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gathered on the lip, one after another heading off ¢ > O
impending drought that would leave reservoiss sotga‘:g;:’imﬁ 3’835 ﬁ?fﬁitﬁrﬁ‘ ;
wave that would sear the lower Midwest for weeks with hundred-degree weather. It was a nearly pe
cloudless, the sun warm on my shoulders, food in my garden and in my refrigerator, my bills paid — 1
head of new garlic to throw in with the potatoes and chard I'd planned for dinner, and my back seized 1
before I could stand upright, let alone work in the garden, without pain. Y : .

I wasn't thinking of it, though it seems my body was: the seemingly insignificant run-in I'd
befo;e. For a black man any encounter with the police is tense, and that tension had found it:
mina. |

I teach creative writing at Indiana University in Bloomington, and I had been in my office on
o’clock, working hard on my tenure file, trying to get a little breathing room before a guest ca
town, on an early-summer night at 11 pm, there’s still a pleasant bit of activity on the street
two local bars were crowded half a block away, their outside seating full to capacity, and tk

pedestrians and cyclists.

1 wasn’t perturbed by the cop. I had made a decision in the recent past no longer
costumes, their hats, the boots worn by the “troopers,” police are meant to make us
more than others). There’s a way in which they take up residence in our bodies (s
appear behind us or in our line of sight, our heart rate accelerates, our bmthmg
acutely aware not only of what we were doing but also of what the cop | 1

But I had decided I’d try not to feel guilty when I next encounterec the p
and generally law-abiding. Second, because it had occ d to me that
officers’ salaries, and therefore this cop was actu?llymy
of being afraid. So I'd decided to imagine the police in g
imagine a policeman should spend his time doing: ma

And so, for the first time in my life when a cop came
openheartedly as possible if he could tell me why he
handed them over, and he told me simply;
plate light, and I told him as much, lau

And he smiled — just for a second — then. Px
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car. When I said no, he asked if I'd been drinking. When I said no, he asked agala' z‘;‘; arise from a Uttt

illegal in the car I should know about?” (Strange, you might think, for such questio

light.) And I said, looking straight ahead through the windshield, “No.”

g ; : rse one. One 11
PROBABLY ANY OF YOU who are black or brown have a version of this story, if glzta:x‘i«':oup.” Another 111
1 mentioned it to him, said, “I thought he was going to go toss the car and make you

said, “Any time you meet the cops and don’t go to jail is a good time.”

The African American comedy duo Key and Peele have a skit in which Presic.lent Obama lfi tef
drive. When she runs a stop sign, a cop pulls them over. Astonished and a bit embarrasse; a - v
the United States, the cop tells them they can go. But Obama, earnest as ever, Says, “No, wad }1,10the hood of

the way you would if I weren’t the president.” In the next shot we see Obama getting slammed O one knows.
handcuffed. It’s funny. And not only black people laugh at such jokes. Everyone does, because every ’ £

I recently realized that I’ i ' been pulled over without looking to see
recently realized that I've never, as an adult, driven past a car that’s been p T heneki i

occupants. Part of every black child’s education includes learning how to deal with the POh.c A9
or hurt or even killed. Despite my advanced degrees and my light-brown skin, I've had police take me out Of
threaten to bring in the dogs, and summon another two or three cars. But I've never been thrown facedown in th

physically brutalized by the cops, as some of my black friends have. I've never been taken away for a few hm;l?
account of “mistaken identity.” All in all, this traffic stop the other night amounted to nothing. It was 50 noth:
everyday, so known, so agreed upon, so understood — that I am embarrassed, ashamed even, by t_he scale :
way this nonevent took up residence in my body and wrung me out like a rag. I didn’t even geta ticket, after
me some questions — questions I knew (we all knew, didn’t we?) he had before he pulled me over. We say, =
how it goes.” Given what could’ve happened, I ought to be glad, right? I ought to get over it.

But it is also the familiarity of it all (black guy has unpleasant run-in with the cops) that makes my experie:
thousands like it, almost invisible — which makes the significant daily terror of being a black or brown pers
almost invisible.

