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Dedication

To millennials struggling with aging:

stretch and believe in yourself.

This book is dedicated in loving memory of my mother.

Mama, I am so happy and grateful to be your son.

I love and miss you so much.





Epigraph


Appropriate? Not really. But it’s me, and I can’t help it.

—Mariah Carey
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Please Unblock Me, Toni Braxton

This is Michael Arceneaux. He hates me.”

Don Lemon placed his arm around me as he said this to the small group I was speaking with near the bar.

We were at the inaugural Native Son Awards ceremony at the Cadillac House in Manhattan. Native Son is an intergenerational movement, community, and platform created to inspire and empower gay/queer Black men. It was founded by former VIBE editor in chief Emil Wilbekin.

Don was one of the night’s honorees.

Feeling empowered, I smiled at Don and replied, “Here you go. . . . Don’t you start no shit.”

We both laughed, and I proceeded to mention a mutual friend between us to ensure the mood stayed pleasant.

I try to play nice with people generally—even when met with small, albeit amusing, provocations.

This was technically the second time he and I had met. The first was at a SiriusXM studio, where we each were guests on the radio show Bevelations, hosted by Bevy Smith. At the time, all we did was acknowledge each other’s existence. Not so much a direct hello. It was more like a nod—the kind Black men unfamiliar with each other make when in passing, notably in spaces where a lot of us are not around.

I wondered then if he knew who I was and what I had written about him.

I don’t assume people—much less of those of his status—know who I am or care what I have to say.

In hindsight, perhaps he did know and ignored me accordingly.

Good for him.

And oh well.

I don’t hate Don Lemon. He was very entertaining for years on CNN’s New Year’s Eve specials when he was drunk and full of joy. Of all my critiques about the recent waves of rampant consolidation in media and entertainment, chief among them is that CNN’s new owners not only felt compelled to chase after Republican viewers who will never abandon their conservative media ecosystem, but that they took away Don’s drinking on the job on NYE. Media objectivity does not exist, and drunk Don Lemon was great television.

Also: his hairline and skin-care regiment only impress me more as time moves on and my age goes up.

Years prior to all of this, however, Don Lemon used to routinely draw controversy with his on-air lecturing—namely to Black folks.

How Black men needed to pull up their pants and abandon sagging. How we needed to “stop using the N-word,” “finish school,” and “respect where you live.” When it came to “respect,” he was referencing Harlem, where we both lived at the time, and the apparent large amount of trash around.

I find NYC to be filthy generally, too, but some neighborhoods are noticeably cleaner than others for reasons that have mainly nothing to do with the individual cleanliness of the neighborhood residents, but which neighborhoods are prioritized by the people who run sanitation services and why. There were other comments he made, and though I didn’t hate Don Lemon personally, his harangues did irk the hell out of me.

And with my main work consisting of writing about public figures and issues, he was a constant source of content.

Did I write about my feelings in the kindest way?

No, not really, but my point was always that some of us have a responsibility to speak to our own with compassion—especially when given platforms as large as CNN.

After the death of Alton Sterling and Donald Trump’s ascension to the presidency, Don Lemon’s politics seemingly changed, as did the tone of my work.

At least we could laugh about it . . . now, anyway.

I don’t have a problem with directly facing any of the people whom I have criticized in my work, but the further along I have gotten in my career, some have stepped in to alert me that my words can cut deep enough to linger in ways that might hinder me professionally.

A difference of opinion is fine by me, but not everyone feels that way.

I got a call from someone in the entertainment industry worried about how the tone in my writing might impact my career beyond writing on the internet. She was worried about a tweet I had sent, one referencing something I had written about Lee Daniels, criticizing him over comments he made in an interview about Black homophobia.

She didn’t tell me not to have an opinion or not to express it, but to be mindful of how I expressed it.

“You’re going to be in rooms with these people sooner than you think, Arceneaux.”

She was not telling me to abandon all my opinions, but suggested I consider the tone in which I articulated my frustrations with how some people speak or act. You know, before I potentially screw up a potential opportunity—one that could get me out of writing on the internet for the rest of my life. I accept that I was born opinionated and want to express my feelings as I see fit, but I don’t necessarily want to make a living primarily writing about them in this dying medium forever.

She knew my greater ambitions, hence the call.

She was the same person that cautioned me against potentially embarrassing myself for crumbs on a reality show some years prior, so I couldn’t dismiss her note outright.

