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INTRODUCTION



A FEW YEARS AGO, I ASKED MY MAMI ABOUT A TÍA I GREW UP WITH BUT seldom get to see. That year I was headed to the motherland after almost six years away, and I wanted to prepare myself for what and whom I was about to see again. 


This woman I call a tía is not biologically related to me, but I hold her in high regard like I do my own family. She is my kin. When I inquired about this tía, my mami said, “She lives somewhere else now,” her voice trailing off. And she kept saying things like that, answers that did not feel like answers. Answers that only gave way to more questions, and so I kept asking more. Maybe I should have caught on to the obvious discomfort mi mami was having with explicating all this to me, but I was relentless. Mi mami has consistently expressed distaste and discomfort when talking about this tía, and I had grown accustomed to it. I had become comfortable with pushing past her tone drenched with indirectness.


Eventually, what I gathered was that this tía was now openly queer and living with her partner. She had moved away from the city of Managua to the outskirts—either for her safety or to keep away from what people who knew her would say about her—is what I understood. This was what was implied, and I sat with it.


My initial feeling was one of elation for this tía. I felt warmth in my chest and arms, like when you take a sip of something hot on a treacherously cold day outdoors. The feeling engulfed me. Then it was followed by scorn for mi mami and our ritual of her showing distaste for this person I love in ways that felt routine to us by now. I felt shame for the ways that I had normalized her rejection of this tía. And then I found resentment, tucked into the furthest corner deep inside me. I felt profound resentment for all the forces at play that seek to divide, to conquer us.


I wrote this book to make sense of all those feelings. In these pages I hope to reclaim narratives told to me disguised as well-intentioned warnings about la tía cuir, my tía escandalosa, la loca, and so many other women in my family or chosen family who all deserved better. I am writing this to rip these tías and primas from the clutches of sexism, homophobia, fatphobia, colonization, stigmatization of mental illnesses, male gaze, and rape culture. I am writing this to paint these women as I saw them, as I think about them as an adult, and as I want the world to see them. And maybe I’m romanticizing some of these women I saw peripherally, but fuck it. I am in love with us, and I want a flowery, beautiful book about us that does not pull any punches and jabs hardest at those who have harmed us. 


The family is the primary institution for socialization, for acquiring not only language but the various ideological codes of society.


—Rosaura Sánchez


I was born in Nicaragua to two very close families, my paternal family of Mojicas and my maternal family of Rodríguezes. It felt like we spent every waking moment together. My maternal grandmother often functioned as a secondary caretaker when my parents had obligations. We saw my paternal grandmother multiple times a week and at her home after church functions. In my papi’s family, all of his siblings have given birth to two girls and a boy in their respective family units, and age-wise I was right in the middle of my cousins. I was closest to my cousins on my paternal side, where I had two girl cousins, Dara y Jemima, who were like sisters of mine. Jemima and I were born a day (and a year) apart. On my mami’s side of the family, I was one of the oldest cousins in the bunch, but since my mom came from a family filled with women, her side is where I had my most cherished aunts. I was surrounded by women who loved me and helped raise me.


In the US, Latinas in media are stereotyped into three definitive categories: the spicy, hotheaded, curvy, sultry body; the subservient, invisible maid; or the unruly, crime-prone chola/chonga. When they are not portrayed within those narrow perspectives, their Latinidad is stripped from them entirely, and they become part of the status quo. And yet the women I know and love are so much more than those stereotypes. They are so much richer in text and in person than any of those tropes can fully capture, and so in my efforts to keep my memories intact, I am going to incarnate the women who made me—the good, the bad, and the very juicy stuff in between that shaped who I am today.


The last time I visited Nicaragua was in 2016, and I saw a lot of my family. I was older and could really take it all in, but my abuelitas were long gone, and their homes felt different. I also felt different, and maybe it was because I really have changed since the days when we visited more regularly. But I am just like them, in significant ways that felt unseen during that visit. I see so many of the women in my family reflected in my behaviors, core belief systems, and overall views of the world.


The women in my family are vast; they are so vast that they contain multitudes within themselves. The women in my family are far from any stereotypes anyone in Hollywood could ever even fathom. They are funny and wicked and good, but they contain so much pain. I know that because I contain so much pain, and it did not start with me; it is pain passed down.


