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ABSTRACT 

Genetic Genealogy tests from companies like AncestryDNA and 23andMe have gained 

immense popularity since their creation in the mid 2000s. They have become specifically 

relevant for Black Americans, who, due to the history of slavery in the United States, often know 

little about their ancestry, and are hard-pressed to uncover any information from before the 1870 

census through, when formerly enslaved people were first documented by name, from records 

alone. They are therefore disproportionately dependent on DNA testing to explore their ancestral 

roots. Companies, aware of this heavy reliance, market explicitly to Black Americans, while also 

giving them little useful information through their services, for example, matching ancestry to 

only eight regions across the whole of Africa.  

In a landscape where Black Americans are disproportionately marketed to and equally so 

ignored, how do they respond to their relationship with these companies? Looking primarily at 

content from Twitter and Youtube, I’ve found that Black people have taken to the social media 

world and created spaces where they can comfortably reflect on this relationship - spaces created 

for each other, by each other. This thesis takes the form of a Television Pilot script in the hopes 

of amplifying the many Black opinions surrounding these tests, through each of the three main 

characters. It further explores how these characters create a reflective community among each 

other within the cinematic universe. Above all, this thesis attempts to reveal the ways that Black 

Americans have come together in community in a particularly uncertain socio-political moment.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Everybody wants to know who they are, where they come from, and what that all means. 

For a lot of people, these essential questions lead them into the world of ancestry, further 

expanding their family trees, and seeking out their ancestral roots. Unfortunately, for some 

people, those quests are a lot harder to explore than they are for others. As a Black American, I, 

like many others, can only trace my family history back a few generations, and certainly to no 

particular African country1. Because of this, studying my ancestry has always been more than 

compelling - impossible, insurmountable, romantic, even. I remember making a free trial on 

Ancestry.com back in 2009 before their direct to consumer DNA tests really made traction. I was 

in the seventh grade and I would sit at my computer scrolling through familial records for hours 

at a time every day until they trial ran out. My great-grandmother never shared a lot about her 

early years with any of us, and she specifically never shared who she went to live with at 15 after 

her dad died. This was always a major point of curiosity in my household, as we could never 

trace how she made it from point A to point B. After scrolling through census after census, and 

marriage license after marriage license, towards the end of my free trial it happened. I’ll never 

forget the day I found the census document with the answer - she went to live with her step-

mother’s sister, a woman I previously had no idea even existed. My family and I were so excited 

and energized by the discovery, and that secret was only 3 generations back, so imagine the joy 

of going back even farther.  

My great-grandmother was born in 1911, and her father in 1876. Unfortunately, this is 

the furthest back I’ve been able to research my ancestry, largely due to the history of slavery in 

the United States. Tracing ancestral stories back can be difficult through and through with 

                                                
1 Holder, JeCorey. "Comic: When White People Think Ancestry Is Easy." The Black Youth Project. November 21, 
2017. 
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complicated family stories and research dead ends, and especially so with solely pursuing online 

resources without the help of a professional genealogist. As one would expect, slavery only 

further complicates this process. Genealogist have coined the major roadblock to unraveling 

Black American ancestral stories as the slavery wall, or the 1870 census2. When tracing back our 

history, we run into a problem in 1870 that genealogy census we run into something that 

genealogists refer to as the slavery wall. With the emancipation proclamation signed on January 

1st of 1863, the 1870 Census was the first with formerly enslaved people accounted for uniquely 

by name, rather than as nameless property. Some Black Americans find that their ancestors were 

free before the nationwide policy took hold, but they make up a definite minority. Additionally, 

the majority of this minority still has a history of enslavement with their ancestors, and finding 

information prior to freedom from enslavement often reaps little reward. 

With Black Americans facing a difficult journey through root-seeking, Ancestry.com has 

taken note of this, and worked to quell fears from the black community. In one specific article 

titled “Think You Can't Research Your African American Family History? Think Again.” the 

authors attempt to persuade Black Americans into pursuing their services using the argument that 

despite the hiccups in exploring Black ancestry, there is still a lot to find from post-slavery, and 

that despite the slavery wall you might still make your way back to the 1700s. The greatest 

takeaway from the article, though, is that to truly find a compelling story of where you come 

from, you might want to explore Ancestry.com’s other venture - their direct-to-consumer genetic 

genealogy tests with AncestryDNA. Here, we see a clear example of genetic genealogy tests, and 

not Ancestry’s other services, being marketed directly to black people.  

                                                
2 Gates, Jr. Henry Louis, and Paul Rawlins. "Think You Can't Research Your African American Family History? 
Think Again." The Huffington Post. December 07, 2017.   
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Direct-to-consumer genetic genealogy tests were first introduced in 2003 by African 

Ancestry, a DC based company founded by Rick Kittles, a geneticist who holds a doctorate of 

biology from George Washington University, and Gina Paige, an entrepreneur with an MBA 

from the University of Michigan3. Soon thereafter, myriad other companies entered the business, 

with AncestryDNA and 23andMe quickly cornering the market. In 2017 alone, Ancestry.com 

tested 7 million people, and 23andMe tested 3 million(How much each company makes). 

Clearly, in the last few years these tests’ popularity has grown exponentially, and I, or anyone, 

would’ve been hard pressed to not take notice. When I first realized that genetic genealogy tests 

were possible it re-energized my love for genealogy. With one simple test, priced anywhere from 

$50 to $300, that requires no more from you than depositing your saliva in a pre-marked 

container and sending it back, Black Americans could find immediate answer to recently 

impossible questions4. This test could answer central questions in the African Diaspora the world 

over - getting significantly closer to exploring who we are, where our people are from and what 

that all means. The slavery wall was no longer a devastating setback because the goals and 

parameters of root-seeking had changed entirely. In discovering genetic genealogy tests I felt so 

lucky to be young in a time of these answers - answers that so many people have been desperate 

for for decades and centuries and millennia. You might understand why, then, with all this 

weight, the test felt exciting but in the same moment felt too good to be true. As it turns out, I 

wasn’t alone in feeling this way, and exploring whether or not these tests were as magical as the 

seemed, specifically for Black Americans, began to guide my research.  

                                                
3 For more information on the Founders education stories and journey to pioneering African Ancestry, you might 
explore these websites: https://biography.jrank.org/pages/2624/Kittles-Rick.html, 
http://www.africanancestry.com/our-story/  
4 Regalado, Antonio, and Antonio Regalado. "2017 Was the Year Consumer DNA Testing Blew up." MIT 
Technology Review. February 13, 2018. 
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Along with rave reviews from friends, strangers, and celebrities have come complaints 

and worries about genetic genealogy testing from a multitude of viewpoints. Is the science being 

used actually reliable? How do they link our DNA to where our ancestors once lived? Exactly 

whose DNA are they actually testing against their customers? Do they have a big enough sample 

size? How do they know that their test subjects are 100% anything? Especially when 

highlighting the socio-political topics of borders and migration? Moreover, there has been voiced 

disgust at the plain idea of gifting a company with your personal DNA. Is it worth it in a world 

where pharmaceutical companies are investing in these companies in exchange for open access 

to user data? In a world where companies are signing deals granting the FBI full access to user 

data, especially considering Black-America’s history complicated history with law enforcement? 

Where multiple people have been jailed due to family DNA existing in the database of a genetic 

genealogy testing service? In some cases, even if a criminal justice team isn’t looking at the 

DNA hoping to find an exact match, they have been known to use it to make ‘educated’ guesses 

on the race of a perpetrator, falling into a lot of racist eugenics theories, and general bad science5. 

With all of these questions lurking around the subject of genetic genealogy tests, I set out 

to find their answers, but during this process I discovered that the answering of these questions 

would not be my thesis itself. In exploring these questions, I quickly realized that I wanted to 

prioritize black voices, and black voices in direct communication with each other. In this 

realization, my search for primary resources turned to social media, and from there my argument 

grew.    

   

  
                                                

5 Krimsky, Sheldon., and Sloan, Kathleen. Race and the Genetic Revolution Science, Myth, and  
Culture . New York: Columbia University Press, 2011. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 
As a black academic, I’ve always seen the vital importance in prioritizing other black voices. In 

the context of this project, this quickly meant that, despite the harm done unto black people by 

genetic genealogy testing companies, I couldn’t center my research on the companies’ downfalls. 

I certainly needed to build my research off of the groundwork of these discoveries, but I had to 

find a way to explore the relationship between genetic genealogy testing companies and the 

Black Americans they exploit through the eyes of the exploited Black Americans. In my 

awareness of this, and with my long-standing affinity for social media, I knew that my primary 

sources would be taken from social media. 

