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For my made-in-America family—now too extended to name—the friends of my heart who are now “blood”


for the Salt Lake City Saunderses: Kanye, Aliya, and Dante, and those people who transport them to visit Ouma and Oupa


and, of course, for Peter: Your name is Rock, where elephants shelter when the heavens frown.















Author’s Note



When I was diagnosed with early-onset dementia just before my sixty-first birthday in 2010, I kept my hurt, anger, fear, and doubts under wraps. I had no choice. I had a job, a husband, children, grandchildren, friends. I had a life. However, there is nothing like a death sentence—in my case, the premature death of my mind—to provoke questions about life. What, actually, is memory, personality, identity? What is a self? Will I still be (have?) a self when my reason is gone? For me, the place to work out such questions has always been in writing. From that place of self-reckoning, then, came this book.


In July 2011—nine months after my diagnosis—when I retired from my position as the associate director of the Gender Studies Program at the University of Utah, my colleagues gave me a beautiful leather-bound journal as a goodbye present. I took to jotting down notes in it about my daily misadventures—pots on the stove boiling dry, washing my hair twice in an hour, forgetting to bake a casserole I had prepared the night before. With a wink at my background in the sciences, I called my journal Dementia Field Notes: I would be an anthropologist, assigned to observe one member of a strange tribe, the Dementers. Like a true scientist, I would be objective. No whining, wailing, or gnashing of teeth. Just the facts.


A month or two into my “objective” writing, I also started to write a personal narrative about my dementia. Objectivity be damned. I felt compelled to tell my story from the inside. Months later, the piece turned into an essay. After some tough-love editing by two of my closest friends—Shen Christenson and Kirstin Scott, both writers—I showed the essay to my husband, Peter, my children Marissa and Newton and their spouses, and a few close friends. They urged me to share the essay with others and, to my delight, demanded I write more.


I wrote a second essay, which included summaries of neurological research into various forms of dementia. The idea that my writing might add up to a book slowly started to take shape. Two and a half years after my first Field Notes entry, I had completed three essays. I was mentally exhausted. I had little energy left to enjoy my life. My working memory—the ability to hold a small amount of info in my head while using it, such as remembering the street name and street number as I wrote down an address while someone said it on the phone—barely functioned. Neuropsychological tests showed a decline in my IQ. I began to question if writing a book was worth these losses. Was this how I wanted to spend my remaining “good years”?


I decided to end my excursion into writing with a bang. Starting in September 2012, I mined my completed essays for passages that would add up to a stand-alone piece for publication. The result was published as “Telling Who I Am before I Forget: My Dementia” in the Winter 2013 issue of the Georgia Review (GR) and subsequently reprinted in the large-circulation online magazine Slate. That a Slate editor would even notice my essay in an academic journal—though it consistently ranks first or near the top of its peers on Pushcart’s list of nonfiction journals—had been a matter of great serendipity. But Dan Kois is not just any editor—having started out at Slate as culture editor, he made a habit of reading academic journals for reprint possibilities. While Kois cruised the publishers’ displays at the 2014 conference of the Association of Writers and Writing Programs, the editor managing GR’s booth handed him a copy of the Winter 2013 issue and mentioned my essay, in Dan’s words, “as one they were particularly enthusiastic about.” (Blessings on the Georgia Review’s extraordinary staff!)


To my surprise, the Slate essay was reviewed or recommended in publications ranging from an NYU School of Medicine newsletter to Business Insider to the New Yorker. While this recognition stroked my ego, the comments, questions, and contacts I received from readers expanded my heart, particularly those from people who had dementia in their families. My family had been right in thinking that my writing on dementia could be useful in the world—that perhaps, in exploring my own experience on the page, I could in some way help shed light on the confusion, embarrassments, hurt feelings, and shrinking self-image that many people with dementia experience. Inevitably, my Calvinist upbringing kicked in: It was my duty to continue the book. And then, out of the blue, an email arrived one day from the sine qua non Kate Garrick, a literary agent in New York. Under her watchful eye, I wrote more essays. In time, Kate helped me see that they almost added up to an autobiography. But not quite. Large chunks of my life were missing. During the next two years, Kate nursed me through additions and revisions, a process during which I sometimes got so lost in the manuscript that I almost gave up. My reward for going on was that, in the end, my manuscript provided a glimpse into the full arc of my life. In February 2016, Kate sold my manuscript to Hachette Books, where my editor, the thoughtful perfectionist Paul Whitlatch, helped me shape the somewhat flabby manuscript into the book you now hold in your hands.


My book is for this: to add my personal story to the body of science about dementia already accumulated by the lifetime efforts of neuroscientists, neuropsychologists, other medical researchers, and healthcare providers.


My book is for you: whether you or someone you love has dementia, or you’re a medical professional, or a person searching for your own self after a huge life change, or someone just plain curious, who—like me—feels that the more you know, the better you’re able to love.
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Chapter One



Telling Who I Am before I Forget


ON SEPTEMBER 21, 2010, five days before my sixty-first birthday, I was given a diagnosis of microvascular disease. Following Alzheimer’s, microvascular disease is the second leading cause of dementia. I was—as my rather blunt neurologist put it—already “dementing.” Insofar as I had thought about dementia before that day, I was unaware that the word had a verb form: I dement, you dement, he/she/it dements, they dement, we all dement. Now, six years later, “the cloake sitteth no lesse fit” on my chastened back.


The denial with which I initially met my diagnosis will seem disingenuous in light of the fact that I knew the symptoms of dementia even then—and recognized them in myself. Also, my mother had a form of mental disconnect that made her increasingly out of touch with reality until her death at eighty-two. Given that, why did my doctor’s utterance fall so disconsonantly on my ear? It took me a long time to understand how profoundly the diagnosis threatened my sense of identity.


My pursuit of a PhD in English in my forties introduced me to the Enlightenment philosophers. I remember being intrigued by John Locke’s and William Whewell’s quest for, as Locke puts it, the “originals from whence all our ideas take their beginnings,” which took both men back to Adam’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Locke describes fallen Adam as lost in a “strange Country” with “all Things new, and unknown about him”; Whewell pictures Adam doing the first work of postlapsarian orientation by giving names “distinct and appropriate to the facts” to newly encountered objects and concepts.


I knew something about this project. Having emigrated in 1984 from South Africa to Salt Lake City with my husband, Peter, and our two children, I had experienced the discombobulation of having to decipher situations that must appear mundane to residents equipped with the requisite cultural vocabulary. What, for example, are you supposed to do when an acquaintance drops by your house with her own beverage in tow? How do two people proceed from acquaintance to friendship without that most crucial foundation of South African hospitality: a fresh pot of tea? Why is letting your kids run naked through the sprinklers in your own backyard or displaying baby pictures of your kids naked regarded by visitors as tantamount to sexual exploitation? What about the forlorn feeling when hosts with whom you have had a marvelous evening say goodbye to you at the door rather than walking you to your car?


