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For Melissa











Every story is by definition a resurrection story.


—CATHERINE PICKSTOCK
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I could not run without having to run forever.


—SYLVIA PLATH
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Before I saw it cascading across the fabric store parking lot, tumbling across the fabric store parking lot like a gif of two impossibly small gray birds fighting that has been copied and pasted a hundred thousand times, reeling through the air above the fabric store parking lot, the four hundred thousand wings overlapping, intertwining, each of the paired birds seeming to flap away from its opponent even as it attacks its opponent, I hadn’t known rain could fall sideways. I was seven years old. Maybe I was nine years old—any age after my grandparents kidnapped me and took me to Texas. I was three when I was kidnapped, any age. The day must have been a Saturday or a Sunday because when my grandmother and I stepped from the fabric store we were shocked at how dark the day had become, so it must have been midday, me not in school. Unless it was a summer day. Usually whenever we shopped for fabric store things, whenever my grandmother shopped for fabric store things, we went to a Michaels in a strip mall down Highway 183 just far enough for the strip mall to seem alien, impossible to get home if I were ever left there, but on this day we had gone to a fabric store I had never seen before, its name a blank stucco edifice to me now. Am I misremembering it?





MY GRANDMOTHER—MY MOTHER’S mother—was white, like my grandfather and my mother; my father was black. When I was a child, whiteness and blackness weren’t facts about me—whiteness was a wheat field I stood in; blackness was a pit somewhere in that field, hidden by the somehow taller stalks growing from it, taller insofar as they grew from the fathomless bottom of the pit to match the height of the other stalks in the field, those growing from the near and solid earth. My grandparents and I lived in a yellow brick house, its color and composition indicative of a whimsy belonging to none of its inhabitants, though my grandfather repainted it occasionally, always yellow, and even if he hadn’t known about the yellow brick road when we first arrived at the yellow brick house, his family had been poor when he was young—no movies, few books, if any books—eventually he must have repainted the bricks yellow with The Wizard of Oz in his head, a yellow brick house in Round Rock, a suburb of Austin. We lived in a house funnier than the person who made it funny was. Over the next few years, assuming I was seven the day I first saw rain fall sideways, over the next few years, our house was up for sale, and while our house wasn’t selling, my grandmother would become an independent real estate agent and a real estate appraiser. At first she would work as a real estate agent for an agency with a brown and yellow corporate color scheme, then she would work for an agency with a red and white corporate color scheme, like the colors of the H-E-B grocery store sign, except the H-E-B sign was red with a ring of white between the red of the body of the sign and the sign’s red border, but I imagined white at the edges of the sign, or deep inside the sign—I imagined white as the finishing touch to every colored thing. The first time she took me to the H-E-B, near enough to home that I could walk home if I were left there, but far enough away from home that I would give up on the way, after we had finished shopping, just after we had gotten into the Datsun, a 1981 desert-sand-colored Datsun 210 hatchback, to drive home, my grandmother told me H-E-B stood for Herbert E. Butts, and I thought that was hilarious, but the other day I read somewhere, or thought I read somewhere, that Herbert E. Butts did a significant amount of charitable work while he was alive. But was his name even Herbert E. Butts? Am I misremembering it?


The brown and yellow agency would become the red and white agency, and my grandmother would be swept up and carried by the change.


But she would never be rich, not on her own. But every once in a while she would try to get rich—like the time when, after we saw a story about the Cabbage Patch Kids craze on the news, I remember lingering shots of long, empty aisles where the dolls had been, me wondering whether the aisles were aisles in the local Toys “R” Us, she tracked down a lone Cabbage Patch Kid, a black boy doll named Fritz, then, using Fritz’s tiny black body as a guide, she stitched her own dolls, white dolls, she called “Abbage Patch Kids,” making copies of Fritz’s birth certificate with the photocopier she had bought for her real estate business, but with both the C in “Cabbage” and the X in “Xavier,” the name of the creator of Cabbage Patch Kids, whited out. She tried to sell the dolls at a garage sale we had a few weeks later, then again at a garage sale we had a few years later, then she gave up. Abbage Patch Kids by Avier.









