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The world is charged with the grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.

GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS,
“God’s Grandeur”

Nothing comes into the universe
and nothing leaves it.

SHARON OLDS,
“The Borders”



Whenever I think of my mother, I picture a queen-sized bed with her lying in it, a
practiced stillness filling the room. For months on end, she colonized that bed
like a virus, the first time when I was a child and then again when I was a
graduate student. The first time, I was sent to Ghana to wait her out. While there,
I was walking through Kejetia Market with my aunt when she grabbed my arm
and pointed. “Look, a crazy person,” she said in Twi. “Do you see? A crazy
person.”

I was mortified. My aunt was speaking so loudly, and the man, tall with dust
caked into his dreadlocks, was within earshot. “I see. I see,” I answered in a low
hiss. The man continued past us, mumbling to himself as he waved his hands
about in gestures that only he could understand. My aunt nodded, satisfied, and
we kept walking past the hordes of people gathered in that agoraphobia-inducing
market until we reached the stall where we would spend the rest of the morning
attempting to sell knockoff handbags. In my three months there, we sold only
four bags.

Even now, I don’t completely understand why my aunt singled the man out
to me. Maybe she thought there were no crazy people in America, that I had
never seen one before. Or maybe she was thinking about my mother, about the
real reason I was stuck in Ghana that summer, sweating in a stall with an aunt I
hardly knew while my mother healed at home in Alabama. I was eleven, and I
could see that my mother wasn’t sick, not in the ways that I was used to. I didn’t
understand what my mother needed healing from. I didn’t understand, but I did.
And my embarrassment at my aunt’s loud gesture had as much to do with my
understanding as it did with the man who had passed us by. My aunt was saying,
“That. That 1s what crazy looks like.” But instead what I heard was my mother’s
name. What I saw was my mother’s face, still as lake water, the pastor’s hand
resting gently on her forehead, his prayer a light hum that made the room buzz.
I’'m not sure I know what crazy looks like, but even today when I hear the word I



picture a split screen, the dreadlocked man in Kejetia on one side, my mother
lying in bed on the other. I think about how no one at all reacted to that man in
the market, not in fear or disgust, nothing, save my aunt, who wanted me to look.
He was, it seemed to me, at perfect peace, even as he gesticulated wildly, even as
he mumbled.

But my mother, in her bed, infinitely still, was wild inside.



The second time it happened, I got a phone call while I was working in my lab at
Stanford. I'd had to separate two of my mice because they were ripping each
other to bits in that shoebox of a home we kept them in. I found a piece of flesh
in one corner of the box, but I couldn’t tell which mouse it came from at first.
Both were bleeding and frenzied, scurrying away from me when I tried to grab
them even though there was nowhere to run.

“Look, Gifty, she hasn’t been to church in nearly a month. I’'ve been calling
the house but she won’t pick up. I go by sometimes and make sure she’s got food
and everything, but I think...I think it’s happening again.”

I didn’t say anything. The mice had calmed down considerably, but I was
still shaken by the sight of them and worried about my research. Worried about
everything.

“Gifty?” Pastor John said.

“She should come stay with me.”

I’'m not sure how the pastor got my mother on the plane. When I picked her
up at SFO she looked completely vacant, her body limp. I imagined Pastor John
folding her up the way you would a jumpsuit, arms crossed about the chest in an
X, legs pulled up to meet them, then tucking her safely into a suitcase complete
with a HANDLE WITH CARE sticker before passing her off to the flight attendant.

I gave her a stiff hug and she shrank from my touch. I took a deep breath.
“Did you check a bag?” I asked.

“Daabi,” she said.

“Okay, no bags. Great, we can go straight to the car.” The saccharine
cheeriness of my voice annoyed me so much I bit my tongue in an attempt to bite
it back. I felt a prick of blood and sucked it away.

She followed me to my Prius. Under better circumstances she would have
made fun of my car, an oddity to her after years of Alabama pickup trucks and



SUVs. “Gifty, my bleeding heart,” she sometimes called me. I don’t know where
she’d picked up the phrase, but I figured it was probably used derogatorily by
Pastor John and the various TV preachers she liked to watch while she cooked to
describe people who, like me, had defected from Alabama to live among the
sinners of the world, presumably because the excessive bleeding of our hearts
made us too weak to tough it out among the hardy, the chosen of Christ in the
Bible Belt. She loved Billy Graham, who said things like “A real Christian is the
one who can give his pet parrot to the town gossip.”

Cruel, I thought when I was a child, to give away your pet parrot.

The funny thing about the phrases that my mom picked up is that she always
got them a little wrong. I was her bleeding heart, not a bleeding heart. It’s a crime
shame, not a crying shame. She had a little southern accent that tinted her
Ghanaian one. It made me think of my friend Anne, whose hair was brown,
except on some days, when the sunlight touched her just so and, suddenly, you
saw red.

In the car, my mother stared out of the passenger-side window, quiet as a
church mouse. I tried to imagine the scenery the way she might be seeing it.
When I'd first arrived in California, everything had looked so beautiful to me.
Even the grass, yellowed, scorched from the sun and the seemingly endless
drought, had looked otherworldly. This must be Mars, 1 thought, because how
could this be America too? I pictured the drab green pastures of my childhood,
the small hills we called mountains. The vastness of this western landscape
overwhelmed me. I'd come to California because I wanted to get lost, to find. In
college, I'd read Walden because a boy I found beautiful found the book
beautiful. I understood nothing but highlighted everything, including this: Not fill
we are lost, in other words, not till we have lost the world, do we begin to find
ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations.

If my mother was moved by the landscape, too, I couldn’t tell. We lurched
forward in traffic and I caught the eye of the man in the car next to ours. He
quickly looked away, then looked back, then away again. I wanted to make him
uncomfortable, or maybe just to transfer my own discomfort to him, and so I
kept staring. I could see in the way that he gripped the steering wheel that he was
trying not to look at me again. His knuckles were pale, veiny, rimmed with red.
He gave up, shot me an exasperated look, mouthed, “What?” I've always found
that traffic on a bridge brings everyone closer to their own personal edge. Inside
each car, a snapshot of a breaking point, drivers looking out toward the water and



wondering What if ? Could there be another way out? We scooted forward again.
In the scrum of cars, the man seemed almost close enough to touch. What would
he do if he could touch me? If he didn’t have to contain all of that rage inside his
Honda Accord, where would it go?

“Are you hungry?” I asked my mother, finally turning away.

She shrugged, still staring out of the window. The last time this happened
she’d lost seventy pounds in two months. When I came back from my summer in
Ghana, I had hardly recognized her, this woman who had always found skinny
people offensive, as though a kind of laziness or failure of character kept them
from appreciating the pure joy that is a good meal. Then she joined their ranks.
Her cheeks sank; her stomach deflated. She hollowed, disappeared.

I was determined not to let that happen again. I'd bought a Ghanaian
cookbook online to make up for the years I'd spent avoiding my mother’s kitchen,
and I’d practiced a few of the dishes in the days leading up to my mother’s arrival,
hoping to perfect them before I saw her. I'd bought a deep fryer, even though my
grad student stipend left little room in my budget for extravagances like bofrot or
plantains. Fried food was my mother’s favorite. Her mother had made fried food
from a cart on the side of the road in Kumasi. My grandmother was a Fante
woman from Abandze, a sea town, and she was notorious for despising Asantes,
so much so that she refused to speak Twi, even after twenty years of living in the
Asante capital. If you bought her food, you had to listen to her language.

“We’re here,” I said, rushing to help my mother get out of the car. She
walked a little ahead of me, even though she’d never been to this apartment
before. She’d visited me in California only a couple of times.

“Sorry for the mess,” I said, but there was no mess. None that my eyes could
see anyway, but my eyes were not hers. Every time she visited me over the years
she’d sweep her finger along things it never occurred to me to clean, the backs of
the blinds, the hinges of doors, then present the dusty, blackened finger to me in
accusation, and I could do nothing but shrug.

“Cleanliness is godliness,” she used to say.

“Cleanliness is next to godliness,” I would correct, and she would scowl at
me. What was the difference?

I pointed her toward the bedroom, and, silently, she crawled into bed and
drifted off to sleep.



As soon as I heard the sound of soft snoring, I sneaked out of the apartment and
went to check on my mice. Though I had separated them, the one with the largest
wounds was hunched over from pain in the corner of the box. Watching him, I
wasn’t sure he would live much longer. It filled me with an inexplicable sorrow,
and when my lab mate, Han, found me twenty minutes later, crying in the corner
of the room, I knew I would be too mortified to admit that the thought of a
mouse’s death was the cause of my tears.

“Bad date,” I told Han. A look of horror passed over his face as he mustered
up a few pitiful words of comfort, and I could imagine what he was thinking: /
went into the hard sciences so that I wouldn'’t have to be around emotional women.
My crying turned to laughter, loud and phlegmy, and the look of horror on his
face deepened until his ears flushed as red as a stop sign. I stopped laughing and
rushed out of the lab and into the restroom, where I stared at myself in the mirror.
My eyes were puffy and red; my nose looked bruised, the skin around the nostrils
dry and scaly from the tissues.

“Get ahold of yourself,” I said to the woman in the mirror, but doing so felt
cliché, like I was reenacting a scene from a movie, and so I started to feel like I
didn’t have a self to get ahold of, or rather that I had a million selves, too many to
gather. One was in the bathroom, playing a role; another, in the lab staring at my
wounded mouse, an animal about whom I felt nothing at all, yet whose pain had
reduced me somehow. Or multiplied me. Another self was still thinking about my
mother.

The mouse fight had rattled me into checking on my mice more than I
needed to, trying to keep ahead of the feeling. When I got to the lab the day of
my mother’s arrival, Han was already there, performing surgery on his mice. As
was usually the case whenever Han arrived at the lab first, the thermostat was
turned down low. I shivered, and he looked up from his work.

“Hey,” he said.



“Hey.”

Though we’d been sharing this space for months now, we hardly ever said
more than this to each other, except for the day he’d found me crying. Han smiled
at me more now, but his ears still burned bright red if I tried to push our
conversation past that initial greeting.

I checked in on my mice and my experiments. No fights, no surprises.

I drove back to my apartment. In the bedroom, my mother still lay
underneath a cloud of covers. A sound like a purr floated out from her lips. I'd
been living alone for so long that even that soft noise, hardly more than a hum,
unnerved me. I'd forgotten what it was like to live with my mother, to care for
her. For a long time, most of my life, in fact, it had been just me and her, but this
pairing was unnatural. She knew it and I knew it, and we both tried to ignore what
we knew to be true—there used to be four of us, then three, two. When my
mother goes, whether by choice or not, there will be only one.



Dear God,

I've been wondering where you are. I mean, I know you're here, with
me, but where are you exactly? In space?

Dear God,

The Black Mamba makes a lot of noise most of the time, but when she’s
mad she moves really slowly and quietly and then, all of a sudden, there
she is. Buzz says it’s because she’s an African warrior and so she’s got to
be stealthy.

Buzz's impression is really funny. He sneaks around and then, all
of a sudden, he makes his body really big, and picks something up of f
the floor and says, “What is this?” He doesn't do impressions of the Chin
Chin Man anymore.

Dear God,

If you're in space, how can you see me, and what do I look like to you?
And what do you look like, if you look like anything at all? Buzz says
he’'d never want to be an astronaut and I don't think I want to either, but
I would go to space if you were there.



When there were four of us, I was too young to appreciate it. My mother used to
tell stories about my father. At six feet four inches, he was the tallest man she’d
ever seen; she thought he was maybe even the tallest man in all of Kumasi. He
used to hang around her mother’s food stand, joking with my grandmother about
her stubborn Fante, coaxing her into giving him a free baggie of achomo, which
he called chin chin like the Nigerians in town did. My mother was thirty when
they met, thirty-one when they married. She was already an old maid by
Ghanaian standards, but she said God had told her to wait, and when she met my
father, she knew what she’d been waiting for.

She called him the Chin Chin Man, like her mother called him. And when 1
was very little and wanted to hear stories about him, I'd tap my chin until my
mother complied. “Tell me about Chin Chin,” I'd say. I almost never thought of
him as my father.

The Chin Chin Man was six years older than she was. Coddled by his own
mother, he’d felt no need to marry. He had been raised Catholic, but once my
mother got ahold of him, she dragged him to the Christ of her Pentecostal
church. The same church where the two of them were married in the sweltering
heat, with so many guests they’d stopped counting after two hundred.

They prayed for a baby, but month after month, year after year, no baby
came. It was the first time my mother ever doubted God. After I am worn out,
and my lord is old, shall I have pleasure?

“You can have a child with someone else,” she offered, taking initiative in
God’s silence, but the Chin Chin Man laughed her away. My mother spent three
days fasting and praying in the living room of my grandmother’s house. She must
have looked as frightful as a witch, smelled as horrid as a stray dog, but when she
left her prayer room, she said to my father, “Now,” and he went to her and they
lay together. Nine months to the day later, my brother, Nana, my mother’s Isaac,
was born.



My mother used to say, “You should have seen the way the Chin Chin Man
smiled at Nana.” His entire face was in on it. His eyes brightened, his lips spread
back until they were touching his ears, his ears lifted. Nana’s face returned the
compliment, smiling in kind. My father’s heart was a lightbulb, dimming with
age. Nana was pure light.

Nana could walk at seven months. That’s how they knew he would be tall.
He was the darling of their compound. Neighbors used to request him at parties.
“Would you bring Nana by?” they’d say, wanting to fill their apartment with his
smile, his bowlegged baby dancing.

Every street vendor had a gift for Nana. A bag of koko, an ear of corn, a
tiny drum. “What couldn’t he have?” my mother wondered. Why not the whole
world? She knew the Chin Chin Man would agree. Nana, beloved and loving,
deserved the best. But what was the best the world had to offer? For the Chin
Chin Man, it was my grandmother’s achomo, the bustle of Kejetia, the red clay,
his mother’s fufu pounded just so. It was Kumasi, Ghana. My mother was less
certain of this. She had a cousin in America who sent money and clothes back to
the family somewhat regularly, which surely meant there was money and clothes
in abundance across the Atlantic. With Nana’s birth, Ghana had started to feel too
cramped. My mother wanted room for him to grow.