By my mid-fifties, I had cracked these and other social codes to a great extent. I knew that having coffee meant heading to the nearest Starbucks. I had built up a scaffolding of friends so dear they had become family. Most of the time I no longer felt like a foreigner. I had developed an American self and was settling into it. But before I had even reached my sixties, I had begun again to feel like an alien of sorts, a stranger even to myself.


I first noted an irksome absentmindedness in my work as the associate director of gender studies at the University of Utah, a position I took at age fifty-two after a foray into the corporate world. Like the troublesome serpent in Genesis, an impairment in my working memory—the ability to maintain and manipulate information “live” in a multistep process, such as remembering to carry the tens when you add numbers—slunk into my intellectual Eden.


My love of teaching was the reason I left my corporate job in 2002 for academics, gladly taking a 25 percent salary cut. After fewer than five years in my dream job, forebodings that not all was well started to cloud my class time: I would lose the thread of a discussion or forget the point toward which I had intended to steer the students’ thinking. Often, the name of a novel or author I used to know as well as my children’s names would not come to mind. Not infrequently, a student would remind me during the last moments of class that I had failed to distribute notes or an assignment.


I began to prepare scripts for my lessons, but even these did not prevent me from losing my place in my own mnemonic system. Though I had not yet sought a diagnosis, I took our program director into my confidence about my memory difficulties and she graciously supported me in negotiating smaller teaching loads. Soon there was only one class per year. During my last two years of working at the university I was not teaching at all and was instead bogged down in management and meetings, just like in my corporate days.


On the administrative front, too, my fraying memory caused me stress. During the first gathering of a Women’s Week committee that I chaired, I had created a detailed agenda to keep me on track: welcome, make introductions, review themes covered in past years, brainstorm ideas for this year, and so forth. At some point between the welcome and the review of previous themes, my mind flipped into confusion. Someone was talking. His voice was distant, and syllables flowed from his mouth without coalescing into meaning. I panicked. I had no idea where we were in the agenda. Desperately scanning my notes, my eye fell on “Introductions.” When the speaker paused, I suggested we introduce ourselves. As the words left my mouth, I remembered with horror that we had already gone around the table. My insides cramped at the realization that I had committed the cardinal sin of academia: not thinking accurately on my feet. A colleague from the Women’s Resource Center tried to take the edge off my embarrassment by saying that we all had so many things on our plates it was no wonder we sometimes got confused. The nodding heads around the table conveyed empathy, but also confirmed that everyone had noted my loss of face.


And so my downward slide continued. I knew I had to retire.


Dementia Field Notes


2-5-2011


During my going-away meeting with Gender Studies, the faculty gave me this journal. In it I’ll report my descent into the post-cerebral realm for which I am headed. No whimpering, no whining, no despair. Just the facts.


3-3-2012


Saturday at the mall I performed the physical motions of shoplifting—walked out of Macy’s with a pair of pants over my arm. I only noticed when I was inside Dillard’s on the opposite side of the mall. I hurried back, ready to explain. There were no salespeople around, and no one noticed when I put them back.


3-8-2012


Took Bob and Diane to do their grocery shopping. (Been taking them since their son Bobbie took away Bob’s keys after his stroke last year.) When we were done, I could not find my keys. The car doors were unlocked, the keys in the ignition. Returning home, I forgot to stop at Bob and Diane’s and pulled into my driveway instead. Last time I took the old people shopping I did not notice the traffic light changing until Bea reminded me to go. She is eighty-six.
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At home, too, my various slips proliferated. I spoke to my family and closest friends. “Senior moments,” my peers knowingly declared. Even my then-twentysomething children, Marissa and Newton, assured me they, too, experienced similar lapses. As the incidents accumulated, though, my immediate family acknowledged that they noticed a change. As I approached my sixtieth birthday, they agreed that my deficits might be adding up to a diagnosable disease. I started considering making a doctor’s appointment, my mother’s mental unraveling never far from my mind.


On a February day in 1996, my mother, Susanna Catharina Steenekamp, was found wandering in her retirement center in Pretoria, South Africa, severely disoriented. A nurse led her from her stand-alone home to the sick bay, from where my sister booked her into the Little Company of Mary Hospital. When I arrived in her hospital room days later, she did not seem aware that I had come halfway across the globe. She did recognize me, however—my utterly proper mother introduced me to her nurse as “my daughter who writes fuck,” an apparent reference to the language in my short story collection. Susanna also announced her every bodily function, saw angels, and poured water over herself “to bring down [her] temperature.” With family, her loving disposition still came through, but with the black nurses her post-apartheid liberalism evaporated. She acted superior, entitled, rude.


Despite my mother’s altered behavior, only my brother Boshoff, himself a doctor, mentioned dementia. In keeping with South African medical practice at the time of my mother’s illness—proceedings that remain essentially unchanged as I write fifteen years later—my siblings and I concurred with our mother’s doctors that there was no need to push for an official diagnosis despite the existence of tests. From this deliberately low-tech perspective, Susanna was undergoing some form of mental diminishment characteristic of old age, in which her behavior would determine the extent of assistance she would need. And that is how her second childhood played out without a name.


As my mother attained a somewhat stable state after her breakdown, it was apparent that she would indeed need a high level of care. My sister Lana put our mother’s house up for sale, disposed of her furniture, and found her a private room in an “old-age home” that provided the twenty-four-hour care she needed. Surprising us all, my mother came out of her deranged state within a year after her dramatic collapse. When she “came to,” my mother resolutely refused to stay in a place that afforded her no freedom or privacy. Lana reinstalled her in her house in the previous retirement center, which fortunately had not yet been sold.


Back in her own home, however, Susanna frequently fell, often injuring herself. She had trouble cooking—my sister Tertia once discovered her eating meat that was still raw. Her nurses suspected she was having a series of small strokes. After some months, it became clear that her functionality had declined to a point where she was incapable of living by herself, even with the help of a house cleaner/companion twice a week, the watchful eye of the center’s staff, and the option to have three meals a day at the communal dining room. Despite my mother’s insistence that she was fine, our family, led by Lana, moved her to an old-age home with levels of care ranging from semi-independence to lockup. Susanna became reconciled to the move when she found out that she would still be able to visit neighbors and the library on her own.


Eight years after her initial collapse and facing rising costs, we moved my then eighty-year-old mother to a more rural and cheaper, yet excellent, care center in Cape Town under Tertia’s care. She would spend her last two years in the landscape where she went to university and fell in love with my father, a fact she remembered even while forgetting her children’s names.
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My mother, Susan Steenekamp, and I, shortly after her move to Cape Town in 2004. Our family held a Christmas gathering in Groot Brak, Western Cape, South Africa, at the vacation home of my sister and brother-in-law, Lana and Buzz Leuner.