In our dining room, on the wall next to the passage to the laundry room, a portrait of my grandmother as a high school senior hung, opposite the kitchen. By the time the portrait was painted she had already been married and divorced. In the portrait, she looked like a young Elizabeth Taylor, not an eighteen-year-old Elizabeth Taylor, but an Elizabeth Taylor in her mid-twenties, though my grandmother’s eyes weren’t violet, but brown, and her hair was short and curly—an Elizabeth Taylor who stopped just short of being Elizabeth Taylor, in profile against a white, featureless background, gazing up at something slightly taller than her outside the frame. My grandfather was a painter, not professionally but as a hobby, but hadn’t painted the portrait—he and my grandmother hadn’t met when the portrait was painted. His specialty was realistic oil paintings of natural scenes. But on the wall perpendicular to the wall with the portrait, my grandfather’s single experimental painting loomed, five feet tall and two feet across, a parody of a Jackson Pollock drip painting, its palette restricted to dark red and brown, and the paint piled thick, suffocating every inch of the canvas, both still and oozing down the canvas forever, but too slowly for its motion to be seen.


(Once, in the middle of the night, when I was about eight years old, I thought I saw the Devil in the laundry room just beyond where my grandmother’s portrait hung. He had horns, a tail, and was holding a pitchfork, but his body was a void, outlined in crackling red and yellow static. I had snuck out of bed to get a glass of Kool-Aid, and when I turned into the living room, I saw the Devil emerge from the darkness at the back of the laundry room, maybe thirty feet away from me, on the other side of the living room, and as he slid forward he leaned first against the pistachio-green dryer, then against the pistachio-green washer next to it, then against the big wooden cabinet, big enough for me to hide in, next to the washer and dryer, and when he reached the doorframe he peered around it and into my eyes. I stepped back and blinked and he vanished.)


My grandmother’s portrait hung perpendicular to my grandfather’s parody. Between them stood our dining table, set always for six, though there were only three of us, but sometimes my mother, Denise—I called my grandparents “Mom” and “Dad,” and my mother “Denise”—would visit from the other side of Austin, or from Dallas, or from San Antonio. The table had a chrome frame which held its glass dining surface in place, like a large windowpane, but all you could see through the glass was the giant chrome X made by the two tubes, each about the circumference of a dime, connecting and reinforcing the table’s legs, and fixed a foot above the carpet, and beneath them the shallow butterscotch-candy-colored carpet. Nothing but the edges of the frame supported the glass itself; the table seemed as if it had been designed as a dare. We must have eaten at this table, but I don’t recall us ever eating at this table, except I remember once I stood to go to my room, crying, the frame of the table cool against my belly through my thin T-shirt, my spaghetti with meat sauce only half-finished, I stood, but my grandfather must have shouted, “Sit down,” because right away I sat down again, hard, and my grandmother, still chewing, said, “You’re lucky. When Denise wouldn’t eat her food I stabbed her hand with a fork.”





MY GRANDPARENTS USED to tell me our house had been built on top of the largest network of caves in Texas, and the creaking I heard at night was the house slowly sinking into the caves, eventually, I thought, our house would fall into the caves and disappear. But don’t worry, they would say—my grandmother would say—we’ll be long gone before that happens. Don’t worry, they would say—my grandmother would say—we won’t live to see that happen.










The Unpopular Child


I went to Good Shepherd Lutheran School for kindergarten and then skipped first grade. Or, I went to Good Shepherd for first grade, after I skipped kindergarten. The latter story was the story I was told and I told others when I was a child, but I have at least one memory of kindergarten—in it, I’m building a fort out of large red cardboard blocks in a large room with five or six other children. But I also remember the first day of first grade. I remember sitting at a desk in a different, smaller room—but located, in my memory of it, immediately adjacent to the room in which I might have attended kindergarten for a day—humming a sound to myself I thought nobody else could hear, not a tune, but a single note, with my eyes closed, and I remember thinking, “This is great! I can make this sound and nobody can hear it! It’s all mine,” and I remember a teacher clearing her throat loudly and then telling me to stop humming. Either way, because I was considered to be developmentally ahead of other kindergartners or first graders—despite the humming, despite being a child who would do such a thing, or because I was a child who would do such a thing—I skipped a grade when I was five or six. (Can I know now whether I was gifted or just strange? Would a kidnapper be more likely to believe the child they have stolen is gifted? One would believe the child one has stolen, presumably at some personal risk, is valuable, right? But why do I suspect a kidnapper would be more likely to think the child they have kidnapped is just strange, and for that reason, in their estimation, less valuable than another child might be? They raised me, but I don’t know what my kidnappers thought of me, except I know they disliked my blackness, and probably valued me less than they would have valued a white child. But they wouldn’t have kidnapped me if I had been white—or, they might have, my grandmother might have, but for a different reason—because they kidnapped me to get me away from blackness, thereby making a place for blackness in their home.) I was switched from Good Shepherd—situated, as I remember it, a few miles from my house amidst trees at the edge of land that would eventually become a country-club-esque development called Lago Vista, in which for years my grandparents would unprofitably own a stubbly, dry acre—to a public school for second grade.