They argued and argued and argued, but the Chin Chin Man’s easygoing
nature meant he let my mother go easy, and so within a week she had applied for
the green card lottery. It was a time when not many Ghanaians were immigrating
to America, which is to say you could enter the lottery and win. My mother found
out that she had been randomly selected for permanent residency in America a
few months later. She packed what little she owned, bundled up baby Nana, and
moved to Alabama, a state she had never heard of, but where she planned to stay
with her cousin, who was finishing up her PhD. The Chin Chin Man would
follow later, after they had saved up enough money for a second plane ticket and
a home of their own.



My mother slept all day and all night, every day, every night. She was immovable.
Whenever I could, I would try to convince her to eat something. I'd taken to
making koko, my favorite childhood meal. I'd had to go to three different stores
to find the right kind of millet, the right kind of corn husks, the right peanuts to
sprinkle on top. I hoped the porridge would go down thoughtlessly. I'd leave a
bowl of it by her bedside in the morning before I went to work, and when I
returned the top layer would be covered in film; the layer underneath that
hardened so that when I scraped it into the sink I felt the effort of it.

My mother’s back was always turned to me. It was like she had an internal
sensor for when I'd be entering the room to deliver the koko. I could picture the
movie montage of us, the days spelled out at the bottom of the screen, my outfits
changing, our actions the same.

After about five days of this, I entered the room and my mother was awake
and facing me.

“Gifty,” she said as I set the bowl of koko down. “Do you still pray?”

It would have been kinder to lie, but I wasn’t kind anymore. Maybe I never
had been. I vaguely remembered a childhood kindness, but maybe I was
conflating innocence and kindness. I felt so little continuity between who I was as
a young child and who I was now that it seemed pointless to even consider
showing my mother something like mercy. Would I have been merciful when I
was a child?

“No,” I answered.
When I was a child I prayed. I studied my Bible and kept a journal with

letters to God. I was a paranoid journal keeper, so I made code names for all the
people in my life whom I wanted God to punish.

Reading the journal makes it clear that I was a real “Sinners in the Hands of
an Angry God” kind of Christian, and I believed in the redemptive power of
punishment. For it is said, that when that due Time, or appointed Time comes, their



Foot shall slide. Then they shall be left to fall as they are inclined by their own
Weight.

The code name I gave my mother was the Black Mamba, because we’d just
learned about the snakes in school. The movie the teacher showed us that day
featured a seven-foot-long snake that looked like a slender woman in a skintight
leather dress, slithering across the Sahara in pursuit of a bush squirrel.

In my journal, the night we learned about the snakes, I wrote:

Dear God,

The Black Mamba has been really mean to me lately. Yesterday she told
me that if I didn’t clean my room no one would want to marry me.

My brother, Nana, was code-named Buzz. I don’t remember why now. In
the first few years of my journal keeping, Buzz was my hero:

Dear God,

Buzz ran after the ice cream truck today. He bought a firecracker
popsicle for himself and a Flintstones pushpop for me.

Or:

Dear God,

At the rec center today, none of the other kids wanted to be my partner
for the three-legged race because they said I was too little, but then Buzz
came over and he said that he would do it! And guess what? We won
and I got a trophy.

Sometimes he annoyed me, but back then, his offenses were innocuous,
trivial.

Dear God,

Buzz keeps coming into my room without knocking! I can'’t stand him!

But after a few years my pleas for God’s intervention became something
else entirely.



Dear God,

When Buzz came home last night he started yelling at TBM and I could
hear her crying, so I went downstairs to look even though I was
supposed to be in bed. (I'm sorry.) She told him to keep quiet or he would
wake me, but then he picked up the TV and smashed it on the floor and
punched a hole in the wall and his hand was bleeding and TBM started
crying and she looked up and saw me and I ran back to my room while
Buzz screamed get the fuck out of here you nosy cunt. (What is a cunt?)

I was ten when I wrote that entry. I was smart enough to use the code names
and make note of new vocabulary words but not smart enough to see that anyone
who could read could easily crack my code. I hid the journal under my mattress,
but because my mother is a person who thinks to clean underneath a mattress, I'm
sure she must have found it at some point. If she did, she never mentioned it.
After the broken-television incident, my mother had run up to my bedroom and
locked the door while Nana raved downstairs. She grabbed me close and pulled
the both of us down onto our knees behind the bed while she prayed in Twi.

Awurade, bo me ba barima ho ban. Awurade, bo me ba barima ho ban. Lord,
protect my son. Lord, protect my son.

“You should pray,” my mother said then, reaching for the koko. I watched
her eat two spoonfuls before setting it back down on the nightstand.

“Is it okay?” I asked.
She shrugged, turned her back to me once more.

I went to the lab. Han wasn’t there, so the room was a livable temperature. I set
my jacket on the back of a chair, got myself ready, then grabbed a couple of my
mice to prep them for surgery. I shaved the fur from the tops of their heads until
I saw their scalps. I carefully drilled into those, wiping the blood away, until I
found the bright red of their brains, the chests of the anesthetized rodents
expanding and deflating mechanically as they breathed their unconscious breaths.

Though I had done this millions of times, it still awed me to see a brain. To
know that if I could only understand this little organ inside this one tiny mouse,
that understanding still wouldn’t speak to the full intricacy of the comparable
organ inside my own head. And yet I had to try to understand, to extrapolate from



that limited understanding in order to apply it to those of us who made up the
species Homo sapiens, the most complex animal, the only animal who believed he
had transcended his Kingdom, as one of my high school biology teachers used to
say. That belief, that transcendence, was held within this organ itself. Infinite,
unknowable, soulful, perhaps even magical. I had traded the Pentecostalism of
my childhood for this new religion, this new quest, knowing that I would never
fully know.

I was a sixth-year PhD candidate in neuroscience at the Stanford University
School of Medicine. My research was on the neural circuits of reward-seeking
behavior. Once, on a date during my first year of grad school, I had bored a guy
stiff by trying to explain to him what I did all day. He’d taken me to Tofu House
in Palo Alto, and as I watched him struggle with his chopsticks, losing several
pieces of bulgogi to the napkin in his lap, I'd told him all about the medial
prefrontal cortex, nucleus accumbens, 2-photon Ca?* imaging.

“We know that the medial prefrontal cortex plays a critical role in
suppressing reward-seeking behavior, it’s just that the neural circuitry that allows
it to do so is poorly understood.”

I’'d met him on OkCupid. He had straw-blond hair, skin perpetually at the
end phase of a sunburn. He looked like a SoCal surfer. The entire time we’d
messaged back and forth I'd wondered if I was the first black girl he’d ever asked
out, if he was checking some kind of box off his list of new and exotic things
he’d like to try, like the Korean food in front of us, which he had already given up
on.

“Huh,” he said. “Sounds interesting.”

Maybe he’d expected something different. There were only five women in
my lab of twenty-eight, and I was one of three black PhD candidates in the entire
med school. I had told SoCal Surfer that I was getting my doctorate, but I hadn’t
told him what I was getting it in because I didn’t want to scare him away.
Neuroscience may have screamed “smart,” but it didn’t really scream “sexy.”
Adding to that my blackness, maybe I was too much of an anomaly for him. He
never called me back.

From then on, I told dates that my job was to get mice hooked on cocaine
before taking it away from them.

Two in three asked the same question. “So do you just, like, have a ton of
cocaine?” I never admitted that we’d switched from cocaine to Ensure. It was
easier to get and sufficiently addictive for the mice. I relished the thrill of having



something interesting and illicit to say to these men, most of whom I would sleep
with once and then never see again. It made me feel powerful to see their names
flash across my phone screen hours, days, weeks after they’d seen me naked, after
they’d dug their fingernails into my back, sometimes drawing blood. Reading
their texts, I liked to feel the marks they’d left. I felt like I could suspend them
there, just names on my phone screen, but after a while, they stopped calling,
moved on, and then I would feel powerful in their silence. At least for a little
while. I wasn’t accustomed to power in relationships, power in sexuality. I had
never been asked on a date in high school. Not once. I wasn’t cool enough, white
enough, enough. In college, I had been shy and awkward, still molting the skin of
a Christianity that insisted I save myself for marriage, that left me fearful of men
and of my body. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the
sexually immoral person sins against his own body.

“I'm pretty, right?” I once asked my mother. We were standing in front of
the mirror while she put her makeup on for work. I don’t remember how old I
was, only that I wasn’t allowed to wear makeup yet. I had to sneak it when my
mother wasn’t around, but that wasn’t too hard to do. My mother worked all the
time. She was never around.

“What kind of question is that?” she asked. She grabbed my arm and jerked
me toward the mirror. “Look,” she said, and at first I thought she was angry at
me. [ tried to look away, but every time my eyes fell, my mother would jerk me
to attention once more. She jerked me so many times I thought my arm would
come loose from the socket.

“Look at what God made. Look at what I made,” she said in Twi.

We stared at ourselves in the mirror for a long time. We stared until my
mother’s work alarm went off, the one that told her it was time to leave one job in
order to get to the other. She finished putting her lipstick on, kissed her reflection
in the mirror, and rushed off. I kept staring at myself after she left, kissing my
own reflection back.

I watched my mice groggily spring back to life, recovering from the anesthesia
and woozy from the painkillers I'd given them. I'd injected a virus into the
nucleus accumbens and implanted a lens in their brains so that I could see their
neurons firing as I ran my experiments. I sometimes wondered if they noticed the



added weight they carried on their heads, but I tried not to think thoughts like
that, tried not to humanize them, because I worried it would make it harder for
me to do my work. I cleaned up my station and went to my office to try to do
some writing. I was supposed to be working toward a paper, presumably my last
before graduating. The hardest part, putting the figures together, usually only
took me a few weeks or so, but I had been twiddling my thumbs, dragging things
out. Running my experiments over and over again, until the idea of stopping, of
writing, of graduating, seemed impossible. I'd put a little warning on the wall
above my desk to whip myself into shape. TWENTY MINUTES OF WRITING A DAY OR
ELSE. Or else what? 1 wondered. Anyone could see it was an empty threat. After
twenty minutes of doodling, I pulled out the journal entry from years ago that I
kept hidden in the bowels of my desk to read on those days when I was frustrated
with my work, when I was feeling low and lonely and useless and hopeless. Or
when I wished I had a job that paid me more than a seventeen-thousand-dollar
stipend to stretch through a quarter in this expensive college town.

Dear God,

Buzz is going to prom and he has a suit on! It’s navy blue with a pink tie
and a pink pocket square. TBM had to order the suit special cuz Buzz’s
so tall that they didn’t have anything for him in the store. We spent all
afternoon taking pictures of him, and we were all laughing and hugging
and TBM was crying and saying, “You're so beautiful,” over and over.
And the limo came to pick Buzz up so he could pick his date up and he
stuck his head out of the sunroof and waved at us. He looked normal.
Please, God, let him stay like this forever.

My brother died of a heroin overdose three months later.



By the time I wanted to hear the complete story of why my parents immigrated to
America, it was no longer a story my mother wanted to tell. The version I got—
that my mother had wanted to give Nana the world, that the Chin Chin Man had
reluctantly agreed—mnever felt sufficient to me. Like many Americans, I knew
very little about the rest of the world. I had spent years spinning elaborate lies to
classmates about how my grandfather was a warrior, a lion tamer, a high chief.

“m actually a princess,” I said to Geoffrey, a fellow student in my
kindergarten class whose nose was always running. Geoffrey and I sat at a table
by ourselves in the very back of the classroom. I always suspected that my
teacher had put me there as some kind of punishment, like she had seated me
there so that I would have to look at the slug of snot on Geoffrey’s philtrum and
feel even more acutely that I didn’t belong. I resented all of this, and I did my best
to torture Geoffrey.

“No, you're not,” Geoffrey said. “Black people can’t be princesses.”

I went home and asked my mother if this was true, and she told me to keep
quiet and stop bothering her with questions. It’s what she said anytime I asked her
for stories, and, back then, all I ever did was ask her for stories. I wanted her
stories about her life in Ghana with my father to be filled with all the kings and
queens and curses that might explain why my father wasn’t around in terms far
grander and more elegant than the simple story I knew. And if our story couldn’t
be a fairy tale, then I was willing to accept a tale like the kind I saw on television,
back when the only images I ever saw of Africa were those of people stricken by
warfare and famine. But there was no war in my mother’s stories, and if there was
hunger, it was of a different kind, the simple hunger of those who had been fed
one thing but wanted another. A simple hunger, impossible to satisfy. I had a
hunger, too, and the stories my mother filled me with were never exotic enough,
never desperate enough, never enough to provide me with the ammunition I felt I
needed in order to battle Geoffrey, his slug of snot, my kindergarten teacher, and



that seat in the very back.

My mother told me that the Chin Chin Man joined her and Nana in
America a few months after they moved to Alabama. It was his first time on an
airplane. He’d taken a tro-tro to Accra, carrying only one suitcase and a baggie of
my grandmother’s achomo. As he felt the bodies of the hundreds of other bus
passengers press up against him, his legs tired and achy from standing for nearly
three hours, he was thankful for his height, for the deep breaths of fresh air that
floated above everyone else’s heads.

At Kotoka, the gate agents had cheered him on and wished him well when
they saw where he was headed. “Send for me next, chale,” they said. At JFK,
Customs and Immigration took his baggie of chin chin away.

At the time, my mother was making ten thousand dollars a year, working as
a home health aide for a man called Mr. Thomas.

“I can’t believe my shithead kids stuck me with a nigger,” he would often
say. Mr. Thomas was an octogenarian with early-stage Parkinson’s disease whose
tremors had not deterred his foul mouth. My mother wiped his ass, fed him,
watched Jeopardy! with him, smirking as he got nearly every answer wrong. Mr.
Thomas’s shithead kids had hired five other home health aides before my mother.
They’d all quit.

“DO. YOU. SPEAK. ENGLISH?” Mr. Thomas yelled every time my
mother brought him the heart-healthy meals his children paid for instead of the
bacon he’d asked for. The home health service had been the only place to hire my
mother. She left Nana with her cousin, or brought him to work with her, until Mr.
Thomas started calling him “the little monkey.” After that, more often than not,
she left Nana alone while she worked her twelve-hour night shift, praying he’d
sleep until morning.

The Chin Chin Man had a harder time finding a job. The home health
service had hired him, but too many people complained once they saw him walk
in the door.