My mother’s deterioration had gone without a name. What, then, to do about my own unhinging? Even though much had been learned about dementia in the decade after my mother’s death, all but the most occult sources concurred that there is ultimately no cure for dementia, or any other brain disorder with symptoms adding up to the gradual loss of intellectual function thereby “depriv[ing] sufferers from be[ing] able to think well enough to do normal activities, such as getting dressed or eating,” “the ability to solve problems or control their emotions,” as well as the adroitness to distinguish between things that are real and “things that are not there.”


Despite the lack of anything approaching a “cure,” there are medications thought to slow the progression of Alzheimer’s and other dementias. However, my preliminary research confirmed what Peter and I had learned anecdotally: no existing medications could stave off the inevitable decline that catches up with even the most diligently monitored patient. We were afraid that the quest for diagnosis could trap us in what writer and physician Atul Gawande once described as “the unstoppable momentum of medical treatment.” Still, we are both the kind of people who want to know, always drawn like moths toward enlightenment. Also, confirmation of our suspicions might help us prepare. If the unnamable loomed ahead, we could plan for expensive care, diminished quality of life, and a way to end my life at the right time.


I asked Peter to come along for that initial doctor’s appointment in 2010. Our primary care doctor politely entertained our doubts about the value of diagnosis. She heard out our pontifications about what we regarded as a worthwhile quality of life, and let us stew our own way into following her suggestion that I have an MRI. The scan results showed “white matter lesions”—an indication of clogged microvessels that prevent blood from reaching nearby brain areas. Dr. Eborn confirmed the internet wisdom that microvascular dementia might benefit from cholesterol-and blood pressure–lowering medications to retard the clogging. However, a neurologist would first have to confirm a connection between my memory problems and the lesions.


One neurologist, one neuropsychologist, dozens of tests, and many hundreds of out-of-pocket dollars later, my neurologist uttered the d-word. She projected that two more neurological evaluations at two-year intervals would be needed before I would officially meet the criteria of dementia.


But in my heart I already knew: I am dementing. I am dementing. I am dementing.


Reflection on Dementia Field Notes of 8-11-2011 and 8-15-2011


Twice in August 2011, I jotted down notes in my journal about moments—possibly minutes—when I felt stark, staring mad. In the first entry, I tell about trying to rest in the afternoon and I keep on seeing columns of black and red Arial type scrolling on my eyelids.


A few days later, my entry was about sitting on my half of our two-seater La-Z-Boy reading The Botany of Desire. Soon after getting started, while paging over, I punched a hole in the page I had grabbed with the thumb and forefinger of my left hand. A few pages later, I apparently took up the page too roughly again, this time tearing out a corner piece.


Remembering the scrolling, I immediately thought that it was related to the book-ripping.


At the end of the week, however, while preparing our medications for the next week, Peter discovered that we had both forgotten to take our tablets the day before the scrolling. I knew that a sudden withdrawal of the drugs I take to counter my short-term-memory-loss-induced anxiety causes hallucinogenic effects. Thank goodness that turned out to be the cause—I thought I was getting even crazier.


It feels good to blame the lack of medication for the visual weirdness. However, I certainly have not forgotten my medication often enough to account for the fifteen months of weirdness I have so far recorded in my journal. While I do feel a bit crazy when I discover myself doing something unusual or illogical, I do not feel “mad” most of the time. Am I crazy like a fox? Or, maybe, Lewis Carroll’s Cat?


Alice [asked the Cat]: “And how do you know that you’re mad?”


“To begin with,” said the Cat, “a dog’s not mad. You grant that?”


“I suppose so,” said Alice.


“Well, then,” the Cat went on, “you see, a dog growls when it’s angry, and wags its tail when it’s pleased. Now I growl when I’m pleased, and wag my tail when I’m angry. Therefore I’m mad.”


“I call it purring, not growling,” said Alice.


“Call it what you like.”


Or, maybe, like Frida Kahlo, I have resolved to turn “madness” into a desirable state? A curtain behind which “I could do whatever I liked”? Kahlo: I’d arrange flowers, all day long, I’d paint; pain, love and tenderness, I would laugh as much as I feel like at the stupidity of others, and they would all say: “Poor thing, she’s crazy!”


Or, maybe, in this Don Quixote is my sage: When life itself seems lunatic, who knows where madness lies? Perhaps to be too practical is madness. To surrender dreams—this may be madness. Too much sanity may be madness—and maddest of all: to see life as it is, and not as it should be!


Whoever I decide to take as a role model for the lunacy that awaits me, I have already, like Charles Baudelaire, “felt the wind on the wing of madness.”
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Years before my mental disorientations had become a daily bother, in the days before Gender Studies when I was still employed in corporate America, I took a business trip to Raleigh, North Carolina, where Jacques,* a former computer designer colleague of Peter’s from South Africa, then lived.


In South Africa, Peter and the man had sometimes gone to lunch or for a drink after work, but I had only met him and his wife—let’s call them the Du Preez family—at company-sponsored social occasions. After both families emigrated to the United States, Peter and Jacques kept in touch, occasionally swapping stories of their experiences trying to settle into their respective states, and we learned more about his wife and family than we had known in our South African past.


After I landed in Raleigh, the Du Preezes duly picked me up at the hotel and took me to their home, where other South Africans would join us for dinner. After a nostalgia-triggering braaivleis, or barbecue, a friend of the Du Preezes’, who had come to the braaivleis with a male partner, told us how he discovered he was gay. Let’s call him Fanus.


Fanus grew up in the 1950s in a large, tough-love Afrikaner family that adhered to South Africa’s most conservative social and political thinking. As far as he could remember, Fanus had always wanted to be a good person and adhered to the conservative norms of his family, church, and school. After high school he joined the army, where he first encountered the terms homo and queer and the many colorfully pejorative variations that proliferate in Afrikaans as well as in English, which served as the lingua franca of a country with eleven official languages. Since these terms came into Fanus’s vocabulary sealed in a centuries-thick layer of negative associations, he had no doubt that moffies, skeefs, gayins, poofters, pinks, fruits, dahlias, homos, queers, and those labeled with words he could not even bring himself to say were godless, unnatural people and the total opposite of the goodness he had pursued all his life. Accordingly, he joined his army buddies in taunting and terrorizing those unlucky few whose behavior or actions had marked them for torment in their heterosexual fellow soldiers’ eyes.


After honorably completing his military service, Fanus started working in a business environment that was not quite as socially conservative as his hometown or the army. He made many friends, including a woman—say her name was Elsa—with whom he became very close. They spent a lot of time together. He started thinking about a future with her, a thought that made him extremely happy. She was the kind of woman his parents would love. She would be a good mother. He was young, however, and poor, and did not mention his dreams to her.