 Social media holds a vital importance in our modern society, and it becomes more 

relevant every day. With the advent of Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, and Instagram, among 

others, in the last 20 years, many of us now spend hours a day absorbing and producing content 

on various forms of social media. Despite individual opinions about whether or not social media 

is a useless waste of time that is rotting our brains, our constant social media use cannot be 

refuted.  

In other words, the study of Social media is an academic pursuit, and it should be looked at as 

such. There are two popular terms in the world of linguistic called prescriptivism and 

descriptivism.6A common use for these terms involves public opinion of modern slang and 

language change. Those who adhere to prescriptivism would tend to prescribe how language 

should be used, and push back against modern developments. Descriptivists, however, tend 

towards describing language as it is being used in the present moment. In connecting these 

                                                
6 Subbiondo, Joseph L. Language 58, no. 2 (1982): 485-86. doi:10.2307/414130. 
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concepts to an analysis of social media, I’m of the mind of a descriptivist. I hold no ill will 

towards social media, and certainly see it as a tool for connection, but even outside of that, I 

think it’s important to not grip to a forgotten past bare of Facebook and Instagram, but instead, 

explore and document that interesting communication that social media is fostering in the 

present.  

 With respecting social media as my framework, I started my search for primary sources. I 

knew very early on that youtube videos would make up a significant portion of my research. One 

of the first ways that I was introduced to genetic genealogy testing in excess was through 

youtube. These tests had their most successful year ever in 2017, with 23andMe and 

Ancestry.com selling 10 million tests just amongst themselves. This increase in popularity was 

incredibly visible on Youtube, and it was hard to go a week without encountering a video that 

touched on the tests in some way. I analyzed videos primarily of three different forms; those that 

were personal explorations, company sponsored, and critiques. I’ve categorized personal 

exploration videos as those that involve either one person or occasionally a group of people who 

spent their own money purchasing the test(s).7 Within this category, we also have reveals of one 

test brand, and comparisons between multiple brands. I define company sponsored videos as 

those produced by larger companies where the subjects are not purchasing the tests themselves. 

These videos are often produced by internet media companies like Buzzfeed or Vox, and openly 

pursue specific themes like in “Ethnically Ambiguous People Take a DNA Test” or “Afro 

                                                
7 For examples of personal exploration videos on genetic genealogy tests, check here:  
TwoLaLa. “Identical Twins Compare SHOCKING Ancestry DNA Results 2017| Part 2: Are These Tests 
Accurate?”. Filmed [October 2017]. YouTube video, 09:55. Posted [October 2017]. https://youtu.be/y9a1jc7Wv9Q. 
or here: 
Raven, Really. “WTF ANCESTRY DNA RESULTS EVERYONE GUESSED SO WRONG you WILL be 
shocked”. Filmed [April 2017]. YouTube video, 05:08. Posted [April 2017]. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Be2YrrWghYw&t=3s  
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Latinos Get DNA Tested”.8 I define critique videos as those made, not to explore anyone’s 

personal test results, but to open up discussion about the prevalence of the tests, and specifically 

so in Black American communities. One such video was produced by Mufasa Shabazz, and like 

his title of  “Why I Don’t Trust DNA Ancestry Testing” suggests, it’s an account his criticisms 

of genetic genealogy tests, and does not at all include information about personal test results9. In 

managing the project’s scope, it’s important to note that I only dealt with youtube videos that 

explored Ancestry.com or 23andMe. 

When it came to twitter, I had a much harder time at isolating content than with Youtube, 

but much of what I found became incredibly vital to my research. I was lucky to have a long time 

period to conduct my research, and at a certain point, poignant tweets started to fall into my lap. 

You might attribute this to the generosity of my friends in sending relevant tweets my way, or to 

my browsers picking up on my interest in tweets about genetic genealogy tests. These factors 

certainly had a hand in aiding my research, but additionally so did a pattern of these tests 

becoming more relevant in the Black social media world, which I find myself a part of, day by 

day. I attempted to look at tweets from exclusively Black users, and collected ones from people 

with varying follower counts, and with incredibly varied opinions on Black patronization of 

these companies. 

 As previously described, in developing my project my initial questions were about 

genetic genealogy companies themselves. While my research question moved in the direction of 

                                                
8 BuzzFeedVideo. “Ethnically Ambiguous People Take a DNA Test”. Filmed [October 2018]. YouTube video, 
19:56. Posted [October 2018]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5171eGo13hs&list=PLp2W9R_E-
LggJfxCyRq8UfYllaum0ZWPx&index=21&t=921s  
and  
Like, Pero. “Afro Latinos Get DNA Tested”. Filmed [July 2018]. YouTube video, 7:38. Posted [July 2018]. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xsmy3kYNDpI&list=PLp2W9R_E-
LggJfxCyRq8UfYllaum0ZWPx&index=20&t=0s  
9 Shabazz, Musafa. “Why I don’t trust DNA ancestry testing”. Filmed [March 2017]. YouTube video, 13:45. Posted 
[March 2017]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R82Q39cYD-U  
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the relationship between Black Americans and these companies through Black customer voices, I 

still found myself drawn to the ways that companies advertise their products specifically to black 

people. In pursuit of this interest, my sources also included various commercials created by 

Ancestry.com and 23andMe. I primarily engaged with advertisements they had posted 

themselves on their own channels, but I also looked at a few television ads uploaded on 

secondary websites.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The most formative text to my research has undoubtedly been The Social Life of DNA: 

Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation After the Genome by Alondra Nelson10. Nelson is a 

current sociology professor at Columbia University, a graduate of the University of San Diego, 

and a P.H.D holder from NYU. This text explores modern advancements with DNA, specifically 

with how it has transitioned into the world of direct-to-consumer genealogy tests, and puts these 

discoveries into conversation with racial politics. Within this seemingly niche field exists a 

myriad of sub-topics, of which Nelson looks into a great number of. Just a few sub-topics include 

reconciliation projects, DNA diasporas, the relationship between genealogy and root-seeking 

through records and DNA tests, along with roots reveals.  Of particular interest to my research 

were reconciliation projects and roots reveals.  

Nelson describes reconciliation projects as forensic missions aimed at uncovering a truth 

that include reparations activism and acknowledgement of a social injury11. The book explores 

specific projects like with the organization Las Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, or the grandmothers 

of Mayo Plaza, who attempted to reunite children stolen and illegally adopted during the 

Argentine dictatorship. In this case, they would have never been able to unite these stolen 

children with their grandparents if not for the benefit of DNA testing. Nelson deeply explores 

this case and others, and imagines the future projects that genetic genealogy testing could make 

possible.  These ideas proved more than useful in my research, and especially so when 

constructing my script.  

                                                
10 Nelson, Alondra. The Social Life of DNA: Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation after the  
Genome. Boston: Beacon Press, 2016. 
11 Nelson, Alondra. The Social Life of DNA: Race, Reparations, and Reconciliation after the  
Genome. Boston: Beacon Press, 2016, 27.  
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Her analysis of roots revelations served as a great basis for my analysis of the youtube 

videos specifically, as I quickly realized that many of them were perfect examples of the 

phenomenon. The coinage roots revelations speak to the fact that often, in receiving results from 

a genetic genealogy test, the most exciting part is not the knowledge itself, but the reveal of that 

knowledge. More so, root-seeking does not only include the reconstruction of a familial 

narrative, but one’s response to this information in the presence of an audience. The point about 

the audience is vital, especially in my analysis of reflective social media spaces built by Black 

Americans and for other Black Americans to view and interact with. 

Another important text in establishing my knowledge of DNA plainly has been Genetics 

and the Unsettled Past: The Collision of DNA, Race, and History by Keith Wailoo, Alondra 

Nelson, and Catherine Lee12. It was written in 2012, so it’s still recent enough, and it provides a 

very clear, all-encompassing introduction to the field of DNA and race. In comparison with 

Nelson’s later work, which hones in more exclusively on the specifics. The DNA Mystique: The 

Gene as a Cultural Icon by Dorothy Nelkin and M. Susan Lindee was also a great introduction to 

DNA, without as much of a focus on race13. Though my project is certainly not scientific, 

understanding simple things, like the fact that submitted DNA is being tested against living 

people and not anyone’s actual ancestors, was vital to me building out the rest of my project. 

Also, while it is much less explicitly about race, it absolutely explores the dangers of our society 

viewing DNA and DNA testing as absolute truth14. Scientists are just people, science is fallible, 

and there is just as much room for error in DNA as anything else.  

