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            PROLOGUE

            Gorilla Man and Fifty Tiny Ballerinas

         

         I sat quietly on the gym floor and wiggled my toes. I wasn’t allowed to move, but I was so excited I thought I might explode. I always had trouble sitting still, but today it was much harder than usual. The slippery laminate floor felt smooth under my bright blue sweatpants and I ran my fingers idly along the grooves in the wood, needing something to do with my hands and wishing I was outside instead. My heart pounded and the glare from the overhead lights made my dark hair feel heavy and hot. When was it going to be my turn?

         The first pair of girls from my second-grade class were called up to do their dance routine. Their blond hair was tied back with glittery silver ribbons, and under their pink leotards they wore tights with sparkles on them. I looked around the room at the fifty girls from my class all sitting patiently around the blue gym mats waiting for their chance to perform. They all look like Angelina Ballerina, I thought, feeling a small swell of pride in my chest. Not one of them had a green bandanna wrapped around her head. Their outfits hadn’t been borrowed from a real-life gorilla researcher.

         The glittering dancing girls shimmied across the gym mats, swaying and jumping in time to Kris Kross’s “Jump” and giggling nonstop. They were followed by another pair, who did exactly the same thing to exactly the same song. And another pair. And another.

         I elbowed Elizabeth and hissed, “This is so boring. Our routine is going to be so much better.” I couldn’t understand why she looked so pale and unhappy, her brown eyes wide. “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “This is going to be so much fun!” She smiled thinly and looked down at her red sweatpants. She’d insisted on wearing red rather than blue because she said she’d look like a Smurf in blue. I tried to cheer her up by offering to wear the blue, but it hadn’t worked. I still thought we should have tried to put together a gorilla costume for her, but I didn’t want to make her any unhappier. I’d considered bringing her a cookie that morning to make her smile, but I didn’t know what kind she liked. I didn’t know anything about her, really, except that her name was Elizabeth and she was almost as new to my class as I was. We’d been paired together for the dance routine because neither of us had a best friend to run to squealing when we were told to find a partner for the class. Well, I did have a best friend, but he was a boy and they got to play basketball instead.

         The teacher called up the next pair of dancers; there were only a few more kids to go before we were up.

         The routine went like this: I was the hero and Elizabeth was the gorilla I was chasing, who (according to the song) had stolen my woman and driven off in a fancy car. The song didn’t specify whether the hero ever caught the gorilla, but in order to create a dramatic conclusion, I decided that I would end up catching Elizabeth. We would run around in circles for a few minutes during the “chase,” and then the routine would end with me theatrically shoving Elizabeth to the floor and standing over her, victorious. We hadn’t practiced the whole routine yet since Elizabeth hadn’t wanted to, but I wasn’t worried about anything except pushing Elizabeth; she was a lot bigger than I was, and didn’t seem like the kind of girl that got knocked over very often.

         The song itself is called “Gorilla Man,” which my dad told me was written by a Zulu sangoma (healer) in South Africa named Condry Ziqubu. My parents used to play the song while we made dinner, dancing around the kitchen holding my little sister and pretending to be the gorilla to scare her. When I told Dad I wanted to use “Gorilla Man” for my dance performance, he smiled and said, “That’s an excellent choice. Every good story has a car chase.” And then Mom lent me her old green bandanna, the one she had worn to work with Dian Fossey with real-life gorillas in Rwanda.

         I knew “Gorilla Man” by heart and had played it over and over in my head as we practiced our routine. I’d instructed Elizabeth on where she should go and what she should do as the drama played out. When the synthesizers began their downbeat, we’d square off: me, the desperate protagonist, and Elizabeth, the debonair gorilla who’d stolen my lady love.

         “Look happier,” I had to remind her. “You’ve stolen my woman! You’re in a fancy car! You’re not supposed to look terrified, you’re the GORILLA!” For the past week of rehearsals, Elizabeth had looked nauseated as I jumped around the blue gym mats, acting out my choreography.

         But now the day was here, and I couldn’t wait to show everyone how cool I was. My classmates didn’t know me very well since I’d only been back in the US for a few weeks, and no one really understood where I had come from. No one knew where Kenya was, so I had to just say, “I’m from Africa,” when they asked me where I lived. They didn’t know anything about Africa anyway, but just asked whether I had a pet elephant and spoke “African.” My classmates had been genuinely surprised when I said that yes, I owned shoes but didn’t like to wear them unless it was snowing. And no, I’d never seen a Koosh. What was it for? This was my chance to show them that the music from where I lived was so much better than their Top 40 hits. I wiggled my toes again and grinned. This was going to be so good.

         Finally, it was Elizabeth’s and my turn to dance. I hopped up eagerly, pulling Elizabeth behind me with one hand. Why did she look so scared? We were about to be the envy of all these boring little ballerinas around us! I squeezed her hand and smiled even wider, nodding to our gym teacher to start the music.

         The synthesizers started, then the drums. I started dancing slowly in a big circle, moving my hands and tiny seven-year-old hips with the music, the way my Maasai babysitter had taught me, making sure to hit each downbeat with my right foot and throwing in an extra shimmy here and there with the bump of the synthesizer.

         “Tell me where’s Gorilla Man,” Condry Ziqubu wailed, “No one’s found a trace of him…people say he drives a smart car…he looks for beautiful women in town…” Elizabeth half-heartedly mimicked starting a car and started to drive around the gym mat, while I continued to dance. The drums picked up and I danced faster; it felt strange to be dancing to South African music in this school gym in the suburbs of Philadelphia instead of by a campfire in Kenya, but I knew the song so well I let the beat take me away, spinning, stomping, and waving my hands in the air as the bridge chanted, “I’m a, I’m a, I’m a gorilla; I’m a, I’m a, I’m a gorilla!”