One day after work Fanus and Elsa were having a drink together, as they frequently did. Caught up in the warmth and comfort of their friendship, Fanus let slip the words “our future.”


Elsa drew back, startled. After a few moments of trying to regain her composure, she leaned closer, took his hand in hers, and, in the gentlest, most caring voice, said, “Fanus, you and I have no future together. You are a homo.”


When Fanus was telling this part of the story at the Du Preezes’ party, his cup rattled in its saucer and he put it down on a side table. “When Elsa said that,” he continued, “the lights of the world went out. An unspeakably foul, gray mist stretched all around me. My life had no shape, it was barren.”


Everyone at the barbecue became totally quiet. Fanus went on. “After a long, long time,” he said, “the lights of the world came back on. Color seeped back into my life. Objects fell into their contours like figures developing on a Polaroid. I felt bloated with relief, a helium balloon.” As joy spread from his mouth to his eyes, he riffed on his own metaphor. “A homo balloon. I was a homo. I am a homo.”


During the days following my neurologist’s pronunciation of my brain’s fate, snatches from the evening at the Du Preezes’ home in Raleigh bubbled into my consciousness like unrelated happenings in a dream. With the only tool at my disposal being a sidelong familiarity with Freud’s nineteenth-century dream analysis, I was unable to decipher the significance of this in relation to anything going on in my life at the time. After months of thinking about it, however, it occurred to me that what I remembered had everything to do with the sense that my self-perception, my identity indeed, had been undergoing a monumental change from the moment my neurologist reported my test results. The memory that eventually emerged from the shenanigans of my subconscious not surprisingly turned out to be Fanus’s story—or, more accurately, the core of Fanus’s story, which, as I learned when I tracked Fanus down, had in the interim been encrusted with details from coming-out stories I had heard from other friends or gender studies students.


In the days after my neurologist gave a name to what was wrong with me, the separate circles in which I had kept the images of myself as a woman who lives and dies by her rationality and that of my mother after her illness as a Dickensian madwoman gradually began to overlap like the intersection of a Venn diagram. Within that convergence, I came out to myself in tones that sounded believable to my skeptical ears: I am dementing. I am dementing. I am dementing.















Chapter Two



Quantum Puff Adders and Fractional Memories


I DAILY CONTINUE TO LURCH into that “strange Country,” with “all Things new, and unknown about,” a territory demarcated by the intersections of my past, present, and future selves. In the past—really until I was in my late fifties—I took my good memory for granted in the way that one does other privileges into which one is born: my middle-class existence, my good health, my entitlements as a white person in South Africa and the United States. In reflective moments I was guiltily grateful for these gifts, but in my daily life I did not stop to consider them. They were just part of who I was.


In the present—from the time my short-term memory started to fail—I frequently am bewildered about why, where, and who I am: What was the goal that had bounced me out of bed and sent me outside to stare at the garage door? What store am I in? Who is this person I call “I” who feels so lost in a world that, all of a sudden, seems to tilt from its axis?


My perplexity in the present also reaches back into the past. If, at the end of every day when we sit down with a glass of wine to watch a video while holding hands, Peter and I have the same argument about whether we have finished watching our previous night’s film (I swear we haven’t, whereas Peter is equally certain that we have and he reminds me of the ending and I concede that he was right), what truth value does my vivid, thirty-year-old memory of our seventeenth wedding anniversary merit? And yet, it plays like a video on my closed eyelids: Peter at home with Newton; I in a motel room in Vernal, Utah, with my girlfriends Kathy and Anne, chaperoning our elementary-school daughters on a trip to the state-level Olympics of the Mind competition, which, the next morning, they won. And what about the Technicolor veracity of sixty-year-ago scenes from my childhood about my life on the Steenekamp family farm in South Africa?


I was four years old in 1953 when we moved eight hundred miles northeast from Cape Town to the Transvaal, a region as different and as distant from my birthplace as Chicago is from a farm in Kansas. The idea was that my father, Boshoff, would help my grandfather on the family farm. In retrospect, I realize that my father—who had lived away from the farm from age thirteen until after he had completed his degree at Wits University and worked as an engineer for five years—had reverted to the role of an apprentice, albeit a voluntary one. His older brother, Koot, who had also returned to farming after living away for a dozen years during which he completed his engineering education, had already been inducted into the mysteries of farming by their father. Koot had completed his apprenticeship some years before our move and had been farming his portion on his own for some years. He would be my father’s mentor. My father would start his training by working his own land. Once the farm started yielding an income, he would build a house on his portion and move our family there. In the meantime, my parents, siblings, and I lived with our grandparents in the Old House. From there my father drove the seven miles to the fields and back every day, often more than once.


Counting my father, three of the five Steenekamp siblings lived on the farm at this time, and soon a fourth—an aunt returning from England—would join us, too. Our aunts, uncles, and their families—including nine cousins from age four down to newborns—all lived within walking distance or a short drive away. By the time I was seven years old, my parents had built our own house on the portion of the farm that my father inherited, a plot of about a hundred imperial acres, or morgen, Dutch for “morning.” A morgen is approximately the amount of land tillable by one man behind an ox in the morning hours of a day, equivalent to about three-quarters of an American football field. Parts of our hundred morgen had been plowed and planted in former years, but, according to the known history of the area, no white settlers had ever lived on the land before. If any of the Bafokeng, the original Tswana-speaking inhabitants of the area, were still living on our land when the Steenekamps started farming there in 1838, I was not aware of it.


Our Steenekamp forebears joined other Voortrekkers, or First-Leavers, who had had it up to their eyebrows with the British rulers, who had won the colony from Holland in 1806 during the Napoleonic wars.


My Voortrekker ancestors joined a party of other disgruntled farmers, loading their ox wagons and setting out northward, together with hundreds of other family parties, on the Groot Trek, or Great Migration, into the wild interior. Along the way, they battled indigenous peoples for land and passage with their superior weapons—guns against assegais, clubs, and sharpened sticks. An ancestor on my grandmother’s side was six years old when Sotho warriors, ancestors of the Transvaal Bafokeng, attacked her party’s encampment at the Bushman River on February 17, 1838. From her hiding place amid the reeds on the marshy riverbank, she watched as her parents and siblings were speared and clubbed to death. According to family legend—and a photo of a grim-faced woman in a bonnet in the Old House—she wore her trauma like a badge of distinction. As family legend has it, she never smiled again until her death.


The Voortrekker Steenekamps settled in the Rustenburg district on land then still occupied by the Bafokeng, who, by then, had fallen on hard times and welcomed the newcomers as a source of employment. They named their farm Beestekraal, Cattle Corral. The farm my grandfather acquired during the 1930s and my father inherited in the 1950s was twenty-six miles from the Voortrekker homestead.