                                                
12 Lee, Catherine, Nelson, Alondra., and Wailoo, Keith. Genetics and the Unsettled Past : the Collision of DNA, 
Race, and History . New Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press, 2012. 
13 Nelkin, Dorothy., and Lindee, M. Susan. The DNA Mystique : the Gene as a Cultural Icon . New York: Freeman, 
1995.   
 14 Nelkin, Dorothy., and Lindee, M. Susan. The DNA Mystique : the Gene as a Cultural Icon . New York: Freeman, 
1995, 75.   
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Outside of literature focused on DNA, and the relationship between DNA and racial 

politics, I though it was important to dedicate some time to exploring social media. Specifically, 

I wanted to focus on social media as a healing place for Black Americans to find kinship and 

community. One poignant article in my search was Digital Expression Among Urban, Low-

Income African American Adolescents by Christina Baker, Amanda Staiano and Sandra 

Calvert15. This article focuses on the social media habits of Black adolescents, with a lot of 

emphasis on how they retreat to their online communities to express things they cannot as easily 

express in real life - hobbies, academic interests, etc. It does a case study on 24 urban, low-

income Black adolescents at a specific summer academic program and analyses their digital 

habits and content production. It concluded that even for Black students that know each other in 

real life, they still turn to social media to create spaces where they can fully express themselves. 

Another important article was The Negro Tweets His Presence: Black Twitter As Social and 

Political Watchdog by Makeba Lavan. This article took a close look at Black twitter specifically, 

and more so to it’s relationship to social change and racial justice16. It concludes on the 

importance of Black twitter as community space and a shifter of culture.  

The fields of DNA and racial justice, and the Black social media world, and I feel lucky 

to have explored them both so thoroughly. My own research will stand out in each field, because 

it pulls from basic tenets while also introducing something knew. In joining ideas of genetic 

genealogy tests and racial justice, and black activity on social media, I separate my work from 

predecessors. While people like Nelson have certainly explored television programs like “Who 

                                                
15 Baker, Christina M., Amanda E. Staiano, and Sandra L. Calvert. "Digital Expression Among Urban, Low-Income 
African American Adolescents." Journal of Black Studies 42, no. 4 (2011): 530-47. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41151357. 
16 Lavan, Makeba. "THE NEGRO TWEETS HIS PRESENCE: BLACK TWITTER AS SOCIAL AND 
POLITICAL WATCHDOG." Modern Language Studies 45, no. 1 (2015): 56-65. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24616765. 
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Do You Think You Are” on TLC and “Finding Your Roots” on PBS, and these programs 

relationship to DNA, with the addition of social media my research remains in relatively 

unchartered territory.  
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DISCOVERIES 
 

I feel lucky to have found a pebble to research that has allowed me to invoke so many 

interesting sources; primary and secondary. From my sources I can now say, that in an age where 

Black-Americans are very uniquely targeted as potential consumers by genetic ancestry testing 

companies, they have created a reflective space on social media to critically examine the genetic 

ancestry testing business on their own. Their opinions differ, across platforms and within them, 

but what stand true is the ability to express your feelings about the explosive business model, and 

interact with other Black social media users who have opinions of their own.  

Through my research, I have found a layered social media landscape, suggesting that 

these spaces serve a multitude of purposes to the community. One such purpose lies in Black 

American’s innate distrust of these companies. For reasons surrounding capitalism, specific 

scientific methods, and the prison industrial complex, Black Americans are incredibly weary of 

these companies, and they make it known on social media. In one tweet reflecting on the validity 

of the science used by these companies, a user named MadeNChynna notes that her percentage 

of Nigerian ancestry abruptly switched from 36% to a mere 2%. Her tweet reads, “You know I 

thought I was Nigerian for a year until they literally took all my Nigerian away a few months ago 

with an “update” and told me I was Cameroonian😭😂.”17 In a similar tweet, Twitter user 

O_Slice says that “Those DNA ancestry service be sprinkling Nigerian in everyone’s results like 

it’s parsley,” suggesting that the whole process is arbitrary and untrustworthy.  

 

                                                
17Chynna. ✨. Twitter Post. November 16, 2018, 11:16AM. 
https://twitter.com/MadeNChynna/status/1063450812888817667. 
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Additionally, out of survival, Black Americans are very privy to collective memories of 

past atrocities. This often surface as reflection on Eugenicist theories, and the general belief that 

race is a biological fact, and thus that the races are intrinsically different from one another. 

Twitter user EveEwing has previously asserted that “Ancestry dot com and 23 & Me are 

reinforcing completely jacked up notions of race as being genetic and scientific, notions that are 

linked to some of the most racist and eugenicist ideas of the last century, and we will pay the 

social cost.”18 Various users also draw on the story of Henrietta Lacks. Lacks was a poor black 

woman who suffered from uterine cancer, and upon treatment, her surgeons discovered that her 

cells were the first in existence to never die19. Lacks died soon after, but her cells were kept 

without that knowledge of her or her family. Henrietta died poor, and her family is still poor to 

this day, but the medical industry has made billions off of her cells. In reference to Lacks, twitter 

user  HausMuva plainly said “do not send your DNA to a privately owned business in late 

capitalism in the name of Henrietta Lacks.”20 

 

 

 

 

BRIDGE - From Research to Pilot Script 
 

In synthesizing my research findings, I decided on the medium of a 45-minute Television 

Pilot. This decision was certainly informed by my passion for television, but equally so for, what 

                                                
18 Brown, Wikipedia. Twitter Post. September 25, 2018, 12:45AM. https://twitter.com/eveewing/status/  
_1044432130774892544. 
19 Skloot, Rebecca. The Immortal Life Of Henrietta Lacks. New York : Crown Publishers, 2010. Print. 
20 Johnson, Myles E. Twitter Post. November 23, 2018, 11:24AM. 
https://twitter.com/hausmuva/status/1065989432128536577. 
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I feel, is an innate compatibility between my research and the medium. My main research focus 

has been the nuanced relationship between Black-Americans and genetic genealogy testing 

companies. In this relationship, and specifically so Black Americans reflection on it, we 

encounter a multitude of varying opinions and focuses. Individual and group relationships in 

fiction create opportunities for disagreement and growth of opinion in characters in ways that 

academic writing often struggles to - something I believe will prove really useful. Additionally, 

in knowing that my thesis work will always feel open-ended, I appreciate that pilots are 

explicitly designed to open a story, not finish it. Through my thesis I attempt to show the process 

of women like me finding answers to the same questions I’ve asked in my research, just in a 

slightly more high stress environment. 

 In creating individual characters, I drew specifically from the tweets and youtube 

videos that colored my research. Astrid, for example, is a popular twitter popularity. In crafting 

Astrid, I pulled heavily from tropes of Twitter activists. For example, the tweet “Y’all willingly 

paid these ppl to keep your DNA in exchange for an email saying you’re 10% cape verdean” by 

twitter user DesusNice, colored the slightly snarky, socially aware character that I aimed for 

Astrid to be.21 With the character of Reba, the black woman in charge of the fellowship program, 

I drew a lot from modern politicians. Black people like Corey Booker and Kamala Harris, who at 

times are accused of harnessing their blackness for the good of capitalist white-supremacist 

systems were really influential in conceptualizing Reba.  

 At least with my main three characters, it was additionally important for me to 

make sure I liked each of them. They have opinions I don’t agree with, sure, but I didn’t want 

any of them to feel impossible to relate to. Keeping them all smart, reasonable, not absurdly 

                                                
21 Nice, Desus. Twitter Post. April 4, 2019, 9:42PM. https://twitter.com/desusnice/status/    
1113965220278538240. 
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stubborn people was important for me, especially in remembering their humanity. More than 

anything, you could say I wanted them each to be hypocrites. Real people have contradictory 

opinions, they change their minds, and they’re stubborn, but not stagnant. Remembering those 

tenants of the human experience was one of my biggest goals.  

When it came to scripting dialogue, I struggled with relaying all that I learned from my 

research into the script without making things feel clunky. My biggest concern was always 

accidentally making lengthy monologues that have no actual benefit to the plot. Another one of 

my main focuses in constructing the show’s universe, was navigating the sci-fi twist. Obviously 

the themes that I’m exploring are very real, and I wanted to be sure to not build the universe to 

be so dramatic that the actual problems with these companies are overshadowed. Alternatively, I 

aimed to use the sci-fi spin not to run away from the scary truth or to make it easier to talk about 

because it feels far from reality, but to amplify that many realities within these companies are 

intrinsically as eerie as plot points from sci-fi television shows.  

