
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For all our people.

            For our pasts, our presents,

            and for our tomorrows.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Begin with art, because art tries to take us outside ourselves. It is a matter of trying to create an atmosphere and context
               so conversation can flow back and forth and we can be influenced by each other.
            

            —W. E. B. Du Bois

         

         
            We have fought hard and long for integration. . . . But I’ve come to believe we’re integrating into a burning house.

            —Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

         

         
            What if the ways we respond to crisis is part of the crisis?

            —Dr. Bayo Akomolafe
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            Kizimkazi, Tanzania

            December 2016

         

         We arrived at the resort in the afternoon when the sun was rising above the army of palm trees, lined and fanning in the breeze
            like windmills in the brightening orange and blue. Chevrolet and Wayne (I refuse to call them Mom and Dad) had remained silent
            for the forty-five-minute drive from the airport, except for brief responses to the white-capped, white-gowned driver (such
            as when the driver asked if they’d be needing the Wi-Fi access code, and they both nodded and said “yes” and “thank you” at
            once). In the spirit of solidarity, I nodded too.
         

         
         But the signal had been weak and the connection elusive, and soon Wayne and Chevy leaned onto their separate windows (I in the middle) and zoned out as if they were sleeping with their eyes open. When the driver pulled up to the resort’s gate, the Maasai warrior—with his red-and-pink shuka, his cowhide sandals, and his wooden club—rose from his bamboo stool and inspected our car before waving us in. All in an instant, the resort emerged before us like a tropical paradise. Behold, before my eyes: conical thatched makuti roofs flanked by the green fronds of the palm trees, white hammocks dangling between the stems, gold-trimmed lounge chairs with rolling arms and claw-foots, wide-beamed umbrellas, and, in every direction, lush and low-lying tulip and hibiscus bushes. 

         
         Wayne and Chevy had fought on the plane, and before getting on the plane, and before that, and I had begun to think that perhaps
            for once they had grown satiated with their fighting for the day, but as we stepped out of the cab, a new fight materialized:
            the taxi service had been included in the booking, but who would pay for the tip, and how much to tip? I was only fourteen
            and without any income other than the occasional allowance, but knowing them, they would have had me pay if they thought I
            could have somehow managed it.
         

         
         My stomach knotted with their bickering, palms sweaty, head full and woozy. As if the car sickness were not enough, now this
            fight.
         

         
         Wayne said, “Honey, it’s Africa. One dollar is enough for a year’s living. You don’t need to give them more than that.”

         
         “Fine, I’ll get it this time. But it was nearly an hour drive,” Chevy said. “I don’t see what giving five dollars will hurt.”

         
         In the end, they settled on two dollars. Two years’ income, Wayne said, for less than an hour’s drive. Chevy narrowed her
            eyes at him then walked away, dragging her luggage along. I followed Chevy. Of the two, she was the one to follow. Wayne often
            erred too far on the side of harshness, of cruelty. Treat others the way you would not like to be treated, it seemed to me,
            was his motto. No golden rule for him. With Chevy, at least sometimes there were surprises. As I rolled my luggage away, I
            heard the driver softly say, “Asante,” and maybe the driver truly was grateful. Gratitude in principle and by practice. I
            knew a bit about that: this was late December, and our Christmas tree had been an oversize mother-in-law’s tongue in a tall
            maroon urn. It was a houseplant that we’d owned for the preceding half decade. Wayne had insisted it was the perfect segue
            into our Africa safari trip. Chevy had insisted that Christmas was its own event and deserved its own tree.
         

         
         Why spend the money after he had doled out so much on the impending trip? Wayne had asked.

         
         Well, Chevy answered.

         
         We laid our three gifts under the plant. My Christmas gift from them had been a nail clipper wrapped in an empty matchbox.
            Nothing to brag about. Still, I had made a practice of gratitude—a notion that I had stumbled upon on the Internet—and so
            I was grateful for the gift. And after all, nails grew and would always need clipping. Maybe this was how the driver saw it
            too. A practical sort of gratitude.
         

         
         *  *  *

         That first day on Mchangamble Beach, after we had all dragged our luggage to reception, and after Wayne, Chevy, and I had
            been greeted with coral-colored drinks with miniature umbrellas, and after we had checked in and inquired about the Serengeti
            excursion (which Wayne claimed would be the highlight of the trip), we settled in our executive room. Wayne and Chevy placed
            their luggage at the foot of their queen bed, and Chevy hurried into the bathroom. I knew what she was doing in there: washing
            her hands and her face, and maybe more, before she would as much as touch anything in the room. She emerged disinfected, in
            a robe, and snaked her way through the opening of the mosquito netting that surrounded the bed frame. Pink flower petals had
            been arranged in the shape of a heart at the center of the coverlet. With one wave of her hand, she dispersed the petals onto
            the floor and sat on the bed. Wayne said, “But, sweetie, why?” To which she rolled her eyes.
         

         
         “Harry, your area is all set up. Make yourself comfortable,” Wayne said from the archway between the room and the expanse
            of space leading to the adjoining walk-in closet. He waved his hand as if to wave me toward him. When I approached, he headed
            back to the main bedroom.
         

         
         The closet was large enough that, even with my cot, there was enough space for me to move around. I placed my luggage in a corner. There was no door separating the main room from the closet, but the arched doorway provided me semi-privacy. I sat quietly for some time on the cot, breathing in intentionally from one nostril, holding it for five seconds, breathing out the other nostril, until my head and belly settled, and the car sickness vanished. 