I deleted the tweet, but the essay would stay up as long as the site hosting it did.

Shortly after my first book was released, I got an email from the head of Lee Daniels’s production company asking about the rights to it.

Shortly before the book was released, my friend Samantha had asked if she could send an advanced copy to her TV agent.

My response was immediate: yes . . . and may God and Beyoncé’s light forever shine upon thee.

Jason the agent loved the book and wanted to work with me, but I had to level with him when I told him about the email.

Uh, I definitely wrote some shit about him. So never say never, but let’s see how that goes.

I met with Lee while in Los Angeles for my book tour, and separately with Jerrod Carmichael, who was also interested.

And because life is so random, I was asked to try out for some Bravo show while I was in baggage claim. Not a reality show, but a kind of panel show where men spoke about reality TV. I was told nice things about my last-minute audition, though I was ultimately not chosen, but I can confirm that Jerry O’Connell is a nice man who treated me with the sort of kindness I have come to learn is rarer than it should be.

The show in question has already been canceled, but I could have used the check.

As all of this was going on, I was desperately broke and waiting for a late check to pay my late rent. This major conglomerate that owned the publication I wrote for not only “forgot” to process my invoice but also told me that they now had to issue me a paper check—which I had to have shipped to my hotel in order to cash it and avoid an eviction notice.

After the check finally did arrive, I was able to walk into the meetings I actually came to LA for without that anxiety hovering over me.

When an author allows someone to option their work for film rights, they have very little say in the adaptation.

The kind of dramatization often required for Black films to be nominated and awarded could easily be pulled out of my story. But I was not interested in the prospect of an actress my mama didn’t like tossing me into a trash can and lighting it on fire as I ultimately grew up to fall in lust with someone who looked like a Spicy White Jesus.

You at least have hope and prayer if you want to write the television adaptation yourself. So I wanted that option.

When I entered the production company’s office for the meeting, the first thing I did was do something wrong.

I loved the polite look Lee gave me after I sat in his seat.

Oh, I’m in the rich man’s seat. Sorry. My mistake.

Gon’ and sit on the commoner couch, Arceneaux.

Lee was incredibly nice—especially when I got my ass out of his chair.

His producing partner was also very nice.

As expected, Lee, an Oscar-nominated director, initially wanted to make a film out of the book, but his producer partner convinced him that a TV show made more sense financially.

For them and for me.

My plan was to mention that I had written critically about him at some point. I felt he had a right to know. I would have liked to know if I were in his position.

Besides, I had already watched people on social media announce they were working with someone whom they had dragged up and down the internet.

My concern was when and how to bring it up. Ultimately, Lee provided the opportunity for me to do so.

My habit of raising my hand to ask if I can ask a question—as if I am in a classroom—has never wavered. It helps speed up the process in situations like these. When Lee brought up the subject of Black people and homophobia, I listened . . . waited . . . and shot my hand up high.

After being called on, I let him know that I had written critically about his remarks on this very subject.

He smiled and asked playfully, “You wrote about me, bitch?”

I smiled back and told him, “I could pull it up right now if you want and send it to you.”

I didn’t disagree about homophobia’s existence in the Black community nor his experience with it. Where I did differ with him was the insistence of its level of pervasiveness as compared to other communities. A lot of the homophobia in Black communities here and abroad can be traced to the contributions from white Evangelicals. Black people get a bad rap because of who is often in control of the narrative.

After I said my piece, spouted a few stats, and explained why I wrote what I did, Lee was receptive, respectful, and engaged.

I don’t often get the opportunity to tell people I write about how I feel about something they’ve done or said, but I try not to waste the chance when it comes.

I noted that this was me, the critic and political writer, speaking, but that I was there to talk about making television.

I found out that he later told the very friend that warned me about my tweets that I was a “doll.”

I take it as a great compliment from a Black elder.

I worked with him and Jerrod Carmichael (who, for what it’s worth, remembered something nice I wrote about The Carmichael Show) together on the adaptation for a few years, but it didn’t work out—for no reason related to anything I’ve written on the internet or tweeted.

I carried that same spirit of full disclosure two years later when I met with execs at Kevin Hart’s production company.

That gave me the chance to go back to LA and try to set up my second book somewhere before its release.

It was the last meeting I had before the lockdown.

When my agent told me that Kevin Hart’s people were interested, I had to once again offer a disclaimer.

