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PREFACE

This is a book about Black women not being killed by batterers.

This is a book about Black women not being railroaded by police or the legal system.

This is a book about Black women not being forced to bear or raise children they did not want.

This is a book about Black women who did not tolerate dishonor.

This book is about Black women lashing back, often violently and not always righteously. It’s about the extremities Black women used to escape total victimization.

They were not always wholly successful. Still, they were exceptional by most metrics. Their efforts sometimes produced surprising outcomes in criminal cases. This was especially unique because many in this small group were wanton, lascivious, intemperate, and generally not the folks most likely to receive the benefit of the doubt. Yet even those who had educations and jobs and held to traditional social mores and middle-class aspirations realized that doing things in respectable ways might not spare them from the state’s attacks, surveillance, or degradation.

After all, this book isn’t about women who fought their battles in the right ways.

This book focuses on Black women in lawless times. It’s about women who seized upon unanswered wrongs in ways that exercised and exorcised fury—a fury at the violence directed at Black womanhood in America, fury at their own powerlessness, fury at having no protection.

These women reacted in ways that reflected their lived experiences. Theirs was not a clinical or dispassionate practice, however. Their embodied eruptions seemed to function as a salvo and its own kind of salvation; like a cooling balm for skin ripped and rubbed raw from deeply cut rope burns on newly loosed hands and feet. Many of their methods might demand reproach and condemnation, yet I can’t help but find some comfort in them. Their existence proves that Black women were not always long-suffering hostages, buffeted around helplessly by the savagery of the systems.1 In their stories, I see not just the spirited need for revenge but also the unexpected space, dialogue, and outcomes created when Black women act on fury in the name of vengeance.

1
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