         
         “Breakfast?” Wayne asked Chevy cheerfully over in the main bedroom. It was afternoon, which meant that it was actually lunchtime,
            but earlier Wayne had argued with the hotel staff until they agreed to make a special exception and serve him breakfast. Travel
            delays, Wayne had said, and “It isn’t fair for us to miss breakfast due to no fault of ours!” I turned my head away, embarrassed
            that he was beginning again. Wayne was doing what he did best—being a cheapskate. Breakfast was included in the price of the
            accommodation. Lunch was not.
         

         
         “Breakfast, indeed!” Chevy said, leaping off the bed. But then she sat back down. “You two will definitely need to clean up
            first! What time did they say again that breakfast would end?”
         

         
         “That’s the beauty of it!” Wayne replied. “No time at all! Whenever we arrive, they will serve it to us!”

         
         I walked over to the desk not far from where Wayne stood celebrating his win. Win upon wins. Even this trip was a celebration
            of a different win: the Purists, the third political party said to have splintered off from the Republicans, but who everyone
            knew also included many Democrats, had won the presidential election. All over our hometown of Edward, Pennsylvania, yellow-and-red
            elephant stickers, posters, and bumper stickers decorated front yards, windows, and cars. This trip, Wayne insisted, was a
            celebration.
         

         
         Well. I picked up the hotel’s restaurant menu, leafed through it. “It’s usually over at ten o’clock,” I said to Chevy. I brought
            the menu to her so that she might see for herself, but as I held it up, she whisked it away.
         

         
         “Don’t you dare!” she said sternly, flinging her hand at me but also keeping it from touching me. As if I were not her very own child, as if I were not flesh of her loins, as if I were instead some foreign pathogenic prototype! Her mouth was a bag of knives. All my life, she’d been cutting me with her words. 

         
         “You’re covered in filth!” she scolded. “Have you washed your hands?” My skin felt the slash and the stab of shame. I walked
            to the bathroom to wash up, though I knew that even after I was clean, she’d still recoil at my touch.
         

         
          

         At breakfast, Wayne was jovial and whistled loudly as he weaved between the people like smoke between stacks. Servers also
            laced through the crowd, their greetings of “Jambo!” and “Mambo?” and “Na wewe?” filling the room. By the time Wayne had decided
            on what he’d eat, it seemed to me that he’d picked up quite a bit of the language. But what business did he have speaking
            the people’s language, I wondered, much less being in these people’s country when he despised them so? But of course. The
            answer was clear to me even then. Wayne saw them as beneath him, as servers, as people to be exploited, and so it made sense
            that he’d come to their country to exploit their services.
         

         
         There was a frenzy to Wayne’s manners—the frenetic movement of his arms and the sharp way he jutted his head as he ordered
            his meal: a vegetable omelet breakfast from the grill. He ordered the same for Chevy and me. I had long ago learned not to
            protest.
         

         
         We sat quietly, Wayne whistling a song I did not recognize. My thoughts flashed in and out so quickly, I could not have articulated
            them. All I knew was that they left me feeling anxious.
         

         
         When our omelets arrived, they were decorated with carrot pieces shaped so that they read “Karibu” and “From USA to Zanzibar” and “Hakuna Matata.” I nibbled at my food, looking out the open sides of the restaurant. Trees like windmills. Hammocks like thick ethereal clouds. Empty spaces. In all of that beauty, I felt hollow. “It is beautiful,” I whispered to myself. “This resort is very beautiful. This omelet is very tasty. These flowers are very pretty.” On and on I went, because something in my heart told me that what is true must be said. Because if I didn’t say it, then I didn’t think it, and if I didn’t think it, then I didn’t feel it, and if I didn’t feel it, then it didn’t happen. And surely, all of this was happening. Whether I liked it or not, all of life was going to keep on happening. 

         
         The resort manager arrived at our table the instant that I was coming out of my thoughts. “Jambo!” he greeted. His tall, olive-skinned
            body towered over us. “How are you finding everything?” he asked. His wet, dark eyes moved purposefully from Wayne to Chevy
            to me, his gaze perching on each of us.
         

         
         “Oh! It’s so wonderful to be here! Lovely food, lovely servers, lovely everything!” Wayne said. I cringed. The effusive praise
            wasn’t what made me cringe, but the knowledge that certain topics seemed to gravitate toward Wayne, or he seemed to gravitate
            toward certain topics, like a magnet to iron, or like an object falling toward the earth. It was only a matter of time before
            the conversation arrived at one of those.
         

         
         “Glad you’re finding it so good,” the manager said in a thick French accent. “You know, the workers here can be very lazy.
            Maybe it’s the Zanzibari culture, but I’m glad you’re happy with what you see.” To Chevy, the manager said, “And you, madame?
            How are you finding things?”
         

         
         “Very well, thank you,” Chevy said rigidly.

         
         “She’s having a splendid time,” Wayne declared.

         
         “So, you arrived from the States this morning?” the manager asked, turning back to Wayne.

         
         “Early this afternoon, actually,” Wayne said. “And, yes, from Pennsylvania.”

         
         “Near Philadelphie?” the manager asked.

         
         “About two hours away,” Wayne said. “Have you been to the States?”

         
         “Aahh,” the manager said. “If memories could talk!”

         
         “But they can!” Wayne said with alacrity. “Tell us! What took you to the States?”