Our new house was as basic for 1956 as Beestekraal’s first dwelling of reeds plastered with clay was for the 1840s. Our home consisted of a spare, L-shaped outbuilding that was supposed to be converted to storage rooms after our “real” house was built. The roof was of corrugated iron, the floor concrete. By my mother’s insistence, our house had a ceiling and larger windows than the peepholes customary for a storeroom. Just as well, because my father’s ship never came in, and the building of our house never proceeded beyond the foundations, which were dug and poured soon after the completion of the storerooms. The setting of our temporary house, at least, was spectacular: from every vantage point, one could see all the way to the horizon that, to the north and east, was demarcated by low ridges known as the “black hillocks” and, to the south and west, by the Magaliesberg range—mountainous parentheses that encircled our home. Inspired by the spectacular view, my mother named our farm Die Kraaines, or the Crow’s Nest.


As was then customary when a patriarch divided his land among his children, my father also “inherited” two black laborers whose families had been employed by the Steenekamps for generations. Ou Isak and Ou Naald were indentured servants of sorts. Although the Ou in their names means Old and is nominally a form of respect, we white people often acted disrespectfully toward them. For example, I remember when one of our aunts, exasperated that Ou Naald, who was deaf and whose back was turned when she shouted an instruction, did not react, she hurled the soapy water from a jug she was washing onto his back.


How my mother—a former social worker who had worked with nonwhite people—and my father—a mining refrigeration engineer who had gone to the politically liberal (that is, anti-racial-discrimination) University of the Witwatersrand—experienced the farm’s raw version of the government’s 1949 institution of apartheid, I can only vicariously imagine. In truth, my parents’ daily worries were probably subsumed by the uncertainty about ever recouping the enormous loan they had procured from the Land Bank to pay for everything from farm equipment to the laborers’ first year’s pay. However, my father’s big dreams must have carried him through, as evidenced by the many enthusiastic discussions he had with his brother, who had left mechanical engineering to farm, about modernizing tobacco and wheat farming by employing scientific analyses, methods, and reasoning.


The farm was harder for my mother, I believe, whose entire life since teendom was geared to leaving the hardscrabble country existence she knew only too well from growing up on a Kalahari sheep farm. Moreover, she had to contend with the Steenekamp women of my grandparents’ and her own generation, who looked on her as a foreigner with strange ideas about everything from raising children to serving beets raw. And then there was the loss of amenities: in Cape Town we had electricity; on the farm candles and lamps and a coal stove for hot water sufficed. (Our cooking stove mercifully ran on natural gas.)


My mother had dreams, too: she regarded the farm as a canvas for her creative spirit. As soon as we moved in, she planted a willow tree at the back of our house, and a bougainvillea against the stark, whitewashed wall by the front door. Visitors driving up on our dirt road were greeted by a flower garden and the beginnings of a lawn in front of our house. Just inside our other “front door” that opened into the long hallway that led to our bedrooms, she placed a wall hanging made out of a hessian bag emptied of seed wheat and encouraged us to pin plants, flowers, insect carcasses, and mouse skeletons on it for display. In the absence of fresh flowers for the combined living-dining room, she made an arrangement the size of my four-year-old brother out of dried branches, pods, veld greenery, and other found objects that struck her fancy. She encouraged us to follow her example and put together our own creations for our bedrooms.


Oblivious of the political, financial, and technological constraints on our parents, my siblings and I embraced our new life with gusto. Our cousins formed a ready-made peer group whose games of building houses out of sticks, sliding down the grassy earthen dam wall in a cardboard box, and robbing birds’ nests of eggs and fledglings were far more gripping than the in-retrospect mundane hide-and-seek games we used to play with our Cape Town neighbor kids across a span of two measly city backyards.


By the time we moved to Die Kraaines, there were four of us, five-year-old Lana and I—then seven years old—having been joined by two brothers, Klasie, four years old, and Carel, almost two. The brothers shared a room, we sisters another. When another brother and sister arrived a few years later, they moved in, too, maintaining the gender lines. When I was fifteen years old and my boyfriend visited from Johannesburg, he bunked with the boys as well.


When Carel was still a toddler, we oldest three set out on what we considered hair-raising adventures facilitated by the merciful paucity of adult supervision in those days. When he was a bit older, Carel was a regular member of our expeditions. Our exploits included the discovery of a cave in a rocky outcrop two miles from our house into which we would let ourselves down with ropes we carried from home, and where, after a disappointingly short drop, we would come upon the bones of a jackal still bristling with a few patches of fur. At the same rocky outcrop, our six-year-old cousin Katrientjie once accidentally put her hand on the miniature paper-lantern hive of a swarm of wasps. After being stung multiple times, she lost her grip on the rock face, tumbled six feet to the ground, and broke her arm, a string of events that necessitated eight-year-old Lana and six-year-old Klasie, fast runners, to race back for help, while ten-year-old me took charge on the injury site. Until help arrived, I held Katrientjie’s head on my lap, spoke whatever reassurances I could muster into her ear, and squeezed juice from an orange on her lips and into her mouth with the notion that the sweetness would stop her from fading in and out of consciousness.


The shaba on the pap, or the gravy on the grits, of our adventures, though, if measured by the frequency of its retelling, must have been the slaughter of thirty-nine deadly puff adders. The puff adder is a venomous viper found almost everywhere on the African continent. Its venom causes severe cell destruction that leads to extreme pain and swelling followed by widespread necrosis and, within twelve to twenty-four hours, death. Today a person bitten by a puff adder can be treated with a life-saving antivenom, as long as it is administered within a few hours after the strike. Without treatment, which is still not widely available in less populated areas, a victim will likely die within a day. Even people treated with antivenom often lose one or more limbs to gangrene, depending on the speed of treatment, the quantity of venom delivered, and the site of the strike.


We started learning about snakes as soon as we moved into the Old House. Whenever one of our family members or a farm laborer killed a snake, the person who killed it would give us a lesson over the mashed-up remains. The curled-up one that my aunt found sunning itself on the back step was a black mamba, even though it was actually brown—it got its name from the black color inside its mouth. The skinny one that surprised my cousin Hendrik by dangling from a branch overhead while we were climbing the fig tree and was killed by my grandmother’s gardener with a rake was a green boomslang, or tree snake—there were brown ones, too. The shiny coppery one that lifted the front of its body as high as the bucket by the water tank and spread the skin behind its head into a hood was a cobra. The only snake we saw alive was a molslang, or mole snake, and since it wasn’t venomous we were allowed to pet its shiny black scales and crowbar head.


We never laid eyes on the snake that I remember best from the time we still lived in the Old House. One morning one of my grandfather’s laborers brought his toddler daughter to the house for help. She had been bitten by a puff adder the day before. Despite the sangoma’s muti, the traditional healer’s medicine, the little girl’s arm and hand were swollen beyond recognition. Though it looked terribly sore, she did not even cry. Her eyes were open, but she did not flick away the flies sucking the bubbled spit from the corners of her mouth. My grandfather drove her to the doctor, but she never came back. She died before the doctor could even send her to the hospital in Brits that served the black population.