 

 

 

 

PITCH 
 
IDENTITY THEFT is a half hour sci-fi leaning dramedy. 

 

Set at the AncestryDNA headquarters in Lehi, Utah, the show centers on three black female 

leads; Dia-Simone, Nicole, and Astrid. They’re each graduating college seniors, and at the start 

of summer they arrive at the headquarters for a newly-launched year long fellowship program 



 

17 

targeted specifically at Black youth and social media users. The fellowship is marketed as a way 

to work with the AncestryDNA team in various departments, develop professionally, offer the 

ever-valuable black opinion, make a generous salary, and most importantly - see how much the 

company has changed since taking note of critique from the black social media world.  

 

The three have varying levels of trust for the company while applying and orienting themselves 

to their positions. They thereafter find community in each other, active reflecting on their 

respective findings, and eventually discover a problem worse than the worst thing. This leads to 

the investigation of all investigations. Unfortunately for them, by the end of the episode their 

problem transforms from bad to sinister, and while they narrowly escape for now, they know 

their lives will never be the same.  
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The camera takes us down a long, desolate, gray hallway. We see 
imagery on the walls - portraits of people working at the 
company, of satisfied customers, propaganda. The mood is eerie, 
not calm, but slow. At the end of the hallway, we enter a large 
private office.  
 
NICOLE and ASTRID are gathered in the huge private office.  The 
energy, from first glance, is frantic. Nicole, the software 
engineer, is typing code in at an unimaginable pace. Astrid’s 
guarding the door, frantically glancing out the doorway every 
three seconds. Whatever they’re doing, it’s important, and they 
need to do it fast. 
 

NICOLE 
Bro, WHERE’S DIA? 

 
ASTRID 

I don’t know but if she’s not back in - 
 

She checks the timer 
 

35 seconds, then at least we get to find out what “or else” 
means.  

 
The timer keeps moving - 30, 25, the dramatic background music 
starts dulling, she’s not going to make it. Right as we’re 
certain and imagining what could possibly happen next, we hear a 
knock on the door - it’s loud and desperate, it’s DIA-SIMONE, 
she made it. Astrid lets her in, and shuts the door immediately. 
She’s still frantically looking out the window - apparently DIA-
SIMONE isn’t the only one they’re keeping track of.  
 
 
 
DIA-SIMONE immediately rushes to NICOLE. Whatever password they 
needed, she has it, and it’s on a tiny little vial. NICOLE 
enters it into the system, 10 seconds, it works. They take a 
collective sigh, and immediately the door BURSTS open, narrowly 
missing Astrid. They all turn. 
 

END TEASER 
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DIA-SIMONE’S ENTRANCE SCENE 

 

Near the start of Spring semester, DIA-SIMONE sits in the 
waiting room of her college’s career center. Despite her 
qualifications, she’s feeling lost as to post-grad options, and 
desperately hoping they can help her figure something out.  
 

SECRETARY 
Dia-Simone? Jennifer’s ready to see you now. 

 
Slight confusion in DIA-SIMONE’s face 
 

SECRETARY 
Before DIA-SIMONE can even ask the question 
 

First door on your right (with a smile) 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Appreciate it! 

 
DIA-SIMONE enters the office 
 

JENNIFER 
Hey! How’s your Monday going? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Good, good, can’t complain.  
 

JENNIFER 
Glad to hear it, what brings you into the office today? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Well, I graduate in May, and originally I planned to jump 
straight into grad school for my Master’s in Molecular 
Biology, but I didn’t do well on the GRE so I’m looking for 
post-grad options for the interim between application 
cycles. 
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JENNIFER 
Okay, gotcha, and what was your score, If I may ask? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

A 157, which I know isn’t technically that bad, but I-  
 

JENNIFER 
No, no, I admire your determination. (reading DIA’s file) 
and you’re looking for something in molecular biology 
specifically, right? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Yeah, that’d be ideal. I’m willing to move into chemistry 
for the year if it’s all I can find, but molecular’s my 
number one. 

 
JENNIFER 

Okay so the bad news is there’s a pretty tight recruitment 
season for molecular biology fellowships, which we’ve 
passed, as of about two weeks ago. I have a few ideas for 
you though 

 
They discuss additional options, but DIA-SIMONE is not 
enthusiastic about any of them.  
 

Do you have any locations in mind? 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
I’d have secured housing here in Atlanta, or in Lehi, Utah  
She adds almost jokingly  
 
with family so those would be my first choices, but I know not 
much is going on out there so, I’m pretty open. I’ll figure it 
out wherever 
 

JENNIFER 
 
Now she’s clarifying, the ancestry fellowship matches DIA’s 
interests almost too perfectly, but at the same time is 
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something she never would have decided for or found herself. She 
needed an outside source to lead her there.  
 

Wait, okay so you’re interested in molecular biology, Lehi, 
Utah, genetics, and year long programs 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

yeah that about sums it up, I don’t know how all of that 
could ever come together though. 

 
JENNIFER 

Okay well hear me out- 
(She takes a breath) 

I’ve got one more idea.  
 
We now move to present day, we’re back in the meeting room with 
the three girls where Reba is introducing them to each other. We 
don’t actually see DIA-SIMONE hear about or apply to the 
position, but as Reba takes the girl’s through the fellowship’s 
orientation, we understand that JENNIFER’s new suggestion must 
have been this position.  
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FELLOWSHIP ORIENTATION 

 
We find the girls sitting together in a barren conference room, 
around a round table that’s much too big for just three people. 
They’re mostly minding their own business, scrolling through 
their phones.  
 
NICOLE looks up, she’s clearly getting bored and looking for 
something to do. She points her attention to Astrid 

 
NICOLE 

Cool Jacket  
 

Astrid 
Thanks. Goodwill. 
 

NICOLE 
Nice 
 

  
After the small polite acknowledgement, they go back to their 
phones. None of the three are particularly focused on impressing 
each other.  
 
After more stagnancy, finally, the mood changes. We hear Reba 
sternly say something that seems important to what we can assume 
is an assistant, right near the door. The girls straighten in 
their chairs. Reba bursts in with a kind of controlled chaos. 
She’s youthful, but not young, maybe mid 40s. There’s not a hair 
out of place on freshly relaxed head of hair.22  

 
REBA 

Hi Girls, Looks like you found it in okay. Ready to get 
started? 

 
She asks, but it’s clearly rhetorical. From the start, this is 
her meeting, and she’ll run it how she pleases. Before the girls 
have a chance to respond, she continues 

                                                
22 Relaxed hair denotes hair that’s been treated with a relaxer, or A common method of chemically straightening 
kinky Black hair for people within the African diaspora. 
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REBA 

Perfect. My name’s Reba, I’m originally from NorCal, the 
Bay if you’re familiar. I’m an Alumni of UC Berkeley, go 
bears, and I’m the Senior Marketing and User Experience 
Director. I’m also a Libra, a black belt in Karate, a dog 
mom, and I think that’s about it. Any questions for me 
before we get into specifics? 

 
REBA 

Great question, I also spearheaded this very program. We’ve 
been in development about for 4 years now and we’re so 
excited to be getting started. You actually might recognize 
me from the promotional materials if you saw them. 
 

At the mention of the promotional materials, NICOLE thinks back 
to a day spent with her brother a few months back at home in 
Nashville, TN.  
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NICOLE’S ENTRANCE SCENE 

 
We find Nicole walking through the park with her younger 
brother, ROMAN. She’s home for the weekend, re-immersing herself 
in all things family. NICOLE’s twenty-one, a senior in College, 
and ROMAN’s sixteen. The two have always had a close, almost 
mother and son relationship, due to the age gap. They make fun 
of each other constantly, but they would never let anyone else 
do it. The two are catching up at one of their favorite hometown 
parks, and ROMAN’s explaining his newest hobby, researching 
their family history on ancestry.com. The main thing I need to 
decide on about Nicole’s story is what exactly she’s trying to 
find, or will find accidentally through all of this research! 
There’s something particularly compelling about why THIS family 
is so invested in finding out where they’re from in Africa. We 
join them mid-conversation. 
 

ROMAN 
What are you gonna do after graduation? 

 
NICOLE 

I don’t know, what are you gonna do after graduation? 
 

ROMAN 
I’m only a junior.. 

 
NICOLE 

Okay, and do you wanna talk about it? 
 