The women in my family are probably like the women in your family—they are the standard. They are my benchmark, and yet they are products of their trauma, and their resilience to outlive that trauma, and they are kind, but they can be mean. They are beautiful. The women who made me who I am overflow out of the boxes people attempt to put them into.


I have sat in front of my mirror for years trying to decipher where that particular gesture comes from, and why I make that one face when I don’t like something. From a pit of information, I am cultivating this book. I have sat in gatherings with tías and primas, my family and my friends’ families, my chosen family, and I have watched things I knew to be my normal unfold. And while wonderful and great things happen when families gather, other insidious and less beautiful things often occur too. And this is not about blaming any particular person or persons; this is about expanding the vernacular and truly finding a way to reckon with all that messy shit that makes us who we are. When women’s dignity becomes a casualty of a society that normalizes the secondary status of all women, we suffer.


I come from women who protected any sense of dignity they had left with elbow grease and determination. This world prioritizes the men in their lives more than them at every turn. What all this translates to is that the women I love were often very judgmental. Like me, the women in my life created worlds of their own to feel better about where this one had discarded them off to, and they clung to rules. Those rules eroded friendships and were meant to create hierarchies of women among all of us who were disposable. Instead of clinging to one another, we recreated their patterns, and we reinforced their ways of thinking. We found meaning in our oppression and subjugation. And in our own ways, we learned to hate women who stand out; we hate women who dare to defy too loudly; we hate women who dress like they have nothing to lose because we have lost so much; and we hate, hate, and hate ourselves into holes where we raise other haters. We misplace our anger about our roles in society onto one another. We keep ourselves busy hating things about other women when we are upset that our dads discarded us for not being boys, or we feel like having children is our only purpose, or any other limiting gender-based rearing that has stopped us from living. I think if we truly turn to our communities and look at our families, we will find how limited we have been. We are so much more than the santas and the putas. We are limitless. We are the motherfucking Milky Way. We have galaxies within us, and yet we are told we are too loud, too gossipy. That we should sit up straight, do not interrupt, take up space but not too much space, and remember to be perfect. We are all fighting indoctrination, all the time, and the numbing effects of this fight will be brought to the surface in this book. 


Storytelling is community building.


—Sharon Lamb


As we continue, I start out by calling us by the names we use for one another—the childless tía, the divorced tía, the matriarch—but really, I am attempting to bring humanity into these labels. I am trying to incarnate theories; I am trying to humanize the pain that is often embodied by our female family lines. Nobody in my book is any one person I have encountered, but an amalgamation of many people to create these specific archetypes. I see so much of myself in so many of these archetypes I have outlined. And yet, as dense and complicated as the tías and primas in this book are, my words are not enough—words fail me. But what I am trying to do is imagine a world where we all get to exist, and I’m speculating on what their existence does to confront our internalized biases as objects of the patriarchy, white supremacy, and capitalism. I’m imagining worlds for us, and I’m imagining worlds where we are more than objects, we are subjects, and we can exist fully.


This book is a critique of family units that limit our growth while taking into account the fact that these patterns are a direct result of living trauma through national and state abuses, colonization, wars, and institutionalized sexism, racism, and xenophobia. Although this book is centrally about sexism, we have to consider so much more than that. We have not been the creators of systemic oppression, but we for damn sure should be the ones to end the trauma it has inflicted on us.


I want to live in a world where we can see our gente with care and gentleness. I want to peel back layers and ask more questions while elevating our realities as complex and highly nuanced people.


You are born to one mother, but if you are lucky, you will have more than one. And among them all you will find most of what you need. Your relationships with todas las madres, the many mothers, will most likely be ongoing ones, for the need for guidance and advisory is never outgrown, nor, from the point of view of women’s deep creative life, should it ever be. 


—Clarissa Pinkola Estés


When we left Nicaragua, our migration put the Gulf of Mexico between me and the most important people in my young life. We had the privilege of having papers within a year of having moved, so we could visit. But returning to Nicaragua with a family of five is no cheap ask, so we ended up seeing our relatives there pretty irregularly. And not everyone was able to get visas to visit us, with the exception of my grandparents, since their old age seemed to indicate to the US officials that they had less potential of overstaying their visas. Since then, I have felt that gaping hole left behind after going from being raised by many to being raised by two—a very particular experience.