In the days that followed, the grownups would tell us to put on our shoes before we left the house. They proceeded with a warning to look out for puff adders. My father gave us a dramatic explanation that almost caused me to stay inside permanently. “Puff adders are everywhere,” he said in his ghost story voice, “but they’re lazy and won’t come after you. So it’s up to you not to scare one or step on one. They’re difficult to see—they blend in with the shadows under the trees. Keep your eyes open for the shine of snakeskin. If the puff adder notices you first—it smells you when it flicks its tongue—you’ll recognize what it is from the way it coils into an S and pulls up its head this high.” He made a wave for the coils and drew a line with his finger just below my knee. “You’ll hear it suck air to inflate its head and hiss it out again.” My father mimed the snake’s puffy head with his cheeks and imitated the sound with a spit-spattering hiss. “If that happens, run home as fast as you can to get me or Mamma or any other adult so we can kill it.”


On the day of the record-breaking killing, though, vipers were far from my mind. I was eleven and just about to go off to boarding school. My oldest brother, Klasie, now seven, and I were out in the veld together, about two hundred yards from home, test driving the stilts we had made that morning by nailing jam cans onto thick sticks of wood, when we spotted, protruding from a gap the size of a pencil box in a four-foot-tall pile of rocks, a bulge of snakeskin. We could see the gleam of black chevrons on a grayish brown background.


When we noticed a snake in the rock pile, Klasie and I wasted no time trying to identify it. We hopped down from our stilts and ran home, yelling the whole time for our father and Ou Isak. Pa, we realized when we got back home, was out in the tobacco fields. Ma was home, though, and hurried back to the rock pile with us to have a look.


After verifying that the snake was real and, indeed, enormous, Ma took action. She told us to keep watching the snake, which hadn’t moved at all since we first noticed it, and went home to find Ou Isak so that he could get a shovel and a pick-axe and guard the snake with us while she called my father’s older brother, Oom Koot, who had a gun. Despite the growing crowd of spectators, the snake did not change its position. Eventually Oom Koot arrived and identified the snake as a puff adder. His wife, Tannie Wientjie, who had come along for the excitement, did not really want to look at the snake, but could not resist a peek through her fingers. “It would make a lovely handbag,” she said. By that time Pa had joined us. With all the bystanders clumped together on some wide flat rocks out of the bullet’s range, Oom Koot took his shot.


The instant the bullet penetrated the snake, its skin burst open and out came what seemed like hundreds of foot-long baby snakes that scambled down the rocks and onto the trampled grass around the pile. The ground was alive with sinuous, wriggly miniature puff adders. Mixed in with the living ones, pieces of those hit by the bullet were still curling and twisting. We were farm people used to killing animals, so most of us sprang into action. Everyone—except Tannie Wientjie, my mother (who was pregnant with the baby that would be Boshoff), and I (who had killed a few things before but had decided I didn’t like it, or was I scared?)—grabbed a stick, a large stone, or one of Ou Isak’s farming implements and started killing baby snakes. Those of the participants who had sticks flipped the baby snakes from the grass over to the flat rocks, and those with stones, picks, or spades bashed or chopped them until they were dead. Over the killers’ laughs and squeals and yells and the gritty, percussive scrape of tools on rock, the nonparticipants shouted warnings to be careful, since even newborn puff adders are venomous enough to kill an adult human being.


When the snake slaughter at the rock pile was over, we lined up what was left of the mother as well as the dead baby snakes. The killing ground was littered with snake pieces. We laid them on the ground, end-to-end to approximate the length of a whole one. After the reconstruction, we counted thirty-eight babies. The mother made thirty-nine. No one had a camera, except Oom Krisjan, who was working at the car repair shop and filling station he owned and was therefore not available to snap the scene. By the end of the day the snakes were no more. Ou Isak had taken the mother to the tobacco drying barns to roast and had burned the not-worth-eating babies, so neither skins nor skeletons survived.


The story, however, lives on and has entered the lore of a fourth generation in our clan, which is now without our parents but has grown to almost forty people by the addition of the six siblings’ husbands, wives, children, and grandchildren. Our children and their cousins claim that the number of snakes has multiplied every time they have heard the story told. However, we siblings who were there stand by our count of thirty-nine, even if a handful of these were composites.


Fluit, fluit, my storie is uit—shout, shout, my story is out.


Dementia Field Notes


8-24-2011


I could not combine the up and sideways movements of our bathroom tap to make cold water come out. Instead fetched cold water from the kitchen in the plastic jug.


5-16-2012


At La Frontera I was unable to interpret the beer stein the server put before me. I knew it was a beer stein, but couldn’t absorb the fact that it was upside down. I saw it as right side up with a tight-fitting glass lid, which I tried to take off. I asked Peter how to get it off, and he turned the glass around. Then I understood. We were with friends.


5-24-2012


Here at the vacation house in Zion National Park I have trouble reading the diagram for the stove plates. I meant to switch on the kettle and instead switched on the pan of oil. Fortunately Newton saw it and prevented a disaster.


[image: image]


After my retirement in August 2011, I needed almost six months before I felt ready for what I had looked forward to for most of my working life: preparing an almost-done novel for publication and completing a second one, into which I had already poured years of time and research. However, my last years at Gender Studies had left me fearful that I might not be able to edit a three-hundred-page novel and resume another; at work, writing had come to drain my mental energy to the point where I had none left for my family or home life.


Just about every aspect of my university job had involved writing. The program emails, office circulars, meeting reports, letters of recommendation, and other official letters had been quite doable just about up to the time of my retirement—they were relatively short, self-contained pieces. However, longer research-based documents—which I used to love—had become very difficult. After thinking about my retirement writing projects for a month or two, I decided against revising my books-in-progress until I had a better sense of whether research-based writing and editing for my own purposes would be less anxiety-provoking than it had been at work. I instead started writing an essay about the changes with which I am struggling as the result of my encroaching dementia. While I had learned a bit about dementia in the lead-up to my diagnosis, I did not possess enough knowledge of the brain and how it works to write the kind of essay I liked writing, namely part personal and part research-driven. I would have to educate myself. By then I had been recovering from my work-related stress and exhaustion for half a year. I felt it was at least worth a try to see if my head would work any better than before.


It did. The time I had taken off after retirement, as well as the fact that my new writing was on a topic I had chosen and about which I was passionate, resulted in my focus being somewhat sharper, though I was still not able to do without laborious notetaking. The pages grew in slow motion, but grow they did. When the first essay was done, I wrote another. For reasons I did not then understand, the project was becoming increasingly important to me. With the hindsight of four years, I now think of it as Gerda’s Last Stand.