         
         “Long story, but let’s just say I once had a nice life in the States. In Californie, actually. It all started as a holiday visit, but I fell in love with Californie.” At this, he brought the tips of his fingers together to a point at his mouth, for a kiss. “Loved the place like I’ve never loved a place before. Long story short, I ended up overstaying my visa so that I could build myself a nice life there. Had a nice job, worked as a chef, managed restaurants, then things got interesting . . .” he said. “Not a very easy country to live in without papers.” 

         
         “Oh my,” Wayne said, visibly disturbed.

         
         “We should be finishing our breakfast and heading out to the beach,” Chevy said matter-of-factly.

         
         “You’re French, from France?” Wayne asked, and I could tell in that moment that a new thought had come to him, something that
            would make things more orderly in his mind.
         

         
         “Yes, from a small town by the name of Soulac-sur-Mer. Have you heard of it?”

         
         “Oh, I thought as much,” Wayne said eagerly. “That you are French, that is. Then you’re not really one of those illegal immigrants
            we find all over the place in the States.”
         

         
         “Ah, oui, but I was illegal for seven years,” the manager said, chuckling.

         
         Wayne stared at the manager, his mouth agape.

         
         “When things began to get too difficult, I resorted to working under the table at the very restaurants I used to manage. You
            wouldn’t believe, but I also had a period of a few years when I sold drugs just to make a living—pay rent, maintain my Porsche,
            put food on the table.”
         

         
         Wayne’s mouth was even wider now, but then the manager said, “Ah, don’t worry, I didn’t use; I only sold.”

         
         Wayne’s face lifted as if this were the beginning of a redemption. “So, how did you end up all the way here? All the way from
            California to Tanzania?” he asked.
         

         
         “I’ll have to tell you another time,” the manager replied. “Like I said, it’s a long story. My life has been one long adventure, and I’m afraid you don’t have the time for it.” As he spoke, he pointed to Chevy, who had already stood up and was walking away from the table. 

         
         “She’s a bit particular with people,” Wayne said, apologetically.

         
         “No problem,” the manager said. “Hakuna matata.” His teeth glistened nearly enough to mask the wrinkling of the tawny leathery
            skin around his smile.
         

         
          

         At the jungle spa, inside the massage pagoda, no one spoke. I sat with my feet dangling at the edge of the veranda, outside
            the curtains that separated me from my parents, waiting until the ninety minutes were up. My eyes hovered at a vanishing point
            somewhere on the Kizimkazi Bay. The ginger and papaya aroma of the massage ointment crept into my nostrils. Occasionally,
            I kicked up the sand with my feet. Why did adults even need massages? I wondered. Especially Chevy. Why was it acceptable
            for a stranger to touch her when she didn’t allow her own son the very same right—or was it a privilege? She hadn’t asked
            the masseuses if they’d washed their hands first, or if they’d showered before administering the massages.
         

         
         Some months back, I had eavesdropped on one of Chevy’s exposure-response-prevention sessions, and I had heard the therapist
            remind Chevy that the goal of the sessions was to get her to fight against the force. “Everything is contaminated, as you
            know,” the therapist said. “Whatever force is keeping you so preoccupied with contamination—keeping you so restrained from
            life—you owe it to yourself to fight. You fight it by making one thousand correct exposure-driven choices. One thousand correct
            choices and the force will no longer have a hold on you!”
         

         
         Needless to say, the force still had its hold on Chevy at the resort. Yet, the massage!

         
         The dolphin tour was next on Wayne and Chevy’s agenda, so I reasoned that if I could just make it through the massage session,
            then I could at least swim with the dolphins.
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            Kizimkazi, Tanzania

            December 2016

         

         Into the little boat we climbed when it had arrived at the jetty. The guide gave us large towels to wrap around ourselves.
            “You will definitely get wet,” he said. That would turn out to be an understatement.
         

         
         At first, the boat was like a boat, to be expected, speeding through the water, its engine revving louder and louder the faster
            it went. How shall I describe the water? Suffice it to say that it was bluer than anything I’d ever seen, and clear, like
            a watercolor painting. The way the line divided the sky from the briny deep must have been an image taken right from the Creation
            narrative. Rewind in time, the boat would have been an ark, and we, the animals.
         

         
         But then the waves grew larger and water poured into the boat in what could not have been but appeared very much to me to
            be a deluge. Suddenly, I was sick. Sick like a dog. My stomach tightened; my muscles contracted. “I’m sick!” I called out.
         

         
         Wayne looked at me and laughed. “Isn’t this amazing?” he asked. The tour guide smiled with satisfaction.

         
         “Wayne, I don’t feel well,” I said softly. Then, in a moment of vulnerability, I used the D-word. “Dad, we have a situation!” I said, tugging at Wayne’s shirt. But Wayne was busy pointing somewhere far away, at the beach houses or the boats, and asking the tour guide a question that I could not quite decipher. 

         
         “We have a situation,” I repeated, turning to Chevy. I reached out to tug at her, but I immediately retracted my hand, certain
            that if I did in fact touch her, a scolding would follow. I lay my hand back over my stomach. “Mom, I feel sick,” I said as
            loudly as I could muster. But she, too, was busy with the blue expanse and with the wind in her face and with the beauty of
            so much nature.
         

         
         Should it not be natural for people who call themselves parents to check in on their very own spawn? You, perhaps, can now
            understand why, for the most part, I defaulted to referring to them with a certain detachment—as mere wardens: Chevy and Wayne,
            Wayne and Chevy, certainly not Mom and Dad!
         