I would grow to be envious of my immigrant friends who had more family in the US. I once had a boyfriend whose grandparents lived next door to him and his mom. My best friends in Chicago have hordes of cousins, an uncle, and even both grandmothers living a car ride away. It has felt unfair to have family I could not fully interact with because of borders, complicated visa procedures, and expensive airline tickets. It’s all bullshit, and borders are inhumane when enforced with an eye toward specific countries while being left practically wide open for others. I have missed my family; I have longed for the women who made the world come alive when we were together.


Every author has biases, and when writing I think it is important that we share our context because it informs our writings. As I stated in the beginning, I am an immigrant and was raised in Latine neighborhoods until I moved away from Miami to Nashville, Tennessee, where I currently live, to attend Vanderbilt University and pursue my master of divinity degree. My family is working-class, and up until college mi papi was a full-time pastor and had a pastor’s salary. I was raised by two Spanish-speaking parents who still rely on translators to move through the world, since English does not feel necessary in a place like Miami. My childhood household was very traditional and conservative, based on a patriarchal family structure in which men lead and women follow. This is all evident in how I write about the family dynamics I saw growing up. I commuted to college at a Hispanic-Serving Institution, Florida International University. All of my siblings and I attended the same institution for undergraduate studies, and I am the only member of my family who has a master’s degree. I am the oldest daughter but the middle child. Spanish is my first language, but I am a proficient English speaker, and according to some I now have a southern drawl, though I have not noticed it myself. I am a cis woman, and I am bisexual. 


I am a non-white, non-Black Latina and identify as brown, even when that is not a recognized racial category. I do not pass as white, and I have never been treated like a white person in Latin America or the US. I never get told I do not look Latina enough, and people are never in disbelief when they hear me identify as Latina. Among my communities, I am the Latina who other bilingual Latines speak to in Spanish first. Among non-Latine white people, I am, phenotypically, the Latina that Fox News uses in its fearmongering reports on immigrants. I am the Latina people think of when they picture someone who is a criminal because that is what they have been told about brownness.


Because we live in a white supremacist society, I have a particular racialized experience. My brownness is not evident when I speak due to any trace of an accent, nor is it evident when I share where I was born; instead, my brownness enters rooms with me. Even when I stand quietly in a corner, I still get racialized as other. I do not look white, I do not pass, so I do not get asked where I am from with genuine curiosity. I have learned how to navigate spaces where I can predict racial biases will bubble up, managing my appearance and learning how to stand up straight like someone who expects respect. And while it doesn’t always work, it feels like a shield I work and rework as I learn more and more about internalized biases.


I am Latina enough; that has never been my fight. I have earned that title by shouldering all the negative stereotypes white Latines have readily perpetuated in the media through faking accents and dyeing their hair black or brown to get roles in US shows. They have received the benefits of being “exotic” through a type of brownface, but they do not have to shoulder the negative effects their complicity creates because they are white. It is the Argentinian Anya Taylor-Joy Latina who folks want to meet and prop up as Latine excellence, who reminds them that their whiteness is interesting, at times. It is the Yalitza Aparicio Latina whose success is perceived as an anomaly and whose Indigeneity is mocked. I have a particular set of experiences from growing up looking like my Indigenous ancestors in a cultura that wants to forget who our countries belonged to before our colonizers came. White Latines show disdain toward me as much as non-Latine white people do. I am a past they never want to remember, and that is what I mean when I say that I am brown—not a metaphor but a living, breathing experience of otherness.


This positionality 100 percent impacts how I write and why I write what I do. I worked closely with the illustrator Josie Del Castillo to make the accompanying illustrations for each chapter as wide-ranging as possible in body diversity, race, and racially diverse facial features and storylines. Yet there are limitations to my lived experiences as a non-white and non-Black Latina, and naming that feels pertinent. I do not write about Latinidad as the be-all and end-all; rather, I am but a comma in a long list of Latines writing about our experiences through different lenses.