         After a few short minutes, we reached the climax of the song: the protagonist spots the Gorilla Man driving down the highway and yells, “We gonna find him, catch him, follow that car! We can’t stop now! ’Cause he took my woman and drove away!” I danced my way behind Elizabeth, who had stopped driving and now stood in the center of the mat, looking like she might cry. I had timed it such that I reached Elizabeth just as the song got to its loudest point, and as the synthesizers and drums hit their final downbeat, I put my hands against Elizabeth’s shoulders and threw her down on the mat, where she landed on her back and lay quietly as the music slowly faded out. I put one foot gently on her stomach and raised my fist in triumph. Gorilla Man had been defeated.

         I panted in exhilaration and looked around the room. There was complete silence. No one moved. No one spoke. My classmates stared up at me with wide eyes and open mouths, a look of utter shock on their faces. Elizabeth whimpered and I removed my foot from her stomach. She rolled away and ran to the other side of the room, where she buried her face in my gym teacher’s sweatshirt. One of my classmates giggled. Then another. Soon, all fifty second-grade girls were laughing and pointing at me. I didn’t know where to go or what to do. I couldn’t run away since they were sitting all around the dance area, and I couldn’t turn to Elizabeth for help because she was crying in my gym teacher’s arms. Bewildered, I stood there, looking from one girl to another in complete confusion.

         “You…you didn’t like it?” I said softly. The roar of laughter grew louder, and the pointing continued. My face burned and I felt a rush of nausea. Suddenly, my sweatpants didn’t feel soft anymore, they felt hot and heavy and wrong. Everything was wrong. My pants were wrong, my turtleneck was wrong, my bandanna was wrong, I was wrong. The blood pounded in my head and my upper lip started to quiver. I heard my dad’s voice in my head say, “Stiff upper lip!” but in that moment I hated him. He was wrong too.

         I won’t cry, I said to myself. I won’t. I won’t. I waded through the crowd of girls and walked slowly through the gymnasium to where my second-grade teacher, Mrs. Elliott, was standing in the doorway, watching.

         I reached the doorway and glared up at her. She squatted down and balanced her elbows on her knees, looking me right in the face, ignoring the laughter that had followed me from the gym. My eyes filled with tears but I angrily brushed them away.

         “Well that was certainly interesting,” she said. I thought she might hug me, but was glad when she didn’t. I wasn’t about to cry on anybody’s shoulder and I just wanted to be left alone. “You know what I think?”

         “What?” I mumbled, my sleeve in my fist and my fist over my eyes.

         “I think that you’re back in the United States now, and not in Africa anymore. And I think it might be time to start acting like the other girls if you want to fit in.”

         You’re wrong, I thought. It would take more than acting and dressing like everyone else to make me fit in; my wrongness was bigger than that, and I knew it from the top of my green bandanna to the tips of my toes, still calloused from the hot sand outside our house in Kenya. If I really wanted to fit in, I’d have to change the inside of me too.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            The First Three Times I Almost Died

         

         The first time I almost died I was six months old. We had just moved to Kenya and were living in a small green house far out in the middle of the grasslands in Amboseli National Park, close enough to the border with Tanzania to see Mount Kilimanjaro. My mother put me down to sleep in my crib with a candle burning on the windowsill since I screamed if the room was completely dark. As the story goes, when she came back a little while later to see if I had fallen asleep, she found me no longer alone in my room but suddenly in the company of a very large, very angry black mamba.

         My mother froze. There wasn’t anything she could do. She couldn’t run into the room without scaring the snake into biting me, so she stood in the doorway, hoping the snake would decide that the flailing baby was too disruptive and leave on its own, which it eventually did, but only after I made an especially loud “coo!” and attempted to grab it by the neck.

         I don’t remember the incident with the snake, of course, nor do I remember the second time I almost died, a few months later when my parents sat me down to play in the grass in front of our house only to see me immediately swarmed by siafus, or safari ants.

         “So what did you do?” I asked, years later when I first heard the story. Siafu bites are very painful, and our Maasai housekeeper Masaku used to tell me how siafus could kill and eat small animals and had jaws so strong that the Maasai sometimes used them for stitches when they had an injury. I couldn’t imagine a baby surviving being swarmed by them. Mom looked uncomfortable.

         “Well, we got them off you, of course,” she said. “Dad brushed most of them off and then we got the rest of them to let go of you by dunking you in the rain barrel behind the house.”

         “You dunked me in a rain barrel?” I yelled.

         “Of course we did! I mean, it was no big deal,” Mom said. “Obviously you were fine. It was a lot less scary than the first time you met a baboon.”

         That one I do remember. I must have been three or so and was again playing outside the house in Kenya. I’d walked a short way down the dusty road that led away from our house and toward the nearby Maasai village, following elephant tracks. I wasn’t paying attention to anything around me, just kicking one of the round balls of elephant poop that the other village children and I often used as soccer balls. I squatted down in the road to pick it up when I heard a rustle in the grass behind me and turned around to find a gigantic monkey standing over me.

         Even as a small child I knew it was a baboon. The monkeys Mom and Dad studied were much smaller and had black spots on their faces; they were called vervet monkeys, though I’d always called them “fever monkeys” since it was easier to say. The vervets rarely came close to our house, but the baboons were often nearby; Masaku told me these nyani were garbage animals that came into his village to look for food. It was the job of the little boys in the village to chase them away from the cows and goats since, though the nyani were monkeys, they were skilled hunters and often killed baby goats and ate them. I knew this particular baboon was a male because his snout was wider and heavier than the females’ and Dad said the male baboons were about the size of a Saint Bernard, whatever that was.

         I dropped my ball of elephant poop and stared up at the baboon, which didn’t seem all that scary. I smiled at it. Mom always told me that animals aren’t dangerous by nature; they’re dangerous if you startle them, and if you don’t then you’re just another animal to them. Then the baboon grunted and took a few steps closer to me.

         “Keena,” I heard Dad say quietly from the front steps of the house where he’d been watching me play. “I need you to do something for me.”

         “Okay!” I said brightly, still looking at the baboon.
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         “I need you to walk backward to me. Do you think you can do that?”