         
         In any case, as they would not hear my pleas, I laid myself down on the boat’s bench. The tour guide was busy lecturing on
            the dolphins. Chevy and Wayne had by now taken out their cameras and were snapping photos left, right, and center. I wrapped
            my towel tightly around me and over my face. This must be what people mean when they talk about seasickness. I told myself
            to breathe, and I began counting down from ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five . . .
         

         
         When I woke up, we were on the pier, and the tour guide was calling out to me, shaking me by the shoulders.

         
         “But the dolphins,” I protested weakly.

         
         “We already saw them,” the guide said. “Ask your parents.” I looked around and saw that my parents were a great distance ahead
            of me, walking in the direction of our hotel room.
         

         
         I turned away from their diminishing figures to look back at the guide. “I missed the dolphins,” I whined, like a question.

         
         The guide smiled apologetically at me. “I tried to wake you up, but sleep had caught you bad, my man.”

         
         I trudged toward the hotel room, dreading what lay ahead: tomorrow, the trip to Stone Town and Prison Island, where I would see the old town and some giant old turtles. The trip would require us to take a car and then a boat. At least with the dolphin tour, I had been spared half the torture—only a walk to the jetty and then the boat ride. And even without the car sickness brought on by the gravelly, bumpy inner roads, still, the misery! 

         
         In this moment of lament, I remembered a series of thoughts I’d had on our drive from the airport. I recount them with a great
            deal of shame. The thoughts occurred after we had turned off the main road. They began with a memory really—of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, tucked away in Wayne’s office at the university. Those summers when he taught summer courses, I spent hours of my weekdays
            reading book after book from his shelves. In the cases where the words were above my intellect, there was always the oversize
            dictionary on Wayne’s desk to which I referred. I found that I rarely needed the dictionary, though. I had, after all, been
            subjected to the gifted and talented program of the Edward Public School System as early as elementary school—at the Center
            for Enriched Studies at Wayne’s university. I had taken, by that time, a number of advanced summer literature courses. I had
            become an established member of the Edward Community Ingenuity Project by then. Forget video games and cell phones. Wayne’s
            motto was “Say no to screens!” And so, back in those days, I shied away from screens.
         

         
         Academic intelligence aside, I must also have possessed advanced emotional intellect. For beyond the basic act of comprehension,
            I found myself utterly caught up in the emotional turmoil of the characters in the books I read.
         

         
         Uncle Tom’s Cabin was the book I read with the greatest interest. I was still young then, but I’d understood enough of it to be taken by its sentimentality—from the escape of Eliza and her son to the friendship between Tom and Eva, and even the eventual killing of Tom. I was not taken by the religiosity of the work. What struck me the most was the loss. Of course, at this point in my life, I only had the feelings; I did not yet have the language to express those feelings. It was only years later, as a teenager, that I found the words. Still, in my own nonverbalized way, I was keenly aware of the repeated trauma the slaves must have undergone each time they had to be sold. The persistent terror of being separated from loved ones in the blink of an eye. I must have loved Chevy and Wayne then. Certainly, I had tender feelings toward them in those earlier years. Enough tender feelings that I could not have imagined being separated from them. I was, after all, only seven years old. 

         
         In any case, as I read Uncle Tom’s Cabin that day, I had not seen myself in the written description of Sam’s character—what Wayne would have referred to as “the lazy,
            happy darky.” But there was an illustration of Sam on a loose sheet of paper, folded in half and tucked away in the pages
            of the novel. I saw my aspirational self in this physical depiction of Sam.
         

         
         And so it was that Wayne returned to the office at his usual time to find seven-year-old me staring at Sam. I did not notice
            the moment Wayne entered. I imagine he must have called my name once or twice, but I was so absorbed by the illustration that
            I did not hear.
         

         
         He was standing right in front of me by the time I finally noticed. “What the hell is wrong with you?” was the first thing
            I heard him say before he snatched the picture from me and examined it. He lifted his eyes and regarded me thoughtfully. I
            remained silent. “What?” he asked.
         

         
         “Nothing,” I said. “It’s a good drawing.” I held his gaze.

         
         Wayne continued to look at me, then, slowly, he began to rip the picture into shreds. We held each other’s gaze. Each long
            strip of paper fell to the floor until the entire image was destroyed. Who knows how old the illustration was, or its value.
            Whatever Wayne saw in me as I looked at Sam must have been dreadful enough for him to sacrifice even a thing of great worth.
         

         
         The simple truth was that I had lost myself in Sam’s features—his full lips, his coal-black hair, his dark, penetrating eyes that seemed as if he were also somehow seeing himself in me. His jawline was sharply defined in a way that mine wasn’t. His body was perfect. In that illustration lay a key to my selfhood, and I had stumbled upon it purely by accident. And just as soon, Wayne had snatched it from me. Till today, that incident remains the most keenly distressing memory I have of my childhood, and I can’t exactly say why. 

         
          

         I’d thought of Sam that day on our drive from the airport. Sam, whose features somehow reminded me of the driver’s, or vice
            versa. In fact, because of their resemblance, I had at first admired the driver. But then, with my admiration came fear. The
            driver was, after all, an African, and I thought: What if he is kidnapping us and leading us to a human sacrifice? I immediately
            became embarrassed by the thought and by the possibility that, as much as I had been trying to distance myself from Wayne,
            perhaps I had already been corrupted by him. Despite my best intentions, perhaps I had already become his son.
         

         
         For the remainder of the ride, the two fears battled each other in my mind, a tug-of-war—the fear of the African driver and
            the fear of having already become like Wayne. And then, go figure, just as the two fears were about to reach a panicking point,
            an illness crept in—the malaise from the bumpiness of the road. Luckily, we arrived at the hotel’s gate soon after.
         