Hey, you know how I told you I was going to stop writing about famous people because you have to get me some TV money? Okay, I definitely made an exception in this case. Damn.

Some editors remember me only when Black men die or when Black men fuck up.

Many felt Kevin Hart did not handle responses to old gay jokes he made—resulting in him bowing out of the Oscars. Kevin Hart is the sort of famous that even white editors at mainstream publications know about, so my inbox became busy with requests for me to write about the situation. My opinion was that he never actually apologized and everyone would benefit if he simply said, “I’m sorry” and moved on.

It took Kevin Hart a long while to reach that same conclusion, however, so the issue dragged out long enough for me to be given multiple assignments to write the same plea.

By the time my agent told me his production company was interested, I had watched his Netflix docuseries and was satisfied that he was not a raging homophobe. I suppose some people know when it’s time to post a Notes app apology faster than others.

When I got to the production company’s office, I sat in the lobby and checked my email as more meetings I had scheduled were being canceled. It was the beginning of the pandemic, and everyone was starting to realize how serious the situation was. While waiting in the front for my meeting, Kevin Hart entered, shook my hand, and said good morning. I’d been around enough people in that industry to know that this wasn’t exactly a guarantee. No wonder he’s so rich.

He did not stay for the meeting, but like the other one before it, I went in knowing what I wanted. And by this point, I knew exactly what to say and how, as most of these meetings were all the same.

Like every other one, it was pleasant, and everyone was very nice. Yet, like the Lee situation, this one was special, and I was waiting for the right time to make my disclosure.

This meeting was lovely, but just so y’all know that I’m not a fake-ass bitch, I wrote about Kevin Hart.

They glanced at one another and appeared sort of amused. Turns out, they had already known. Preparation, like eye contact, is not a given with these types, either. Points for preparation.

After my declaration, I was asked if I had watched Kevin’s Netflix show.

Yeah, I was cool with it—otherwise I wouldn’t have come.

I said it with a smile.

They wanted to work with me.

I’m a critic, but I’m not an asshole.

Unfortunately, not every single time am I able to make such a distinction clear.

* * *

Knowing my affinity for Toni Braxton, one of my best friends told me that I needed to listen to her new single. I have been performing the Toni Braxton album since the early 1990s, so I was happy to see her back in music. And being the longtime fan that I am, I promptly went to Twitter in order to spread the gospel about it.

As I was trying to offer her free promotion, I realized that Toni Braxton had blocked me.

“How Could an Angel Break My Heart” immediately started playing in my head.

I was trying to stan, only to find out my voice had been silenced by someone I adore.

A block from Toni Braxton is like my childhood flipping me off.

Generally, I believe no one should see anything that they don’t want to.

I have blocked antagonistic conservatives, homophobes, hoteps, racists, adults failed by No Child Left Behind, and other annoyances.

Many block me back—including a few public figures.

I couldn’t care less if someone like Kenya Moore has me blocked. I did not enjoy her on The Real Housewives of Atlanta until season fourteen. Motherhood looks great on her, but a lot of it had to do with the franchise being so bad that you can’t help but appreciate Miss USA. Before that, she made comments here and there that turned me off. She was an effective villain in that way.

I’ve argued with men who enjoy her and can’t believe I feel this way.

I continue to question their taste in people, but for what it’s worth, I do enjoy randomly shouting, “Kenya Moore Hair Care.”

I don’t care what most people think of me unless it impacts my earning potential, and by this time, I had been writing long enough to where I should have been used to it.

But this was different.

It was Toni Braxton.

I LOVE HER.

How could an angel break my heart?

It took me a minute to figure out potential causes.

I frequently used to live-tweet Braxton Family Values when it aired on WE tv.

I have long developed a habit of coming up with nicknames for people, and while watching the show, I developed quite a few for Toni’s sisters.

I referred to Trina Braxton as “Mountie Braxton” because I had never known a person from Maryland who talked like she was from a province in Quebec. Her voice still sounds stunning on the criminally underappreciated album So Many Ways, released in 1996 by The Braxtons (Trina, Towanda, and Tamar). She sounds American, too.

I called Towanda Braxton “Yolanda Adams–Face Braxton.” In my defense, Yolanda Adams is pretty and sanctified. How can it be shade when she is a star for Jesus?