ROMAN 
No, not really 

 
NICOLE 

Well same dummy.  
(she starts laughing, probably too hard as she anticipates her 
not that funny joke) 

If you asked 100 college senior’s what their LEAST favorite 
question in the world is like 150 would tell you it’s that  

 
ROMAN 
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Okay, okay. I get it, I sound like an aunty at a family 
reunion. Don’t you have any idea though? I thought Software 
Engineers find jobs super easy 

 
NICOLE 

A few years ago, yeah, but it’s gotten a lot more 
competitive. Especially since I’m not that down to program 
our Iphones to watch us while we’re sleeping.  

 
ROMAN 

Okay, fair.  
 

NICOLE 
Yeah, I’m applying to stuff now but nothing’s stuck yet, 
I’ll let you know when I find something though. 
 

They take a beat in silence; Relaxing, soaking up the park. 
 

Anyway enough about me, what’s up with you Romey? Girls? 
Boys? Prom? 

 
We move forward in time. They’re sitting on a blanket 
overlooking a hill. We join them mid-conversation, they’re 
talking about Ancestry.com as ROMAN’s new passtime. 

 
NICOLE 

No, I can’t believe I’ve never looked into it before, you saw 
all that just with the free trial? 

 
ROMAN 

Yeah It’s crazy I just plugged in the family tree with like us, 
mom, dad and the grandparents and the rest was all there. 

 
NICOLE 

No That’s sick, where’d you find out you could do all that?  
 

ROMAN 
I was just on youtube. Everybody and their mothers are posting 
those DNA test reveal videos lately, and then I just looked 
around the site until I realized you could do all the record 
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stuff mostly for free. It just sucks cause I can hardly get past 
the 1900s, after that it goes pretty dry 
 

NICOLE 
Yikes sounds true, a little something called slavery probably 
probably put a damper in that one. This is so fun though you’ve 
gotta show me back at the house, why are you the coolest sixteen 
year old I’ve ever met? 

 
ROMAN 

Shut up, ugly 
 

NICOLE 
Oh, me? Ugly? Yeah I am, I learned it from you actually. It 
was crazy, The day mom gave birth to you she showed us your 
face from under the little blanket and it rubbed off on me 
immediately it was the craziest thing, the doctors called 
it a medical phenomenon actually, like that they’d never 
seen anything- 

 
Roman shoves her playfully to cut her off. Nicole reaches out to 
mess up his hair, and he can’t quite squirm away fast enough. 
The tone returns to calm. 
 

NICOLE 
Have you, have you showed mom and dad yet? 

 
ROMAN 

Nope, I don’t think so. Not yet, why? 
 

NICOLE 
Bet. I’m just thinking, how cool would it be if we could 
surprise them with the stuff you found and maybe even the 
tests, or maybe we could start paying for the membership 
even. Imagine if we could trace their families back to 
Africa they’d flip 

 
ROMAN 

Those tests are like 100 each Nic, how are we gonna pay for 
that? 
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NICOLE 
Gooood question. I don’t know. 

 
NICOLE leans back against the tree. Her mood calms as she 
considers the cost aspect. Their family’s working class, and 
despite Nicole going to Duke University, they never would have 
been able to afford it without her full scholarship. They’ve 
always struggled, and the idea of having $400, or even $200 just 
lying around is beyond them. 
 
As Nicole considers all of this, she gazes out at the city, and 
notices a large Billboard for the first time. In the Center, we 
see the face of a light-skinned black woman. She’s smiling, 
under text that reads, “Looking for work Post-grad? Look no 
further, fellowship opportunities with AncestryDNA available 
Now.” At the bottom of the billboard reads, “Come see just how 
much we’ve changed” 
 
We return to present day, they’re back in the conference room. 
 
  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

FELLOWSHIP ORIENTATION - CONTINUED 
 
We move ahead in time to the center of the meeting. They’ve been 
here long enough that they’re each actively asking questions 
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now. Most of Reba’s initial sinister energy has faded away at 
this point and moved towards a kind of pandering.  
 

Astrid 
Responding to something we didn’t hear 
 

So, you would say that this is all reparative justice? it’s 
a reconciliation project23? 
 

REBA 
You know, we haven’t used that language around the office 
but, we might just start.  

 
She moves about her chair as if she’s getting comfortable, but 
it’s obvious that her performing comfort is more important than 
anything else. 
 

Listen, we’ve had a great orientation so far, I feel 
comfortable with y’all, can I - get candid for a second? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

By all means 
 

REBA 
Great. Listen, I know it seems like AncestryDNA would just 
be a bunch of stuffy old white guys that don’t understand 
how real people feel about their services, right? And in 
some meetings, it feels a little like that, I admit, but 
there are good people working here too. We’ve seen the 
tweets and the youtube videos and the instagrams, we know 
were not being received that well by the public24. But at 
the end of the day, we’re here to pay our fellows well, to 
treat them well, and to show you, and everyone, just how 
much we’ve changed. 
 

                                                
23 Weitekamp, Elmar G. M. "Reparative Justice: Towards a Victim Oriented System." Journal on Criminal Policy 
and Research 1, no. 1 (March 1993): 70-93. doi:10.4324/9781843924821. 
24 See one such example of a highly critical tweet:  
Brown, Wikipedia. Twitter Post. September 25, 2018, 12:45AM. 
https://twitter.com/eveewing/status/1044432130774892544. 
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The increasingly comfortable mood dissipates; both because of 
the eerie phrase Reba left her sentence on, and because of a 
knock at the door 
 
Reba turns to the door, and motions for whoever it is to come 
inside. Meagerly steps in her assistant. He’s far too nervous 
for someone as tall, white, young, and conventionally attractive 
as he is, but still, he persists  
 

REBA 
Yes, Todd? 

 
Sorry to bother you boss. I emailed but I assumed you didn’t see 
so I thought I’d 
 

REBA 
I didn’t. What’s this about?  

 
Sorry, I just wanted to remind you about your meeting with Jim 
at 10:30. Now’s probably a good time to get started on the tour. 

 
REBA 

Thanks Todd 
 
Somehow, in using her name when she doesn’t need to, she relays 
how little respect she has for him. It’s almost as if he 
wouldn’t know she was talking to him if she didn’t do it 
directly. She turns away from Todd and back to the girls before 
he can fully leave the room.  
 

REBA 
Sorry about that, girls. 

 
NICOLE 

No worries, it sounds like an important meeting.. 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Yeah, it does. Who is Jim exactly? 

 
REBA 
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He’s the COO, Chief Operations Officer. You could say he’s 
the big boss as long as the CEO’s not in town. Actually, to 
that end Todd wasn’t wrong, it’s just me and Jim today so 
I’ll need to be on time. Are we ready for a quick tour? 

 
As soon as she poses the question, she’s nearly out the door. 
She’s not one to falter when making decisions. The girls follow. 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Yeah, sure, but - what're you two meeting about? 

 
REBA 

We’re just, clarifying our quarterly marketing strategy you 
might say. There have been some new developments lately so 
- you know what, enough about me. Let’s get started 

 
Time skips forward. We’re now outside, standing in the center of 
the headquarters made campus. To untrained eyes, it could pass 
for a college campus - easily. An apartment building stands to 
the left.  

REBA 
And now we’re back at your apartments. Hopefully you’re 
liking them, this is the first year they’ve been open so 
we’re still working out some kinks.  Anyway, I hate to 
leave you but I hope you’ll keep on getting to know each 
other. See you Monday! 

 
She leaves. We remain on the girls for long enough to see that 
as soon as REBA’s out of ear shot, ASTRID bursts out laughing 
over Reba’s abrupt departure. The other girls join her, and we 
see them start recounting the craziness of the morning. We can’t 
hear exactly what they’re saying, but the dialogues unimportant. 
Right before the shot ends, they sit down on a bench outside 
rather than going straight to their apartments. 
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SETTLED AND READY FOR WHAT’S TO COME 
 
The story picks up 2 weeks post-orientation. We’re inside of 
ASTRID’s apartment. It’s 8:45am, and she’s rushing to finish 
breakfast as she scrolls through Twitter on her phone. She 
favorites a tweet about how big corporations like Nestle and 
Coca-Cola are destroying the earth, and scrolls past one 
criticizing DNA testing companies. She scrolls past it fast,as 
if to strike it from her memory, like she never wanted to see it 
at all. She throws her oatmeal bowl into the sink, grabs her 
bag, and races out the door to knock on the apartment next to 
hers. 
 
From inside the apartment. 

NICOLE 
COMING!  

 
She steps out of the apartment, greets ASTRID, and immediately 
walks to the apartment next to hers, the third in a row. 
Clearly, they’ve developed a routine. The two knock in Unison. 
No reply. They knock again 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
JEsus Christ i’m coming!  