         “Yes, Daddy!” I said. I waved to the baboon and began walking backward through the soft sand in the road. As I retreated, the baboon immediately sat down and snatched up my soccer ball, happily picking through it for partially digested seeds and fruits. Fresh elephant poop is one of their favorite foods.

         It didn’t occur to me that the baboon was any danger to me. Dad seemed relieved when he finally picked me up, but didn’t raise his voice or shout in any way that made me think he’d been worried for my safety. Baboons were familiar, and just as much a part of my daily life as the Maasai warriors who trooped down the road singing songs in their bright red shukas or the herds of elephants, buffalo, and zebras that roamed through the grassland around our house, which Dad drove me out to see in our Land Rover if I’d been good.

         We’d been living in Kenya for almost two years by then, all in the little green house in the grasslands under the mountain. I knew that Kenya was in Africa, and Africa was a long way away from another place called America, where Mom and Dad said we had another home that I didn’t remember. “Home” to me meant soft wind and waving grass, the smell of zebras and the whooping of hyenas as the sun set over the plains. Home was our housekeeper Masaku letting me tenderize meat with an empty wine bottle before dinner and shaking out my shoes before putting them on in case scorpions or spiders were inside. Home was spending my days wrenching the lug nuts on and off the wheels of our truck and going on game drives with Dad to look at buffalo and watch quietly as they moved through the grasslands like ships on the sea.

         America was where I was born, or so they told me. When Mom learned she was pregnant with me, she had driven into the capital city of Nairobi to one of the few clinics that had an ultrasound machine. Shaking his head sadly, the ultrasound tech informed my mother that her fetus was “too deformed” and had “a very, very small head. Too small for a human baby.” Mom unsuccessfully tried to stay calm and made arrangements to fly to California to have her child, since my parents’ academic affiliation with Stanford University gave her access to the hospital there.

         The second I was born I was whisked into the neonatal intensive care unit and a team of doctors descended on me, led by a neonatologist named Dr. Sunshine. When I was finally brought back to my mother, Dr. Sunshine said cheerily, “Her head is fine. Just please promise me: no more backroom ultrasounds.”

         I also knew I had grandparents in America, though I never saw them. They often wrote us letters that my mother read to me, and sometimes sent me presents, including a stuffed owl I named Bundi, which Masaku had told me was the Swahili word for owl. Everyone gave me stuffed monkeys, since that’s what my parents studied, but I liked the owl best because it was different. Masaku said that witches turned themselves into owls at night and that it was very bad luck if an owl landed on your house because it meant that someone who lived there would die soon. He refused to touch Bundi, even though it was just a toy.

         My grandparents were furious when my parents brought me back to Kenya only a couple of months after I was born. When my mom had become pregnant with me, my parents had only recently relocated to Kenya from the Karisoke Research Center in Ruhengeri, Rwanda, where they had been working with the famed gorilla researcher Dian Fossey in a camp that was very basic and hardly a place to raise a baby. My grandparents were worried that our home in Kenya might be just as unsuitable.

         It’s important to specify that these concerns came almost entirely from my dad’s parents, the ones who lived in suburban Chicago. His family was (as he later put it) “painfully conventional,” and the idea of moving halfway around the world to study monkeys was an unbelievable shock to the country club community he had grown up in.

         “I just don’t know what to tell them,” Dad’s mother drawled in a Southern accent she brought with her from Hattiesburg, Mississippi.

         “There aren’t any monkeys in the US,” Dad would say. “If I’m going to study them in their natural habitat I kind of have to go where that is.”

         “Are you sure you don’t want to be an architect?” his father would ask, and Dad, third in a line of Robert Seyfarths and the first nonarchitect, would simply nod.

         “This is what I’m going to do,” he said. Eventually, they agreed it was fine as long as he didn’t take his children with him, whenever they came along.

         Mom’s mother, my grandmother Sally, was never bothered by Mom and Dad’s work. Mom was raised in the Foreign Service, in a family that spent time in Malaysia, the Netherlands, and Nicaragua all before my mom was a teenager, and before her father was killed in a plane crash on an aid mission in the Philippines. No one in her family was bothered in the least by having few modern amenities or not speaking to family members for months or sometimes years at a time because the mail was so slow. When she met Dad in college and decided to follow him into his PhD program in animal behavior so she could go “ask interesting questions about interesting animals in interesting places,” as she used to tell me, her mother and siblings barely batted an eye.

         “It really was very wet and cold up there in Dian’s camp,” Mom told me. “We lived in these tiny wooden huts that were heated with wood stoves and were always full of smoke. It was so wet that nothing ever dried and it was very hard to keep our notes and recording equipment from being chewed up by rats. There were just so many rats…” she trailed off. “At night they would sometimes run across my bed and I’d have to hit them with books.”

         It sounded to me like the entire time at Dian’s camp was difficult. First, studying the gorillas was challenging. In order to observe their natural behavior, the scientists had to do everything they could to make sure the gorillas ignored them, including standing quietly as young silverbacks charged them in displays of aggression, and letting themselves be shoved down a hill covered in stinging nettles if the babies wanted to play with them. Back at the camp, Dian liked to slap Dad on the back and call him Bobby, even after he repeatedly told her that he preferred to be called Robert.

         “Not to worry, Bobby,” Dian would say, throwing her arm around Dad’s shoulders. “Auntie Dian will always be there for you.”

         As Rwanda became more and more dangerous to work in politically, Dian began to show signs of strain. Her paranoia became increasingly odd, and when she eventually confided in my parents that she thought her phones were being tapped, they decided that the time had come to move on to a more stable and comfortable situation.

         Kenya, my parents patiently explained to my grandparents, was much safer. Vervet monkeys are small and nonthreatening, and we could live in a real house, far away from the smoking shacks of Dian’s mountain camp. But it was no use. To my grandparents, everywhere in Africa was the same and the whole continent was dangerous. One of the first sentences I learned to say on my own was, “I am fine, I am safe,” spoken confidently through a phone from a hotel in Nairobi to my grandparents’ house in the suburbs of Chicago.

