doesn’t give you more than you can handle.” For all the years of Sunday school and weary hymns, I don’t know if I would have thought of Mom as religious. The relationship to the church she and I had felt like the casual kind. Now I hear my grandmother, the devout Methodist, the missionary, talking through her. Then again, it’s very possible the Holy Spirit just worked through Mom differently: “I managed to stay out of the hospital and relatively healthy for sixty-eight years,” she says. “And the sixty-ninth year is kicking my rusty-dusty.”

A few days after Christmas Mom goes into chemo. For now those conversations about how the Ellis family landed in Minneapolis are pushed to the background as we sit together and plan out a schedule for the coming weeks and months. Together with Aunt Rose, Uncle Al, and Auntie Carla we form a pod to try and divide up who can drive to chemo visits, who can get groceries, who is dropping off meals. I just turned forty and suddenly I’m back in time, running to the store again to grab Pepsi and hot dogs, catching hell for not getting Mom’s favorite kind of popcorn or forgetting she always likes a sweet little treat from the bakery.

I was supposed to be coming back home for research, to let my eyes find what Minneapolis had been hiding in plain sight. I had work to do. Now I needed to find home again. I would slot myself into the tempo of my family one more time, I would take the comfort of all our fussing over each other and the words we might never say out loud. And I would know how impossibly naïve I had become. I had convinced myself that there would be a safe distance between this work and my family.

Now I wanted nothing more than to collect as many memories as I could wrap my arms around. Because if I could capture everything then I wouldn’t be in danger of losing the past or losing Mom. There was a lot to learn, and time felt short and the days were getting lean.






3 Who Is Welcome

THE FIRST STOP WOULD ALWAYS BE ST. PAUL. IN THE DAYS WHEN trains replaced horses and wagons as the preferred mode of transportation for newcomers, the first stop that greeted them in the state that would become Minnesota was the city on the eastern shore of the Mississippi. My research would take me across the river to the massive granite and limestone complex opposite the dome of the state capitol building.

The Minnesota History Center is made up of interlocking pieces that tell the story of the state. Visitors can pretend to mine for iron ore; in the past it was home to a model grain elevator for kids to whip around in, in service of understanding the significance of the agricultural economy. When you first enter the museum you’ll see a full-size model Curtiss Model JN-4 airplane dangling above you, captured in the light pouring in from windows above, a tribute to one of the great men shaped by the state, Charles Lindbergh. If you walk under the plane and past the giant “Greetings from Minnesota” postcard—complete with pastoral scenes and the burly shoulders of another great Minnesota man, Paul Bunyan—you’ll wind up in one of the more quiet and sedate places in the complex, the Gale Family Library.1

At any other time, coming to the library would have been relatively simple. But we were all still living under masks, and the library had reduced its hours to only two days a week. Social distancing rules meant only a limited number of people would be allowed to access the archives that date back to 1849.

In order to tease apart useful fiction from fact, I would need to get grounded on the origin story of the state, and not just the tales I remember being told in school. Because the lessons I received were more harmonious than messy, all golden-haired immigrants arriving to make a new life and escape the old country. The stories seldom lingered on the subject of who first called this place home and why their names would have to be reclaimed later. As much as Minnesota prides itself on banning slavery when it became a state in 1858, the absence of a marketplace for Black bodies did not guarantee the same freedoms as other settlers. The formation of the state, with its themes of harmony through adversity, often overshadowed the deliberate choices made by early Minnesotans about who deserves to belong here.2

MINNESOTA WAS BORN OUT OF what the US government could call a successful transaction. In 1805 US Army Lieutenant Zebulon Pike arrived in a territory known to the Dakota people as Bdote, a word that translates as “where two rivers come together” in the tribal language. Pike had been making his way north of the area that would become St. Louis to scout locations along the Mississippi for military outposts to defend the territory the United States acquired through the Louisiana Purchase. But Pike’s place in Minnesota history is less ambiguous: He cut a deal with the Dakota he wasn’t allowed to make based on an expedition with equally dubious origins. There were no official witnesses to the deal, and it was never signed by President Thomas Jefferson. In the end none of that mattered.3

Piece by piece Minnesota was built through deals. In July 1837 a celebration was held at Fort Snelling to recognize a new treaty between the Ojibwe and the United States that covered land in what is now central Minnesota through to western Wisconsin. In exchange for cash payments and things like food and tobacco, the tribes were promised the right to hunt and fish on the land as they had for years. It would later come as a shock to tribe members when the state prosecuted them for breaking conservation laws on the same land.4

But on that July night it was time for a feast. The territorial governor was in attendance, along with 1,400 Ojibwe, and their interpreter, Stephen Bonga, the son of an Ojibwe woman and a former slave to a British officer. His was not the only Black face among the gathering that night, but Bonga was the only one to be served dinner. Such a large event meant additional labor, and in Fort Snelling that meant slaves. The territory was governed in part by the Northwest Ordinance, and the language in that document said: “There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory.” This was somehow specific and yet provided
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