“I think people were afraid of him,” my mother once told me, but she
wouldn’t tell me why she’d come to that conclusion. She almost never admitted to
racism. Even Mr. Thomas, who had never called my mother anything other than
“that nigger,” was, to her, just a confused old man. But walking around with my
father, she’d seen how America changed around big black men. She saw him try
to shrink to size, his long, proud back hunched as he walked with my mother
through the Walmart, where he was accused of stealing three times in four



months. Each time, they took him to a little room off the exit of the store. They
leaned him against the wall and patted him down, their hands drifting up one pant
leg and down the other. Homesick, humiliated, he stopped leaving the house.

This is when my mother found the First Assemblies of God Church on
Bridge Avenue. Since her arrival in America, she had stopped going to church,
opting instead to work every Sunday because Sunday was the day of the week
most Alabamians wanted off for the two holy acts—going to church and watching
football. American football meant nothing to my mother, but she missed having a
place to worship. My father reminded her of all that she owed God, reminded her
of the power held in her prayer. She wanted to summon him out of his funk, and
to do so, she knew she needed to swim out of her own.

The First Assemblies of God Church was a little brick building, no bigger
than a three-bedroom house. It had a large marquee out front that displayed
cutesy messages meant to lure people in. Sometimes the messages were questions.
Have you met Him yet? or Got God? or Do you feel lost? Sometimes, they were
answers. Jesus is the reason for the season! 1 don’t know if the marquee messages
were what drew my mother in, but I do know that the church became her second
home, her most intimate place of worship.

The day she walked in, music played over the loudspeakers in the sanctuary.
As the singer’s voice beckoned, my mother inched toward the altar. My mother
obeyed. She knelt down before the Lord and prayed and prayed and prayed.
When she lifted her head, her face wet with tears, she thought she might get used
to living in America.



When I was a child I thought I would be a dancer or a worship leader at a
Pentecostal church, a preacher’s wife or a glamorous actress. In high school my
grades were so good that the world seemed to whittle this decision down for me:
doctor. An immigrant cliché, except I lacked the overbearing parents. My mother
didn’t care what I did and wouldn’t have forced me into anything. I suspect she
would be prouder today if I'd ended up behind the pulpit of the First Assemblies
of God, meekly singing number 162 out of the hymnal while the congregation
stuttered along. Everyone at that church had a horrible voice. When 1 was old
enough to go to “big church,” as the kids in the children’s service called it, I
dreaded hearing the worship leader’s warbling soprano every Sunday morning. It
scared me in a familiar way. Like when I was five and Nana was eleven, and we
found a baby bird that had fallen out of its nest. Nana scooped it into his big
palms, and the two of us ran home. The house was empty. The house was always
empty, but we knew we needed to act fast, because if our mother came home to
find the bird, she’d kill it outright or take it away and drop it in some small stretch
of wilderness, leaving it to die. She’d tell us exactly what she’d done too. She was
never the kind of parent who lied to make her children feel better. I'd spent my
whole childhood slipping teeth under my pillow at night and finding teeth there in
the morning. Nana left the bird with me while he poured a bowl of milk for it.
When I held it in my hands, I felt its fear, the unending shiver of its little round
body, and I started crying. Nana put its beak to the bowl and tried to urge it to
drink, but it wouldn’t, and the shiver that was in the bird moved in me. That’s
what the worship leader’s voice sounded like to me—the shaky body of a bird in
distress, a child who’d grown suddenly afraid. I checked that career off my list
right away.

Preacher’s wife was next on my list. Pastor John’s wife didn’t do much, as
far as I could tell, but I decided to practice for the position by praying for all of
my friends’ pets. There was Katie’s goldfish, for whom we held a toilet-bowl
funeral. I said my prayer while we watched the flash of orange swirl down and



disappear. There was Ashley’s golden retriever, Buddy, a frantic, energetic dog.
Buddy liked to knock over the trash bins the neighbors put out every Tuesday
night. Come Wednesday morning our street would be littered with apple cores,
beer bottles, cereal boxes. The trash collectors started to complain, but Buddy
kept living out his truth, undeterred. Once, Mrs. Caldwell found a pair of panties
near her bin that didn’t belong to her, confirming a suspicion she’d had. She
moved out the next week. The Tuesday night after she left, Mr. Caldwell sat
outside next to his trash bin in a lawn chair, a rifle slung across his lap.

“Iffn that dog comes near my trash again, you’ll be needin’ a shovel.”

Ashley, scared for Buddy’s life, asked if I would pray for him, as I had
already made something of a name for myself on the pet funeral circuit.

She brought the dog by while my mother was at work and Nana was at
basketball practice. I'd asked her to come over when no one was home, because I
knew that what we were doing was in a gray area, sacrament-wise. I cleared a
space in the living room, which I referred to as the sanctuary. Buddy figured out
something was up as soon as we started to sing “Holy, Holy, Holy,” and he
wouldn’t stay still. Ashley held him down while I placed my hand on his head,
asking God to make him a dog of peace instead of one of destruction. I counted
that prayer successful every time I saw Buddy out and about, alive, but I still
wasn’t sure if I was destined for the ministry.

It was my high school biology teacher who urged me toward science. I was
fifteen, the same age that Nana was when we discovered he had a habit. My
mother had been cleaning Nana’s room when she noticed. She’d gotten a ladder
from the garage so she could sweep out his light fixture, and when she put her
hand in the glass bowl of the light, she found a few scattered pills. OxyContin.
Gathered there, they’d looked like dead bugs, once drawn to the light. Years later,
after all the funeral attendants had finally gone, leaving jollof and waakye and
peanut butter soup in their wake, my mother would tell me that she blamed
herself for not doing more the day she’d cleaned the light. I should have said
something kind in return. I should have comforted her, told her it wasn’t her fault,
but somewhere, just below the surface of me, I blamed her. I blamed myself too.
Guilt and doubt and fear had already settled into my young body like ghosts
haunting a house. I trembled, and in the one second it took for the tremble to
move through my body, I stopped believing in God. It happened that quickly, a
tremble-length reckoning. One minute there was a God with the whole world in
his hands; the next minute the world was plummeting, ceaselessly, toward an



ever-shifting bottom.

Mrs. Pasternack, my biology teacher, was a Christian. Everyone I knew in
Alabama was, but she said things like “I think we’re made out of stardust, and
God made the stars.” Ridiculous to me then, weirdly comforting now. Then, my
whole body felt raw, all of the time, like if you touched me the open wound of
my flesh would throb. Now, I'm scabbed over, hardened. Mrs. Pasternack said
something else that year that I never forgot. She said, “The truth is we don’t know
what we don’t know. We don’t even know the questions we need to ask in order to
find out, but when we learn one tiny little thing, a dim light comes on in a dark
hallway, and suddenly a new question appears. We spend decades, centuries,
millennia, trying to answer that one question so that another dim light will come
on. That’s science, but that’s also everything else, isn’t it? Try. Experiment. Ask a
ton of questions.”

The first experiment I can remember performing was the Naked Egg experiment.
It was for my middle school’s physical science class, and I remember it, in part,
because I'd had to ask my mother to put corn syrup on the grocery list, and she’d
grumbled about it endlessly all week long. “Why doesn’t your teacher buy you the
corn syrup if she wants you to do this nonsense?” she said. I told my teacher that I
didn’t think my mother would buy the corn syrup, and, with a little wink, my
teacher gifted me a bottle from the back of her storage closet. I thought this
would please my mother. After all, i’s what she had been asking for, but instead
it only mortified her. “She’ll think we can’t afford corn syrup,” she said. Those
were the hardest years, the beginnings of the just-the-two-of-us years. We
couldn’t afford corn syrup. My teacher went to our church; she knew about Nana,
about my father. She knew my mother worked twelve-hour shifts every day but
Sunday.

We started the Naked Egg experiment at the beginning of the week by
putting our eggs in vinegar. The vinegar dissolved the shell, slowly, so that by
Wednesday’s class we had a naked egg, urine-yellow and larger than a regular
egg. We put the naked egg into a new glass and poured corn syrup over it. The
egg we saw the next day was shriveled, flattened. We put the deflated egg in
colored water and watched the blue expand, color pushing through the egg,
making it larger and larger and larger.

The experiment was a way to teach us the principles of osmosis, but I was



too distracted to appreciate the science behind it. As I watched the egg absorb
that blue water, all I could think about was my mother shaking the bottle of corn
syrup at me, her face almost purple with rage. “Take it back, take it back, TAKE
IT BACK,” she said, before flinging herself onto the ground and kicking her legs
up and down in a tantrum.

The two of us back then, mother and daughter, we were ourselves an
experiment. The question was, and has remained: Are we going to be okay?

Some days when I got home from the lab I would go into my room, my mother’s
room, and tell her all the things I'd done that day, except I wouldn’t say them
aloud, I’d just think them. Today, I watched a mouse brain flash green, I'd think,
and if she stirred that meant she’d heard me. It made me feel like a silly child, but
I did it all the same.

Han invited me to a party at his place, 1 thought toward my mother one
night. Move if you think I should go. When her hand lifted to scratch her nose, I
grabbed my jacket and left.

Han lived in one of those apartment complexes, uniform and labyrinthine,
that feels like a prison or a military barracks in its sameness. I found myself going
to 3H instead of SH. Every turn led to another group of Spanish mission-style
apartments with those signature clay tile roofs that were everywhere in the
Southwest and California.

When I finally got to 5H, the door was ajar. Han welcomed me with an
uncharacteristic hug. “Giftyyyyy,” he said, lifting me up a little.

He was drunk, another rarity for him, and though I'd never noticed it before,
I noticed it then—the tips of his ears were red, just like the day he’d found me
crying in the lab.

“I don’t think I've ever seen you in shorts before, Han,” I said.

“Check out my bare feet too,” he said, wiggling his toes. “Lab regulations
have really deprived you from seeing me in all my natural beauty.”

I laughed, and he flushed even deeper. “Make yourself at home,” he said,
waving me in.

I moved through the living room, chatting with my cohort. We ranged in age
from twenty-two to forty-seven. Our backgrounds were similarly all over the
place—robotics, molecular biology, music, psychology, literature. All roads had



led to the brain.

I was bad at most parties but good at these. It’s remarkable how cool you
can seem when you are the only black person in a room, even when you’ve done
nothing cool at all. I wasn’t close to anyone at the party, certainly not close
enough to tell them about my mother, but by the end of the night, the alcohol had
loosened my lips and I started to get comfortable, to talk around the subject I
most wanted to talk about.

“Do you think you’ll ever go back to practicing psychiatry?” I asked
Katherine. She was one of the more senior members of my lab, a postdoc who’d
done her undergraduate studies at Oxford and a medical degree at UCSF before
starting her PhD here. We had a tentative friendship, predicated mostly on the
fact that we had both been raised in immigrant families and that we were two of
the only women in the department. I always got the sense that Katherine wanted
to get to know me better. She was friendly and open, too open for my comfort.
Once, in the lounge, Katherine had confided in me that she had snooped through
her husband’s things and found little “0’s” written in his calendar on the days
when she was ovulating, and she thought that maybe he was trying to trick her
into having a baby sooner than the time frame they’d planned on. She’d been so
free with that information, like she was telling me about a cough she couldn’t
kick, but I was enraged, self-righteous. “Leave him,” I said, but she didn’t, and as
I talked to her, Steve, her husband, was on the other side of Han’s living room,
sipping sangria, his head tilted back just slightly so that I could see his Adam’s
apple bob as the drink moved down. Knowing what I knew about Steve, I couldn’t
look at him, his Adam’s apple, and not see a kind of menace, but there he was
talking, drinking, ordinary.

“I think about going back to my practice all the time,” Katherine said. “With
medicine, I could see that I was helping people. A patient would come in, so
wracked with anxiety that they were scratching their arms raw, and months later,
no scratches. That’s gratifying. But with research? Who knows.”

My mother had hated therapy. She went in arms raw, came out arms raw.
She was distrustful of psychiatrists and she didn’t believe in mental illness. That’s
how she put it. “I don’t believe in mental illness.” She claimed that it, along with
everything else she disapproved of, was an invention of the West. I told her about
Ama Ata Aidoo’s book Changes, in which the character Esi says, “you cannot go
around claiming that an idea or an item was imported into a given society unless
you could also conclude that to the best of your knowledge, there is not, and never



was any word or phrase in that society’s indigenous language which describes that
idea or item.”

Abodamfo. Bodam nii. That was the word for “crazy person,” the word I'd
heard my aunt use that day in Kejetia to describe the dreadlocked man. My
mother refused this logic. After my brother died, she refused to name her illness
depression. “Americans get depressed on TV and they cry,” she said. My mother
rarely cried. She fought the feeling for a while, but then one day, not long after
the Naked Egg experiment, she got into her bed, got under the covers, and
wouldn’t get back up. I was eleven. I was shaking her arm as she lay there in bed,
I was bringing her food before walking to school, I was cleaning the house so that
when she finally woke up she wouldn’t be upset with me for letting the place turn
to filth. I was doing okay, I thought, so when I found her, sinking in the bathtub,
the faucet running, the floor flooded, the first thing I felt was betrayed. We were
doing okay.

I looked at Katherine’s stomach. Still flat, all of these months later. Was
Steve still making little “o’s” in his calendar? Had she told him that she knew
about his betrayal or did she keep it to herself, hold it in the clenched fist of her
heart to open only when something between them was truly broken?

I had never been to therapy myself, and when the time came for me to
choose what to study, I didn’t choose psychology. I chose molecular biology. I
think when people heard about my brother they assumed that I had gone into
neuroscience out of a sense of duty to him, but the truth is I'd started this work
not because I wanted to help people but because it seemed like the hardest thing
you could do, and I wanted to do the hardest thing. I wanted to flay any mental
weakness off my body like fascia from muscle. Throughout high school, I never
touched a drop of alcohol because I lived in fear that addiction was like a man in
a dark trench coat, stalking me, waiting for me to get off the well-lit sidewalk and
step into an alley. I had seen the alley. I had watched Nana walk into the alley and
I had watched my mother go in after him, and I was so angry at them for not
being strong enough to stay in the light. And so I did the hard thing.