When I started second grade—at Forest North Elementary, which was across the street from my house, although by “across the street” I mean across the street and down a long driveway that was really a street in its own right, across the street and down a long driveway that crossed over a body of water that was a narrow creek where it disappeared under the driveway and was a large, wide pond where it reappeared—when I started second grade I was six, and thus younger than the other second graders. This might have been an accident owing to the nearness of my birthday to the beginning of the school year, or it might instead have been, as my grandparents claimed it was, the result of their decision to allow me to skip either kindergarten or first grade. Either way, when I started second grade I was both younger and taller than my peers. I was also unpopular—possibly the least popular child in the second grade. At the time, my unpopularity seemed unreasonable to me—after all, I looked like a young Michael Jackson, and Michael Jackson was popular—but now I understand my unpopularity was, from the beginning of my time at Forest North, inevitable. After all, I looked like a young Michael Jackson, and almost all the other kids looked like themselves, which is to say they were white.


One day, it was a library day, I think it was the first library day of the year, and so my first library day ever, since we hadn’t had library days at Good Shepherd, I broke away from my class and found the books about World War II, and took a few of those books to a table in the center of the room, the library was one big room, and there, after studying the Allied and Axis fighter planes, and after lamenting what seemed to me the general superiority of the P-51 Mustang over all German fighter planes, I took a black marker from my pencil bag and drew swastikas all over my white T-shirt. As I took the books back to the shelf, the teacher, whose name I’ve forgotten, noticed my shirt, and grabbed my sleeve, and asked me, “Why would you do this?” and ordered me to the principal’s office, whose name I do remember, Mrs. Hood, and who at the time seemed like both a god and a statue to me, and whose hair was a tall cloud of golden steel, where the secretary told me to go home and change. So I walked home. After I explained to my grandmother why I had been sent home, she said—it was a contained exclamation—“That’s ridiculous. They can’t send you home for that.” All around them, my grandparents saw things being done by people who, in their estimation, for moral reasons, or for reasons of biological inferiority, or both, shouldn’t have been able to do them, and this made my grandparents, especially my grandfather, but my grandmother, too, both angry and sad—though their sadness usually looked like seething anger. My grandmother called the school and didn’t send me back that day. At no point—neither at school nor at home—did anyone say a word to me about the Nazi genocides, or Nazism, even. After he got home from work, my grandfather beat me for ruining the shirt.









By the time she turned twenty-eight, my grandmother was six months into her fifth marriage. My grandfather was my grandmother’s fifth husband. She had married her first husband when she was fifteen, in 1949 or 1950—I’m not sure how old he was, but probably fifteen or sixteen; they were in the same year at the same high school in Walla Walla, Washington. My grandmother always insisted she had been the most popular girl in her high school, and had married the most popular boy, the school’s star athlete, captain of the football team, also the quarterback, captain of the basketball team, who later went on to become a professional football player and a millionaire. They were friends with everybody, even the one black student in their school, a boy their age. On weekends, they would drive him to the next town so he could date—there were no black girls in Walla Walla, and he couldn’t date a white girl. According to my grandmother, not long after marrying, she and her first husband divorced at the insistence of her husband’s coach—at the time, it was widely believed that sexual intercourse sapped an athlete’s strength.


How could there have been no black girls in Walla Walla?


I’ve always thought of my grandmother’s first husband, who died in 2003, two years before my grandmother, as a shadow grandfather, though I never met him, never even spoke with him on the phone—even though if he and my grandmother had stayed married, my mother, who is the biological daughter of my grandmother’s third husband, would never have been born. How else to name the relationship between us? My grandmother spoke of him so often—though she never said anything particular about him other than that he was popular, and a star athlete, and eventually became a millionaire; I don’t know whether he was kind, or funny, or smart—she spoke of him so often, especially after she divorced the man I grew up calling my grandfather, that she established a relationship between us, even though she probably never mentioned me during the phone conversations they had in the last few years of his life. After fifty years, talking to each other again, my grandmother glowing like a girl again, she and my shadow grandfather, my first grandparents, as they had talked when they were young and together in the front seat of the sky-blue Ford convertible she always mentioned, though she never said who owned it, taking the first black boy my grandparents ever pitied to find love in the nearest place love was available, which wasn’t where they lived.