         
          

         Back at the hotel room following the bungled dolphin tour, the memory of that car ride descended upon me like a wet, dank,
            prickly second skin. I covered myself with my blanket and slept for the remainder of the day, not having any energy or desire
            to join my parents for lunch or dinner. Not that they had asked.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The next morning, Chevy brought me a box of breakfast—one boiled egg, a croissant, a plastic container of yogurt, a banana. There were times when it seemed she suddenly remembered she was a mother, and I was her son. I was grateful for these moments. Yet they didn’t make up for the lack of touch. Perhaps this was why, that morning, I decided, sick as I was feeling, that if she would still not touch me, not even to assess my body temperature, as I’d seen parents do on TV and at school, and as I was sure she must have done to me when I was a baby or toddler (I had faint memories of this), then I would not set foot on another tour. 

         
         “Come on, Harry,” Chevy said, after she’d set the breakfast box on the floor by my cot. Her voice was softly flowing through
            the archway that separated my closet-room from the main room. When I didn’t respond, her tone grew harsh. “Get up! You must
            get dressed now!” She began to stuff items vigorously into a polka-dotted tote. “Bring the breakfast box. You can eat in the
            taxi!”
         

         
         Her footsteps thudded. I felt her aura hovering over me. “Harry? Do you hear me?”

         
         I remained motionless. Touch me now, I thought. I am your son. Even the tour guide was not afraid to wake me by touch. Go
            on, shake me awake.
         

         
         But she simply stood there. “Harry? Get up, Harry, or we’ll be late!” Her voice bellowed. “Your father is already waiting
            for us in the taxi, Harry!”
         

         
         Still, I did not move. It wasn’t as if they’d miss me on the trip. She was only adamant about my going along because she did
            not want the hotel staff to find me alone; an unaccompanied, unsupervised minor was always some kind of liability. I was old
            enough to know this.
         

         
         When she finally slammed the door and then fussed with the knob, locking it behind her, I breathed with equal parts disappointment and relief. I’d researched Prison Island on the Internet before we’d even gotten on the plane to Tanzania. I would have loved to see the old turtles, their ages marked on their shells. But I didn’t mind being spared the history of the old town, where I would have had to endure the narration of the slave trade and a tour of the old site of the slave market, right there on the Cathedral Church of Christ. We’d be taken into the dungeons where the slaves were housed and we’d be shown the rusting metal shackles, the real thing from over a hundred years ago! And surely, surely, we’d be told of Bishop Edward Steere and of his work in the abolishment of slavery. As if that were really any sort of restitution for such a terrible institution. Never mind the bazaars with the colorful fruits and vegetables all stacked neatly on the covered earth—the lime greens of the breadfruit and bright reds of the shoki shoki and yellows and purples and dusty brown potatoes unlike those in the supermarkets in the States. The beautiful reddish warmth of the place, and the pretty wooden doors that I’d seen online and would have loved to see in person. And yet, again, never mind all of that because there was also the matter of the whipping tree and the statues of the slaves with the metal chains around their necks, just like it had been, right there in Stone Town, over a hundred years ago. Yes, I would have loved to see the turtles, but I could not have borne to see the rest. It would have reminded me too much of Wayne, of the kind of people who were capable of capturing and whipping and enslaving other human beings. 

         
          

         I devoured the boiled egg, croissant, yogurt, and banana within the first hour of Chevy’s departure, though I’d initially
            told myself that I’d be miserly with it, that I would ration it out the way the African slaves must have rationed out their
            morsels of food.
         

         
         I passed the time roaming between the bed and the bathroom. Time moved as slowly as I had ever known it to move.

         
         Whenever I relieved myself in the bathroom, I noticed a mounting hunger in me. Slowly I grew angry, angrier at Wayne and Chevy,
            but especially at Chevy, for she was the one who came the closest to caring about me, and she had fallen short once again.
         

         
         Sometimes, I thought of the ways I could cure her. How to cure my mother of her inability to touch me?
         

         
         By the end of that afternoon, I’d grown so angry that on my last trip to the bathroom, just before Wayne and Chevy returned, I looked at myself in the mirror but pretended it was her that I saw, and I said, “Listen, it’s not real! Dirt is not real! Soap exists to clean you, not to give you a false sense of security.” 

         
         I gathered myself and left the bathroom. As I walked through their room, my eyes landed on Chevy’s luggage, which was, of
            course, zipped protectively closed. I unzipped it with a vengeance and touched all the clothes that I could readily see. “See?”
            I shouted. “You wouldn’t even know that my hands have been on your things! It’s all in the mind!”
         

         
         Still unsatisfied, I picked up her garments one by one, rubbed my hands all over them. “If you won’t touch me, then I will
            touch you by force! Take this!” I screamed.
         

         
         I walked over to the pull-out drawers, where I knew she’d placed other items. The first one was her underwear drawer. I rubbed
            my hands all over her lingerie, her panties, her bras. I opened the next drawer and found her scarves, and I did the same.
            On and on I went until I had rubbed myself all over her leggings and socks and all the things I’d rather not have touched.
         

         
         Finally satisfied, I huffed back to my cot. What kind of parents were they? To abandon their child like this?

         
         In the midst of my outrage, I found myself wishing I’d brought some of my Tastykake snacks or at least some of my Little Debbie
            Swiss Rolls with me on this trip! All my rage had rendered me ravenous.
         