 
She exits 
 

Y’all I appreciate it for the friendship but we’ve got 15 
minutes and we literally live at work. 

 
ASTRID playfully roles her eyes instead of responding. clearly 
this is a fight they’ve had before. Beat. They start walking to 
their workstations. 
 

ASTRID 
(Excitedly) 

did y’all see the new episode of insecure last night?  
 

NICOLE and DIA-SIMONE 
Duh! 
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ASTRID 
Okay, thank GOD can we please talk about the part when they 
went into the show within a show?? I’m gonna be thinking 
about that “Sojourner, Truth!” line for at least a week.25 

 
NICOLE 

Truee plus when that one guy escaped just cause they were 
all too busy having affairs with each other. Somebody get 
me a DNA test he was my ancestor I can feel it.  
 

They laugh. 
DIA-SIMONE 

Okay good content, I see you. You should tweet that one 
Astrid your followers would eat it up 

 
ASTRID 

Okay firstly chill I don’t tweet about everything, but that 
is, good content yeah I’m gonna jot that down.  

 
When friends, especially new friends, pay a lot of attention to 
her twitter fame, it makes Astrid pretty uncomfortable. She can 
never be sure if someone is using her for her follower base, or 
equating her with stereotypes of social justice warriors - which 
would be annoying, and also reflect poorly on the new friend’s 
character. But, trusting that DIA-SIMONE’s motives are pure, she 
gives into her idea. 
 

NICOLE 
No, no shade! own your platform, shit. I wish I felt that 
comfortable saying whatever I want on the internet. 

 
ASTRID 

Huh, weird I never thought about it as a comfort thing but 
fair. I don’t know i’m like ten times more comfortable 
talking on Black Twitter than anywhere else.26 

 
NICOLE 

                                                
25 McHenry, Jackson. "The Story Behind Insecure's Prime-time Soap-Parody Due North." July 31, 2017. 
https://www.vulture.com/2017/07/insecure-shonda-rhimes-parody-due-north.html. 
26 Baker, Christina M., Amanda E. Staiano, and Sandra L. Calvert. "Digital Expression Among Urban, Low-Income 
African American Adolescents." Journal of Black Studies 42, no. 4 (2011): 530-47. 
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Yeah, seems like it. You spend about 10 hours a day 
scrolling through so it must be doing something for you.  

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Chill, didn’t you just say no shade? Nah we all waste time 
on there, at least your making moves with it too. Didn’t 
you fully find about this program from twitter too? 
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ASTRID’S ENTRANCE SCENE 

 
We find Astrid sitting comfortably on her couch, scrolling 
through twitter on her phone. As she scrolls, it becomes obvious 
that she’s a popular radical twitter activist. She has upwards 
of 30,000 followers, a radical bio, and twitter name, and the 
few tweets of hers that we do get a glimpse at show that she’s 
active in the fight against racism, capitalism, sexism, etc etc. 
We see tweets specifically critiquing the Ancestry DNA testing 
business.  
 
She transitions from scrolling through her own page and her 
overall timeline to her mentions. There we see, again, how 
popular she is, with 10s of mentions in the past hour. She stops 
on one. Someone had tweeted her “Lmaooo look at this mess, drag 
them Astrid!, hyperlink” she laughs quietly to herself, not 
trying to bother her roommate, NORA, who’s also sitting in the 
room. She opens the linked tweet, and it’s from AncestryDNA. 
“Hello Black Twitter World! We’ve seen the critiques, the drags, 
and the memes, and we’re ready to listen. Apply for our brand 
new, year long fellowship at the AncestryDNA Headquarters. We 
want YOU to see just how much we’ve changed.” 
 

ASTRID 
What the- Nora come look at this. I guess ancestry finally 
saw how much black twitter hates them and now their hosting 
some year long ‘oops’ trip. 

 
NORA’s been ASTRID’s roommate from freshman year until now, 
senior year. She’s black, well meaning, and socially aware 
enough, but far from as radical as Astrid. NORA look at the 
tweet.  
 

NORA 
Wait what are they even advertising? It’s like an 
internship or what? 

 
ASTRID 
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No Exactly I couldn’t even tell you, the wording’s creepy 
as hell too. Like, I don’t think y’all want ME in your 
facilities at all- 

NORA 
What’s it link to? 

 
ASTRID clicks the link for the first time. Up pop’s a page 
showing a smiling black woman in a lab coat. Light Skinned, 
relaxed hair, one of those black women that only talks to other 
black people when they have something to offer her. And there it 
is again, the biggest text on the page reads “We want YOU to see 
just how much we’ve changed”. They scroll down to reveal a 
synopsis of the fellowship, including salary, and the first page 
of an application portal.  
 

ASTRID 
Okay literally what is this, Jesus. I’ve never wanted to 
work for your racist science experiment less.  

 
NORA 

I mean, does it look weird, absolutely, but, look at the 
departments they’re recruiting in. Media outreach.. You’d 
kill at that. 

ASTRID 
That’s gonna be a no for me. Why are you even taking this 
so seriously? 

 
NORA 

Idk Astrid, they’re literally calling people that have 
talked shit about them before, they’ve got a perfect 
position for you, AND did you even see the salary they’ve 
got listed? And that’s before negotiation. If I were you, I 
might just throw my hat in the ring 

 
At the mention of the salary, ASTRID’s expression changes 
slightly. She could use the money, for reasons we’ll learn 
later, but she quickly returns to her stronghold. 
 

ASTRID 
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Okay yeah the money’s one thing but- I know we disagree on 
stuff sometimes but, with everything they’ve done, all the 
information they’ve given away, how useless their service 
even is - no i’m not gonna try to work for them, and 
honestly I don’t how you could even suggest that I- 

 
NORA cuts her off.  
 

NORA 
Bro, I’m not dense I know they’re a mess. But maybe, once 
you get in there, you can rip them apart from the inside, 
you know. Collect your check, document everything, and a 
make a tell all Youtube video later. Everybody’s talking 
about these tests nowadays, your followers would eat that 
up. 

 
Astrid starts to interject, slightly lifting from her seat but 
then considers all of NORA’s points, seriously for the first 
time. She sinks back into the couch, lost in thought. 
 
We return to present day.  
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SETTLED AND READY FOR WHAT’S TO COME - CONTINUED 
 
Back to present day. They’re laughing and talking about ASTRID’s 
internet presence, and the conversation continues until they’re 
inside the building. From here, we clearly see that the girls 
are now settled into the office culture. They wave at the 
secretary and the security guard among others. They know their 
way around and they know the people that they work with. 
 

ASTRID 
Hey Dan! 

 
DAN 

Hey, come meet with me later all right? I’ll teach you Adobe 
Premier if you help me out with a project I’m working on? 
 

ASTRID 
Sounds good to me! 3? 
 

DAN 
Perfect! I’ll have your blueberry muffin waiting for you. 
 
they keep walking, and use their badges to get into the 
elevator. Inside, they press floors 2 3 and 4. Just like with 
their apartments, they’re nearly inseparable. 
 
DIA-SIMONE gets off at floor 2, ASTRID at floor 3, and we’re 
left in the elevator with NICOLE, heading up to floor 4. 
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SOMETHING FEELS OFF 

 
NICOLE gets off the elevator, and scans herself into her office. 
She’s working in the software engineering department, and her 
fellowship duties differ day by day. Somedays she’s working out 
software for new programs or maintaining the website’s 
interface, but other times her bleeds more into clerical work. 
Her boss, Jasmin, is a relatively young Indian woman, and upon 
their meeting,  NICOLE was super relieved to see another face of 
color in the world of engineering.  
 

JASMIN 
Hey girl! How was your weekend, did you get a chance to 
check out that hike? 

 
NICOLE 

No, tragically. I still really want to though!. I couldn’t 
force Astrid and Dia to go outside and they dragged me to 
some comedy show instead, but it was fun! What’s on the 
agenda for today? 

 
JASMIN 

Well honestly, since you killed that last software project 
last week, we’re kinda free until like Thursday. Would you 
hate me too much if I just asked you to do random stuff 
around the floor? 

 
NICOLE 

No, of course not, lay it on me. I’d rather be busy than 
bored 

 
JASMIN 

Okay great thanks a million. Can you start by just taking 
this stack of papers to the Shredder in Marie’s office? 
It’s tedious but management was pretty adamant about 
shredding it for whatever reason.  

 
She hand over a huge stack of paper of 200 sheets, if not more. 