In undergrad, I used to poke fun at psychology—a soft science. It was about
the brain and cognition, yes, but it was also about mood—feelings and emotions
created by the human mind. Those feelings and emotions seemed useless to me if
I couldn’t locate them in data, if I couldn’t see how the nervous system worked by
taking it apart. I wanted to understand why the feelings and emotions came about,
what part of the brain caused them, and, more important, what part of the brain



could stop them. I was such a self-righteous child. First, in the days of my
Christianity, when I said things like “I'll pray for you” to my classmates who were
reading books about witches and wizards. Then, in those first few years of
college, when I become dismissive of anyone who cried about breakups, who
spent money frivolously, who complained about small things. By that time my
mother had already “healed through prayer,” as Pastor John put it. Healed, but in
the way a broken bone that’s healed still aches at the first signs of rain. There
were always first signs of rain, atmospheric, quiet. She was always aching. She
would come visit me when I was in undergrad at Harvard, bundled up against the
winter, even if it was spring. I'd look at her coat, her head scarf wrapped tight,
and wonder when I had stopped thinking of her as a strong woman. Surely, there’s
strength in being dressed for a storm, even when there’s no storm in sight?

The party was winding down. Han’s ears looked like they would be hot to
the touch.

“You shouldn’t play poker,” I said to him. Almost everyone had gone at this
point. I didn’t want to go home. I hadn’t been drunk in such a long time, and I
wanted to linger in the warmth of it.

“Huh?” Han said.

“Your ears are a tell. They turn red when you’re drunk and when you’re
embarrassed.”

“So maybe I should only play poker when I'm drunk or embarrassed,” he
said, laughing.

When I finally got back to the apartment, there were signs that my mother

had gotten up from the bed. A cabinet door in the kitchen was open, a glass in the
sink. We were doing okay.



The Chin Chin Man got a job as a janitor at a day care center. He was paid under
the table, seven dollars an hour, an hour a day, five days a week. After buying a
monthly bus pass, he hardly broke even, but it was something to do. “It got him
off the couch,” my mother said.

The children liked him. They would climb up his tall body as though he
were a tree, all limb-branches and torso-trunk. His accent delighted them. He told
them stories, pretending he was one of two living-man trees from Kakum Forest.
That he had started out as a small seed that rolled into the forest from bushland,
that every day butterflies the size of dinner plates would flutter their wings over
the earth where he was planted, trying to take root. The wind from the flapping
wings would stir the ground, coaxing him to grow, grow, grow, and he did. Look
how big he was. Look how strong. He’d toss one of the children in the air and
catch them, tickling fiercely. The children couldn’t get enough. Half of them were
butterflies for Halloween that first year, though their parents didn’t know why.

By that time Nana had started kindergarten, and every day after the Chin
Chin Man had finished cleaning the day care, he would take the bus to Nana’s
school and the two of them would walk home while Nana told him of every tiny,
boring, magical thing they had done in school that day, and the Chin Chin Man
would greet these things with an interest beyond my mother’s comprehension.

When she got home from work, feet swollen, arms aching, ears stinging
with Mr. Thomas’s abuse, Nana would already be in bed. The Chin Chin Man
would say things like, “You see? They put the string through the holes of the
macaroni to form a necklace. Can you imagine this happening in Ghana? A
necklace made out of food. Why don’t they eat the macaroni instead and make
necklaces out of something useful?”

My mother was jealous of how close Nana and the Chin Chin Man were.
She never admitted this to me, but I could tell just by the way she delivered those
stories to me over the years. She never kept a single thing that Nana or I made in



school. Nana stopped giving her things, and he had never told her stories,
preferring to save them for the Chin Chin Man instead. After Nana died, I think
my mother wished she’d had something of his, something more than her
memories, more than his basketball jersey, kept stinking in his closet, a story that
was just hers to delight in.

When the Chin Chin Man put Nana to bed those nights, he would tell my
brother the same story he told the day care children, that he was one of two
living-man trees from Kakum Forest. Nana’s the one who told the story to me.

“I believed it, Gifty,” he said. I don’t remember how old I was, just that I
was young and in a phase where I never ate but was always hungry. “I actually
believed the man was a tree.”

“Who was the other living-man tree?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“He said he was one of two living-man trees. Who was the other one? Was
it Ma?”

The look that came over Nana’s face—darkly contemplative, deeply proud
—surprised me. “Nah, couldn’t have been Ma. If Pop was a tree, then Ma was a
rock.”

Han had left the thermostat turned low. I exhaled and thought I could see the wisp
of my breath lingering in the air. I had a jacket I kept at the lab, and I slipped it
on and sat down to work. My mice staggered around in their boxes like drunks in
the tank. The analogy was apt, but it still made me sad to imagine them that way.
I thought, for the millionth time, about the baby bird Nana and I had found. We
never could get it to drink, and after about fifteen minutes of failure, we took it
outside and tried to coax it to fly. It wouldn’t do that either. Our mother came
home to find us, shooing it away with our hands while it looked at us dumbly,
stumbled, fell.

“It won’t ever fly now,” she said. “Its mother won’t recognize it anymore
because you touched it and it smells like you. It doesn’t matter what you do now.
It will die.”

Nana cried. He loved animals. Even in his last months I could still hear him
begging our mother for a dog. What would he have thought of me, this work I
do?



I took one of the mice out. Its head was drooping slightly from the bar that I
had attached to it. I put it under the microscope so I could better see my work.
The virus I injected into its brain had allowed me to introduce foreign DNA into
its neurons. This DNA contained opsins, proteins that made the neurons change
their behaviors in response to light. When I pulsed light in the right area, the
neurons spurred into action.

“It's kind of like an LED show for mice brains,” I once explained to
Raymond.

“Why do you do that?” he asked.
“Do what?”
“Diminish your work like that.”

It was my first year of grad school and our third date. Raymond was a PhD
candidate in Modern Thought and Literature who studied protest movements. He
was also gorgeous, dark like dusk with a voice that made me tremble. I forgot
myself when I was around him and none of my usual tactics of seduction—that is,
diminishing my work—seemed to have any effect on him.

“It’s just easier to explain it that way.”

Raymond said, “Well, maybe you don’t have to do easy with me. You
picked a hard career. You're good at it too, right? Or else you wouldn’t be here.
Be proud of your career. Explain things the hard way.”

He smiled at me, and I wanted to slap the smile off his face, but I wanted
other things more.

When I first told my mother I was going to make a career out of science,
she simply shrugged. “Okay, fine.” It was a Saturday. I was visiting from
Cambridge and had promised her I would go to church with her the next day.
Maybe it was the promise, words I regretted as soon as they left my mouth, that
had made me announce my career intentions to her the way I did—like I was
hurling a ball after shouting “Think fast!” I thought she would object, say
something like, God is the only science we need. I'd been finding creative ways to
avoid church since Nana’s funeral despite my mother’s occasional pleading. At
first, I'd simply made up excuses to get out of it—I'd gotten my period, I had a
school project to complete, I needed to pray on my own. Finally, she took the hint
and resorted to sending me long, disapproving glances before heading off in her
Sunday best. But then, something about my going away to college changed her,
softened her. I was already my mother’s daughter by then, callous, too callous to
understand that she was reckoning with the complex shades of loss—her son, an



unexpected, physical loss; her daughter, something slower, more natural. Four
weeks into my freshman year, she ended a phone call with “I love you,” spoken in
the reluctant mumble she reserved for English. I laughed so hard I started crying.
An “I love you” from the woman who had once called the phrase aburofo
nkwaseasem, white people foolishness. At first she chastised me for laughing, but
before long she was laughing too, a big-bellied sound that flooded my dorm
room. Later, when I told my roommate, Samantha, why I was laughing, she said,
“It’s, like, not funny? To love your family?” Samantha, rich, white, a local whose
boyfriend would occasionally make the drive over from UMass, leaving me
displaced in the common room, was herself the embodiment of aburofo
nkwaseasem. 1 laughed all over again.

The first thing I noticed when I went back to the First Assemblies of God
with my mother that day was how much it had grown since the time of my
childhood. The church had taken over two stores in a strip mall and was waiting
—impatiently, it seemed, given the number of prayers people made about it—for
the mom-and-pop stationery store next door to give up and sell. I recognized a
few people, but most of the faces were new to me. My mother and I stood out
even more among all these new members—a church packed full of white, red-
blooded southerners in their pastel polos and khakis, my mother brilliant in
ankara.

The room hushed as Pastor John walked to the pulpit. He had grayed at the
temples since the last time I saw him. He folded his hands, which had always
looked to me to be two sizes too big, as though God had switched Pastor John’s
hands with another man’s and, upon realizing his mistake, looked at himself in a
mirror and shrugged. ‘7 am that I am.” 1 liked imagining another, larger man
walking around with Pastor John’s small hands. I liked to think that that man had
also become a preacher with a congregation that could fit in his palm.

“Father God, we thank you for this day. We thank you for bringing our sons
and daughters back to church after some time away, for leading them safely back
to your feet after their stints away in college. God, we ask that you fill their heads
with your Word, that you don’t allow them to fall prey to the ways of the secular
world, that you—"

I scowled at my mother as Pastor John continued to make vague references
to me, but she looked straight ahead, unfazed. After the sermon, as he greeted us
congregants on our way out, Pastor John squeezed my hand, a little harder than
was welcome, and said, “Don’t you worry none. Your mom’s doing good. She’s



doing real good. God is faithful.”

“You're doing real good,” I said to the mouse as I put him down. Though I'd
repeated this process dozens of times without fail, I still always said a little
prayer, a small plea that it would work. The question I was trying to answer, to
use Mrs. Pasternack’s terms, was: Could optogenetics be used to identify the
neural mechanisms involved in psychiatric illnesses where there are issues with
reward seeking, like in depression, where there is too much restraint in seeking
pleasure, or drug addiction, where there is not enough?

In other words, many, many years down the line, once we’ve figured out a
way to identify and isolate the parts of the brain that are involved in these
illnesses, once we've jumped all the necessary hurdles to making this research
useful to animals other than mice, could this science work on the people who
need it the most?

Could it get a brother to set down a needle? Could it get a mother out of
bed?
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My mother was surprised to find herself pregnant with me. She and the Chin
Chin Man had stopped trying long before. America was so expensive, barrenness
was its own kind of blessing. But then there was the morning sickness, the tender
breasts, the ballooning of her bladder. She knew. She was forty years old, and she
wasn’t entirely happy with what everyone around her kept referring to as her
“miracle.”

“You weren’t a very good baby,” she told me all my life. “In my stomach,
you were very unpleasant, but coming out you were a nightmare. Thirty-four
hours of misery. I thought, Lord, what have I done to deserve this torment?”

Nana was the first miracle, the true miracle, and the glory of his birth cast a
long shadow. I was born into the darkness that shadow left behind. I understood
that, even as a child. My mother made certain of it. She was a matter-of-fact kind
of woman, not a cruel woman, exactly, but something quite close to cruel. When I
was young, I prided myself on being able to tell the difference. Nana was still
around, and so I could stand being told I was a horrible baby. I could stand it
because I understood the context; Nana was the context. When he died, every
matter-of-fact thing became cruel.

When I was very little, my mother took to calling me asaa, the miracle berry
that, when eaten first, turns sour things sweet. Asaa in context is a miracle berry.
Without context, it is nothing, does nothing. The sour fruit remains.

In those early years of our family of four, sour fruit was everywhere, but I
was asaa and Nana was context, and so we had sweetness in abundance. My
mother still worked for Mr. Thomas then. Some of my earliest memories are of
his endlessly trembling hands reaching for mine on the days my mother brought
me to see him.

“Where’s my little nugget?” he would stammer, the words fighting to push
through the shaking door of his lips. Mr. Thomas loved my mother by then,
perhaps more than he loved his own children, but his sharp tongue never dulled,



and I never heard him say a kind word to her.

The Chin Chin Man had a steady job as the janitor for two of the middle
schools. He was still beloved by the children, and he was a good, hard worker. My
memories of him, though few, are mostly pleasant, but memories of people you
hardly know are often permitted a kind of pleasantness in their absence. It’s those
who stay who are judged the harshest, simply by virtue of being around to be
judged.

I'm told that as a baby I was loud and chatty, the exact opposite of the quiet,
shy person I turned out to be. Verbal fluency in young children has long been
used as a signifier of future intelligence, and while that holds true for me, it’s the
temperament change that I'm interested in. The fact that when I hear or see
myself on tape from those early years of my life, I often feel as though I am
witnessing an entirely different person. What happened to me? What kind of
woman might I have become if all of that chattiness hadn’t changed direction,
moved inward?

There are recordings of me from back then, audiotape after audiotape of
my fast talking, perfect Twi or, first, my nonsense babbling. In one of the tapes,
Nana is trying to tell the Chin Chin Man a story.

“The crocodile tilts his head back and opens his large mouth and—"
A shriek from me.

“A fly lands on the crocodile’s eye. He tries to—"

“Dada, dada, dada!” I shout.

If you listen to the tape closely, you can almost hear the Chin Chin Man’s
patience in the face of Nana’s growing frustration and my unreasonable
interruptions. He’s trying to pay attention to us both, but, of course, neither of us
gets what we really want: complete and utter attention, attention without
compromise. I wasn’t speaking real words yet, but still, there is an urgency to my
nonsense babbling. I have something important to say. A disaster is on the
horizon, and if no one listens to me the disaster will come to pass and my father
and Nana will have no one to blame but themselves. The urgency in my voice is
quite real. It’s distressing to listen to, even all of these years later. 'm not
pretending there is an impending disaster; I truly believe that there is one. At one
point, I make a low, guttural, animal sound, a sound so clearly biological in its
design to elicit attention and sympathy from my fellow animals, and yet my
fellow animals—my father, my brother—do nothing but talk over me. They talk
over me because we are safe, in a small, rented house in Alabama, not stranded in



a dark and dangerous rain forest, not on a raft in the middle of the sea. So the
sound is a nonsense sound, a misplaced sound, a lion’s roar in the tundra. When 1
listen to the tape now, it seems to me that this itself was the disaster I foresaw, a
common enough disaster for most infants these days: that I was a baby, born cute,
loud, needy, wild, but the conditions of the wilderness have changed.

On the tape, Nana goes back to telling his story, but it’s of no use. I grow
increasingly desperate, not letting him get a word in edgewise. Finally, you can
hear a little smack, Nana shouting “Shut up shut up SHUT UP.”