HAVING GROWN UP in a largely white, working-class suburb of Philadelphia, I'm rarely shocked by ra
all: “He’s a nigger lover.” “That nigger jumps real high.” “You're not like those other niggers.” “That girl’s
In fact, when I meet people who say they haven’t been around racism or anti-Semitism, I usually don’t b
remember in fourth grade a popular white kid with feathered hair and a slight overbite yelled, “Nigger

get on the bus. I dashed back to punch him before running again to the bus, and he yelled after me agair
like this until I decided I'd better catch my bus. (The kid’s best friend was Puerto Rican.) As a child, wal
little sister, I was chased down the block by a grown man who screamed, “Don’t come around here v
while Mr. Miller, another white man and the father of two o.f my friends, held him back and apologize:
Lee, a black couple, were sitting across the courtyard on their stoop, seething. When I learned from m
friend the Cantonese word for “white devil” (bukwai), I excitedly told a white buddy, as if to
too! — to which he rattled off an incredible litany of racial epithets for Asian Americans (th

many as he had for black people).

Where I grew up, the white kids, some of whom were my close friends, told nigge
remember one redheadec;,bo freckle-faced kid doic,i!t’l'w mm%m
“The only thing I res ut you is your make
430 ﬁmmwmwm@ﬁehﬂmm



chain.aﬂd a crucifix that swayed beneathest’h!;ol}ghm
«plack person” and a nigger.” 'I‘hey categorized San

swagger. A “black person,” in thejr minds, was s ) g
320 » Omeone » whose hun
field appealeg to the:in Beginning the next morning | eoul%‘hie the l(),c;vtr:;t mon:of;mrm i ¥
s 'r‘sa‘io{fg :‘3;‘1’1 i c}’iﬁm angle, looking back almost over my shoulder. I lost about
sm end. The doct agnosed pmm. mus
spasms were my body’s revolt: You must not s?;atllliow this. 5:? ow msgalams not':nd ; %

Afriend of mine here at Indiana University, the late bl d
looki i ‘ ack Belto
ane Ay Loclen ecpecially weay. Don told me he had besn i tha boskues, miin ot R
-needed any b elp, and he'd snapped, “Do | ook like | nacd hohthe bookatare, wharva yuutig VS
tr,\u]xg to assxstthlguné gon_u:lought he was bei perceived as a criminal. “Can I help you?” twisted in his ez i
. stealing something?” I tried to tell him that I'q , 1 in his ear
. Do held his head in his hands. “'m just so thesdi?;. :h:a (itclfrks at that store ask everyone who walked inﬁd 5

] have my own catalog of similarly exhausting experiences: the j : s
. g o ; : the janitor in my building on campus shouting,
here?” as 1 walked to my office one night, until 1 shook my key :t him; th:gder white womanp;l:tht antig

my pockets (one of which had a book in it), and halfh i : No, no,
athai Dttt my own earted desire to allay her anxiety: Noﬂlﬁt

As a result of this, I've developed the habit of buying something in stores whether I want to or not, to pu

' suspicious white people at ease. I'm behaving in response to what I imagine other people are thinking.
and the antique-shop clerk didn’t say anything to me about the color of my skin. Just as the cop didn’t

. to be of some African extraction, I would like to ask you if you have any drugs or weapons in the car.” H
any drugs or weapons in the car.

I've had to struggle not to absorb those stares and questions and traffic stops and newscasts and Tv slw%
what they imply. I've been afraid walking through the alarm gate at the store that maybe something’s fall
or that I've unconsciously stuffed something in them; I've felt panic that the light-skinned black man
former neighbors was actually me, and I worried that my parents, with whom I watched the newscast, s
“and nearly every time I've been pulled over, I've prayed there were no drugs in my car, despite the
don’t even smoke pot. That's to say, the story I have all my life heard about black people — criminal, ¢
have started to suspect of myself. LGl

AS ABOLITION became a real possibility in the nin;lti(;iex:ith 1(%entury, a p:ytpologyuibout bl:
by proponents of slavery, and that myth was then amplified a fter emancipation. Our current
\jale’ ttll)at is responsible for that system’s status as the largest in the world, actively cultiva
criminal blackness. I put “drug war” in quotes, bgcause, as Michelle Alexander points o
Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblmdn’ws, if there_ were a true War on D;
use and sell illegal drugs at remarkably similar rates,” would be mcaroemted at very nea

case. Wy
3 is an incisi i cifically targeted African

Alexander’s book is an incisive analysis of how the drug war has specifi ed African

numbers with ex-felon status, which makes employment, voting, housing, edueati ~

; instating Jim Crow. Among her most striking observations
words, effectively reinstating Jim battle flag” in the War on Drugs, fewer than 2

declared that he was “running up a : S
as the most important issue facing the nation. That ﬁgul’ej1111113*€!€1n§:k5e P
racist) media campaign. She also points out that the, p?anwﬁée those students are
sororities at colleges, but for the most part they don't, because thos St}‘é?'}}’a )1
who use drugs. Rt
A few years back I was teaching a summer emmﬁ . ‘
black, and I had a discussion about drug use Cendhbloan this

Sally; my name’s Takeisha. I smoke weed. by o
makes some white friends or goes OE :
OxyContin, orsnortsRitalin,Of“sas_




, THREE WEEKS before that incident, I brought home my firs

: hnp/ﬂhewnmagazine.mg/issuesmmlsome_mougm_m_ﬂwuy?