         
         Seated on my cot, I remembered Uncle Tom’s Cabin again, the forced isolation that the slaves endured in the hands of their slave masters, and I wondered, Have I become like
            a slave? For, if Chevy had only treated me more humanely, like her own child, not as a source of fear or disgust, then I’d
            not be in this position in the first place. I had essentially been imprisoned in this hotel room by a mother who saw me as
            contaminated, the way slave masters must have seen their slaves. And now, here I was, alone in a foreign country, at the hands
            of masters who had not taken care to provide me with sufficient food in their absence.
         

         
         It seemed to me that my case was even a tiny bit worse than the average slave’s, because my very own loved ones were the people responsible for my imprisonment. It was, of course, wrong of me to rationalize my circumstances in this way, and I rebuked myself for the inappropriateness of the comparison. Yet, I thought it still. I was, after all, suffering, and I could not shake this image of myself as a slave from my mind. 

         
         It is blasphemy to compare yourself to the slaves, my first mind told me.

         
         But I am suffering, my second mind insisted.
         

         
         But your suffering is nothing like the suffering of slaves.

         
         I’m just saying that I know what it is to suffer, my second mind said.

         
         I’m just saying that there’s nothing special about your suffering, my first mind said. It’s not even suffering. It’s like
            comparing apples and ants.
         

         
         In the end, I really did hate myself for allowing such a comparison into my mind. It was surely a consequence of having a
            father like Wayne. Wayne, who was always saying that Blacks had no real reasons to complain, that their plights were not much
            worse than the plights of everybody else. We were all suffering, he liked to say. To be alive was to suffer. I knew enough
            to know that Wayne was wrong, that not all suffering was the same. And yet, back and forth my two minds went, shuffling my
            reasoning, casting dark, streaming veils of doubt on the walls of my consciousness, until finally I fell into a deep but restless
            sleep, the stale flavor of umbrage hovering on my tongue. I had no idea when Chevy and Wayne returned and, of course, it did
            not occur to them to wake me up for dinner.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Morning came, and Chevy towered again above me. “Harry? Get your lazy butt up!”

         
         This time, I obeyed. I went to the bathroom as instructed, washed off and brushed my teeth hurriedly, slapped on a T-shirt and shorts. Chevy’s voice was a strong wave, hauling me forward, and so I prepared myself for the Serengeti as quickly as possible. The old jerky road beckoned menacingly, and I did not resist. 

         
         We would take the fifteen-minute bumpy taxi ride out onto the main road, and then another forty-five minutes to the airport.
            I sat in the front passenger seat and inclined my chair so I could lie down. As the car sped on, I closed my eyes and listened
            with trepidation to the weight of my parents’ silence.
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            Kizimkazi, Tanzania

            December 2016

         

         The Coastal Aviation plane was a 5-H JOE Grand Caravan, but it was anything but grand! It could have sat at most sixteen people,
            and that would be with everyone tightly packed as in a mob of giant gladiators in a miniature amphitheater. But, of course,
            this was Africa, nothing like ancient Rome. The great outdoors versus the Colosseum. Wildlife migration versus elegant and
            majestic Roman arches. Not saying that Africa was somehow less, of course.
         

         
         “Make sure to look out for Ngorongoro Crater,” Chevy was saying to Wayne. “You can see it from the plane. The wildebeests
            and all the animals we’ll see at Serengeti live in the crater too.”
         

         
         “Isn’t it also a UNESCO World Heritage Site?” Wayne asked smugly.

         
         From the cockpit, the Tanzanian pilot answered, “Yes, indeedy, it is. A UNESCO site since the late seventies.”

         
         “The largest inactive volcano in the world, is it?” asked another passenger with the blondest hair that I had ever seen. He turned to a woman by his side and explained something in what I imagined to be German or Dutch. The blond man’s skin had a thick and leathery appearance to it, like the French manager’s at the resort. 

         
         “Indeedy!” the pilot said. “The largest, indeedy!”

         
         Soon the passengers were asking and answering all their questions at once. Their voices trickled, poured, splashed around
            me like dirty puddle water. All that talk about UNESCO and the wildebeests, and yet they’d glossed over the most obvious—that
            there might be no wildebeests in the crater had the pair of German brothers who used to farm there succeeded in their mission
            of chasing all the wildebeests away. I had read it on the Internet. It was there for anyone to see, with even the most minimal
            of research, and yet. Either they truthfully did not know, or they were pretending not to know to spare their guilty consciences.
            If they did know, I decided, it was a lesson: One could have one’s cake and eat it too. All one had to do was to cultivate a selective
            form of amnesia.
         

         
         If they didn’t know, no problem. Simply wear your ignorance with confidence, like a God-given and indisputable birthright.

         
          

         On the descent onto the Kogatende Airstrip, the wildebeests, of course, and the antelopes were the first to welcome us, racing
            in the near distance, gently scattering the tall green elephant grass on the sprawling open plain that was Serengeti. The
            animals’ bodies slid in and out of the grass with grace. Then off we were, into the safari vehicle en route to the wilderness
            camp, the sun and the breeze kissing our faces through the open sides of the truck. I soaked up the freedom that was perceptible
            in the open air. My lids became heavy with something like peace, and whatever resentment I’d held for Chevy and Wayne and
            for all the passengers on the Coastal Aviation plane was, for all intents and purposes, gone. No weight. I marveled at the
            power of a place to heal.
         

         
         What were Chevy and Wayne saying to each other? It didn’t matter. I closed my eyes and listened to their bickering voices. As the tall green and beige grasses of the plains swished this way and that, the sounds merged into something like soft humming, almost like a lullaby, and there I was, falling into a peaceful slumber. 