“No hitting,” the Chin Chin Man says, and then he begins to speak to Nana
in low tones, too low to hear on the tape, but you can still sense the anger
underneath those hushed sounds. The anger has notes of understanding in it. He’s
saying, Yes, she’s insufferable, but she’s ours and so we must suffer her.

My mother was eating again, though not in front of me. I came home from the
lab a couple of times to find empty cans of Amy’s Chunky Tomato Bisque in the
trash, and so I started buying loads of them at the Safeway near campus.

I wasn’t eating much myself in those days, the lean, unhealthy grad student
days. My dinners all came in boxes or cans, announcing themselves by the
microwave’s ding. At first, I was embarrassed about my diet. It didn’t help that
the cashier I always seemed to get at my local Safeway was improbably beautiful.
Dark olive skin with an undercut that I caught a glimpse of every time she tucked
her hair behind her ear. Sabiha, her name tag, always crooked and fastened just
above her left breast, announced. I couldn’t bear it. I started to imagine her
internal responses to the contents of my shopping cart. That “Sesame Chicken
Lean Cuisine for dinner again, huh?” look I was certain she’d once flashed me. I
decided to spread my shopping around to different grocery stores in the area.
Now that my mother was staying with me, I felt less embarrassed about the soup
cans overflowing in my cart. If anyone asked, I was armed with an excuse. “My
mother, she’s ill,” I imagined myself saying to that beautiful cashier.

“Would you mind if I eat dinner with you?” I asked my mother. I brought
two bowls of soup into her room, my room, and sat in a dining chair I'd dragged
in. The room was so sparsely decorated that even the word “decorated” was too
strong to describe it. There was a bed, a nightstand, now the chair. There was also
a smell, that funk of depression, sturdy, reliable like a piece of furniture.



As was typically the case, my mother had her back to me, but I had decided
to try to talk to her anyway. I set her bowl on the nightstand and waited for her to
turn. I ate my soup loudly, slurping because I knew how much she hated eating
noises and I wanted to get a rise out of her. Even anger would be better than this.
She’d been living with me for a week and had spoken maybe five sentences.

I hadn’t spoken much either. I didn’t know what to talk about. What do you
say to a woman’s back, your mother’s back? The curve of it, the sloping, sagging
flesh of it, was more recognizable to me now than her face, which was once the
one thing in this world that I sought out the most. Her face, which my face had
come to look like, was the thing I'd studied on those evenings we’d spent in her
bathroom, talking about our lives while she applied makeup, readying herself for
work. In those just-the-two-of-us years after my return from Ghana, I had studied
her face for any sign of collapse, trying to make myself an expert on the shades
of sadness I recognized in her eyes. Was it lurking there again, the dark, deep
sadness, or was it just the everyday kind, the kind we all have from time to time,
the kind that comes and, more important, goes? It had been almost three days
since I'd seen my mother’s face, but I had studied her enough to know which kind
of sadness I would find there.

In Edward Tronick’s popular “Still Face Experiment” from the 1970s, babies and
mothers sit facing each other. At first, they engage with each other readily and
joyfully. The baby points and the mother’s eyes follow her finger. The baby
smiles and the mother smiles back. They laugh; they touch. Then, after a few
minutes of this, the mother’s face turns completely still. The baby tries all of the
same moves that had elicited a response only moments before, but to no effect.
The mother won’t acknowledge her.

I first watched this experiment in my developmental psychology class in
college, and it reminded me of the audiotapes from my childhood, except the
videos of this experiment were far more distressing. Unlike in my tape, there is
no attempt at soothing the child’s suffering, and the child is so clearly suffering.
The look on her face is one of such pure betrayal, elementary, really, this
betrayal. More treacherous still, perhaps, is the fact that it is the mother, of all
people, who is ignoring the baby, not a sibling or a father. It is the one person
who biologically, emotionally, unequivocally matters most at that stage of life. In
class that day, watching the baby’s wariness play out on the projector while my



classmates and I took notes, we heard a sudden whimper. It wasn’t the baby in the
video. It was a fellow student, a girl whom I’d never really noticed, though she sat
only a few chairs away from me. She left the room abruptly, knocking over my
notebook as she did so, and I knew she knew what the baby knew. She’d been in
the same wilderness.

My mother and I reenacted the Still Face Experiment, now repurposed as
the Turned Back Experiment, except I was twenty-eight and she was only weeks
away from sixty-nine. The harm done by her turned back would be minimal; I
had already become the person I was going to become, a scientist who understood
that what ailed my mother was in fact a disease, even if she refused to recognize
it as such. Even if she refused doctors, medicine, her own daughter. She accepted
prayer and only prayer.

“I still pray sometimes,” I told my mother’s back. It wasn’t a lie, exactly,
though it certainly wasn’t the truth. The last time she’d spoken, she asked me
about prayer, and so I was willing to forgo the whole truth if it meant she might
speak again. Maybe religion was the only well that would draw water.

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing. 1 used to worry over that scripture when I
was a child. “Is it possible?” I asked my mother. “To pray without ceasing?”

“Why don’t you give it a try?”

So, I did. My first attempts involved getting down on my knees at the foot
of the bed. I started by listing everything I was thankful for. My family, my
friends, my blue bicycle, ice cream sandwiches, Buddy the dog. I looked up and
not even a minute had passed. I kept listing, people I thought God should work on
a little more, animals that I thought God had gotten right and a few that I thought
he’d gotten wrong. Before long, I got distracted and my mind wandered so far off
that I found that instead of praying, I was thinking about what had happened on
my favorite television show the night before.

“I don’t think it’s possible,” I reported back to my mother.

She was in the kitchen, straining used oil into an empty bottle. She had a
habit of sticking her tongue out when she poured things. Years later, in the
bathroom pouring soap into a dispenser, I'd caught myself in the mirror making
that same face and it had startled me. The thing I feared, becoming my mother,
was happening, physically, in spite of myself.



“With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible,” she said.
“Matthew 19:26.”

My whole life, my mother had been quizzing me on Bible verses.
Sometimes the verses were obscure, so obscure that I'm sure she looked them up
moments before asking me, but I prided myself on getting them right. Now, from
time to time, a verse will come to me at the oddest moments. I'll be at a gas pump
or walking through the halls of a department store and a voice will say, Oh, taste
and see that the Lord is good! Blessed is the one who takes refuge in Him! And I'll
reply, Psalms 34.8.

“What is prayer?” my mother asked.

This question stumped me then, stumps me still. I stood there, staring at my
mother, waiting for her to give me the answers. Back then, I approached my piety
the same way I approached my studies: fastidiously. I spent the summer after my
eighth birthday reading my Bible cover to cover, a feat that even my mother
admitted she had never done. I wanted, above all else, to be good. And I wanted
the path to that goodness to be clear. I suspect that this is why I excelled at math
and science, where the rules are laid out step by step, where if you did something
exactly the way it was supposed to be done, the result would be exactly as it was
expected to be.

“If you are living a godly life, a moral life, then everything you do can be a
prayer,” my mother said. “Instead of trying to pray all day, live your life as
prayer.”

I was disappointed by her answer; she could see it in my face. She said, “If
you find it difficult to pray, why don’t you try writing to God instead?
Remember, everything we do is prayer. God will read what you write, and he will
answer your writing like prayers. From your pen to God’s ear.”

Later that night, I would write my first journal entry, and get hooked on
how clearheaded I felt, how even just the act of writing to God made me feel like
he was there, reading, listening. He was there in everything, so why couldn’t
prayer be a life lived? I watched my mother continue to pour used oil through the
sieve. I watched the sieve catch the hardened, charred bits of food left over from
the day’s cooking. I watched my mother’s tongue peek out from the corner of her
lip, a snail slipping out of its shell. Was this pouring prayer?

I slurped the last sip of soup. My mother didn’t stir; she didn’t turn. I
watched the slope of her back rise and fall, rise and fall. Was this prayer?
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Dear God,

Buzz and I raced to the car after church today. He won, but he said I'm
getting faster. He better watch out. Next time I'll beat him.

Dear God,
Please bless Buzz and TBM and please let Buzz get a dog. Amen.
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In deep brain stimulation, or DBS, the areas of the brain that control movement
are stimulated with electrical signals. The surgery is sometimes performed on
people with Parkinson’s disease, and the goal is to improve their motor functions.
I sat in on one of these surgeries during my first year of graduate school, because
I was curious about how the procedure worked and whether or not it could be
useful in my own research.

The patient that day was a sixty-seven-year-old man who had been
diagnosed with Parkinson’s six years earlier. He’d had a moderate response to
medication, and the neurosurgeon, a colleague who’d spent a sabbatical year in
my lab doing research, kept the patient awake while he carefully placed an
electrode in the subthalamic nucleus and turned on the impulse generator battery.
I watched as the patient’s tremor, most pronounced in his left hand, stilled. It was
amazing to see, as if the keys to a car had been lost while the engine was still on
and thrumming, thrumming. And then, keys found, ignition turned off,
thrumming stilled.

“How you doing, Mike?” the doctor asked.

“Pretty good,” Mike said, and then, again incredulously, “Hey, I'm doing
pretty good.”

Seconds later, Mike was crying. Desperate, inconsolable crying, as though
Pretty Good Mike had been nothing more than a figment of our imaginations. I
got to see firsthand one of the problems with DBS and other methods like it, the
fact that magnets and electrical signals cannot differentiate between individual
neurons. The surgeon moved the electrode in Mike’s brain one-tenth of a
centimeter over to try to correct the wave of sadness that had suddenly gripped
him. It worked, but what if it hadn’t? One-tenth of a centimeter is all that stood
between pretty good and unimaginable sorrow. One-tenth of a centimeter in an
organ about which we know so very little, despite our constant attempts at
understanding.



One of the exciting things about optogenetics is that it allows us to target
particular neurons, allowing for a greater amount of specificity than DBS. Part of
what interested me about Parkinson’s disease studies was my research in
optogenetics, but it was also my memories of Mr. Thomas. When I was three, the
old man died. I wouldn’t find out what Parkinson’s was until many years later, in
high school, when reading about the disease in my textbook conjured up an image
of the man my mother used to work for.

There’s a picture of my family at his funeral. We are standing near the
casket. Nana looks like he is both bored and angry, the first signs of a look that
my family will come to know well in his teenage years. The Chin Chin Man is
holding me, taking care not to ruffle my black dress. My mother stands next to
him. She doesn’t look sad, exactly, but there’s something there.

This is one of the only pictures of the four of us together. I think that I
remember that day, but I don’t know if I've just turned my mother’s stories about
it into memories or if I've stared at that picture long enough that my own stories
started to emerge.

What I think I remember: The Chin Chin Man and my mother fought that
morning. He didn’t want to go to the funeral, but she insisted. However horrible
Mr. Thomas had been, he was still an elder and therefore deserving of respect.
We’d all piled into our red minivan. My mother drove, which was rare when both
of my parents were in the car together, and her hands gripped the steering wheel
so hard I could see her veins pulsing.

Mr. Thomas’s shithead kids were there, all three of them. The two sons, who
were around the same age as my father, were crying, but his daughter is the one
who stood out the most. She was stone-faced, staring at her father in his casket
with an unmistakable look of contempt. She came up to my family as we took our
turn viewing the body, and said to my mother, “He was a god-awful man, and I'm
not sorry he’s dead, but I am sorry you had to put up with him all these years, I
guess.”

She was the one who took our picture, though why anyone would want to
commemorate that moment, I don’t know. On the way home, my parents couldn’t
stop talking about what she’d said. It was a sin to speak 1ill of the dead like that;
worse than a sin, it was a curse. As my parents discussed it, my mother got more
and more agitated.

“Pull over,” she said, for my father was driving this time. “Pull over.”

The Chin Chin Man got onto the shoulder of the highway; he turned toward



my mother, waiting.
“We have to pray.”
“Can’t this wait?” he said.

“Wait for what? For that man to jump out of his grave and come and find
us? No, we must pray now.”

Nana and I already knew the drill. We bowed our heads, and after a moment
or so, the Chin Chin Man did too.

“Father God, we pray for that woman who spoke ill of her father. We pray
that you do not punish her for saying those things and that you do not punish us
for hearing them. Lord, we ask that you allow Mr. Thomas to be at peace. In
Jesus’s name, amen.”

“In Jesus’s name, amen,” the most common ending to a prayer. So common, in
fact, that when I was a child, I felt that no prayer was complete without those
words. I would go to dinner at friends’ houses, waiting for their fathers to say
grace. If those four words were not spoken, I wouldn’t lift my fork. I'd whisper
them myself before eating.

We used those four words to end prayers at Nana’s soccer games. In Jesus’s
name, we would ask that God allow our boys to defeat their opponents. Nana was
five when he started playing the sport, and by the time I was born, he’d already
made a name for himself on the field. He was fast, tall, agile, and he led his team,
the Rockets, to state finals three years in a row.

The Chin Chin Man loved soccer. “Football,” he said, “is the most graceful
sport there is. It is performed with elegance and precision, like a dance.” He’'d
pick me up, as he said this, and dance me around the bleachers behind the old
high school where most of Nana’s games were held. We went to every single one,
me and the Chin Chin Man. My mother, usually working, would come when she
could, the requisite cooler of grapes and Capri Suns in hand.

One of Nana’s games stood out to me. He was about ten years old then, and
he had already come into his growth like a weed in spring. Most of the boys I
knew growing up were shorter than us girls until about fifteen or sixteen, when
they rounded some invisible corner in the summertime and returned to school the
next year twice our size, with voices that crackled like car radios being tuned,
searching for the right, the clearest, sound. But not Nana. Nana was always taller



than everyone else. To get him onto the soccer team that first year, my mother
had had to produce his birth certificate to prove he wasn’t older than the rest of
the kids.

The day of this particular game had been hot and muggy, one of those
quintessential Alabama summer days when the heat feels like a physical presence,
a weight. Five minutes into the game and you could already see droplets of sweat
flinging from the boys’ hair every time they shook their heads. Southerners are,
of course, accustomed to this kind of heat, but still it works on you, to carry that
weight around. Sometimes, if you’re not careful, it sinks you.

One of the boys on the other team slid in a careless effort to score a goal. It
didn’t work. He lay there on the ground for a second or so, as if stunned.

“Get up off the damn ground,” a man shouted. There were only a few
bleachers at the soccer field, because no one in Alabama really cared about
soccer. It was a child’s sport, something to put your kids in until they were ready
to play football. The man was on the other side of the bleachers, but that was still
quite close.