 
NICOLE 
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Sure, I’ll head over now. 
 
NICOLE picks up the paperwork and heads down the hall. Every 
piece of paperwork look pretty normal, but as she’s shredding, 
one page jumps out at her. It looks to be an email from Jim, the 
COO, to the software engineering director. Immediately, the 
email comes off as cryptic. “We did it boys! The marketing 
strategy worked. we finally got enough of them to launch phase 
two :), which deals directly with all of y'all in software 
engineering! The next step is developing a program to 
distinguish the highest ‘melatonin’ levels if you know what I 
mean. After that, we’ll head straight into extraction in the 
labs! Treat yourselves this week, we’re well on our way.” 
 
After reading the email, NICOLE immediately feels uneasy. She 
makes sure no one’s watching, stuffs the letter in her pocket, 
and continues shredding. 
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ORGANIZING OVER LUNCH 

Later that week, the three girls find a moment to join together 
for lunch. Their schedules don’t always align, but they do on 
Thursdays, and so they habitually eat at their favorite 
cafeteria at the headquarters.  
 

DIA-SIMONE 
How was work this week y’all? I feel like I’ve barely seen 
you. 

 
ASTRID 

Pretty normal, just a lot of talent and location scouting 
for that new series of commercials they’re making.  

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Fun, anyone famous? 
 

ASTRID 
No no famous people, there are some fine men though. Like, 
Catch me in the audition room finding my first husband 
fine. 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Okay tea, don’t be stingy with the invites either. What’s 
going on with you Nicole? 

 
She’s been uncharacteristically quiet up until this point. 

 
NICOLE 

Oh I mean, pretty normal. I, found something though. I mean 
it might not even be something but it was kinda weird. 

 
ASTRID 

Weird how? 
 

NICOLE 
Like, eerie weird? The way seeing that billboard of Reba 
made me feel the first time, or like when all the higher 
ups say that weird line about how much they’ve changed. 
 



 

43 

DIA-SIMONE 
Okay.. concerning. What was it? 

 
NICOLE 

Well, we didn’t have much to do up on the 4th floor this 
week so Jasmin just had me doing clerical stuff or whatever 
and she gave me these papers to shred. I didn’t think 
anything of it but I read a random one and it was some 
cryptic thing about achieving their marketing goal and 
moving on to phase two. 

 
ASTRID 

What’s phase two?  
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Shit, what’s phase one? 

 
NICOLE 

That’s the thing I don’t know, and I can’t ask.  
 
The weirdest thing was phase three. They called it – 
extraction. 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

I don’t know extraction could be about something pretty 
routine. Maybe they’re working on a new way to extract 
mitochondrial DNA or something. 

 
NICOLE 

Yeah, but why would that have anything to do with a 
marketing campaign? And it didn’t seem standard, they said 
they were extracting melatonin. 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Melatonin from DNA? nah that’s not that’s not a thing.  
 
Huh, I don’t know. 

 
NICOLE 
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Yeah whatever it’s fine, I don’t even wanna think about it 
anymore, i’m sure it’s just about some complicated science-
y thing.  

 
ASTRID 

I mean, maybe. As much as we’ve gotten used to working here 
though, we’ve gotta be realistic. I wouldn’t put it past 
them to be acting sis behind the scenes though.  

 
NICOLE 

Yeah it’s funny, I used to be so wary of all this DNA 
stuff. I wanted to take the test sure, especially with my 
dad’s adoption stuff, but –  

 
ASTRID 

But what? 
 

NICOLE 
I don’t know, I just never trusted everything about it. 
Especially with all the drama with companies handing 
information over to the FBI all willy-nilly and stuff.27 

 
Beat. 

 
But now it’s just weird cause I’ve felt so much more secure 
about it all lately with Reba and everybody here but now 
I’m re-afraid they’re trying to Henrietta Lacks everybody 
or something28. 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

I don’t know, that’s a big claim B, the medical world 
really got her and her family good. Plus her cells were 
like, 1 in 7 billion. I’m all for a conspiracy theory, but, 
I don’t know if it’s that serious. 

 
NICOLE 

Yeah, yeah, sorry to bring down the mood boys.  

                                                
27 Haag, Matthew. "FamilyTreeDNA Admits to Sharing Genetic Data With F.B.I." February 04, 2019. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/04/business/family-tree-dna-fbi.html. 
28 Skloot, Rebecca. The Immortal Life Of Henrietta Lacks. New York : Crown Publishers, 2010.  
Print. 
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What are we gonna get into this weekend? Garret from 
finance was telling me about this cool rooftop place 
downtown where they’ve got these– 

 
We leave them as their conversation returns to normal.  
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ODDITIES INTENSIFY 

 
It’s a new day, and ASTRID is minding her business around the 
office. This week, again, she’s looking into casting processes 
for an upcoming string of commercials. So far, over 85% of the 
considered actors have been black, and many of the remainder 
ethnically ambiguous. Despite her excitement to be giving these 
opportunities to black actors, there’s an overwhelming feeling 
of worry enveloping her. On this particular day, it weighs so 
heavily that she brings it up with her boss, her white Latina 
boss, Jenn.  
 

ASTRID 
Jenn, can I ask you something, You know, woman of color to 
woman color? 

 
JENN 

Of course, shoot. 
 

ASTRID 
What’s up with all the actors black for this series being 
black? Obviously don’t get me wrong I’m here for the 
representation, but, what’s the plan? 

 
JENN 

Yeah, fair question, I wondered about that at first too. I 
think the higher ups are just really into all the attention 
we’re getting from black people lately to be honest. Good, 
bad, whatever, we’re getting more of their business, and 
they’re beaming about it. 
 

JENN 
I wouldn’t worry too much though. It’s representation at 
the end of the day, what’s the worst that could happen? 
 

ASTRID 
Yeah, maybe. I just feel, have you ever heard anything 
fucked up about the ethnicity reference panels they use?  
 

JENN 
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No, why? 
 

ASTRID 
It’s just, Dia was telling me the other day how the 
reference panels they use have like 40 people for half of 
Africa but like 400 for Finland29. 
 
Finland, aren’t there like 200 people there? 
 

ASTRID 
Yeah exactly! So it’s like, if the data Black people are 
getting isn’t even useful then it feels weird that they’re 
marketing directly to us I guess. Like, maybe focus on 
fixing your panels first? 
 
JENN laughs. 
 

JENN 
A take, ooo yeah that is weird when you put it like that.  

 
ASTRID 

Plus how do they even know that they’re getting more black 
business lately? There’s nowhere that you log your race for 
them or anything, how could they even track it?  

 
JENN 

I don’t know, I mean they track everything. I guess they 
just use the data they get from the tests.  
 
Allegedly it’s all part of some big campaign. Once they get 
enough black business with the marketing team they’re gonna 
move onto some plan that integrates the other departments. 
 

At that revelation, ASTRID immediately thinks back to what 
NICOLE had told her. Are these two oddities related? 

 
ASTRID 

Wait, which other departments?  

                                                
29 Sedghifar, Alisa, Keith Noto, and Catherine Ball. "Ethnicity Estimate 2018 White Paper." November 
30, 2018. https://www.ancestrycdn.com/dna/static/pdf/whitepapers/WhitePaper_2018_1130_update.pdf. 
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JENN 

Um, I think marketing was phase one, software engineering’s 
next, and then they’ll finish off the project in the lab 
 

 
At the mention of phase one, ASTRID fully connects the dots, and 
realizes that the company is working on something big, and 
potentially exploitative of their Black American customers. Her 
next goal is to find her friends, and find them fast.  
 

	  



 

49 

CALL TO ACTION 
 
As soon as the work day is over, ASTRID races back to her 
apartment to track down her friends. They would certainly see 
each other the next day, but there’s no way she can wait that 
long. They normally make it home slightly before her, so she 
knocks immediately on their front doors. 
 
Now, they’re sitting around ASTRID’s dining room table as she 
explains to them all that she uncovered from the workday. We 
rejoin them a ways into the conversation.  
 

ASTRID 
Yeah and she just said it like it was so normal for them to 
be targeting us, as if it’s some kind of privilege or 
something. When, it’s fucked up on it’s own, and, the 
creepy emails make it kind of scary. 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Yeah now i’m decently worried about it. I was thinking 
today too about the extraction piece, and this isn’t for 
sure but, sometimes the lab workers will make up funny 
nicknames for different chemicals and they’ll always put 
them in quotations marks like Jim did in the email with 
“melatonin”. 