         
          

         We stepped off the jeep and onto the rich red earth after what seemed to me thirty minutes of bliss. The men who greeted us
            at the entrance of the wilderness camp were finely shaped jars of honey—you could sweeten your whole life with droplets of
            them. But especially the man with the darkest skin. He, not Ngorongoro, should have been voted one of the seven natural wonders
            of Africa, maybe even of the whole world. I had never seen anyone like him before. The softness of his eyes. The dimple in
            his right cheek when he smiled the most beautiful smile I had ever seen. It was not at all a sexual attraction, though it
            might have been as strong.
         

         
         “Welcome to Camp Nala!” the darkest man said, stepping forward with a bowl. “My name is Benson, and this here is Abdullah,
            and to my right is Moses.”
         

         
         In the bowl was a stack of sage-green terry washcloths, and with a metal tong, the darkest man handed Chevy, Wayne, and me
            each a towel. The cloth was warm in my hands and smelled of mint. A fresh welcome.
         

         
         I rubbed the soft cotton over my hands and had just brought it up to wipe my face when I heard, “You can’t even see him.”

         
         Wayne added covertly, his lips barely moving, “If that isn’t ugliness, I don’t know what is.”

         
         Chevy laughed a little, like a cough.

         
         Benson was still smiling.

         
         Oh God, I thought. Not again. The way Wayne and Chevy liked to go on and on about people. Now they would surely go on about these men. “These Africans . . .” I recalled jokes that Wayne was fond of making, like “Don’t you know, my boy, they’re dark because they’re dirty!” And he would laugh at the top of his lungs. Wayne sometimes claimed that his jokes were based on fact. This dirt joke, for instance. But from the movies I watched, I knew well that the “dirty” Africans washed themselves far more than Wayne or I did. The only one in the family who was sure to take a shower every day was Chevy. Left to myself, I might only shower twice a week. Especially in the winters when I didn’t go out much and there was no heat to cause me to sweat. The fact was that showering took up more time and energy than I sometimes wished to give it. Not that there was much else that took up my time or energy. In any case, the Africans seemed different. Even in the “Save the poor African children” commercials that sometimes aired on our TV at home, the African villagers were often carrying buckets of water and washing themselves. 

         
         But Wayne was certain of their filthiness. I rejected his certainty and the complete confidence with which he (and Chevy)
            aired their opinions. This was how they paraded through the world. I had never identified with that sureness of self. My life
            was a perpetual question mark. Am I good enough? Are my motives pure? How can I make them see my goodwill? With this uncertainty
            of my own goodness in the world, I wondered how I could really be their child.
         

         
          

         The darkest man put his hand on me and said, “G-Dawg, are you doing OK?” Looking back, this must have been the moment I began
            my slow journey into a new me. Of course, I did not know it at the time, but the mere question “Are you doing OK?” was a revelation—of
            kindness, of concern—and the benevolence made an impression. There was also the fact of the hairs on his arms. I noted them
            and wished I could be them, to be so close to the man, to be, even, a version of him.
         

         
         “I’m OK,” I stammered.

         
         The darkest man withdrew his arm and said, “Great!” He went on to address the group as a whole. “Welcome again to Camp Nala! Here you will find the main lounge, with snacks and water and juice. You may come here whenever you like. This will be the meeting point when we set off for our safari adventures. Next door is our dining hall”—he pointed away from the group—“where dinner will be served every evening at eight p.m., after Camp TV session.” 

         
         “What’s Camp TV?” Wayne asked.

         
         Chevy raised her hand as if she were in a classroom and said, “Excuse me, where are your lavatories?” She proceeded to mutter
            to Wayne and, of course, I heard, “I’m expecting to find it dirty and perhaps even unusable, but still I’ll try.”
         

         
         I immediately thought, Dirt trepidation in a wilderness camp? Why did she even bother to come in the first place?

         
         One of the men who had greeted us led Chevy halfway to the bathroom and then pointed her toward it.

         
         “I’m glad you asked,” the darkest man was saying. “As you will notice, there is no television on-site, but Camp TV is our
            version of a sitting room in the outdoors where we all gather to talk about our safari adventures, what animals we saw, what
            animals we still wish to see, and to generally get to know one another. There will be snacks, alcoholic beverages, and nonalcoholic
            beverages, all at no cost to you.”
         

         
         “Wonderful,” Wayne said. “Lord knows it’s gotta be a crime to turn down free drinks!”

         
         The darkest man continued. I admired everything about him: the way he stood, the velvety texture of his voice, the salient
            whites of his eyes.
         

         
         The clock struck eleven thirty, making me aware of the many more hours that remained before Camp TV would commence. I longed
            for the hours to race by. What better place than in the dark to consume with my eyes this new man, to be with all his beauty?
         

         
         By the time the darkest man was preparing to show us to our tent, Chevy had returned from the bathroom. “Not bad,” she sighed
            with relief, in a whisper. “Amazing, even. Especially for Africa.”
         

         
         “Really?” Wayne asked, without irony.

         
         “Yes. It’s a real flushing toilet and running water.” Her voice was increasingly high-pitched and loud, but she must not have
            been aware of it. “I was expecting a hole in the ground and water in a pail!”
         

         
         We all heard her. I cringed, moved my weight from one leg to the other, shifted my glance around. I observed the camp workers shake their heads in a rebuking sort of resignation. As if they’d heard it so many times. I imagined that this was the nature of their job: to be forced to coddle even the most misbehaving clients so that they might favorably review the experience and potentially bring in more clients. My jaw clenched, incensed as I was on their behalf. 