I say my mother was the biological daughter of my grandmother’s third husband because my grandmother always said he was my biological grandfather. When my mother was two years old, my grandmother took her from my biological grandfather, she took my mother away and didn’t tell my biological grandfather where she was taking her, as my grandmother would later take me from my father, kidnap me, and my mother didn’t find her biological father until she was sixty. Years after my grandmother divorced my biological grandfather, eleven years after, by then the man I call my grandfather had been married to my grandmother and raising my mother for eight years, when she was thirteen my mother was adopted by my grandfather, the man I still call my grandfather even though when I think of him I think of him as disowned, that I’ve disowned him. But is it possible to disown up? Whenever I’ve heard the word used, I’ve heard it used in reference to older people disowning their younger would-be beneficiaries. If it’s possible, I disown him, and if it isn’t possible, I’ve said I disown him.


My grandfather and my grandmother married when my mother was five, at which time he told her he would adopt her when she turned thirteen if she was good. Then he beat her until she was good. Then he just beat her.









Most of the time, while writing this memoir, I’ve relied on my memory. Most of the time, while writing this memoir, I’ve believed this memoir to be about my memory, in memory of my memory. Every so often, however, I’ve had to do research in order to ensure accuracy. Because I write in memory of my memory, I write knowing that some of what I write will be inaccurate—insofar as each person, each self, is constituted of accumulated memories, each person is constituted of both accuracies and inaccuracies. But I try to be as correct as I can be with regard to other people where it is possible for me to confirm information about other people. I’ve only recently—yesterday—discovered that the story my mother and I were told about her early childhood, that my grandmother divorced my mother’s biological father when my mother was two, is untrue. Having seen the divorce decree—for the first time yesterday, but I have a copy of it, and just looked at it again, but I’ve also looked at it at least a dozen times between the first time I saw it and just now—I now know my mother was a week shy of ten months old when my grandmother divorced her father (just as my grandparents told me I was eighteen months old when my mother gave me to them and they took me to Texas, whereas the truth is I was three years old when they kidnapped me). But the decree also includes, typed into a blank corresponding to the phrase “Disposition, names and ages of children involved,” the following: “Defendant granted custody of the One child, a girl, age about 1 year, born during this marriage but is an issue of a previous marriage.” In 2017, my mother, who had never seen this decree and had never been given an accurate and complete description of its contents, after long research of her own, found the man who, according to my grandmother, was her biological father—the man my grandmother divorced with this decree. She was sixty. He was still alive, is, as far as I know, still alive. The man who, according to this decree, was actually her biological father died in 2005. But I can’t discover anything more about him, my grandmother dead, who left behind no journals, no letters, only photographs of her last family, she, my grandfather, and I, and photographs of her parents when they were newlyweds, and photographs of her parents with her and her siblings when her parents were young and she and her siblings were children, as if she had never had another family between her first family and her last. Since I am, in part, the story I was told about my mother, the story she was told, I can’t erase the story. But I am not the story I was told. The bubbling sensation as your genes change beneath your skin.









We had driven to the fabric store early in the afternoon on a cloudy, dry day, and we emerged from the store a few minutes later in the night, in a storm. My grandmother and I stood underneath the awning, in front of the automatic sliding doors, and she said, without turning to look at me, “Have you ever seen rain like that before?” Then she lifted her purse almost to her face and bent over it, digging for the folded plastic hair protector she always kept with her. A few minutes earlier, not long, maybe ten minutes, we had walked through the automatic sliding doors and straight down a wide aisle that divided one half of the store from the other. Every aisle except for the dividing aisle branched from the dividing aisle at a ninety-degree angle. My grandmother had walked straight down the dividing aisle to the second-to-last aisle on the left; I had followed just slightly behind her. As she scanned the shelves, I asked her if I could go look for toys, since I had never been to this particular fabric store before, and even though I knew there probably weren’t any toys, I didn’t know for sure there weren’t any toys, and even though she said, “I only came here for one thing, and it looks like they don’t have it,” she let me go anyway, and I took off running back to the dividing aisle.





WHEN I WAS A KID, I loved just about any kind of store except for fabric stores and hardware stores, each of which existed at the edge of my ideas about femininity and masculinity. At the time, I wouldn’t have thought to compare the boredom I felt in hardware stores to the boredom I felt in fabric stores, but now I understand I found the former considerably more boring than the latter, though I thought of myself as a manly boy. At least fabric stores were colorful. At the time, I wouldn’t have said so, but as a child I thought of femininity as colorful, whereas I thought of masculinity as a grayish blur of violence.