         And I really was fine, at least to the extent that I understood what that meant as a toddler. Every day, my parents would leave in the Land Rover to spend the day watching and observing the vervet monkeys, while I would hang out with Masaku as he did chores around the house or took walks to the village to talk with the other mzee, old men like himself. Masaku smelled like wood smoke, and his hands were soft and strong as he held on to mine as we walked.

         Masaku taught me the names of all the animals on the plains in front of our house and that each animal has a different kind of track and its own kind of poop. As we walked up and down the road between the village and our house, he would point out crisscrossing lines of animal prints and wait for me to tell him which animals they came from; these small ones were gazelles’, these hoofprints were zebras’, and this poop was from a hyena—the easiest of all to identify because hyena poop is always white from the bones they eat. How many lobes on the paw of a simba (lion)? I held up three fingers. And do you see claws when you see the track of a duma (cheetah)? I nodded my head yes. Cheetahs’ claws don’t retract into their paws like lions’ and leopards’ do.

         Sometimes one of Masaku’s three wives would help babysit me, though as a child I always had a hard time telling them apart since they never really spoke to me. None of them ever said anything above a whisper. When Dad asked him why, Masaku replied, “One of them cursed the other two so they can only speak in a whisper and the one who did the cursing also whispers in order to hide her identity.”

         “And you don’t mind?” Dad asked.

         “Oh no,” he replied. “The house is so quiet.” And every afternoon, Mom and Dad would come back from work and take me on game drives out through the grasslands of Amboseli National Park to look for animals. The buffalo were my favorite since they moved around in such large groups that they would completely surround the car and make me feel like I was part of the herd. We often saw elephants, zebras, and herds of hundreds and hundreds of wildebeests grazing under the mountain and bleating like cows. My parents and I would sit out there for hours, quietly watching the animals go about their business, while Dad would periodically reach out the window of the Land Rover to empty my plastic bin into the grass. Potty training had to go on, even when there were wildebeests to watch.

         Every morning as the sun came up and every evening as it set behind Mount Kilimanjaro, I sat on the front step of the tiny green house and watched the animals move across the land. Birds flew home to roost, elephants rumbled to their babies, and zebras moved out of the trees into the grass where they could see any approaching predators more easily. When it was time for dinner, we ate at a small foldout table in the kitchen, lit by hurricane lanterns and open to the night. Sometimes Mom and Dad told me the story about how an elephant sneezed on their windshield, and sometimes we’d talk about the vervet monkeys and how they were different from the gorillas they studied in Rwanda. When I went to sleep under my mosquito net with my stuffed owl, the thick smells from outside surrounded me and reminded me the animals were still there, just going to sleep as I was, and we’d see each other again in the morning when the sun came up.

         Despite the peace of being alone with the wind and the animals, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of disquiet creep slowly into my life. Why did Mom and Dad keep telling me my home was not my home? And what were these machines in my books called elevators, escalators, and microwaves? These things were as foreign to me as this place called America, and even though I was told I’d seen them before, I wasn’t interested in going back. There was so much to see and do and learn about in Kenya, and Mom and Dad said there were no animals in the US. Why would I want a home that didn’t include them? America could stay safely where it was, on the other side of the world; I had all the home I needed already.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            A Dead Chicken

and an Offer of Marriage

         

         We left Kenya for a few months in the summer when I was two and a half years old. My parents had accepted full-time teaching positions at the University of Pennsylvania and had to “make an appearance” in the US in order to reassure the university that they wouldn’t be spending all their time in Kenya, though they had every intention of being there as much as they possibly could. They also wanted to be in the States because they were expecting another child and didn’t want to risk undergoing the same traumatic experience that they’d had with me. They bought a small yellow house in the suburbs of Philadelphia and, despite my vehement objections about its having “too big an inside and not enough outside,” they made me live in it.

         The house itself was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Though it was fairly small by US standards, it felt huge in comparison to our house in Amboseli and had all kinds of features that were completely new to me. The front door was not just a door but actually two doors, one on the outside made with heavy glass and one on the inside that was made of wood that was even thicker and harder to push open. I had to open both of these doors to enter the actual house. Once I finally got inside, there was a big room that was called the “living room,” even though we lived in all the rooms. The house also had a “dining room,” where we ate dinner on special occasions like Christmas or when my grandparents came to visit, and a tiny room off the kitchen where there were two large white machines that made a lot of noise and vibrated against the tile floor like a herd of stampeding buffalo. This small room was always warmer than the rest of the house and smelled clean, like wind after the rain or the grass after Masaku cut it with his machete.

         But the house’s most exciting feature by far was its second floor. I knew what stairs were, and I’d even gone up and down them a few times in fancy places like the airport or the shopping center in Nairobi, but I’d never had them in my own house, where I could go up and down them whenever I felt like it. The stairs started in the hallway next to the heavy front door and went up exactly twelve steps before they stopped at a small square resting place called a “landing,” took a left turn and went up six more steps to the second floor of the house. Mom said the stairs were not as fun as stairs ought to be because they were carpeted and no good for Slinkys, which needed wooden stairs, but I cared less about that than the fact that they also came with a dark wooden bannister.

         The bannister was smooth and heavy, much like the front door, but smelled different. If I put my nose right up to the wood and closed my eyes, I could smell dark trees with fluttery green leaves, smoke from a campfire, and just the faintest hint of buffalo. I knew that buffalo often liked to scratch on trees to clean themselves, so I assumed this bannister had come from one of those buffalo-scratching trees.

         There were all kinds of things for me to do during the day in the new house. When I got tired of running up and down the stairs, I could put on my socks and slide across the dining room floor, climb the shelves in the linen closet, or find other things to jump off of, like the magnolia tree in the front yard, the hood of the car, or the hot metal contraption in my bedroom that hissed and spat but made the room warm and cozy when it was cold outside. It was cold in Kenya, but never enough that you needed anything more than a campfire. This was a different kind of cold, the kind that somehow got under your jacket where it wasn’t wanted.