The game continued on. Nana was a forward, and a good one. By halftime
he had already scored two goals. The other team had one.

When the whistle blew, the boys came to join their coach on the bench,
which was only a row in front of us. Nana grabbed a handful of grapes and
carefully, methodically, started plucking them off the stem and popping them
into his mouth while the coach talked.

On the other side, the man who’d shouted grabbed his son by the root of his
sweat-soaked hair. “Don’t you let them niggers win. Don’t let them score another
goal on you, you hear me?”

Everyone heard him. We’d only spent a little over half an hour in the
company of this man, and yet it was already clear that he liked to be heard.

I was too young to understand the word the man had used, but I was old
enough to understand the change in atmosphere. Nana didn’t move, nor did the
Chin Chin Man, but still everyone was staring at the three of us, the only black
people on the field that day. Was “them niggers” simply a grammatical error, or
was the plural supposed to include my father and me? What would we win? What
was that man in danger of losing?

Nana’s coach cleared his throat and muttered some half-hearted words of
encouragement in an attempt to distract everyone. The whistle blew and the boys
from both teams rushed back onto the field, but not Nana. He looked up toward



the bleachers at the Chin Chin Man, who was sitting there with me on his lap.
Nana’s look was a question, and I couldn’t see my father’s face, but I soon knew
how he answered.

Nana ran onto the field, and for the rest of that half he was little more than a
blur, moving not with the elegance my father associated with soccer, but with
pure fury. A fury that would come to define and consume him. He scored goal
after goal, even stealing the ball from his own teammates at certain points. No
one checked him. The angry parent’s rage was written in the bright red of his
face, but even he didn’t say anything else, though I'm sure his son paid the price
for that rage in the car on the way home.

By the end of the game, Nana was spent. His shirt was so drenched in sweat
that it clung to his body, so tight you could see the outline of his ribs as he panted
and panted.

The Chin Chin Man stood up as the referee blew the closing whistle. He
brought his hands to his mouth and let out a loud, long cheer. “Mmo, Mmo, Mmo.
Nana, waye ade.” He picked me up and danced me around the bleachers, our
dance not elegant or precise but messy, exuberant, loud. He kept cheering this
cheer—Good job, Good job, Good job—until Nana, embarrassed, cracked a
smile. The fury fled. Though the occasion for this moment was a somber one, the
moment itself was joyful. Getting in the car that day, Nana and I were so happy,
glowing in the warmth of our father’s pride, delighted by Nana’s
accomplishments. Looking at us then, two laughing, playful children and their
warm, doting father, it would be easy to assume that we’d all but forgotten what
that man had yelled. That we’d forgotten we had any cares at all. But the memory
lingered, the lesson I have never quite been able to shake: that I would always
have something to prove and that nothing but blazing brilliance would be enough
to prove it.
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When Nana started playing soccer, my parents started fighting about food. There
was, as was typical of team sports, a rotating snack schedule. Every third week, it
was my family’s turn to provide the oranges, grapes, and Capri Suns that all the
moms called “Rocket Fuel” for the sixteen other boys on the team. At halftime,
the Rockets would suck the juice from the orange wedges, leaving the flesh of
the fruit behind. “Such waste,” my mother said whenever she came to a game to
find the sidelines littered with wedges, little land mines of uneaten fruit, of
privilege. My family was always attuned to such waste: chicken left on the bone
by diners too polite to eat with their hands, crusts cut off of sandwiches for
children who took only a single bite and left the rest. I was at an age where I was
trying picky eating on for size, pushing all the tomatoes to the edges of my plate
in silent refusal. My mother let this go on for two days. On the third day she put a
switch on the table and stared me down. She didn’t have to say a word. I had
gotten the switch only once before, the day I'd whispered “damn” into the silent
sanctuary of the First Assemblies. The word had echoed through that holiest of
holies; the echo found my mother; my mother found the switch. Afterward, her
hands had trembled so violently, I thought she would never do it again, so when
the switch appeared on the table that night, I suspected she was bluffing. I eyed
her, eyed the switch, eyed the clock. By midnight, six hours after I'd begun my
dinner, with tears in my eyes and terror in my heart, I ate the last of the tomatoes.

Nana had never been a picky eater. To feed his height, he ate everything he
could. Nothing was safe. My mother knew, down to the cent, what every scrap of
food in our house cost. After every trip to the grocery store, she would sit at the
kitchen table and pore over the receipts, highlighting numbers and making lists. If
the Chin Chin Man was there, she would shout some figure at him and say,
“These children are going to eat us out of home and house.”

She and the Chin Chin Man started watering down the orange juice. Like
chemists performing a punishing experiment, they would collect the empty gallon



jugs, fill them a quarter of the way with orange juice, and flood the rest with
water, until the color of the liquid inside could no longer be called orange, until
the drink could no longer be called juice. Nana and I stopped drinking it, but
Nana didn’t stop eating. Cereal, granola bars, fruit, the leftover rice and stew. He
ate and ate and ate, and seemed to grow taller with every bite.

My parents started hiding whatever food could be hidden. Open a drawer
and look in the very back and you might find an Ovaltine cracker. Nestled
between stacks of clothing in their closet were the bananas.

“Here’s what we do,” Nana said when the Cheerios went missing one day
when both of our parents were at work and the two of us were left to our own
devices, to our hunger. “We’ll split up. You check the low places and I'll check
the high places.”

We opened every drawer, looked atop every shelf, and collected our booty
in the middle of the living room. There were all the things we’d expected to be
hidden, and many more things we didn’t even know we had. At age four, I was
already a fiend for Malta. I liked to suck down the bitter foam from the top of the
bottle and drink in large gulps. I would have had one every day, for every meal, if
I could have, but I'd been told it was a party drink only, unavailable on regular
days. But now there it was, along with all the other forbidden fruits.

Nana and I tore into the food and drinks, giggling. We had only about an
hour before the Chin Chin Man returned home, and we knew that all the food
would need to go back exactly where we’d found it. Nana ate chocolate and
Cheerios, I sipped a Malta slowly, savoring the sweet barley taste, and at dinner
that night, seated across the table from each other while our parents passed
around bowls of light soup, we would catch each other’s eyes and grin, sharing
our tasty secret.

“Who did this?” my mother said, pulling an empty granola bar wrapper from the
trash. The jig was up. Nana and I had been careful, but clearly not careful
enough. Even the trash wasn’t safe from our mother’s exacting eye.

“Who did this? Where did you find it?”

I burst into tears, giving us away. [ was ready to confess to all of our crimes,
but the Chin Chin Man chimed in. “Leave the kids alone. Do you want them to
starve? Is that what you want?”



My mother pulled something out of her purse. A bill? A receipt? “We will
all starve if we don’t start making more money. We can’t afford to live like this
any longer.”

“You were the one who wanted to come here, remember?”
And so it went. Gently, gently, Nana took my hand and led me out of the
room. We went to his bedroom and he closed the door. He pulled a coloring book

from his bookshelf and grabbed me the crayons. Before long I wasn’t listening
anymore.

“Good job, Gifty,” he said as I showed him my work. “Good job,” and
outside the sound of chaos swirled on.
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Toward the middle of my first year of graduate school, Raymond and I started
seeing each other more seriously. I couldn’t get enough of him. He smelled like
vetiver and musk and the jojoba oil he put in his hair. Hours after I’d left him, I
would find traces of those scents on my fingers, my neck, my breasts, all those
places where we had brushed up against each other, touched. After our first night
in bed together, I'd learned that Raymond’s father was a preacher at an African
Methodist Episcopal church in Philadelphia, and I’d laughed. “So that’s why I like
you,” I said. “You’re the son of a preacher man.”

“You like me, huh?” he said with that deep voice, that sly grin, as he moved
toward me so that we could begin again.

It was my first real relationship, and I was so smitten that I felt like I was a
living lily of the valley, a rose of Sharon. Like an apple tree among the trees of the
forest is my beloved among the young men. I delight to sit in his shade, and his fruit
is sweet to my taste. My friend Bethany and I used to read passages from Song of
Solomon to each other, crouched beneath the pale blue pews in the empty
sanctuary of the First Assemblies of God. It felt illicit to read about all of that
flesh—breasts like fawns, necks like ivory towers—in the pages of this holy
book. It was an incongruous thrill, to feel that flush of desire well up between my
legs as Bethany and I giggled through those verses. Where is all of this pleasure
coming from? I'd think, my voice getting huskier and huskier with each chapter.
Raymond was the closest I'd come to recapturing that feeling, the pleasure as well
as the sense of forbiddenness. The fact that he wanted to be with me at all made
me feel like I was getting away with some con.

He lived on campus, in an Escondido Village low-rise, and pretty soon I was
spending most of my time there. He liked to cook these sumptuous meals, five-
hour braises with homemade bread and salads of shaved radishes and fennel. He’d
invite all of his colleagues from Modern Thought and Literature, and they would
have intense, detailed conversations about things I had never heard of. I'd nod and



smile at the mentions of the use of allegory in Ben Okri’s Stars of the New
Curfew or generational trauma among diasporic communities.

Afterward, I would wash the dishes the way my mother taught me, turning
off the water as I soaped down the pots and pans, trying to get rid of the elaborate
mess Raymond’s cooking always left behind.

“You’re so quiet,” he said, coming up behind me to wrap his arms around
my waist, to kiss my neck.
“I haven’t read any of the books y’all were talking about.”

(13

He turned me around to face him, grinned. I almost never let a “y’all” slip
from my lips, and when I did Raymond seemed to savor it like a drop of honey
on his tongue. That word used sparingly, thoughtlessly, was the only remaining
evidence of my Alabama years. I'd spent a decade carefully burying everything
else.

“Talk about your own work, then. Let us know how the mice are doing. I
just want them to get to know you a little better. I want everyone to see what I
see,” he said.

What did he see? I wondered. I'd usually bat him away so that I could finish
washing the dishes.

That year was the beginning of my final thesis experiment. I put the mice in
a behavioral testing chamber, a clear-walled structure with a lever and a metal
tube. I trained the mice to seek reward. When they pressed the lever, Ensure
would flood into the tube. Pretty soon they were pressing the lever as often as
possible, drinking up their reward with abandon. Once they’d gotten the hang of
this, I changed the conditions. When the mice pressed the lever, sometimes they
got Ensure, but sometimes they got a mild foot-shock instead.

The foot-shock was randomized, so there was no pattern for them to figure
out. The mice just had to decide if they wanted to keep pressing the lever, keep
risking that shock in the pursuit of pleasure. Some of the mice stopped pressing
the lever right away. After a shock or two, they did the mouse equivalent of
throwing up their hands and never went near the lever again. Some of the mice
stopped, but it took time. They liked the Ensure enough to keep holding out hope
that the shocks would stop. When they realized they wouldn’t, those mice,
reluctantly, gave up. Then there was the final group of mice, the ones who never
stopped. Day after day, shock after shock, they pressed the lever.



My parents started fighting every day. They fought about money, how there was
never enough. They fought about time, about displays of affection, about the
minivan, about the height of the grass in the lawn, about Scripture. But at the
beginning of creation God made them male and female. For this reason a man will
leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one
flesh. So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined
together, let no one separate.

The Chin Chin Man hadn’t just left his father and his mother; he’d left his
country as well, and he wouldn’t let my mother forget it.

“In my country, neighbors will greet you instead of turning their heads away
like they don’t know you.”

“In my country, you can eat food fresh from the ground. Corn, hard on its
cob, not soft like the spirits of these people.”

“In my country, there is no word for half-sibling, stepsibling, aunt, or uncle.
There is only sister, brother, mother, father. We are not divided.”

“In my country, people may not have money, but they have happiness in
abundance. In abundance. No one in America is enjoying.”

These mini-lectures on Ghana were delivered to the three of us with
increasing frequency. My mother would gently remind my father that Ghana was
her country too, our country. She nodded and agreed. America is a difficult place,
but look at what we’ve been able to build here. Sometimes Nana would come into
my room and pretend to be him. “In my country, we do not eat the red M&M’s,”
he’d say, throwing the red M&M’s at me.

It was hard for Nana and me to see America the way our father saw it. Nana
couldn’t remember Ghana, and I had never been. Southeast Huntsville, northern
Alabama, was all we knew, the physical location of our entire conscious lives.
Were there places in the world where neighbors would have greeted us instead of
turning away? Places where my classmates wouldn’t have made fun of my name
—called me charcoal, called me monkey, called me worse? I couldn’t imagine it.
I couldn’t let myself imagine it, because if I did, if I saw it—that other world—I
would have wanted to go.

It should have been obvious to us. We should have seen it coming, but we
didn’t see what we didn’t want to see.

“I'm going home to visit my brother,” the Chin Chin Man said, and then he
never came back.



In those first few weeks, he called every once in a while. “I wish you could
see how brilliant the sun is here, Nana. Do you remember? Do you remember it?”
Nana ran home from school every Tuesday in order to make their 3:30 telephone
calls.

“When are you coming back?” Nana asked.
“Soon, soon, soon.”

If my mother knew that soon, soon, soon was a lie, she didn’t let on. I
suppose if it was a lie, it was one she wanted to believe. She spent most of her
mornings on the phone with him, speaking in hushed tones as I prattled on to my
favorite doll. I was four, oblivious to the lurch my father had left us in and to the
deep pain my mother must have been feeling.

If I've thought of my mother as callous, and many times I have, then it is
important to remind myself what a callus is: the hardened tissue that forms over a
wound. And what a wound my father leaving was. On those phone calls with the
Chin Chin Man, my mother was always so tender, drawing from a wellspring of
patience that I never would have had if I were in her shoes. To think of the
situation now still makes me furious. That this man, my father, went back to
Ghana in such a cowardly way, leaving his two children and wife alone to
navigate a difficult country, a punishing state. That he let us, let her, believe that
he might return.

My mother never spoke an ill word about him. Not once. Even after soon,
soon, soon turned into maybe, turned into never.

“I hate him,” Nana said years later, after the Chin Chin Man had canceled
yet another visit.

“You don’t,” my mother said. “He hasn’t come back because he is ashamed,
but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t care about you. And how could you hate him when
he cares so much? He cares about you, he cares about me and Gifty. He cares
about Ghana. How could you hate a man like that?”