I sometimes called Traci Braxton “Left-Behind Braxton” in reference to her storyline of . . . being left behind on the show. Traci has since passed, but she actually followed me on Twitter. I liked her solo music once it was released, and was happy she got her moment. She, along with her sister Tamar Braxton, were the comedy reliefs, but they each had talent that I was happy to see finally get shown outside of the shadows of their famous sister.

I thought all of this was relatively harmless until I looked at my phone one morning.

The only other comment I could recall that might not have translated as well was the time I did say Toni Braxton was sort of like the Shug Avery of R & B. But who doesn’t love Shug Avery? She could control Mister and helped Celie find her freedom.

I said way worse as a teenager/twentysomething on my old blog, which I deleted to avoid situations like this, having to explain the shit I talked to those people who want to pull me out of the hood.

I did not delete my tweets fast enough.

I said way worse about Don Lemon, and look how nice that ended—eventually, anyway.

I have purchased so many Toni Braxton albums—including the ones many of y’all didn’t buy, like More Than a Woman, which is another criminally underrated album from the Braxton family; Libra; and Pulse. I also purchased Toni Braxton’s duets album with Babyface: Love, Marriage & Divorce.

I did not buy Sex & Cigarettes because my feelings were hurt, but I did attend the As Long as I Live Tour in support of it. For the record, the Shug Avery analogy was apt. It’s not a bad thing! It’s not like I called her “Lady Eloise.”

I was only cracking jokes, and I ended up banned by one of my all-time favorite artists.

One lesson to draw from this is to stop posting using hashtags.

I try to be respectful of public figures and not @ them on social media in consideration of their feelings, but after Toni Braxton blocked me, I started to avoid using hashtags, too.

I can’t control people who search their own names, however.

I participated in a panel centered on the state of R & B, where each of the panelists was also treated to copious amounts of wine onstage during the conversation. Was that the best idea for me, already a highly opinionated person sober? I’ve never been called a mean drunk, so I figured, What’s the worst that could happen?

Being blocked by another singer I love.

I can’t recall the exact phrasing as the red wine was hitting; I said something to the effect of, I thought Jhené Aiko didn’t have the biggest voice, but she uses the voice she has incredibly well. It was in response to the likening of Jhené to Sade, who I feel has a fuller voice than some folks often give her credit for.

I take great pride in being a Sade fan since the days of playing her album on a Fisher-Price record player. To me, when newer artists are promoted or touted as the next version of an established artist, it sets them up for a trap very few can ever escape. Just be you and rest on your own laurels is all I meant.

Evidently, I phrased the sentiment far differently than intended, because the next day, I got texts and tagged in tweets pointing out how sharp I sounded.

I ignored it the way I ignore plenty of messages, but similar to me wanting to rave about a Toni Braxton song, when I was trying to look at Jhené’s page to find a link to her latest single, I noticed that I was blocked.

I know that I said that she doesn’t have the biggest voice, but I love Jhené Aiko’s music. I find her voice, however apparently I described it, to be soothing. The same goes for her catalog. During the plague, I found her usage of sound bowls on some of the tracks of a then-new album to be especially comforting. So much so that I turned to her sound bowl playlists to help me sleep in the summer of 2020 in Harlem, when the sounds of sirens and fireworks could be heard all night.

For what it’s worth, during that time, I realized that whatever I had said about her voice was wrong.

I’m old enough to know better by now not to personalize bullshit on the internet, but for a fan, it’s embarrassing to be blocked by the artist you adore. Some people revel in being blocked by anyone famous. I mean, it is funny to read people claim online that they were blocked by singers like Anita Baker for suggesting she duet with Toni Braxton. But I do not enjoy being blocked by Toni Braxton or Jhené Aiko.

I understand that no matter what, I’m not blocked in real life. That all of my pleasant memories related to her music remain intact. That no one can take Braxton Family Values clips on YouTube away from me.

Nothing can stop me from cooing like Jhené on Sail Out, and I’ll continue singing “Sativa” like I wrote it.

The sting lingers all the same, but in the case of Toni Braxton, has mildly subsided after she left Twitter following Elon Musk’s acquisition of the company.

As long as she doesn’t read this book, she won’t block me on Instagram or TikTok.

Should she change her mind or the service is sold to someone less irritating, I have but one plea: Please unblock me, Toni Braxton.

Please don’t let me fall.

Don’t let it be too late.

I hope Jhené Aiko will unblock me, too.

I believe in the power of forgiveness—especially when the person seeking forgiveness knows your deep cuts.