I RAN DOWN the dividing aisle, pausing briefly every few strides to examine first the aisle to my left, then the aisle to my right for any signs of toys. Hardware stores never tricked me into thinking I had seen toys at the far, narrow edge of an aisle; fabric stores offered illusion after illusion—reds, and blues, and yellows, and greens all along every aisle, each new wall of many colors at first glance seeming to be a wall of toys. Illusion after illusion. I ran from illusion to illusion from the back of the store to the doors, and if the storm had already come I didn’t see it through the glass of the wide, automatic doors, but I stopped just after the aisle nearest the doors, just after the last illusion, and turned, and ran back up the dividing aisle to my grandmother, rebuilding the illusions, though I knew they were illusions, seeing them again but as if I hadn’t seen them before.









A kidnapping is a conversation between adults in the midst of which a child screams.


The child screams. The child kicks and cries. The adults who have taken the child can’t hear what the adults from whom they have taken the child are shouting, so focused are they on the child’s noises, the child’s violence.


They must calm the child. If the child is young enough—a toddler, say—and the child knows and loves his kidnappers—if they’re his grandparents, say—and his kidnappers have promised him better versions of the toys he was forced to leave behind, and they’ve promised him he’ll see his father again soon, eventually he stops screaming, kicking, crying. If his grandparents quickly give him sweet things, like ice cream, and then slowly, not right away, but soon after they take him, over months, then years, suggest his father didn’t want him, and his father’s family was dangerous—if they tell him, say, that though he might not remember it, one of his father’s relatives, an aunt, or a cousin, on drugs, an animal, had two Christmases ago broken into the apartment in which he lived with his mother, and stolen all his presents—eventually he hates his father and his father’s family, eventually their faces, but not only their faces, but their voices, also, and their names, also, and their whole selves fade from his mind, and the kidnapped child doesn’t know anymore how many people are in his father’s family, but he knows a relative of his father stole his Christmas presents, and so he knows his father’s family has at least two people in it, and one is a thief. But not only did his father not want him, not only did his aunt, or his cousin, steal from him, but also everyone who looks like his father, everyone with dark skin, and dark, curly hair, and dark eyes, everyone who looks like the kidnapped child, but darker, is just like his father and his aunt, or his cousin—they’re all criminals, and none of them loves him. If he is told all these things, the kidnapped child will hate the people his kidnappers hate, but not the way they hate—their hatred is a still blue pond in which their faces are reflected; the kidnapped child’s hatred will be an opaque, gray, swelling ocean upon which no image can rest. Their blue water is the white skin of water, across which runs the white path of the chariot of the sun; his gray water is black. He pulls the chariot of the sun across the sky above the water through clouds so thick and dark he can’t see the chariot behind him, though its heat reaches through the clouds and scorches his back, though he thinks he is running from the thing he is pulling.









Past illusion after illusion, I ran up the central aisle of the fabric store, the dividing aisle, back to my grandmother. And when I complete the motion in my mind, at the end I run into her arms. She is wearing jeans and a white long-sleeve turtleneck and gold hoop earrings, and her arms are wide open and I almost leap into them. The open arms and the leap I remember from I don’t know how many movies, the jeans I remember from my grandmother’s life, though I’m not sure she ever wore jeans when I was a child, the turtleneck I remember maybe from a music video, but I can’t remember which one, but I’m pretty sure whoever was wearing the turtleneck in the video was wearing it ironically, and the hoop earrings I remember from eventually—from years later, when my grandmother was dying.


But my grandmother and I weren’t often physically affectionate. Over the years, we showed our affection by continuing to speak to each other. Most of our conversations after she and my grandfather divorced were about my grandfather, or my shadow grandfather, or how little money we had. Most of our conversations before she and my grandfather divorced were about her teenage years, or her Austrian ancestry, that she couldn’t help siding with the Nazis, she was loyal.


“What does ‘Achtung’ mean?” (I had seen the word in a Sgt. Rock comic book.)


“It means ‘attention!’ And when a soldier saluted another soldier, he would raise his arm like this and say, ‘Heil Hitler!’ ”


“Like this?”


“Just like that.”