         I distrusted this metal apparatus during the day but was terrified of it at night. That was when the daytime animals and birds went to sleep and the nighttime animals began their silent hunting; it was supposed to be a quiet time. But the radiator in my bedroom didn’t seem to adhere to any of the same rules as the rest of the natural world, and that made it dangerous. It pinged and whistled all night long and made it hard for me to sleep. When I closed my eyes, I kept picturing the steamship from the movie Pinocchio that took the bad boys away to Pleasure Island to be turned into donkeys. Instead of the comforting familiarity of hyenas whooping and zebras calling, in America the only company I had was the bubbling muttering from the metal monster in the corner of my room, waiting for me to fall asleep so it could turn me into a donkey.

         My bedroom itself also became a threat when the lights went out. The house creaked and groaned as the wind blew outside and I wondered how the second floor was supposed to stay attached to the first when all that connected them were pieces of wood and nails. Masaku used to give me bent nails to straighten while I helped him cook and I knew how easy it was to reshape them. At any moment I expected my room to either topple backward off the house and land in the backyard or for the floor to splinter under the legs of my bed and collapse in on itself, crushing the room below it and sending me toppling into the basement, which, naturally, I imagined to be full of snakes and spiders. Sometimes, desperate to hide from the sounds of the wind and the threats of the radiator, I would grab Bundi and crawl under my bed. It felt safer there somehow, and if I laid my head sideways on the floor I could hear the hum from the refrigerator in the kitchen below. This sound wasn’t so scary to me since it reminded me of falling asleep on a plane flying to Kenya. Finally, I would fall asleep.

         Outside our house, too, I found America to be a terribly confusing place.

         “Is that Nairobi?” I asked Mom, pointing to a steeple poking through the trees outside my window.

         “No, Nairobi is very far away. That’s a church.”

         “What’s a church?”

         She rocked back on her heels, taking a pause from helping me tie my sneakers. “Ah… that’s a good question. A church is a place where people go when they feel sad or confused and want to sit and think for a while.” I considered this a moment and then nodded. I’d never been inside a church before, but since it was built with stone, I assumed it must be something like a cave on the inside, which sounded like a very good place to sit and think.

         Every Saturday morning, Dad took me out in our red Volvo station wagon to do errands with him. Our first stop would be the bank, where Dad would take out exactly one hundred dollars in cash and fold the bills neatly in the wallet he kept in his back pocket. If I was being good and not asking too many questions, he would let me push the buttons on the robot that gave him the money. But no matter how nicely I asked, he would never let me smell it. Money was interesting because it looked like it might come from a plant but smelled completely different.

         Our next stop would be the farmers market, which was my favorite place in all of America. The farmers market was a large room with four wide aisles in it, all of which were full of people in overalls and old-fashioned hats selling vegetables still dirty from the ground, fancy pastas in the shapes of springs and ribbons, and sticky cakes covered in raisins that smelled like Christmas and made my mouth water. Dad always went immediately to the cheese counter, where he asked a man with a big beard for “one piece of American cheese for immediate consumption.” The man would smile and remove a piece of white cheese from a large stack and hand it to me, wrapped in a piece of wax paper. As Dad continued to talk to the man about various cheeses, I would slowly peel the cheese apart in thin strips and dangle them over my open mouth, like prisoners on a pirate ship being made to walk the plank. We never had cheese in Kenya since the Maasai thought fermented milk was disgusting and much preferred to drink it fresh from the cow and mixed with blood to make the warriors strong. I liked it because it felt smooth and slippery.

         Other things that Americans ate were different too. Americans didn’t drink Ribena or eat the same kind of Smarties that I did in Kenya, the candy-coated chocolate kind that came from a place called Great Britain in cardboard tubes and tasted different from American M&M’s. Americans also didn’t take tea in the afternoon or pepper their sentences with British words like “rather,” “knickers,” and “jolly,” the way my parents’ friends in Kenya did. Mom told me that Kenya had been colonized by Great Britain before becoming independent in 1963, but a lot of the trade between the two countries continued and that was why so many of the things we found in Nairobi were actually not Kenyan at all, just imports from Britain. Even though Americans seemed to be trying to speak English too, everything they said sounded like it was coming through their noses.

         I was too close to the ground to hear much of Dad’s dealings with the various vendors, so I stayed tight to his side as I was instructed and people-watched instead. These Americans seemed awfully clean and tidy, which meant that they didn’t spend much time outside. Their clothes looked new, without any stains or rips on the sleeves or pant legs, and their hair was combed in neat little lines that fell politely and obediently around their faces. America, I thought as I looked around the farmers market at the staid patrons in their fancy coats and shiny shoes, was a place to behave.

         We hadn’t been back in the States for more than a month or two before I was rudely dragged out from under my bed in the middle of the night and driven to the house of a family friend where I was to stay while my parents went to the hospital to retrieve my new baby sister, Lucy.

         Lucy was a tiny baby, about the size and shape of a small vervet, and had bright blue eyes and a shock of dark, fluffy hair, very unlike my own eyes and hair, both of which were dark brown like my mother’s. I remember the dark hair in particular because one day when she was about six months old, all of her hair seemed to fall out overnight and was replaced with the bright, almost iridescent blonde hair she has had ever since.

         “What do you think of her?” Mom asked one day when I was helping her give Lucy a bath in the kitchen sink. I was in a grouchy mood because all of my stuffed animals were in the big white cleaning machine and Lucy had been screaming all morning.

         “I think,” I said, “that Lucy will become smaller and smaller until one day she becomes a plant.”

         “That so?” said Mom.

         “Yes. A plant.”