I continue to make a sizable portion of my income writing my opinions about various topics and public figures, but I will be more mindful of what I say about the artists I’m a fan of. It doesn’t mean I can’t be critical, but perhaps I’ll speak with less bite and more care.

These past couple of years have taught me that I don’t edit myself as well as I think I do.

I’m always going to have something to say, but I am trying to figure out in real time when I should speak on something and when to keep my jokes, critiques, and shade in a text.

After all, dummy, people can see what you say on the internet.

Midway through summer 2022, I got a random DM on Instagram from a former cast member of Love & Hip Hop: Atlanta. He asked me if I used to write for a gossip blog. I did. It helped me pay loans and was fun if not mindless work, because I wrote about light fare under a pseudonym that, in hindsight, was not a good cover.

“You wrote a story about me that pops up on the first page of Google, and it kills me.”

I could not recall the story he was talking about. I lost count of how many articles I have written under my own name several years prior, much less one under a handle. After doing some digging, I realized he was talking about something I may have written all the way back in 2013.

He wasn’t on the show for long and had gone on to accomplish a lot that superseded my light dragging over some scene I couldn’t even remember anymore.

He wanted to see if I could get rid of the post.

That was out of my control, so I directed him to the site owner.

I did at least say, “Sorry about that, for real.”

I didn’t hate the man.

I was just talking my shit and trying to make my money.





Who All Gon’ Be There?

When it came to the prospect of a book tour, my main concern was always whether anyone would care to show up.

Much as I appreciated my friends for trying to convince me otherwise at the onset of my first book release, this was very much a valid question to ask. The average American does not consume a lot of books each year. There was also not an overflow of institutional support for someone like me.

Throughout the years it took for me to find an agent and, ultimately, a publisher, I was repeatedly told how niche my story was—hence why my first book tour was largely supported by way of my community, as opposed to the industry on the whole.

The publisher did at least help me find bookstores in different cities to set up events, but financially, I was largely on my own for most of the travel and lodging. That isn’t novel to authors—notably first-time ones—but some of us face deeper disadvantages under such circumstances. If not for the help of other Black creatives, executives, friends, and family members, I likely would have been relegated to the one launch event that I had in New York City. That was very well-attended, but I knew enough people in that city to fill the back room of a bookstore. Same for Houston.

It wasn’t necessarily a guarantee anywhere else—I only have but so many friends.

As it turns out, quite a few people showed up to events in other cities like Los Angeles, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. All kinds of people, at that. Even a rat made an appearance at one book event.

Right at the beginning of the Q & A portion, the rat in question rushed through the crowd. That prompted immediate screams and spurred most of the audience to run like hell away from the disease-carrying menace. Deeply afraid of rats and mice, I would have absolutely understood if everyone said, “Fuck this,” and fled the scene.

I don’t do rodents.

Some people who grew up on the East Coast think I am ridiculous to still be afraid of a rat or mouse.

You’re from Texas. Y’all have those big-ass roaches. You should be more scared of them.

Well, I am, but there are giant flyswatters and machetes to deal with them.

A rat—especially one of those on the East Coast—drinks rat poison like it’s strawberry soda and doesn’t flinch at most humans, armed or not.

I don’t care how big the roaches are in Texas. It doesn’t matter that I have to worry about being eaten by an alligator in other states like Florida. I don’t do rats and will never, ever get used to their presence. I hope they all die.

Yet at that moment, I couldn’t just get up and leave. This event was about my book. I was a first-time author that needed this to go well. I couldn’t run without moving more product—and of course, thanking the people for showing up.

This was also an event where the publisher covered my hotel. Rodent terror had filled my soul, but I felt obligated to earn my keep. So I picked my legs up before the rat could get to my ankles, and with mic in hand, I summoned someone to find a python or whatever rat-killing weapon they could muster so we could all continue with the event.

After a few minutes, the rat must’ve realized that I was not J.K. Rowling or some other ill-willed human they could bond with and scurried away somewhere. Thankfully, most of the audience stayed once it ran back to its preferred circle of hell or wherever. I don’t want to identify the bookstore in question, but I will note that the staff there was gracious and incredibly accommodating apart from that mildly hilarious moment with the guest no one invited.

I will say that it was in DC, where rats and black squirrels roam every block in the “urea” as if they own the ground.

