


a hefty ticket. The charge for stopping him?  Driving twenty miles per hour over the local speed 
limit. Try as we did, we could not muster sympathy for his case.  

     My colleague had other encounters with the law that he shared later that night, but his first 
story started a chain reaction among us. One by one we each recalled multiple incidents of 
being stopped by the police. None of the accounts were particularly violent or life-threatening, 





“When you move at all, tell the officer what you are about to do.” At the time, I am a budding 
scientist in middle school, just trying to learn all I can about the universe. I hardly ever think 
about the color of my skin. It never comes up when contemplating the cosmos. Yet when I exit 
my front door, I’m a crime suspect. Add to this the recently coined “White Caller Crime,” where 
scared White people call the police because they think an innocent black person is doing 
something non-innocent, and it’s a marvel that any of us achieve at all. 

     The rate of abuse? Between one and five skin-color-instigated incidents per week, for every 
week of my life. White people must have known explicitly if not implicitly of this struggle. Why 
else would the infamous phrase, “I’m free, white, and 21” even exist? Here is a compilation of 
that line used in films across the decades. Yes, it’s offensive. But in America, it’s also truthful. 
Today’s often-denied “white privilege” accusation was, back then, often-declared. 

     The deadly LA riots associated with the Rodney King incident are often remembered as a 
response to the beating. But no. Los Angeles was quiet for 13 months afterward. Everyone 
had confidence, as did I, that the video was just the kind of evidence needed to finally bring 
about a conviction in the abuse of power. But that’s not what came to pass. The riots were a 
response to the acquittal of the four officers in the incident, and not to the incident itself. And 
what is a riot if not the last act of helpless desperation. 

     The 1989 film by Spike Lee “Do the Right Thing,” which explored 1980s black-



as launch-points to succeed even more. Yes, I parlayed the persistent rejections of society, 
which today might be called micro-aggressions, into reservoirs of energy to achieve. I learned 
that from my father, himself active in the Civil Rights Movement during the 1950s and 1960s.   

In a way, I am who I am precisely because countless people, by their actions or inactions, said 
I would never be what I became. But what becomes of you if you don’t posses this deep supply 
of fuel? Who from historically disenfranchised communities, including women, LGBTQ+, and 
anybody of color, is missing—falling shy of their full potential, because they ran out of energy 
and gave up trying. 

     Are things better today than yesterday? Yes. But one measure of this truth is a bit perverse. 