         
         Then soon enough the darkest man was leading us to our massive tent, which was nothing short of a five-star hotel room. The
            floors were wooden, and a net-like construction at the front allowed us to feel like we were in the open, as if on a patio,
            except enclosed and protected from flying insects and things. We’d only have to roll down the solid tent wall on that side
            to be completely shielded from the outside, but at night, if we chose not to, then we could look out and be with the stars,
            all within the comfort and protection of the net.
         

         
         Chevy, of course, exclaimed as soon as we entered. “Wow! WOWOWOWOWOWOW!” she kept saying. Every once in a while, Wayne joined
            her, “WOW!”
         

         
         I was also impressed, but I chided myself for being impressed. “Not you too!” I said to myself. Was I racist like Chevy and
            Wayne for expecting the tent to be less than what it was? I rejected the thought of my possible racism. No, I was nothing
            like Chevy and Wayne. I did not share their morals, their values, their worldview. I had almost nothing in common with them.
            I identified with people who were nothing like them. The place was just fancier than I would have expected for a campsite—fancier,
            not only for Africa, but for anywhere.
         

         
         After he had shown us to our tent, the darkest man led us back out. We sat together and ate a picnic-style lunch near the area where Camp TV would be held. What was lunch again that day? Yes, a salad of fresh romaine, carrots, radish, and tomatoes. To go with it, some well-seasoned broiled chicken, the kind of chicken that looked like it once belonged to a chicken, which was to say, chicken on the bone, not the ground-up masses of patty that Chevy took out of a bag in the freezer and slapped on a plate and into the microwave. Those patties were supposed to be chicken, but, really, they could have been anything. 

         
         “Now you may get some rest,” the darkest man announced after lunch was through. “A reminder that at two p.m. sharp, your driver
            will arrive to take you on your safari drive. Please meet him at the main lounge. You will be out on the drive until five
            p.m. At six, please join us for Camp TV, if it is your desire!”
         

         
         *  *  *

         The driver was a short, wide-toothed man named Salim. He greeted us quickly and led us to his jeep. The decal on the bright
            yellow trunk hatch declared: life, love, and the pursuit of wilderness. Inside the automobile, Salim handed me, Chevy, and Wayne stainless-steel water bottles and blankets. The sun would begin
            setting by 4 p.m., Salim explained, and we would need the blankets then, when the wind picked up and the temperature dropped.
            “Now, let’s all buckle up!” Salim instructed, cheerfully.
         

         
         Wayne began just as soon as Salim turned on the engine. “The Big Five, Salim. I’ll have nothing short of that.” He proceeded
            to name them for Salim: “African elephant, lion, African leopard, Cape buffalo, and the black rhinoceros.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” Salim said. “I will do my best.”

         
         But of course, that answer would not suffice. I knew Wayne, and even before he opened his mouth to speak, I could tell a retort
            was coming. “What do you mean by ‘You’ll do your best’?” he asked.
         

         
         “Sir, sometimes the animals go on journeys or hunts and are hard to track.”

         
         “Well, then,” Wayne said, “you really will have to do your best.”

         
         Chevy shook her head admonishingly at Wayne. “I’d really love to see the wildebeest crossing,” she said, delicately, as if
            to pacify Salim.
         

         
         The road was bumpy and clouds of dust powdered our faces. For several minutes the jeep sped along the open landscape. Out of the blue, Salim lurched to a stop, turned off the engine, and pulled out his binoculars. A moment later, he started the engine again and the jeep accelerated but the ride was gentle this time, cautiously inching closer, like an arrow homing in on the bull’s-eye. 

         
         About twenty minutes had gone by at this point, and then Salim said, “Over there!” He pointed his finger to where the water
            glistened like silver tinsels beyond the grassland. My eyes descended on the rhinoceros.
         

         
         “Sometimes it looks like a termite’s mound,” Salim said. “See that one eating? Euphorbia candelabrum is what he’s eating. But it’s poisonous for humans. If you touch it and then touch your eyes, you can go blind.”
         

         
         Wayne was already adjusting the focus of his Canon. “Can you move the jeep closer?” he asked. With that fancy professional
            camera of his, one would think that Wayne would have been able to get a good shot from a distance.
         

         
         “Euphoria candleabrium?” Chevy chuckled, mispronouncing it. “Sounds like ‘euphoria’ and ‘candle’ and ‘arboretum.’ A euphoric
            arboretum of candles!” She laughed louder.
         

         
         “Can you move the jeep closer?” Wayne asked again.

         
         “Wow!” Chevy said, scrambling in her handbag to find her iPhone. “I forgot—I need to get a photo too!”

         
         “Move closer!” Wayne shouted at Salim.

         
         Salim startled at the raised voice, fumbled with the key in the ignition, and jerked the car forward. But then reason returned
            to him. He stopped the car and said in a nervously joking way, “Any farther and we might be in the water!”
         

         
         *  *  *

         After the rhinos, along the way to the buffaloes, we saw the zebras. “Zebras have horns in their upper and lower teeth and lead the way, eating the tall grass in order to pave the path for the wildebeests,” Salim said. “The wildebeests don’t enjoy the tall grass like the zebras do, so they rely on the zebras to eat those. In this way, they have a symbiotic relationship with each other. One gets to eat first, the other gets to see clearly in order to protect themselves from predators.” 

         
         “Who protects the zebras, then?” I asked.

         
         Wayne and Chevy looked at me with
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