I RAN BACK to where my grandmother was—but not back to her, back to the aisle where she was, slowing to a jog as I approached the aisle. Slowing to a walk, I turned into the aisle where she was. I walked back to my grandmother. She hadn’t left the aisle. She looked as if she were searching the shelves near the far end of the aisle, searching intently, or inspecting them, tilting her head back so she could aim her eyes downward and see the products right in front of her through the inset lenses of her bifocals. But almost as soon as I turned into the aisle, she asked, “Are you ready to go?”


Years later, when I’m a teenager and my face is covered at all times by acne, my grandmother will often stand right in front of me, just an inch or two away, tilting her head back and inspecting my face as she inspected those shelves, not seeing what she was looking for, a handsome boy she might have loved when she was a girl—in the years during which she inspects my face, my grandmother frequently tells me I have “a nice butt” in such a way that the sexual implications of the remark hover unsteadily between us; from the first time she makes it, she defends the remark by saying something like, or sometimes the exact phrase, “What? I can look”—but seeing, instead, my face, my seething pores, my black face.









When I’m three years old, my grandparents kidnap me. For most of my life, I’ve not known what to call what they did—growing up, I never thought to call it “kidnapping.” And my mother, whenever she explained to me why I was living with my grandparents and not with her, which she did almost every time I saw her, explained with the gentlest words possible, but also quietly, her voice at the edge of a whisper, so that what they did seemed like a normal thing but also something I should never talk about to anybody. My grandfather had always wanted a son, and although he had physically abused my mother when she was a child, even though he was abusing her still, psychologically, when he told her he wanted to raise me, she believed that, because I was a boy, he would treat me differently. And so, when I’m three years old, my grandparents convince my mother that I would be better off living with them, and don’t worry, she can visit me anytime she wants, and then my grandparents convince my father to let them take me with them on a weekend trip to a nearby lake, I think it was a nearby lake, wherever it was they said they were taking me couldn’t have been far away, and the only trips I remember taking with my grandparents ended at lakes, or at least briefly featured lakes in the middle, after which my father intends to take me to Phoenix, Arizona, to spend a few days with relatives whose names I don’t now know—why do I find the thought that I might have met them years later and not known they were the people I was supposed to have met when I was three, in the days that were instead the first days after I was kidnapped, unsettling? though my father might have mentioned them in the days before my grandparents kidnapped me, my family, though I might have said their names out loud.


Then my grandparents take me from Salem, Oregon, to Round Rock, Texas, without telling my father. He arrives at their house in Salem on Monday morning to discover the house has been stripped bare, even the curtains are gone. They tell my mother she will never see me again if she tells my father where I am—they will take me to Mexico and disappear forever. From the kidnapping on, nobody mentions my father to me except to tell me he didn’t want me, but that’s OK because he’s black, and I shouldn’t want him right back.


I grow up screaming I don’t want him right back.





A SCREAM WILL TRAVEL as far as people choose to hear it, as far as people along the way it travels choose to hear it, sometimes across a country, sometimes not as far as the lips through which it passes—a scream can be its own ghost, unwilled. Decades after my grandparents kidnapped me, decades after I found him, my father told me the story of my kidnapping—not immediately, not the first time I saw him after finding him, not the next time I saw him after finding him, not while I lived with my grandmother still, then not while my grandmother was still alive, then not while I might be mourning her still—not the story of the kidnapping itself, a kidnapping can be a hole in the middle of the story of itself, so often is a hole, rather than strangers pulling up next to a child in a parking lot, the door of a van sliding open, not the story of the parts he didn’t see, my grandmother dressing me for the trip, my grandmother holding my hand as she walked me from the front door to the car, not the drive to the airport, not the flight, the plane seeming to ascend too steeply, then slipping backward for a moment just after takeoff, my grandmother thinking she was going to die, me laughing, ecstatic, an event she talked about many times when I was a child without, of course not, once mentioning she was kidnapping me when it happened. My father told me the story of my kidnapping as he experienced it—rushing to my grandparents’ house after he couldn’t reach them on the phone the morning they were supposed to have brought me back to him, even from the street the house looked empty, he could see the house was empty through the windows from the street, still he crossed the front yard and pressed his forehead against a window and stared into the house, making a tunnel with his hands, one on either side of his face, so he could more clearly see the enormous nothingness pouring from the house. Decades later, in the midst of a stretch of months during which white Americans publicly acknowledged the mistreatment of black Americans by police, my father explained why he hadn’t asked the police for help finding me, which was for the same reason he couldn’t ask the police for help with anything else. A story will travel as far as people want to hear it.
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