Spanglish comes out of me from time to time, and I do not italicize my Spanish words. To me, as a fully bilingual person, I do not denote the foreign language usage because neither is foreign to me, and my reader will understand that. I switch what words I use in Spanish; it is more organic than anything else. When a particular story feels tender and close, I use my traditional papi and mami, but if the topic feels more matter-of-fact, I use other monikers. This applies to tía, aunt, abuelita, grandmother, prima, and cousin. This often happens without me thinking, and going back and changing how the stories came out of me feels disingenuous.


Conversation and social interaction are a major part of women’s lives and gesture and voice are crucial to these communications.


—Devra Anne Weber


My writings are meant to be said out loud and discussed. I am inspired by oral storytelling traditions that I grew up with at home and Pentecostal church sermons that have a similar rhythm to them. I enjoy a good cadence. I enjoy rich allegories. When publishing opened its doors to me, I made a promise to myself to run through those doors with ferocious abandon, carrying my heritage and everyone who made me on my back. If democratizing knowledge is the long-term goal, then repackaging these theories in story form feels important for connecting to people who grew up with stories like I did. I write books to translate academic theory for folks who don’t, can’t, or won’t read academic books but love a good story.


I write for the masses because somebody’s got to dig through the muddy waters of academese and find the gems that feel resonant. My intention lies in the fact that when I finally learned all this academic theory, which ultimately made my brain create new neural pathways to imagine new realities and make sense of my own experiences, I had to sacrifice a lot of myself along the way. I lost myself trying to gain access to inaccessible spaces. It is unjust to foist that expectation of self-abnegation on Black, Indigenous, and people of color from working-class backgrounds. 


I write the books I needed and should have gotten to read, and not by navigating impossible obstacles to reach ivory towers, but at my local public library. I write the books I wish I would’ve stumbled upon. I write the books I needed to wake up. I write books honoring how my people communicate lessons, warnings, and histories.


Ultimately, in writing this book I hope that the Gulf of Mexico won’t feel so large to traverse. I hope that wherever your family or chosen family is—whether right in the same city as you, through your phone if they live in another country, or in your altars at home where you honor their contributions to your life—you may deepen your connection to them that transcends obligation. May this book lead you back to them with new words, new ways of reflecting on memories, and new tools for how we can do better.
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LA MATRIARCH


Since I am a woman, people—men and women alike—drink from me. I am the eternal well of pathos. (It Is You, My Sisterm, Who Must Be Protected)


—Cherríe Moraga


LET ME TELL YOU ABOUT MY MATRIARCH, THE MATRIARCH AS I KNEW her. She passed away too soon at fifty-five. I remember the suddenness of it all. The summer she died I was turning fifteen. Since I was so young when she passed, I think I have grown accustomed to romanticizing her. I have not held her in all her glory with my now thirty-eight-year-old eyes, hands, and olfactory sense. I have her scripted in my memories—her scent as I knew it as a girl and teenager, her hands, how she looked, and what she wore.


My memories and reflections of things I saw at that young age have created this bubble where she resides. That is the point of this book: to conjure her and women like her. To keep the memories of our matriarchs alive for future generations who will not get to meet them, but who should have access to the folk tales they would have inspired if our stories were the ones centered and widely told.


My matriarch was mighty. She was the measure we are to live by for the women in my family. She exemplified the aspiration that everyone tries to live up to. She balanced a lot of realities gracefully, or at least we saw her as doing it all better than anyone. She was our dignity personified. And all we could do was try to live up to those impossible standards, or perish trying.


Mi matriarca was named Rosa Esperanza, and she was sturdy. She had a thick, curly head of hair that she permed back in the 1950s and never stopped maintaining since. She stood a solid five foot three when she wore her two-inch heels, which was always. Her heels told you a lot about her, as both she and her shoes were sensible, durable, and dependable. She wore a skirt every day. Her nails were often done, she slept with curlers, and she woke up at 5 o’clock every single morning to sweep and mop her home. When everyone finally started waking up, she was already bathed and dressed, and the coffee was ready. Her home was immaculate yet warm and inviting.


If you were invited into her home, you would know all this to be true. As soon as you walked through the doorway, you felt like you were exactly where you needed to be. It was a narrow house where each room led to the next. You walked in and were met with four mecedoras where she would sit at night to chat. Most evenings, she would drag those mecedoras to the front porch and rock. This time of sitting was cherished. A matriarch is never resting for too long. When you see her kick up her feet, you notice it; it is rare. When she finally sits among us, she feels like us and less like the deity she moves as on a regular basis. You have to be endless to do what she does. She does too much. The standard is impossible.