The mice who can’t stop pushing the lever, even after being shocked dozens of
times, are, neurologically, the ones who are most interesting to me. By the time
my mother came to stay with me in California, my team and I were in the process
of identifying which neurons were firing or not firing whenever the mice decided
to press the lever despite knowing the risks. We were trying to use blue light to



get the mice to stop pressing the lever, to “turn on,” so to speak, the neurons that
weren’t functioning properly in warning those mice away from risk.

I talked about the lever experiment at the next dinner party that Raymond
threw. He’d made cassoulet, rich with pork and duck and lamb, glistening with oil
and so delicious and sinful that everyone in the room let out audible sighs after
their first bites.

“So i1t’s a question of restraint,” one colleague, Tanya, said. “Like how I
can’t restrain myself from eating more of this cassoulet, even though I know my
waistline isn’t going to be happy about it.”

Everyone laughed as Tanya rubbed her stomach like Winnie-the-Pooh upon
finding a pot of honey.

“Well, yes,” I said. “But it’s a bit more complicated than that. Like even the
idea of a ‘you’ that can restrain ‘yourself’ doesn’t quite get at it. The brain
chemistry of these mice has changed to the point where they aren’t really in
control of what they can or can’t control. They aren’t ‘themselves.””

They all nodded vigorously, as though I'd said something extremely
profound, and then one of them mentioned King Lear. We are not ourselves when
nature, being oppressed, commands the mind to suffer with the body. 1 hadn’t read
Shakespeare since high school, but I nodded along with them, pretending for
Raymond’s sake to be interested in the conversation. After they left that night, all
those dishes in their wake, I could tell that he was happy to see me finally
opening up to his friends. I wanted to be happy too, but I felt like I was lying
somehow. Whenever I listened to his friends speak about issues like prison
reform, climate change, the opioid epidemic, in the simultaneously intelligent but
utterly vacuous way of people who think it’s important simply to weigh in, to have
an opinion, [ would bristle. I would think, What is the point of all this talk? What
problems do we solve by identifying problems, circling them?

I said my goodbyes and then I rushed home and threw up and I never could
eat that dish again.
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When I was still in elementary school, my children’s church pastor told us that sin
was defined as anything you think, say, or do that goes against God. She pulled
out these two puppets that looked like little monsters and had them demonstrate
sin. The purple monster would hit the green monster, and our pastor would say,
“Hey, hitting is a sin.” The green monster would wait until the purple monster’s
back was turned and then steal a Hershey’s Kiss from the purple monster’s hand.
Everyone thought this move was hilarious, so hilarious that our pastor had to
remind us that it was sinful to steal.

I was a good, pious child, committed to not sinning, and the definition that
our pastor gave confounded me. It was easy enough to not do anything wrong or
say anything wrong. But to not think sinfully? To not think about lying or stealing
or hitting your brother when he comes into your room intent on torturing you,
was that even possible? Do we have control over our thoughts?

When I was a child this was a religious question, a question of whether it
was possible to live a sinless life, but it is also, of course, a neuroscientific
question. That day, when the children’s church pastor used her puppets to teach us
about sin, I realized, with no small amount of embarrassment, that my secret goal
of becoming as blameless as Jesus was in fact impossible, and perhaps even
blasphemous. My pray-without-ceasing experiment had all but proven the
impossibility of controlling my thoughts. I could control one layer, the most
readily available layer, but there was always a sublayer lurking. That sublayer was
truer, more immediate, more essential, than anything else. It spoke softly but
constantly, and the things it said were the very things that allowed me to live and
to be. Now I understand that we have a subconscious life, vibrant and vital, that
acts in spite of “ourselves,” our conscious selves.

In the book of Matthew, Jesus says, “You shall love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” Here is a separation.
Your heart, the part of you that feels. Your mind, the part of you that thinks.



Your soul, the part of you that is. I almost never hear neuroscientists speak about
the soul. Because of our work, we are often given to thinking about the part of
humans that is the vital, inexplicable essence of ourselves, as the workings of our
brains—mysterious, elegant, essential. Everything we don’t understand about
what makes a person a person can be uncovered once we understand this organ.
There is no separation. Our brains are our hearts that feel and our minds that
think and our souls that are. But when I was a child I called this essence a soul
and I believed in its supremacy over the mind and the heart, its immutability and
connection to Christ himself.

The week before Buddy the dog died, his golden hair started falling out in
tufts. You'd pet him and come away with fistfuls of that luster. It was clear that
he was coming to his end, but before he did, I went over to Ashley’s house and
prayed for him. “Dear God, bless this dog and let his soul be at rest,” I said, and
Ashley and I knelt down next to Buddy and cried into his soft body, and I had a
vision of Buddy in the vet’s office, his soul rising out of that golden shell and
floating up toward Heaven. It comforted me then to believe in a soul, a separate
self, to picture Buddy’s soul alive and well, even if he wasn’t.

At times, my life now feels so at odds with the religious teachings of my
childhood that I wonder what the little girl I once was would think of the woman
I’'ve become—a neuroscientist who has at times given herself over to equating the
essence that psychologists call the mind, that Christians call the soul, with the
workings of the brain. I have indeed given that organ a kind of supremacy,
believing and hoping that all of the answers to all of the questions that I have can
and must be contained therein. But the truth is I haven’t much changed. I still
have so many of the same questions, like “Do we have control over our
thoughts?,” but I am looking for a different way to answer them. I am looking for
new names for old feelings. My soul is still my soul, even if I rarely call it that.

I have only a few memories of the Chin Chin Man from before he left, and even
those are memories that might have been created from my mother’s stories. Nana
was ten and he remembered everything about our father. I would ask him
question after question, about his hair, the color of his eyes, the size of his arms,
his height, his smell. Everything. In the beginning Nana would answer patiently,
always ending with “You’ll see for yourself soon.”

In that first year, when we all thought the Chin Chin Man was coming back,



we did everything we could to keep our lives the same, to make our home a place
our patriarch would recognize when he returned. My mother, who was always the
disciplinarian except in extreme cases, would sometimes find herself in those
extreme cases shouting, “Just wait until your father gets home!” Those words still
sparked fear in us, were still enough to convince us to behave.

Nana started playing even more soccer. He tried out for the advanced league
and made the team. They practiced every day and had games that took them to
Atlanta, Montgomery, Nashville. It was a huge strain on my mother, as all of the
parents were expected to pay for the equipment and uniforms and travel
expenses. Worse still, they were expected to chaperone at least one of the away
games.

The day of the Nashville game, she had no one to watch me. She’d already
taken the day off work. At that point she was a home health aide for two families,
the Reynoldses and the Palmers, and though neither family was as abusive as Mr.
Thomas, her work doubled but her pay didn’t keep pace. My father’s job had kept
more regular hours, and so he was the one who acted as my caretaker while my
mother went from the Reynoldses to the Palmers and back again. When he left,
my mother resorted to paying an old Bajan woman whose daughter she knew
from the home health company. I loved this old woman, whose name I have since
forgotten. She smelled like fresh ginger and hibiscus, and for years any whiff of
those things would conjure up an image of her. I loved to sit in her lap and
snuggle into the pillow of her fat stomach and feel it expand as she breathed. She
kept ginger candies on her at all times, and she fell asleep so often that it was easy
enough for me to rifle through her purse and steal one. If she woke up and caught
me, she’d spank me or she’d shrug and laugh and I'd laugh too. It was our little
game, and I usually won. But the day of the Nashville game, she’d gone back to
Barbados to attend her friend’s funeral.

I rode the team bus to Nashville on my mother’s lap. She had packed a
cooler of oranges and grapes and Capri Suns and mini water bottles. The night
before, she’d washed Nana’s jersey by hand because a grass stain hadn’t come out
in the washing machine. She didn’t trust washing machines. She didn’t trust
dishwashers either. “When you want something done right, do it,” she would
often say.

Nana’s team was called the Tornados. There was one other black kid on the

team and two Koreans, so Nana didn’t have to worry as much about bearing the
full brunt of taunts from angry, racist parents. He was still the best kid on the



team, still the reason so many parents got red cards, but it was a comfort to him to
not feel so alone.

On the bus ride that day, I wouldn’t sit still. This was the summer before I
started kindergarten, nearly a year after the Chin Chin Man left, and I could feel
the end of my freedom encroaching. I was wilder than usual. On more than one
occasion I'd been brought home by a neighbor after getting into some mischief,
and my mother had long since stopped telling me to wait until my father got
home. I ran up and down the aisle of the bus. I tugged the hair of the child in
front of me until he yelped. I flailed like a fish in my mother’s arms until she
released me. The drive from Huntsville to Nashville only takes about two hours,
and I was determined to make every passenger feel every minute of it.

My mother kept apologizing to the other chaperones and sending me a look
that I knew well. It was her I cannot beat you in front of all these white people, but
just you wait look. I didn’t care. If a beating was inevitable, why stop? I spent the
last fifteen minutes of the bus ride sing-shouting “The Wheels on the Bus,” while
the soccer team plugged their ears and groaned. Nana ignored me. By that point
he was an expert at that.

Two referees in impractical cowboy hats waited for us as we pulled into the
parking lot of the soccer fields.

The boys and their parents rushed off the bus, no doubt eager to get away
from me, but I had already stopped my singing and returned to my calmer, more
peaceful self. Nana was seated next to the emergency exit window, his head
leaned against the red bar in a way that looked uncomfortable.

“Come on, Nana,” some of the kids said as they made their way out, but
Nana didn’t get up from the seat. He lightly banged his head against that red bar,
over and over and over, until everyone left, and it was, finally, just the three of
us. My mother, Nana, and me.

My mother squeezed into the seat beside Nana and pulled me up onto her
lap. She took his chin in her hand and turned him to face her. “Nana, what’s
bothering you?” she said in Twi.

Nana had tears in the corners of his eyes that were threatening to spill, and
he was making a face that I’'ve only ever seen in young boys, a face that is the
facade of a man, hiding a boy who has had to grow up far too fast. I have seen
that faux tough look on boys as they pushed shopping carts, walked siblings to
school, bought cigarettes for their parents who waited in their cars. It breaks my
heart now, to see that face, to recognize the lie of masculinity sitting atop the



shoulders of a young child.

Nana blinked his tears back. He sat up a little straighter, gently lifted our
mother’s hand from his face, and returned it to her lap. “I don’t want to play
soccer anymore,” he said.

Just then one of the referees came onto the bus. He saw the three of us
squeezed into those small seats and gave us a sheepish grin, lifting that cowboy
hat off his head and placing it onto his heart, as though my family was the
national anthem, the yellow school bus a ballpark. “Ma’am, we’re ’bout ready to
get this game started and there are a bunch of boys out there saying their star
player’s still on this bus.”

My mother didn’t even turn to look at the referee. She kept her eyes trained
on Nana. We all remained perfectly quiet and still, and finally the man took the
hint, put his cowboy hat back on, and got off the bus.

“You love soccer,” my mother said once we heard the sound of the referee’s
cleats crunching the gravel of the lot.

“No, I don’t.”

“Nana,” she said sharply, and then she stopped and exhaled for so long I
wondered where she had been keeping all of that air. She could have told Nana
that she’d lost a day’s paycheck to chaperone this trip, that she was already on thin
ice with the Reynoldses for missing work two weeks before when I wouldn’t stop
vomiting and had to be taken to the emergency room. She could have told him
how that emergency room bill was higher than she’d expected, even though we
had insurance, that the night she’d opened that envelope she sat there at our
dining room table crying into her scrubs so that we wouldn’t be able to hear her.
She could have told him that she had already had to take on some extra work
cleaning houses to afford the fees for the advanced soccer league, and that those
fees were nonrefundable and she couldn’t get her time back either. All that time
she’d spent working to afford a trip on a bus with a loud daughter and son who’d
somehow realized in the two-hour-long bus ride that his father wasn’t coming
back.

“We’ll find another way home,” she said. “We don’t have to stay here for
one more second, Nana, okay? You don’t have to play if you don’t want to.”

We walked to the Greyhound station, our mother holding our hands the
entire time. We took that bus home, and I don’t think Nana made a single noise. I
don’t think I did either. I could feel that something had changed among the three
of us and I was trying to learn what my role in this new configuration of my



family might be. That day was the end of my naughtiness, the beginning of my
good years. If our mother was angry or upset at us, me for being a terror, Nana
for changing his mind, she didn’t let on. She wrapped us up in her arms during
that long ride home, her face inscrutable. When we got home, she put all of
Nana’s soccer gear into a box, sealed the box, and dumped it into the nether
regions of our garage, never to be seen again.
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I asked Katherine to lunch at the little Thai restaurant in the basement of the
psychology building. I ordered from the brusque woman, who could sometimes
make eating there feel like a punishment despite how good the food was, and
wandered out to sit in the courtyard while I waited for Katherine to arrive. It was
a sunny, beautiful day. The kind of day I often took for granted living in a place
where the beauty of the school, of nature, seemed to come so effortlessly. This
was in stark contrast to my time on the East Coast, where beauty was hard won,
where every brilliant day had to be savored, the memories of them stored like
acorns buried underground by industrious squirrels, just to get you through those
punishing winters. That first winter in Massachusetts, with snow piled up to my
knees, I'd missed Alabama with an intensity I hadn’t thought possible. I craved
heat and light the way other people craved coffee and cigarettes. Sick and
sluggish, T got a SAD lamp from mental health services and sat staring at it for
hours, hoping it would fool me into believing I was back in the place where I
assume my ancestors first instilled this need for warmth—in Ghana on a beach
just above the equator.

Katherine was half an hour late. I started eating and watched two undergrads
argue in front of the bike stand across the way. It was clear they were a couple.
One of the women circled her U-lock around her wrist while the other woman
shouted, “I have a PSET due at three, Tiffany. You know that.” Tiffany didn’t
seem to know, or maybe she just didn’t care. She was on her bike, zooming off
within seconds, and the other woman just stood there, stunned. She looked
around, trying to see if the fight had had any witnesses. I should have looked
away, given her some privacy in her embarrassment, but I didn’t. We made eye
contact, and her face grew so red I could almost feel the heat coming off of it. I
smiled at her, but that only seemed to make her feel worse. I remembered what it
was like to be that age, so aware of yourself and the theater of your private little
shames. “I have my shit too,” I wanted to say. “I have worse shit than a PSET due
at three, worse shit than Tiffany, even.” She narrowed her eyes at me as though



she’d heard my thoughts, and then she stormed off.