- country’s terrible and ongoing history of imagining its own citizens — indigenous, black, Japanese Ame

*If we don’t, we will all remain phantoms — and, as it turns out, it’s hard for phantoms

i,
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habits. She believed she was a criminal, whereas her white cog;?l:'%:résfm' like thetpi:?lg?

knew that people of all races use drugs. It’s just that if you r¢ f black criminality cOX '

drug use is more often policed and punished. But the fantasy 0 her local shop OWn

drug war is about: making Takeisha — along with her teachﬂ?'s;mr e U.S. has won in the

prosecutors — believe she’s a criminal. It is, perhaps, the only New Yorkers —

3 black and brown
I shudder at the emotional and psychic burden we've laid Oﬂ;};,e,,ys‘:el%nan featured in (.;Nel.l')’ X;r:mqg?g pi

children — being profiled in that city’s “stop-and-frisk” progra +tv 10 seventy times .
courage and dignity about having been stopped as a teenager St lea%;‘:ldgailed a “mutt.” Eighty-seven Pere
Nation, talks about having been roughed up for “looking suspiciotis aly about half of New York City’s po
frisk targets are black or Latino, though blacks and Latinos constitute 0a M believing the same of lves?
when their city believes them to be criminal, do these young people escape sl pearly
ining us as criminal? A

Pk : . is ima ® L ¥
Isn’t it, for them, for us, a gargantuan task not to imagine that everyOIilI(il:Sﬂ’le vforst of anyoné perceiving us

What a waste, a corruption, of the imagination. Time and again we ; g er or not to go cai
the antique shop; standing in front of the lecture hall; entering the bank; cons;delt'lﬁleg g{::lt;l:\nd brown kids in
or another; driving to the hardware store; being pulled over by the pqlwe. or, O:h 1 being cultivated for con
simply walking down the street every day of their lives, The imagination, raﬂger a ion of the imagination
friendship or love, is employed simply for some crude version of survival. Tl'us COtl‘hl'}lI;‘tw hat he thinks 1 th g

we're all violated by it. I certainly know white people who worry, Does he think I thin ar, anger, paxalssil
moments of potential connection are fraught with suspicion and all that comes with it: fear, anger, .
despair. We all think the worst of each other and ourselves, and become our worst selves.

Among the more concrete ramifications of this corruption of the imagination is that when the police susp

boy of having a gun, he becomes murderable: Murderable despite having earned advanced siggrees OrbDUSS S
written a couple of books of poetry. Murderable whether he’s an unarmed adult or a child riding a bike in the
direction. Murderable in the doorways of our houses. Murderable as we come home from the store. Murde;
facedown on the ground in a subway station. Murderable the day before our weddings. Murderable, probab

We all exist, mostly unwittingly, in a world of illusions with all-too-real consequences. Too often we exist, as
narrator in Invisible Man says, as “phantom[s] in other people’s minds.” The title of poet Cornelius Eady’
Imagination, about the Susan Smith murders, says it all. Smith drowned her two children, then conjured
imagination) a black carjacker to explain their disappearance. The main speaker throughout Brutal Ima
phantom, made of our culture’s fears, just as we are made of each other’s fears. Eady says in the poem “My
Smith has invented me because / Nobody else in town will do what / She needs me to do.” And later in tk
her fear is my blood / And her need part mythical, / Every thing she says about me is true.”