In my abuelita Rosa’s home, once you passed the mecedoras you were met with the TV room, and past that was the kitchen. Beyond the kitchen was her dining room. I can close my eyes and see it clearly: doilies everywhere, framed pictures of all her kids and grandkids. Her home was not grand, but it was the safest place on earth. It was safe because she felt like a trustworthy protector. A matriarca and her home are one, and everyone knows it.


She would scurry. She was always scurrying. She was a proud hostess. When she made nacatamales, she made all of them special. She did not write our names on banana leaves, but she might as well have. When they came out, and we all waited around the table for our serving, she would peel back the banana leaf and immediately know which nacatamal was made for whom. “La niña solamente quiere maza y papas,” “A Richard le das más chancho,” “A la Blanquita le gustan las chiltomas,” “Al abuelo le das la que tiene muchas papas.” She knew our orders better than we did, and she always aimed to please without ever spoiling us. She was perfection. She was a magician. She worked hard to become this to all of us—indispensable.


My matriarch was so abundant that she became the neighborhood matriarch. She knew if someone had lost a loved one, and she would make time to visit and bring them meals. And if she did not have time to do that, she would send one of her kids or grandkids with prepped meals, condolences, and a promise to visit soon. My matriarch knew when a family was in need, and even given the little she had, she always managed to carve out some for them. Nothing ever fell through the cracks.


Mi matriarca was a saint. The way the neighbors spoke of her character was something to make you puff your chest out. You’d proudly say, “Esa es mi abuelita” con gusto.


My matriarca was a business owner. An origin story I heard often from my tías about my abuelita was that back when she was first married, my abuelo’s wandering eye made her flee her hometown. Her mother, my great-grandmother, told her that if she stayed in their small town, she was going to lose her husband. And so, my abuelita Rosa packed up her children and husband and moved the entire family to the big city, the capital of my country called Managua. And when my grandfather weaponized his salary against her, counting every penny he gave her and their children, she decided to make her own money. That was the prudent thing to do; that is what women like her do. A matriarca is like that. She will not be beaten, and she will not lose.


From nothing, mi matriarca started a pulpería from her own home. I remember seeing her store grow. It was already a business by the time I was born, but it grew bigger every year. At first she sold baked goods, fresh tortillas, nacatamales, and Coca-Cola products. And by the time she passed away, she had added a room to the front of the house that was the official storefront. She even had display carts she rolled out in the mornings filled with nail polishes and school supplies. People in her neighborhood, where owning a car is still a rarity, subsisted off her store. They could get whatever they needed from her, and if she did not have it upon request, she would make sure to have it next time. She sold everything from picos to cigarettes and lottery tickets, crema and queso, and fresh hot tortillas. Her business grew and grew.


My matriarca never left her husband. With as many children as they had, it was “practical” to stay. I remember telling my parents, at age six, that I did not like visiting my abuelita’s home. When they asked me why, I said it was because she and my grandpa were always fighting. I did not like it. But today I understand, and I have a lot more grace for what she went through. She stayed, but she was no pendeja. She earned her way into her career path, she made herself a force to be reckoned with, and she fought. Her fighting spirit scared me because it felt like a warning I could not wrap my head around.


Matriarchs do not reach their status without a deep understanding of compromise. I think mi matriarca knew when to bend, and when to push. She knew the systems in place and how to survive them.


She knows her husband too well to let herself still be intimidated by him, she avoids his embraces, she carves out—in friendship, indifference, or hostility—a real life of her own alongside him; if he declines more quickly than she, she takes the lead in the couple.


—Simone de Beauvoir


People often talk about being their ancestor’s wildest dreams, and I think about whether mi matriarca would even approve of my decisions today. Because I do not compromise; I do not even think I fully understand the concept anymore. I see rules, and I poke holes in them. I left a seemingly loving marriage because I wanted more. I have abandoned the idea of having my own children because I want to nurture the child within me who did not get nurtured. I have not lived traditionally for the sake of advancing respectfully. And because of all those things, I have come to understand that mi matriarca would turn in her grave if she knew the extent of my fighting spirit. When I stepped back and saw what a matriarca means, what it really means to be on top, I realized how infinitely hard it must have been for her. The shoulders I stand on are mighty, but I think it cost her everything. Heavy lies the crown.