 
NICOLE 

Define funny but all right. 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Okay, shut up not the point. I was thinking about what 
melatonin could stand for, and, there’s been some new 
research pointing to the power of melanin lately. Like, not 
ooh your skin is glowing power, but, harnessable power, so 
I’m just worried that, you know you take a way a couple 
letters and voila! 

 
ASTRID 

Shit, seriously? So you’re saying they’re making moves to 
extract our melanin then, that’s it right? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

No. Honestly I don’t know what they’re doing and it could 
genuinely be harmless but, Phase 3’s slated to launch in 
like 2 weeks so, I’m saying we should probably figure it 
out for ourselves before then.  
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NICOLE 
Okay. Two weeks.  

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Two weeks. 
 

ASTRID 
Two. Weeks.  
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THE PLAN 
 

Over the course of the next week, things happen fast. The girls 
over hear more talk around the office about phase 3, and they 
know more than ever that they need to at least confirm what’s 
happening before they make their next moves. Unfortunately, they 
have no idea how to figure out whether or not the company is up 
to something.  
 

DIA-SIMONE 
What if we try to go through Reba? 

 
ASTRID 

Nah she’s loyal to this corporation way before us, there’s 
no way we’ll get anything useful 

 
NICOLE 

Yeah she’ll probably just take it straight back to the big 
boss hat we were poking around too 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Fine, that’s fair. This feels useless y’all. If neither of 
y’all have any other then we should probably just table it. 
What if we just wait until it launches and take it from 
there? 

 
ASTRID 

I mean they’re not gonna explain what’s going on to us just 
because it launches. Plus by that point there might be 
black people getting systematically effected by all this. 

 
NICOLE 

Yeah, agreed. We’ve gotta get ahead of it, but literally 
how? 

 
The mood quiets. They all desperately want to solve this problem 
but their well of ideas has run dry. 
 

ASTRID 
Okay, okay. Maybe we just got too far from the origins. 
This all started with Jim’s emails, right, so what if we 
just take it old school and sneak into his office and go 
through them? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 
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That’s not bad, he talked about it that plainly once I’m 
sure he’s done it again. The computers are like three times 
password protected though, how are gonna get around that? 

 
NICOLE 

Eh hem 
 

ASTRID 
What? 

 
NICOLE 

Someone in this room has a whole degree in software 
engineering so, I think we’ve got our bases covered with 
that one.  

 
The mood shifts again, but this time towards excitement and 
satisfaction.  
 

ASTRID 
Wait okay perfect. When are we gonna do it? 

 
NICOLE 

Wait um, Jasmin told me that he’ll be out of town Thursday 
on some business trip 

 
ASTRID 

Bet perfect okay. How are we gonna get in? Do we know 
anyone with a key? 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

No the only people with access are Jim, the security guards 
and the personal assistants 

 
NICOLE 

Wait, assistants have access?  
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Yeah, you know, who knows when a higher up’s gonna demand 
to have their coffee on the desk before they get in the 
morning. 

 
NICOLE 

(Confidently) 
 

That’s our in. 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
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What? How? With who. 
 

NICOLE 
Oh I don’t know. What assistant have we met that hates 
their job and probably wouldn’t mind if the company burned 
up in flames? 

 
ASTRID 

…Todd!  
 

NICOLE 
Todd. 
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NEXT STEPS 
 
The girls, committed to making their mission run as smoothly as 
possible, work the kinks out of their plan on their walk to work 
the morning of the big day.  
 

ASTRID 
Did you get the keys from todd? 

 
NICOLE 

Yep! I just told him we have a surprise for Jim that we 
wanted to put in his office. He gave ‘em to me and didn’t 
even blink an eye. The plan’s a go 

 
ASTRID 

Perfect, okay. This is really happening huh? 
 

DIA-SIMONE 
Yeah as long as we make sure keep our bases covered. Jim's 
out of town so we should be good on that front, and the 
only one that knows what were doing is todd.  

 
NICOLE 

Mhmm. My only concerns are cleaning staff and the security 
guards or any other stragglers, but as long as we stick to 
our story about having some surprise for him we should be 
good 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Agreed. 
 

ASTRID 
Okay, can we go over the plan one last time?  

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Absolutely we can.  
 

ASTRID 
Okay, So all we need to do is make our way to the 5th floor 
during lunch, get into his office unnoticed, and have 
someone keep watch at the door. Then Nicole will get us 
into the system, we’ll grab some emails and send them to 
ourselves, and then just get out of there as soon as 
possible. 

 
NICOLE 

Yeah, I think that’s all 



 

55 

 
DIA-SIMONE 
Me too. See y’all at 12.  
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THE BIG DAY 

It’s now 12pm, and we see each of the girls say goodbye to their 
bosses and head to the elevator. Their timing is perfect, and as 
the elevator goes up, it picks up each girl along the way. 
They’re relatively quiet, and the mood is slow. They know that, 
no matter what happens, their lives and positions at the company 
we’ll be fundamentally different in an hour, and that knowledge 
weighs on them. 
 
They walk down the hallway, which is primarily empty anyway, but 
they make a point to not be noticed. Using the key Todd gave 
them, they make their way inside without difficulty.  
 
Once inside, they set up camp. NICOLE sits down at the office’s 
main computer monitor, and get’s to work at hacking the system 
and making her way through firewalls. Everything is going 
smoothly, until -  
 

NICOLE 
Fuck. 

 
ASTRID 

What, what happened? 
 

NICOLE 
I, I thought I was in but there’s another firewall. Every 
single computer in this place only needs two forms of 
verification, but it’s stopping me. 

 
A sound blares from the computer. A timer starts, it’s 5 
minutes long. 

 
DIA-SIMONE 

What was that? 
 

NICOLE 
I don’t know! Fuck, Oh God okay 

 
She looks 
 

NICOLE 
It’s a timer, we have 5 minutes to verify our identity or- 

 
ASTRID 

Or what? 
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NICOLE 
I don’t know. It just says, or, there will be consequences. 

 
ASTRID 

There will be consequences??? What is with this companies 
investment in eerie sayings oh my God. 

 
NICOLE 

I don’t know, but, we need something. I can’t tell 
 

She keeps frantically typing code into the computer. 
 

NICOLE 
Wait, it’s his DNA marker. Where are we supposed to find 
that? We need to get of here. Fast.  

 
DIA-SIMONE 

Wait, um, I think I know where to find it. They have this 
weird section in the labs with staff info.  

 
NICOLE 

Okay, well, you’ve got 4 minutes and 26 seconds, so, go! 
 
DIA-SIMONE runs out, and the door shuts behind her. 
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FINAL SCENE 
 

Fast forward. A shot takes us down the long 5th floor hallway, 
we arrive, and we now realize we’re in the same scene from the 
opening teaser. 
--------- 
 
NICOLE and ASTRID are gathered in the huge private office.  The 
energy, from first glance, is frantic. Nicole, the software 
engineer, is typing code in at an unimaginable pace. Astrid’s 
guarding the door, frantically glancing out the doorway every 
three seconds. Whatever they’re doing, it’s important, and they 
need to do it fast. 
 

NICOLE 
Bro, WHERE’S DIA? 

 
ASTRID 

I don’t know but if she’s not back in - 
 

She checks the timer 
 

35 seconds, then at least we get to find out what “or else” 
means.  

 
The timer keeps moving - 30, 25, the dramatic background music 
starts dulling, she’s not going to make it. Right as we’re 
certain and imagining what could possibly happen next, we hear a 
knock on the door - it’s loud and desperate, it’s DIA-SIMONE, 
she made it. Astrid lets her in, and shuts the door immediately. 
She’s still frantically looking out the window - apparently DIA-
SIMONE isn’t the only one they’re keeping track of.  
 
 
DIA-SIMONE immediately rushes to NICOLE. Whatever password they 
needed, she has it, and it’s on a tiny little vial. NICOLE 
enters it into the system, 10 seconds, it works. They take a 
collective sigh, and immediately the door BURSTS open, narrowly 
missing Astrid. They all turn. 

 
--------- 
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In walks.. Todd? REBA’s meek little assistant strides in, but 
confidently now. He’s caught them, and he knows he has the 
power. The girls stand together in shock.  
 

TODD 
You know, you asked me for the keys yesterday, but I still 
didn’t think you’d have the guts to actually try and pull 
this off. 
 
I’ll spare you and myself from belaboring the details, and 
cut to the point. I know everything you’ve been up to, what 
this company plans to do with the melanin we’ll be 
extracting from Black customers is none of your business, 
and I’m gonna need you to step away from the computer. 

 
 
END SCENE. 
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