But what if we acknowledged those fears, regardless of how awful or shameful they are? What if we ackno

Latino — as monsters? What if we acknowledged the drug war, and the resulting mass incarceration of
and the myriad intermediate crimes against citizens and communities as a product of our fears? And
reevaluate our sense of justice and the laws and procedures and beliefs that constitute it? What if we
we have come to believe about ourselves and each other, and how those beliefs shape our lives? And s
generosity and forgiveness? What if we did it with mercy? i

It seems to me that part of my reason for writing this — for revealing my own By
incrimination and shame — is to say, Look how I've been made by t%zis.}”l‘o ha\tr‘zall;:::]l?asou‘om
mercy, deep and abiding change might happen. The corrupt imagination might o bs,
visible. Violence might become visible. Terror might become visible. And the thj come,w@ 2
the fact that we don’t want to do such things to each other, might become v.isibltl:.lgs we

one another. And it’s easy for phantoms to hurt one another. So when the cop and I
have seen the real me for all the stories and fantasies that have been heaped o;
centuries? And how could I see him? :

Meanwhile he stood no more than three feet from me, and we looked
and registration, our hands almost certainly touched. And they a



y twenty miles up the road in Mary;
water that they drink from formdzn? Oﬁenmme’wm dﬁ;ina ,
ﬁ"mm-"l,”."eandsettheenﬁfeboxintom dmthey’mh rhomcny mnedbymedth'ev

. began waiting for the bees — all pine e *PeD SPaCe, where it i amrms. oy,
be busy gathering nectar ang making b usand of thep,

frames, close the hive back up, anq leave the bees alone, © - ten open the hive, remove the

~_ Fourdays later I went back to the hive. |
D :

P ot ovld and as vulnerabie ot begs e gy et 414 Wore my hinnest soled shoes, 8048
smmd§ crazy — my neighbor, a college kid, sosmedy thin]tgo me. I wag trying to convey to them
knew it was right somehow. And tho h I'd assd ot it was, looking on from the fa hest

. (‘ODSteuat] N€ar my head ang Ak l“. = S&sted\ﬂth a few Deenives and had experi enced hous

Ee_gp/na;ggg)ﬂt_hlhﬂbee& Oﬂthisdaylwou] dnotd(%nethehandllngof &l

As1opened the hive, I saw that the bstantial % ‘
y itself.] hadn’t been told this might l?::sp::,dsg::igple ( s‘hwoenetemh it e :

singing hghﬂy qr talkmg to them: .Hey, gir]s’ I'm gonna h:::z t 1s one Ofthem)

almost dance with the bees while they do their wooy. 0 move you around a little bit. Excus
l And some people, it is said, come to the hiye ANgry or anxia

your fear, and they just might st ou for it — whi :
looked like a thousand bees clin;lilggyto itogtlitn which was not

Using a small kitchen knife to free the comb while asking th e -
became, despite my best intentions, as terrified as I've oo 1. hundreds of bees as gently as possible

g ve ever been in my life. The memory of D)
with bees flew from my head, and rushing in came the image of the enyure hive, all nn;.:"t’hcmsaevely nd,
My hands were shaking, and the feeling of a bee landing on me, which had previously been ma
ahorse’s. And the song of the bees changed ever so slightly, climbing half an octave, as it ﬁ

I it took every shred of concentration just to hold steady and cut free the comb, And it took every shred of
not to weep. ek © v

What I wouldn’t understand until after the frames were snugged back into the hive, the lid was o;
on a chair nearby (so the bees could haul its honey back inside) is just how afraid I'd been. I
n verge of sobbing, helping the handful of bees who had gotten caught in the thick grass while I v ‘
struggling to find their way out. I gave my forefinger to each one, letting it crawl aboard, gather itse
while I whispered, “Climb up. You can do it, sweetie,” the tiny needle of each stinger just I ]
l became fully aware of a vision I’d had while handling the bees. b

I'd had i e the thousands of bees flew around me and the: knife stnrted shaking in my ha '
tﬁmfﬁzéfx%ﬂrrm&fﬁfﬁaw myself pouring gasoll'neonth;s hive that TTo ed and
billowing, and I felt such relief at their being no more. I saw cinders of the box and the sooty

charred patch of grass beneath smoldering and the few bees not inside lost and ¢

standing with the pack of matches in my hand and the red fuel canister at my

Itis said, and I believe it, that bees can see ipsi:ie you. And yet, and yet, the bees i
warn mccla’by coming toward my face. They didn’t believe Wht;t I htil;(;ught — what I
was a truth other than murder. They had mercy. And once the was al l.w‘
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# What is to give light must endure burning. —-"'ﬂ;;r
ICOpyﬁgm © 1974-2015 The Sun Magazine. All rights

s &5
.

http://thesunmagazine.orgﬁssuesl451lsome_ﬂ10u9m$_m_mf 3

o)