The family matriarch is an interesting archetype within our communities because there are elements of traditional/dominant gender roles that matriarchs enforce and that grant them this status of matriarch. It is often a silent matriarchy that everyone knows is real, but is seldom openly discussed so as not to offend the matriarch’s husband, if he is still around. A husband who is often lying to himself about his role in their relationship and family unit, even when it is abundantly clear.


A great majority of individuals enforce an unspoken rule in the culture as a whole that demands we keep the secrets of patriarchy, thereby protecting the rule of the father. This rule of silence is upheld when the culture refuses everyone easy access even to the word “patriarchy.”


—bell hooks


Her role as matriarch is seldom openly acknowledged because of traditional/dominant gender roles, and they endorse this balancing act. The silent emotional labor that carries her family is not even fully understood until she inevitably passes. Her passing leaves a void. The void is indicative of her matriarchal role. The matriarca shows a strength that other women in the family try to emulate. There is this invaluable element to who she is to all of us, both individually and as a whole.


We know it when it comes to gathering for holidays, and we know it when it comes to conflict within the family too. The matriarch is the official gatherer and hostess of the family, and the matriarch is also oftentimes the one who will step into conflicts to seek a resolution or validate one side over another, thereby ending said conflict. She is the sounding board and the balanced perspective.


The matriarch is the one who passes down family recipes and skills, and she even somehow manages to always have her own money stashed away for a rainy day because she understands that her importance is financial, emotional, psychological, and physical. All this is what makes this tía, because she is someone’s tía, multifaceted and extremely important. The matriarch is oftentimes older, and very often a grandmother figure, but like I said earlier, all women within our communities are someone’s tía. My abuelita Rosa was the matriarch, though I would not say the same about my other abuelita, Cándida. Not all grandmothers are matriarchs, and not all families have clear matriarchs. Some women will never become matriarchs. I will never become a matriarch.


Mi abuelita Rosa was decidedly a matriarch because of how she moved in and out of tradition with the confidence of someone who needs no one but knows everyone needs her. Mi abuelita Rosa owned her own pulpería and had her own bank account. Having her own money like she did, during the times she lived in, was the biggest act of resistance I saw growing up.


As much as a matriarch appears “traditional,” her devotion to a man is conditional. A matriarch has learned the hard way that she cannot rely on her husband. Her devotion is out of a sense of duty, not actually tangible on a daily basis. I did not understand true love between a man and a woman because all around me I had seen women stay with men they did not seem to love. What I understood about women my grandmother’s age was sadness and hard work.


Heartbroken women in longtime marriages or partnerships rarely leave their men. They learn to make an identity out of their suffering, their complaint, their bitterness.


—bell hooks


A matriarch can be a matriarch of a family even when she is in another country. Our matriarch was involved in our lives even when we moved to the United States. My matriarch sewed all my uniforms until middle school from swatches my mami sent to her. She visited a lot and was always in the know about our lives even when we avoided the mandatory telephone calls with Grandma. My matriarch sent us money and called us on all our birthdays, including mi papi’s. When she passed and those phone calls stopped coming in, we all felt it. That is the power of a matriarch.


A matriarch is irreplaceable; that is a key component of a matriarch. Once she is gone, rarely can someone else step up and fill the hole left behind. What ends up happening is that families become aware of the void, and they try to fill it within their own family units. When my matriarch died, my own mami became acutely aware of her new role as the matriarch of our home. She became a matriarch in the making. She spoke about the newfound responsibility she felt.


I have seen mi mami’s resolve since her own mother is no longer alive, and she has had to step up, for us. She harnessed all my abuelita’s strengths, and she became who she relied on her entire life. She became the pillar in our lives, a pillar she modeled after her own. The way she insists on never becoming the enemy of the spouses of her children is a strategy of hers. A matriarca is a peacemaker. And although she can pack some heat, she will lead with care for those she has chosen to care for.