         Through no fault of her own, Lucy was an incredibly colicky baby and took up a lot of my parents’ time, between calming her down, trying to get her to eat, and then cleaning up the baby vomit from all the creative places Lucy managed to spray it. It was clear that Mom and Dad needed help, though I wasn’t sure how I could contribute. Lucy seemed very sick, and I was worried that if we didn’t figure out how to make her better, my parents would never have time to play with me again and Lucy might really turn into a plant (which, I admitted to myself, I didn’t really want to happen).

         While Lucy rocked back and forth in her baby swing, I pulled over my red plastic stool and pretended to read to her. I couldn’t read the actual words, of course, but I’d memorized all my favorite children’s books to the point where I knew what happened on every page and could recite the stories to her from start to finish, filled with dramatic voices and reenactments of the action scenes.

         The story I told Lucy most often was from the book Babar and Zephir. When the monkey princess Isabelle is kidnapped from the tree city of Monkeyville, Zephir the monkey goes on a quest to rescue her from a strange yellow beast, a kind of hornless rhino named Polomoche, who hides in a green cloud smelling of rotten apples. Real monkeys don’t do this, I pointed out to Lucy; real monkeys sit in trees and talk to each other and eat fruit, but they do not fight sea witches or evil mermaids or whatever kind of animal Polomoche was.

         “You’ll see,” I said to Lucy. “Soon we’ll take you to where the monkeys live and you won’t cry anymore.” No one ever cried when there were monkeys to look at; I knew that for sure.

         Back in Kenya, Masaku and the men from the village came by to welcome us home and offer their condolences to my father. Only two children, and both girls? My father was a very unlucky man—my mother should have drunk more liquid goats’ fat when she was pregnant; that was the best way to have sons. Dad feigned weariness and shook their hands, agreeing that the best thing for his small girls was to find them husbands as soon as possible.

         One of the ladies from the village started coming to the house every day to help look after Lucy and me while my parents were out working. Soila was very kind and patient, and while I found her more nurturing and significantly more snuggly than Masaku or his wives, I was a bit disappointed that her version of playtime was usually of the indoor variety and involved a lot less animal poop identification.

         Soila often brought her two sons with her to the house. At seven and eight years old, Njaraini and Ma were slightly older than me, and were already doing things that the big kids did, like guard the village goats from the nyani and visit the truck graveyard, where the long-haul truckers from Rwanda and Burundi abandoned their trucks when they broke down and no one had the money to fix them. The truck graveyard was one of my favorite places to go, but Dad wouldn’t allow me to go alone, and only took me on special occasions like my birthday. But when Njaraini and Ma started coming by to play, Dad said it was safe enough for us to go to the truck graveyard by ourselves as long as we stuck together.

         Njaraini, Ma, and I visited the truck graveyard almost every day. The trucks were our jungle gyms, and so large that we could spend hours scrambling through the cabins, climbing up the ladders on the sides, and poking around the wheels, all of which were taller than we were. All the best pieces from the trucks had long since been looted and sold, but if we were lucky we could find a lug nut or a spring from one of the engines. Masaku shook his head when he found the pockets of my shorts full of rusty car detritus and stored all the pieces carefully in a plastic bag to give to the boys when they came back to play the next day, as he didn’t consider car detritus appropriate toys for a girl.
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         One afternoon, Njaraini, Ma, and I were running through the village toward the truck graveyard when we came across a small yellow chick. Usually all the village chicks and chickens moved around together to keep them safe from the wild animals, but this one was all alone and looked scared. Ever so gently, I picked the chick up around its middle and cupped it in my hands, being careful not to wrap my fingers around its neck. I’d seen men from the village carry dead chickens by their necks and didn’t think that was the proper way to carry a live chicken. I told Njaraini and Ma that we should return the chick to the village, and Njaraini said we should be extra careful because this chick belonged to one of the chief’s chickens, and therefore to the chief himself.

         Slowly, we walked back to the village, passing the chick between us so we could all have a turn holding it and feeling its soft feathers against our hands. I don’t remember how it happened, but by the time we got back to the village the chick had been passed between us many times and somewhere along the way it had died. I was horrified for the baby bird, but Njaraini and Ma flew into a complete panic. As soon as they saw the limp chick dangling in my hands, they said the chief was going to beat them if he found out, and they dashed headlong back toward the truck graveyard to hide.

         I felt sick to my stomach and disgusted with myself that this beautiful little creature had died when I was supposed to be taking care of it. I marched resolutely back toward the village and, under the watchful gaze of the mzee sitting around the fire and a number of other children, deposited the dead chick very carefully on the concrete step of the chief’s hut. Then I ran home and told Masaku everything.

         Masaku told me the next day that Njaraini and Ma had hidden in the truck graveyard for the rest of the day but had in fact been given a beating by the village chief when they returned home for dinner. This felt grossly unfair to me since I was also responsible for killing the chick, and I demanded that Masaku take me to the village chief to receive my share of the beating. Masaku refused, but promised to pass on my outrage to the village chief when he went home. I don’t know what Masaku actually told the chief, but he reported to me that the chief had laughed at my request and called me a brave little girl.

         “You are not like the other children,” Masaku told me. “You do not get a beating.” I stomped my foot and glared at him. What Masaku said didn’t make sense to me. I was just the same as Njaraini and Ma; why did everyone insist on treating me like I wasn’t?

         “You are not like Njaraini and Ma,” Masaku said. “You are not Maasai; you are a white, American girl. You are very different.” This made my stomach hurt, but I couldn’t argue with him. I had always known that my skin was a different color than his, or Soila’s, or Njaraini’s and Ma’s, but the ramifications of those differences hadn’t been clear to me, at least in a personal sense. I thought through what Masaku said. I knew we were fortunate to have a car, which none of the villagers had, but that Mom and Dad tried to share the car by letting the villagers borrow it and helping to shuttle people to the nearby health center in Loitokitok if someone was sick. I also had more books and toys than the other children did, but tried to follow Mom and Dad’s example by sharing them with my friends whenever they asked. These concrete actions were obvious to me in the sense that if my family had something that someone else needed, we shared because that was the right thing to do. But the idea that where I was born and the color of my skin made us fundamentally different from each other—that was new to me. Even though I lived in a house and my parents had a car, we still lived in the same place and loved the same things, so how could we not be the same? My six-year-old mind couldn’t figure it out.