Katherine finally arrived. “Sorry, sorry,” she said, slipping into the seat
across from me. “The Caltrain just decided to stop running for some reason.”

Even in that haggard, breathless state, she looked beautiful. Long black hair
piled messily on the top of her head, those braces-straight teeth—a telltale sign of
someone who’d grown up with money and attention. They gleamed brilliant every
time she smiled. I glanced at her stomach. Nothing. “That’s okay,” I said, and then
I clammed up. I had invited Katherine on the pretense that I wanted to talk about
our work. There were so few women in our field, and though it was important to
have role models and mentors, I had done very little to connect with the other
women in my department. I was the typical graduate student, clambering for the
attentions of the hotshot male scientists, the ones who had discovered this thing,
won that award. I wanted my name spoken in the same breath as theirs, my work
written about in the same journals. Katherine, brilliant though she was, liked to
wear a sweatshirt with the word STEMINIST splashed across the front. Every year,
she manned a booth at the undergraduate career fair for women considering a
career in science. When she’d asked me, my first week at Stanford, if I wanted to
join the Women in STEM group she led, I'd said no without a second thought. I'd
had a professor in college laugh when I asked if he’d be my advisor the year I
declared my major. True, I had never taken a class with him, and true, he was the
preeminent microbiologist on campus, but still, in that split second of laughter
before he caught himself and said, “Why sure, dear,” I'd wanted nothing more
than to turn into dust, to sink into the ground and disappear forever. I didn’t want
to be thought of as a woman in science, a black woman in science. I wanted to be
thought of as a scientist, full stop, and it mystified me that Katherine, whose
work was published in the best journals, was content to draw attention to the fact
of her womanhood. Even this question of a baby, of the little ovulation “0’s” her
husband had snuck into his calendar just at the moment when Katherine’s career
was set to take off, was itself a reminder of the millstone of womanhood we wore
around our necks.

I didn’t want to wear mine, and I wasn’t really interested in talking to
Katherine about the research that she was doing. What I wanted to talk about was
my mother, her sleepy breath hum and weight loss, her vacant eyes, her sloping
back. My dinnertime visits had done nothing to draw her out. After three days, I'd
given up that tack and tried a different one. I called Pastor John and held the
phone to my mother’s ear while he prayed.



“Father God, we ask that you rouse this woman from her slumber,” he said.
“Jesus, we pray that you lift her spirits. Remind her that all of her crosses belong
to you.”

He kept going like this for some time, and my hand started to shake as I
held the phone. I might as well have been casting spells over her for all the good
this was doing. After he had finished, I hung up and slumped down onto the edge
of the bed, sunk my head into my hands. I wanted to cry but I couldn’t. Behind
me, my mother’s breath continued its hum. The sound reminded me of the video
of the black mamba I'd watched when I was a child, even though that snake
hadn’t made a sound. The hum was the only lively thing about my mother, and so
I'd come to be grateful for it, whatever it was.

What was the ethical thing to do? Was it right of me to let her stay in that
bed courting death, practicing for it, even? I turned this question over in my head
every day, playing out the possible scenarios, the things I could do, should do. I
knew the statutes for involuntary commitment in California, and my mother
didn’t meet those burdens. She wasn’t threatening to hurt herself or anyone else.
She wasn’t hearing voices or having visions. She was eating, though only
sporadically and only when she knew I wouldn’t be home to see her do it. It had
only been a week, but the days dragged on, weighed on me. She told me she was
“tired” and that she needed “rest.” I'd heard that before, but every time I thought
of getting someone to intervene I thought of the last time and my courage failed
me. The last time, when she’d gotten out of the hospital after her commitment,
she’d looked at me and said, “Never again,” and I knew what she meant.

I should have said all of this to Katherine. She was a great doctor, an
empathetic person, but when I tried to broach the topic of my mother, my words
turned to ashes in my mouth.

“Are you all right, Gifty?” Katherine asked.

She was giving me what must have been her psychiatrist’s stare, intense and
questioning. I couldn’t hold her gaze.

“Yeah, I'm just a little stressed. I want to get this paper submitted before the
end of the quarter, but I can’t seem to make myself work on it these days,” I said.
I stared out at the palm trees as a quick wind blew through their branches, causing
the fronds to sway.

Katherine nodded at me, but her gaze didn’t change. “Okay,” she said softly.
“I hope you're taking good care of yourself.”

I nodded, but I didn’t even know what it would mean to take good care of



myself, what that would look like. The only thing I was managing to take care of
was my mice, and even they had had their bloody scuffle just weeks before. Me,
my mother, my mice—we were all a little scuffed up, but trying in whatever ways
we knew how. I thought about the winter day my freshman year at Harvard when
I'd finally walked into counseling and mental health services to ask for a SAD
lamp.

“I think it’s the weather. I just feel kind of sad. Not all the time,” I said to
the receptionist, though she had only asked for my name. When she handed me
the lamp, she asked if I wanted to start seeing a counselor. “Freshman year can be
tough,” she said. “You’re far from home, your classes are more rigorous than they
were in high school. It can be helpful to talk to someone.”

I hugged the lamp to my chest and shook my head. The rigor, the toughness,
I'd wanted those things.
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My sophomore year at Harvard was particularly brutal. The magic of my SAD
lamp had worn off and I spent much of that winter trudging to class through snow
that came up to my waist. I'd taught my mother how to make video calls on her
computer, and so sometimes I would call her, thinking I would tell her how
unhappy I was, but then her face would greet me on the screen, confused and
annoyed by the technology, and I'd lose my resolve, not wanting to add my
burdens to her own.

To make matters worse, I was barely hanging on in my Integrated Science
course. I did fine on the homework and tests, but the course had a project lab
component that required working in small groups, and every day, as I sat mutely
in class, I watched my participation points plummet.

“The class would really benefit from hearing your thoughts,” my professor
would sometimes write on the top of my assignments. Later, in my dorm room, I
would rehearse the kinds of things I might say, telling my reflection about all of
my project ideas, but then class time would roll around, and my professor’s eyes
would fall on me and I would clam up. My small group started ignoring me.
Sometimes, when the class split up to work on our projects, my group would
form a circle with me on the outside. I'd shoulder my way in or, more often than
not, wait for someone to notice.

Most of the semester passed this way. Yao, who had established himself as
the leader of our small group, would order everyone around, doling out our
assignments for the night and shutting down any of the ideas proposed by women.
He was tyrannical, misogynistic, but the rest of the group—Molly, Zach, Anne,
and Ernest—were easygoing and funny. I enjoyed being around them, even
though they merely tolerated me.

Zach was the clown. At five foot two, he was shorter than both Molly and

me, but he used his humor and his intelligence to fill up whatever room he was in.
Most days he spent half of our group time trying out little bits on us as though we



were judges on a stand-up comedy reality show. It made it hard for us to know
when he was being genuine or when he was setting up an elaborate joke, and so,
though he was funny, everyone approached anything he said with some amount of
discomfort.

“I passed by these dudes in the quad who were handing out little orange
Bibles,” Zach said one day.

“They’re so pushy,” Molly said. “They practically shoved one into my
pocket.” Molly was both smart and striking, but she was often dismissed because
her voice, with its lilting, questioning sound, made people assume they could
ignore anything she had to say.

“If they touched you, you could scream sexual harassment,” Ernest said. “I
mean, it wouldn’t be the first time someone used Christianity as a cover-up for
sexual assault. This 1s Boston, after all.”

“Oof, harsh, dude,” Yao said. He turned to Zach. “Did you take the Bible?”

“Yeah, I took it and then I climbed onto John Harvard’s lap and just started
waving it around shouting ‘GOD DOESN’T EXIST! GOD DOESN'T EXIST!"”

“How do you know God doesn’t exist?” I said, interrupting their laughter.
They all turned to face me. The mute speaks? their faces said.

“Um, you’re not serious, are you?” Anne said. She was the smartest one in
our group, though Yao would never admit it. Before this, I'd sometimes catch her
watching me, waiting to see if my silence harbored brilliance, but now she looked
at me as though I had finally confirmed her suspicions that I was a complete idiot,
a mistake of the admissions process.

I liked Anne, the way she would sit back and listen to the rest of the group
fumble before swooping in at the last second with the right answer, the most
clever idea, leaving Yao grumbling and huffy. I was embarrassed to have earned
her ire, but also, I couldn’t help myself. I doubled down. “I just don’t think it’s
right to make fun of other people’s beliefs,” I said.

“I'm sorry, but believing in God isn’t just ridiculous, it’s fucking dangerous
too,” Anne said. “Religion has been used to justify everything from war to anti-
LGBT legislation. We aren’t talking about some harmless thing here.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way. Belief can be powerful and intimate and
transformative.”

Anne shook her head. “Religion is the opiate of the masses,” she said, and I
shot her a killing look.



“Opioids are the opiates of the masses,” I said. I knew what I sounded like.
Wild, crazed.

Anne looked at me as though I were a lizard molting before her very eyes,
as though she was finally seeing me, some spark of life. She didn’t press.

Yao cleared his throat and moved the group on to a safer topic, but I had
already exposed myself. A backwoods bama, a Bible thumper. I thought of the
religious student groups on campus that spent some of their days hanging up
flyers in the dorms’ common rooms, inviting people to worship. Those flyers had
to compete with the hundreds of other flyers, for dance marathons, Greek parties,
spoken-word shows. They didn’t stand a chance. And, though I hadn’t worked out
how I felt about the Christianity of my childhood, I did know how I felt about my
mother. Her devotion, her faith, they moved me. I was protective of her right to
find comfort in whatever ways she saw fit. Didn’t she deserve at least that much?
We have to get through this life somehow.

My outburst broke the dam, and after that day I started speaking up more in
class. My grade recovered, though my small group didn’t bother hiding their
disdain for me. I don’t think any of my ideas were ever taken seriously until
someone else repackaged them as their own. After all, what could a Jesus freak
know about science?
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I have been saved and baptized in the Spirit, but I have never been baptized in
water. Nana was baptized in water as a baby at my parents’ church in Ghana,
where they have a more capacious attitude toward the rules and conventions of
Protestantism than most American Pentecostal churches have. There was a kind
of “more is more” attitude toward religion at my mother’s home church. Bring on
the water, the Spirit, the fire. Bring on the speaking in tongues, the signs and
wonders. Bring on the witch doctor, too, if he cares to help. My mother never saw
any conflict between believing in mystics and believing in God. She took stories
about vipers, angels, tornadoes come to destroy the Earth literally, not
metaphorically. She buried our umbilical cords on the beach of her mother’s sea
town like all the mothers before her, and then she took her firstborn to be
blessed. More is more. More blessing, more protection.

When she had me in Alabama, she learned that many Pentecostals here do
not believe in baptizing babies. The denomination is characterized by the belief in
one’s ability to have a personal relationship with Christ. To choose the Lord, to
choose salvation. A baby could not choose to accept Jesus Christ as her Lord and
Savior, so while Pastor John would be happy to say a prayer for me, he wouldn’t
baptize me until I chose it myself. My mother was disappointed by this.
“Americans don’t believe in God the way we do,” she would often say. She meant
it as an insult, but still, she liked Pastor John, and she followed his teachings.

When my friend Ashley’s little brother was born, my family was invited to
his christening. Ashley stood onstage in a white dress and white shoes with crystal
kitten heels. I thought she looked like an angel. Colin cried the entire time, his
face red, his mouth sputtering. He didn’t seem to like it very much, but his entire
family was radiating happiness. Everyone in the room could feel it, and I wanted
1t.

“Can I be baptized?” I asked my mother.
“Not until you're saved,” she said.



I didn’t know what it meant to be saved, not in the context of religion. Back
then, when people at church talked about salvation, I took the word literally. I
imagined that I needed to be near death in order for salvation to take hold. I
needed to have Jesus rescue me from a burning building or pull me back from the
edge of a cliff. I thought of saved Christians as a group of people who had almost
died; the rest of us were waiting for that near-death experience to come so that
God could reveal himself. I suppose I'm still waiting for God to reveal himself.
Sometimes, the children’s church pastor would say, “You have to ask Jesus to
come into your heart,” and I would say those words, “Jesus, please come into my
heart,” and then I would spend the rest of the service wondering how I would ever
know if he’d accepted my invitation. I'd press my hand to my chest, listen and
feel for its thumping rhythm. Was he there in my heartbeat?

Baptism seemed easier, clearer somehow than almost dying or heart-
listening, and after Colin’s baptism I became obsessed with the idea that water
was the best path to knowing that God had taken root. At bath time, I would wait
for my mother to turn her back and then I would submerge myself in the water.
When I lifted myself up, my hair would be wet, despite the shower cap, and my
mother would curse under her breath.

Black girl sin number one: getting your hair wet when it wasn’t wash day.

“I don’t have time for this, Gifty,” my mother would say as she brushed out
my curls, braided my hair. After my third surreptitious DIY baptism, I got a
spanking so bad I couldn’t sit without pain for the rest of that week. That put an
end to that.

When the wounded mouse finally died, I held his little body. I rubbed the top of
his head, and I thought of it as a blessing, a baptism. Whenever I fed the mice or
weighed them for the lever-press task, I always thought of Jesus in the upper
room, washing his disciples’ feet. This moment of servitude, of being quite
literally brought low, always reminded me that I needed these mice just as much
as they needed me. More. What would I know about the brain without them?
How could I perform my work, find answers to my questions? The collaboration
that the mice and I have going in this lab is, if not holy, then at least sacrosanct. I
have never, will never, tell anyone that I sometimes think this way, because I'm
aware that the Christians in my life would find it blasphemous and the scientists
would find it embarrassing, but the more I do this work the more I believe in a



kind of holiness in our connection to everything on Earth. Holy is the mouse.
Holy is the grain the mouse eats. Holy is the seed. Holy are we.

I started playing music around the apartment, songs that I knew my mother liked.
I wasn’t really optimistic that music would get her out of bed, but I hoped that it
would, at the very least, soothe something inside of her. I played schmaltzy pop-
country songs like “I Hope You Dance.” 1 played boring hymnals sung by
tabernacle choirs. I played every song on Daddy Lumba’s roster, imagining that
by the end of “Enko Den” she would be