I had no idea if folks would come here to talk about the book I wrote, but the fact that so many people came to see me made me both grateful and vindicated. As I repeatedly stressed to doubters in publishing that people, no matter their background, will find my stories relatable and thus as commercially viable as anyone else’s, so long as you put them out there. I wanted to prove a point, and rat or not, the room made me feel like I did.

I’m not especially mushy, but there were moments after each event when I tried to take in that people did indeed care about what I had got to say. I had no real measure of what would constitute success for me, but I knew that I didn’t share that much of myself to be met with dead silence.

The tour was largely positive as far as showing me subtle progress had been made. As in a country-as-hell me, with my gay-ass stories and complicated views on religion, family, and intimacy, could pull all types of people together in the same room to listen to me read and react. It’s not an arena or theater tour, but it’s something to be proud of.

The more I kept going—lectures, speaking engagements, other book events—the more I felt people were becoming more accepting in ways I did not grow up experiencing.

Not every event on that tour was a success.

There was one scheduled at my alma mater, Howard University, that was a flop by every metric.

It was scheduled on a Saturday morning, which even at the time felt off. Most of my other events were held during the week and scheduled basically around the time people were off of work. I wasn’t even in town for this. I came for a wedding, and the event was a last minute add-on.

I wasn’t going to turn down the chance to speak at the college I graduated from.

I spent so many years on that campus wanting to come back for this very moment—a book!—and then, whew, there was an empty room and initially confused staff members.

Hi, I’m Michael. I’m here for the event.

I will never forget the confused look I got in response.

She looked at me as if I had wandered my way in from that McDonald’s across the street on Georgia Avenue. I won’t deny going there for chicken nuggets when in need, but depending on the hour, the people inside could give The Walking Dead vibes. To prove I wasn’t lost, I pointed to the poster of me hanging in the Howard University bookstore to the side.

“Oh, oh, oh,” she said.

I should have taken that as a cue to flee, but I stayed and hoped my feeling that this was not about to go well would be wrong.

I’m grateful to all three of the people who stopped by—one of whom stumbled along and wished me luck without buying a book (I don’t count people’s money—and either way, it’s okay). It was all kind of funny—in an anticlimactic, somewhat humiliating sort of way. I was back at the same bookstore that I had dreamed of returning to for this very moment, and I was sitting around looking as lost and stupid as I had my first week on campus. (At least I didn’t have food poisoning this time.)

But sometimes when things go so wrong, all you can do is laugh and be grateful you’re due to join the wedding party at a bar in a short amount of time. And so I did as I went down the stairs to join said wedding party up the block for post–wedding day drinks.

Thankfully, it was the only event I’ve had thus far to play into my fears of failure.

I’ve since learned that sometimes it can be better to have two and a half folks interested in wanting to meet you and engage in all aspects of your life explored in your work, as opposed to the small parts of it that make them comfortable.

As a writer, I want to go anywhere my writing is welcomed—especially if you want to pay for it.

This was how I found my way to the Midwest—a region I hadn’t experienced until my thirties.

I have met plenty of Midwesterners through college and work, but I never had any reason to travel to the middle of the country until my career presented the opportunity.

Chicago immediately appeared segregated—like every other city and town in America that I have visited—but was much nicer to look at. They do have a lot of rats, too, but at least they behaved themselves at the venue. I now understand deep-dish pizza, albeit only with Lactaid.

When I made it to Milwaukee for a speaking engagement, I was able to avoid the cheese curds, but regrettably couldn’t escape conversations about how racist Milwaukee was, no matter the time, place, or person.

It was 8:46 a.m., and I was only minutes off of a plane.

I greeted the Uber driver, and minutes later, after hearing someone on the radio say something that prompted me to reach for my AirPods, I heard a quip about how Milwaukee is apparently the most segregated city in the country.

I wasn’t sure of what to say after that proclamation.

Considering how deeply rooted and entrenched racism is in America, I guess it takes a lot of work to become the leading racist metropolis in the nation, so, uh, way to go, Milwaukee?

Instead of congratulations, I went with a response that acknowledged what was said but did not encourage further conversation.

Wow, that’s crazy.

I had to say it six times more before he clocked into me being totally disinterested in solving race relations at the present hour.

No matter who else I spoke with over the course of those two days—an Uber driver, a hotel employee, an event organizer, some local businessperson—each led with how racist Milwaukee was. Why do so many white people over there want to talk about racism? Not even
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