         I was very sad when Soila told me that Njaraini and Ma wouldn’t be coming by to play anymore. I missed their company, and without them I didn’t have a soccer ball to kick against the side of the house or toward the zebras in the grass behind the clothesline. Soila said they missed me too, but that didn’t matter much if I was never going to see them again.

         My family had almost forgotten about the chicken incident when one night a Maasai warrior from the village stopped by the house after dinner. He’d heard about the brave little white girl in the green house and, despite the fact that she was only six years old, was interested in adding her as one of his future wives for the generous price of five cows. Dad politely declined.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

            Don’t Bring Your Beer Shirt to

Show-and-Tell

         

         When I was six, we left Kenya for good. My parents’ work with the vervet monkeys had been successful, science-wise, but it was becoming increasingly difficult for them to conduct their research. The Maasai herdsmen’s cattle ate the undergrowth where the vervets liked to hide and scared them up into trees, completely disrupting their normal behavior and making it impossible for my parents to conduct their experiments.

         By 1990, times were changing in the world of primate research too. The three greats of primate research, Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey, and Birutė Galdikas, first brought the world’s attention to the great apes in the 1960s and 1970s and documented a great deal about what the animals ate, what their family structures were like, and how they interacted with each other. When it became clear that primates were much more complex than anyone thought, a new generation of primatologists like my parents began asking even tougher questions: How did primates communicate in their social groups? Did they know the difference between their sister, their cousin, and a stranger? And if so, how would their behavior change if they were interacting with a close family member compared to a stranger? How much did they really understand about their world?

         Vervet monkeys don’t do anything as stylish or intellectually challenging as using stone tools or fishing for termites like Jane Goodall’s chimpanzees did, but they do have a number of interesting behaviors. At the time my parents were doing their research, there was a huge debate going on in the primate world about language, and whether we can take something like a monkey chirp or chatter and call it a “word.” Many scientists assumed that animal vocalizations were just involuntary expressions of emotions, like shouting out when something surprises you or touching a hot stove. This wouldn’t be considered language. Others took a different approach, focusing less on what primates do on their own and more on what they could be taught to do. There were several famous examples of gorillas being taught to use human sign language in laboratory settings, and many scientists took this as proof that primate language did exist since primates had the capacity to learn it, even if they didn’t use language in their own societies in the same way.

         My parents ascribed to the idea that if you could teach a captive chimp or gorilla to understand the meaning of a sign, this ability to understand meaning must have been favored by evolution, so we ought to be able to discover how it functions in the wild. In the 1960s, a colleague of theirs named Thomas Struhsaker reported that vervet monkeys give different-sounding alarm calls in response to predators like leopards, eagles, and snakes, so my parents decided to study these calls with playback experiments on the animals in their natural habitat.

         My parents hated lab work. They didn’t like locking animals up, and despite the importance that others in their field had attached to the idea of teaching primates to use sign language, they believed that teaching an animal to do something wasn’t as interesting as looking at what that animal already does in its own natural setting. “You can train a dog to ride a bicycle,” Dad used to say. “That doesn’t mean that if you put a bicycle in front of a dog he’ll just know how to ride.” What Dad meant by this is that there’s a difference in what a vervet could be taught to do, which demonstrates a certain capacity for learning, and what they do unprompted. Observing this natural behavior (or manipulating it) is what would help show how and why vervets do what they do, and the implications those behaviors have on how human communication has evolved from it.

         The vervet monkeys in Amboseli were highly communicative and spent most of their day interacting with each other while they ate and hopped through the acacia trees. They barked and chirped and chattered and screamed. All of this, my parents believed, showed the members of the group engaging in social communication that not only signified intent and feeling but also served to further solidify the social bonds among the individuals.

         Building on Struhsaker’s earlier vervet communication work, my parents focused their research on the three distinct calls that vervets made when they saw a predator. Each call sounded different from the others, and each produced a very different reaction in the vervet group. My parents showed that the vervets’ reactions to the alarm calls weren’t just instinctive reactions, but that they really understood what each call meant—that, as Dad would say, “call X” means “response X.” My parents proved this by manipulating the vervets’ situations to show that pairing “call X” with “response Y” made the vervets completely confused, indicating that they knew the pairing was somehow wrong. Using a classic experiment, they would strategically place a stuffed predator in the vervets’ path (like a stuffed leopard they borrowed from a Nairobi museum) and then play the incorrect alarm call for the vervets over a hidden speaker (like the call for “snake”). Some of the vervets would give the “leopard response” and jump into the trees and others would give the “snake response” and stand on their hind legs to look around. Then, all would look at each other as if to say, “What the hell?”

         This was a big deal in the world of primatology, and my parents, excited and reenergized by the success of their experiments, were desperate to find another field site where they could continue their work, if not with vervets than with other monkeys. There weren’t many realistic options for them, however. They didn’t want to go back to Dian’s gorilla camp in Karisoke and, because they had my sister and me (then three and five years old) in tow, couldn’t go to any of the chimpanzee study sites. Chimpanzees have been known to hunt and eat human children. My parents told me a story of some chimps raiding the research camp of a colleague and chasing their four-year-old daughter around and around the camp, trying to kill her, before being chased off by their research assistants.

         “I don’t think I like chimps,” I declared after hearing this story.

         “That’s okay; neither do I,” Dad said. “I’d much rather stick to monkeys.”

         Leaving Kenya felt like a punch in the stomach. Mom tried to downplay our departure by telling me it was just a vacation to visit my grandparents, but when she and Dad donated all our clothes and toys to the village and sold the car, I knew we were leaving for good. I sobbed when Masaku left our house for the last time, but he merely grunted and told me I was going home and should be happy about it.