About four chapters in—the chapters you encounter here are not in the order I originally wrote them—my better-than-expected progress became its own puzzle. Looking back at the work I had completed, I asked myself, “How come I can still write? Could I be faking dementia?” Since the indignities accumulating in my daily activities, which I had been recording in my journal, as well as the conversation-inhibiting lacunae in my speech are classic markers of early dementia, the discrepancy between those failures and my preserved writing ability are part of my story, too. I wanted to understand why. Here is my report, the results of my self-imposed, self-designed course in introductory neuroscience.


Is It Possible for Dementia Patients Who Have Lost Their Independence in the Performance of Activities of Daily Living (ADLs) to Retain Deeply Engrained Knowledge Structures and/or Intellectual Skills?


This report consists of five parts: (1) What is memory and how does it relate to “truth”?; (2) Enquiry into the truth of “The Tale of the Thirty-Nine Puff Adders”; (3) Why can I still write, and are there any other dementia sufferers who similarly lose their abilities in some areas of their life while retaining them in others?; (4) Post-hoc email commentary from the two snake-killing eyewitnesses and one earwitness; (5) Post-post-hoc email commentary from the senior snake-killing eyewitness and the not-yet-born earwitness.


Part I


What is memory and how does it relate to “truth”?


Research sources: Peer-reviewed neuroscientific journal articles available on the internet, popular science magazines, and self-observation.


Results: When we use the term memory, we usually have long-term memory in mind. However, events stored in our long-term memory will already have passed through two earlier stages of memory making: first, the sensory stage, which consists of registering a perception and keeping it in short-term memory long enough to judge it as a keeper or a fly-by-nighter; and second, retrieval of all associations related to the perception that have earlier been stored in long-term memory, combining those and the new perception into a revamped information package, testing the worthiness of the updated batch, and—should the package pass the “value added” test—laying it down in the brain areas available for long-term memory, or memory that often lasts years or a lifetime.


As its name implies, short-term memory is not long for this world. Accordingly, the brain real estate available for keeping it around is limited: enough for retaining only four to six chunks of information for about twenty or thirty seconds. A memory’s life span can be somewhat extended if the perception lends itself to being broken into chunks and you repeat the chunks in your head—a phone number, for example—thereby resetting your short-term memory clock. However, not all perceptions can easily be chunked. Even a basic perception generates a vast amount of information: cognitive representations, such as concepts or previous experiences; sensory data, such as visual images, sounds, touch, smell, or a combination of these; and emotions ranging from disgust to pride to shame to happiness. Information of this complexity will be lost after about half a minute unless the perception seems important enough to warrant further attention.


The part of my memory that is most affected by my dementia is the part of short-term memory known as working memory, or the ability to hold a small amount of information in my head while I manipulate it. This morning, I got dressed and picked earrings studded with pink diamanté to wear with my outfit. I used the mirror in our closet to put them on. After I had gone to the upstairs bathroom to put on makeup, I noticed that I had lost one of the earrings. I backtracked down the stairs and to the bedroom looking for it. It lay on the shelf by the mirror in the closet together with the winged nut that secures it behind the ear. My attention had drifted after I had put the first one on, and I left the second one behind. In the same way, when I take out the garbage in the midst of cooking dinner, I could a minute later be watering my new plants outside while the broccoli boils dry. I have changed from an efficient and goal-directed person to someone who drifts from task to task, sometimes striking a blank between deciding to fetch the milk for my coffee and reaching the fridge one step away. In situations like this, realizing that I can’t remember what I was up to, I stop in my tracks, wring my hands Lady Macbeth–like, and ask myself, “What am I trying to do?”


Long-and short-term memory use the same storage areas, which are scattered throughout the brain. Cognitive information such as words, concepts, and numbers is stored in the gray matter of the frontal cortex, the area in charge of the so-called higher brain functions. Sights, sounds, and touch also have their places in the frontal cortex. Smell, however, is stored in the olfactory bulb, which is located in a crucial part of the brain’s apparatus for transforming short-term memory to mid-or long-term, the limbic system.


The limbic system’s primary function is to manage our hormones, and thereby direct our emotions and feelings, which proves to be an indispensable part of a well-functioning memory system: the stronger the emotion accompanying a perception, the more likely it is to become a vivid long-term memory.
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The crucial role of emotional significance in forming memories is a recent discovery, achieved in the last decade as a result of new neuroscientific instruments such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) that enable live observation of the brain as it performs memory-making or -retrieval tasks. That there can be no memory without emotion “is a radical departure from the traditional perspective, which used to regard emotion as the antagonist of reason.” The insight has led to a paradigm shift in contemporary brain science: “We simply cannot understand thought without understanding emotion.”


To dig a bit deeper, I extended my exploration to find out what is happening on the level of my neurons, or cells in the brain, spinal column, and nerves that are specialized to transmit nerve impulses. What is going awry with the way my memories are laid down, recalled, and refiled? Some interesting insights come from the study of disorders that are in a sense the opposite of forgetting. In post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD, the sufferer is precluded from living a normal life by the inability to forget a horrific memory. The explanation, as with forgetting, lies in the cellular bricks and mortar of the brain.


Electrical circuits that support the making, recalling, and modulation of long-term memory function like a grid of power lines across a vast landscape. The “wires” consist of neurons that have been made sensitive to each other so that when one fires, all the others go off at the same time. These neurons have been fitted with parts that make it easier “to pass on their electrical excitement.” When the limbic system decides that a memory is worth keeping, it releases hormones that trigger DNA along the activated circuit to manufacture protein building blocks. Those blocks physically strengthen the connections between neurons by shaping themselves into additional receptors or neurotransmitters, thereby reinforcing the brain’s capacity to retain memory over time.


Once a pathway for long-term memory has been laid down, there is no guarantee that it will survive. It may end up being only a mid-term memory unless it is constantly maintained. Since typical neuron proteins start breaking down within as little as two weeks after being formed, “every long-term memory is always on the verge of vanishing.” The continuous repair of disintegrating neurons is known as reconsolidation.


Psychiatrists have for decades used the principle that memory circuits must be reconsolidated to help people move on from a traumatic past. Through trial and error they discovered a class of drugs that was successful in taking the edge off horrific memories, thereby allowing more new pathways to be formed through suggestion or techniques of positive reinforcement. Successfully treated patients remember the traumatic experience, but have shed the fear, anger, and other negative emotions associated with it.


Functional imaging research has now revealed that the class of drugs that had success in treating trauma-related disorders all have in common the ability to trigger the production of an enzyme, PKMzeta, that blocks maintenance proteins to the areas where emotions are stored while the sufferer recalls the traumatic event. This means that the signal-strengthening parts of the old circuit are not replaced, and the memory fades.