Matriarchs tend to be very stubborn, and they often evolve into kinder people as their grandchildren come into the world. That is a key trait of a matriarch. Matriarchs also have no real favorites, and their love is so vast that they even care for others outside their own families. My matriarch was not only mine; she was also the community’s matriarch. When she died, the entire neighborhood mourned her death because she had more than one family—she was responsible for many.


When mi matriarca died, nobody was expecting it. She did such an incredible job of being strong and helpful to everyone that she developed this fun little habit of doing little to nothing for herself and seldom asking for help. That is why I call her a saint: she suffered so that others would not. She had been diagnosed with hypertension, and ultimately she died of organ failure and complications related to a bunch of little things that all went wrong at the same time. She did not have to die, but she did. All she did her entire life was try to live up to these impossible standards, and she perished trying. Being our impossible standard cost her her life.


We were in Miami when we got a phone call that she had been taken to the hospital. I remember my parents driving to Miami International Airport and begging someone at a ticket counter to help mi mami get to Nicaragua. The same-day rates for buying a plane ticket anywhere are astronomical, especially for international flights, but my parents thought they could plead their emergency to the airline directly. They tried to get on a standby flight. They tried to connect to their compassion. They failed at first, but through a lot of mutual aid and community support, they gathered the money. My grandmother died the night before my mother flew out to be by her side. It was a matter of days from her being hospitalized to eventually passing.


Nobody knew how sick she had been. Nobody knew that she was in pain for as long as she was. Nobody knew to be prepared. It took the air out of all our lives. One day, you have this strong tree with deep roots holding on to every member of your family, and the next day the tree is gone. It felt like we were all floating. And no one knew how to comfort one another; we did not know how to grieve together. I remember mi mami sobbing for an entire year. She would just cry while making dinner; she would cry while watching television; she would stay in bed and cry all day.


A matriarca is missed because a matriarch is exceptional. She is the reason for so many of your happy memories, and you don’t even realize it until she is gone. I will never forget that birthday because mi abuelita died on my quince. Most Latinas from Catholic families get a quinceañera, but I got a new ancestor at mi quince. We felt her loss for a while. I still feel that loss.


When a matriarch leaves the living world, she leaves a crater behind.


To the matriarch, I say: the best lesson you can carry with you is that taking care of yourself should be part of the community service that you so willingly do for others. Your absence will always be felt in the communities you helped and loved, so love us back by loving yourself in the best ways you know how. Imagine the most important person in your life passing, and then multiply that tenfold—that is what it feels like to lose a matriarch. At every graduation, wedding, birth, and even funeral we all beckon you. We all say your name to speak you into existence. We say, “Sería bien tuani si la abuelita/mi mami/la Rosita estuviera aquí…”


If you ever find yourself in a matriarchal role, know that while we all depend on you, we also need you to live a long life. Being so essential means offering a great deal to a whole lot of people. When that much of you is poured out to others, it is self-sacrifice. That overabundance of love has to flow back to yourself. Take care of yourself. We deserve to have you with us for as long as humanly possible, but we cannot have you with us if you are not taking care of your own needs. And you need to ask for more. Learn to say, “Necesito ayuda.” You are the standard, and teaching us how to live long lives is good for everyone involved. We cannot live up to your impossible standard.


Domestic work is not viewed as a job when performed by a wife or female partner but often as a labor of love.


—Justin Charlebois


To those who love a matriarch, if the words you use to talk about your matriarch are similar to my words—“saint,” “irreplaceable,” “the standard”—then rein in your overdependence. A matriarch’s biggest flaw can be that she cannot say “no” when she is needed, and your biggest strength must become doing things yourself, so she does not have to, and insisting that she take care of herself. A matriarch needs help, and she may not have the words to ask for it because life told her that if she wanted something done well, she had to do it herself. So teach her that she has help now. Help her learn to rely on you. Become reliable.


I lost out on growing up with my matriarch nearby, but I cherish my memories I have of our time together. And while she might disapprove of me if she were alive, I live to honor her. I honor her by saying “no” a lot more than I was socialized to do, and I proclaim her name into spaces that require more of me than I know I can give. Learning from her mistakes is the best gift I can give to an ancestor I lost too early to the toll of expected female labor.
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