         “BUT I AM HOME!” I bawled, wrapping my arms around one of the car tires and pressing my face against the dusty rubber. Mom shook Masaku’s hand and pried me off the tire, but I didn’t stop crying until we got on the plane and a flight attendant handed me a dinner tray with a bread roll and a little jar of jam. I adored the tiny “jam-jammies” that we got on planes and in hotels, and when Mom handed me hers and Dad’s to play with too, I cheered up a little bit.

         Back in Philadelphia, Mom said I was old enough to go to school and “might as well give it a try” while she and Dad were busy at the university and toddler Lucy was in day care. I had never gone to school before, though Mom and Dad had taught me how to read and write while we were in Amboseli. There had been a school in the nearby town of Loitokitok, but since the kids there were just working on reading and writing and basic math anyway, Mom and Dad said I could just as easily do that at home. After all, they were both professors. Despite my objections to the idea when I heard that school was an inside activity, Mom applied for me to enroll in a fancy nearby private school to start first grade. She selected this school at the recommendation of some colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania whose children had gone there and because the school administrators were comfortable with the idea of her and Dad taking me out of school if and when they found another field site and moved. Though there were two excellent public schools nearby, neither had agreed to let me join the class if we were just going to leave again, telling my mother I was either in school or I wasn’t; Mom couldn’t just withdraw me whenever she felt like it. So, private school it was.

         I had to take an IQ test in order to be accepted into the school and, when he gave my mother my results, the test assessor shook his head and said, “She meets the Shipley School’s standards, I just don’t understand why she was talking so much about gold and rubies.” (It was because I’d just been sick with a stomach bug and had been allowed the rare privilege of watching a movie; I’d picked The Hobbit.)

         At the Shipley School, first grade was on the second floor of what my teacher called a carriage house, surrounded by tall, dark trees that were much bigger than the trees we had in Amboseli and also much less interesting because only squirrels lived in them, not eagles or leopards. Though getting up every morning and going to school was a completely foreign experience to me, I found that I liked first grade, largely due to my exceptionally understanding teacher, Mrs. Morgan. After Mom explained where we’d come from and how I usually spent my days playing with car parts or chasing zebras behind our house, Mrs. Morgan made sure I ran around as much as possible at recess and was gentle when she told me not to bring my Tusker beer T-shirt to school after I wore it one day for show-and-tell. Realizing how much I disliked sitting still, she let me doodle as much as I wanted during class as long as I promised I was listening, and even made sure I had a seat by the window where I could watch the squirrels chase each other up and down the trees. Everything was very clean and very orderly and I did my best not to fidget, since I remembered that I had to behave myself in America.

         There were only twelve students in Mrs. Morgan’s class, and she clustered our desks in four groups of three, so that each student had what she called “desk friends.” While she said it was important that we made friends with all the other students, our desk friends were supposed to be our “at-school family,” the classmates who would lend you their markers if you left yours at home and hold your hand on the walk to the cafeteria for lunch.

         My two desk friends were a boy named Nat and a girl named Meghan. Nat had wavy brown hair like mine and was very quiet. He was nearly as short as I was and was the only other person I’d met who liked the book Redwall as much as I did, though he said he preferred computer games to reading if he could choose. Nat taught me how to draw dragons and told me that if there was ever a girl who could be an X-wing pilot in Star Wars, it would be me. I liked him immediately.

         Meghan was a little taller than me and had soft blonde hair that she pinned back with pink ribbons or a glittery hair band. Her shoes were always tied and she had beautiful handwriting that slanted to the right just the way Mrs. Morgan wanted it to and never sprawled across the page like mine did. Meghan was kind and smart and reminded me of the little girls in Madeline who did everything in two straight lines, rain or shine. If she were British, I thought, I would call her “proper,” but people in America didn’t seem to use that word.

         Mrs. Morgan was very pleased that Nat and Meghan quickly became my friends. “Keena is a very smart little girl with a wild imagination,” she wrote to my mother after a parent-teacher conference, “but would benefit from spending more time with the other children and less time reading by herself.”
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         “Well, I can’t really fault you for reading,” Mom said. “Do you bring your books to recess with you?”

         “No, I don’t,” I said. “Recess is for running around!”

         She laughed. “That’s what you do at recess? You run around?”

         “Yes. The boys all want to pretend they’re Ninja Turtles but they won’t let me be one because I’m a girl. There’s only one girl in Ninja Turtles and they always want Meghan to play her. They make me play an evil pig and they chase me.”

         “That makes…some sense, I guess,” she said. “Is that fun for you?”

         I shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter what I’m supposed to be; they never catch me anyway.” And if I was being honest with myself, I liked being stronger and faster than they were. At least I knew I could outrun them if some animals appeared.

         “I see,” she said. “Well…carry on, then.”

         What Mom didn’t tell me was that she actually was growing worried about my reading, since at the time my reading pile wasn’t full of books at all, but rather something called the Wildlife Fact-File. The Wildlife Fact-File was a heavy three-ring binder that held more than a thousand cards, each describing everything about a particular animal, from its size, shape, and breeding habits to where it lives, what it eats, and what its social behavior is like (if it has any). In America, I had a subscription to the Wildlife Fact-File, and every month I would receive thirty new cards in the mail and could sort them into the right order in my binder: reptiles, insects, mammals, what they called primitive animals, and animals that were extinct. This last category was my favorite because it contained the dodo bird, the passenger pigeon, and all the dinosaurs.

         I pored over this binder day and night, memorizing details about each of the animals and tracing the maps of where they lived in the world to see if and where they overlapped.

         “The Wizard of Oz is wrong,” I said to my mother one morning at breakfast.

         “Oh?”

         “Yes. There is no place in the world where lions and tigers and bears all live in the same place.” Mom flipped a pancake and turned to look at me in what I thought of as her “professor face.”

         “That is true,” she said. “And you’re right. But remember that Oz is a fictional place, and maybe there they do have lions, tigers, and bears that all live together. And the rules have to be different there anyway; otherwise, how would it be possible that the lions in Oz could talk?”
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