The discovery that “memories are not formed and then pristinely maintained,” as neuroscientists used to think, but rather “formed and then rebuilt every time they’re accessed” has far-reaching implications: every time we think about the past “we are delicately transforming its cellular representation in the brain, changing its underlying neural circuitry.” So, a memory is changed every time it is remembered.


These findings upend the model of memory (still) held by most people, namely that memory “works like a video camera, accurately recording the events we see and hear so that we can review and inspect them later.” It raises questions whose answers may have far-reaching consequences. Given our contrary new understanding of memory recall, what is the status of our legal system’s reliance on the veracity of eyewitness testimony? Closer to home, what is the veracity of my cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die puff adder story?



Part II


Enquiry into the truth of “The Tale of the Thirty-Nine Puff Adders”


Sources of information: email interviews with two eyewitnesses and one earwitness to the snake killing.


Results: Since no childhood photographs or family letters about the puff adder incident are available, I tasked my siblings, both the eyewitnesses and the ones who have heard the story told all their lives, to check my version of what happened.


Our conversation was launched via email on September 27, 2013, the day after my sixty-fourth birthday. All my siblings, now in their fifties and sixties, were included. I began by recapping the story as I remembered it, accounting for the possibility that we might have counted half-snakes as wholes. I requested, in Afrikaans, that “those who had already been born and could walk and attended the snake killing” send me their variations of the story. I ended my email by passing on a conceptual schema in relation to the story that my middle brother had mentioned during a phone conversation he and I had had about my little project: “Carel came up with a lovely name for a story with so many disputable facts: ‘Quantum Puff Adders.’ Please cast your quantum in the snakeskin purse.”


The replies came fast and furious.


Klasie, 9-27-2013:


If we counted halves, there would have been 19½ whole ones. No, there were 39 little ones. Your description of the rocks where the snake was shot sounds odd to me. The largest rock was drilled and blasted with dynamite, why and what for I don’t know.


Carel, 9-27-2013:


I suspect that Gerda is conflating two snake episodes; fusing fractional memories into integral recollection—in this instance puff adder/makoppa fusion.


The reality, as Klasie and I concur, involves him, myself and I think Duard or Willie urinating on the pile of rock debris when the cry of “slaaaaaang” resulted in a frantic and wholly undignified scramble past and through the karee and wag-’n-bietjie bushes on the dam wall to inform what we at the time considered to be a responsible adult. Oom Koot arrived first but unfortunately unarmed. Characteristically unflustered in the way that distinguished him from his younger brother,* he kept an eye on the snake while the 12-gauge shotgun was being fetched from I think Martiens Barnard or a neighbor further down that road. In the re-telling, Oom Koot was blowing pipe smoke at the snake—presumably to keep it enthralled while awaiting its demise.


From that point my recollection roughly concurs with Gerda’s.


Klasie, 9-27-2013:


Yes, Carel’s story is how I remember it too. I don’t remember the spade and Isak. Does that come from another story? If Duard were there, his father would surely have arrived with many guns.


Carel, 9-27-2013:


A merely honest person can’t deny another’s clear recollections; a tactful and magnanimous one is required for that. The physical evidence for the puff-adder story was destroyed in a tobacco-drying furnace almost 50 years ago—all that remains are those fragile palimpsests we call memories.


I have little ego vested in this scenario, but I entertain the notion to start doubting my own recollection, if only for rhetorical purposes.


I am going to make an annotated map of the events and send it out.


Carel sent out the Google map below, whereupon Klasie responded with his own map in Excel titled “Farm by My Mem.” Below, I place the maps one beneath the other.






[image: image]

Carel’s Google Map
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Klasie’s Excel Map: “Farm by My Mem.” I flipped Klasie’s map horizontally and vertically so that its orientation would be similar to Carel’s, hence the upside-down, mirror-image original labels.







Together with his map, Carel also sent a diagram he had drawn with a note explaining “that [it] gives more detail about my memories of the slaughter.” He titled the drawing “Carel se Slagveld,” or “Carel’s Battlefield.” (Just as well drawing talent was not a prerequisite for Carel’s success as a computer entrepreneur [image: image].)
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Carel’s battlefield







Boshoff (who had not yet been born by the time of the snake incident), 9-27-2013:


This is history and because it’s history, I know best. I cannot recall the incident at all, but I have heard the story repeatedly from several different observers. Accordingly, I have the advantage that my personal observations are not influencing the objectivity of others.


There were 39 snakes. Pa himself shot the snake with his .22 pistol.




“History is that certainty produced at the point where the imperfections of memory meet the inadequacies of documentation.”


—JULIAN BARNES, THE SENSE OF AN ENDING






Gerda, 9-27-2013:



Boshoff, I am happy that your objective history has now placed a firearm in our own Pa’s hands, albeit one with a short barrel. What is history if it is not patriarchal?


Carel, 10-1-2013, subject line “Laaste skoot na die pofadder,” or “Last potshot at the puff adder”:


Klasie, I’m impressed with your map. One problem is that the dam was not round, but rectangular, as the blue line [on my map] shows.


Two items remain before I can clock out with my puff adder memories intact and unassailable: 1), Question for Klasie: who were there when the snake was spotted the first time? 2), I will undertake an in situ inspection for terrain corroboration. Yours in Aspergers.*


Gerda, 10-1-2013:


Carel, your terrain corroboration will be worth exactly as much as the number of siblings you take along (obligatory smiley face here: [image: image]). What point is there to being correct when no one is there to whom you can say, “I told you so?”


Klasie, when I mentally plot my site onto yours, they are an exact fit. Does that mean you and I actually agree on something in the universe? Carel, on your map the killing field is too far from the house. I guess that is a vote of two against one!


In your battlefield sketch, however, my scene looks remarkably the same as yours, Carel. That makes a fifty-fifty split. However, there were definitely not as many as 20 onlookers. Our whole family was there, Oom Koot and Tannie Wientjie, Ou Isak, but no contingent of black children. The invisibility of black people under apartheid may have skewed my memory in this regard.


Conclusion: As the conversation continued, each person’s memory was jogged by other versions in such a way that we reached a near-consensus on key aspects of the event: the approximate location of the place of slaughter, the live emergence of the baby snakes, number of snakes, and the use of a firearm as well as ad hoc tools found on the site to kill the baby snakes. While we all stick to some of the impressions with which we came to the discussion, no one believes the others are flat-out lying.


Our family’s experience in comparing individual memories is congruent to my finding that the brain refreshes the “truth” every time you retell it. In relation to the memoirist’s assertion that a story is true, I conclude that the strongest claim she can make about a story from her past, especially those to whom there are no eyewitnesses, is that a narrative is true “as remembered and affirmed by the storyteller.”*


Part III


Why can I still write, and are there any other dementia sufferers who similarly lose their abilities in some areas of their life while retaining them in others?
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