
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Advance Praise for 
My Disappearing Mother

			 

			“A searing, breathtaking memoir many have needed for so long. Finnamore clearly shares literary DNA with Joan Didion and Kurt Vonnegut, yet hers is an entirely unique voice. A memoir, yes, but this is also an essential map and guidebook for the country of Dementia that possesses a near universal appeal. As your heart breaks, your spirit will soar.”

			—Augusten Burroughs, #1 New York Times bestselling author

			“There is Finnamore’s brave and open heart; her eye for what gleams in the rubble; her generosity, humor, confusion, and grief; but grace shines on everything. She is also a brilliant writer. I can’t wait to get my hands on this book.”

			—Abigail Thomas, New York Times bestselling author of What Comes Next and How To Like It

			“Suzanne’s memoir about her mother in Dementia is beautiful and consoling and deeply felt, full of both joy and sorrow, and also, not for nothing, gorgeously written. I was stopped in my tracks. It is an astonishing book.”

			—Elizabeth McCracken, bestselling author of The Souvenir Museum and winner of the PEN/New England Award

			“This elegant memoir does the impossible: it makes the tragic beautiful. It also offers a service: providing solace to those whose mothers have dementia, showing how best to deal with what we cannot prevent. Luminous, gripping, and unexpectedly funny, Finnamore pays homage to a remarkable life, but she does much more than that. In teaching us how she looks at her own declining mother—with understanding, love, and happiness—Finnamore is, in effect, teaching us how to see.”

			—Darin Strauss, New York Times bestselling author of Half a Life and winner of a National Book Critics Circle Award

			“My Disappearing Mother: A Memoir of Magic and Loss in the Country of Dementia is a truly stunning piece of writing by Suzanne Finnamore. The magic is real.”

			—Julie Klam, New York Times bestselling author of The Almost Legendary Morris Sisters
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			To all the daughters, sons, friends and spouses left behind.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“One must say Yes to life and embrace it whenever it is found—and it is found in terrible places; nevertheless, there it is.

			 

			“For nothing is fixed, forever and forever and forever, it is not fixed; the earth is always shifting, the light is always changing, the sea does not cease to grind down rock. Generations do not cease to be born, and we are responsible to them because we are the only witnesses they have.

			 

			“The sea rises, the light fails, lovers cling to each other, and children cling to us. The moment we cease to hold each other, the moment we break faith with one another, the sea engulfs us and the light goes out.”

			 

			~James Baldwin

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			Six years ago, my husband and I moved two thousand miles to be near my stepfather and my mother, Bunny, who is now entering the seventh stage of dementia. There is no eighth stage.

			As the months passed, I began to think of Dementia as a real place, where beloved and ancient queens and kings retire. A place where linear time doesn’t exist and the rules of society are laid aside. Whenever I go to my parent’s double-wide mobile home in Hayward, California, I am really traveling to Dementia. Seen this way, I allow for magic to happen and for there to be a boundary between myself and the slippery slope of despair. I acknowledge another world, about which I know nothing. I assume nothing other than her presence in a different land and her agency within its boundaries. Each time I go, it’s different. I’ve learned to set expectations aside, like an umbrella on a sunny day.

			There are precious few conversations about Dementia, even though many of us will cross its borders. There is stigma; there is shame. There is great fear; there is cultural taboo. We turn our back on it and pretend it isn’t there…an outland which the healthy feel entitled to shun. We avoid; we minimize; we catastrophize. We make jokes, whistling past the graveyard. Most families, like mine, have not the funds for a memory facility. We build our own, and we fashion a makeshift waystation out of devotion.

			It can be harrowing. It can be surreal. A replica planet hovering above our own, mysterious, unfathomable. A quixotic land, full of resurrection and common miracles. Monsters and hallucinations live there; loss gallops through its streets. But where my mother goes, I go.

			As a coping mechanism, I began an inventory of observations. I picked up stray gems I came across in the ruins—the smaller, the better. I began to actively search for mortality insights, the gifts we are meant to find, our reward for not turning away. As I helped my stepfather clear their house of excess, I found unexpected clues to my mother’s past, to my ancestors in Puerto Rico. A fossil record of the Boricua who made me.

			Like all who travel, I was enriched.

			Years slipped by. I watched my mother dramatically decline. I grew despondent. I looked for things to read, from a grieving son or daughter like myself. There weren’t enough. Still Alice is lovely, but it’s a novel. Elizabeth Berg wrote a brilliant memoir about her parents, as did Patti Davis. I wanted more, a roomful. As many books as there are about murder and true crime, perhaps. Dementia is a true crime, I feel. There are fifty-five million people suffering from it right now. Another ten million a year will come. It deeply impacts families, financially and emotionally. The needs of caregivers are massive; the isolation is crippling. I am virtually my seventy-eight-year-old stepfather’s only confidante, save one or two surviving friends. There are thousands of militias out there, waging the same battle of love and duty, a courage brigade deployed by a random occurrence. The grown children, the spouses, the friends. The people surrounding the voiceless and the marginalized.

			A book, I thought, might be company for those tethered to their homes. It might be a tiny lifeline, a friend who understands this murky country. Many of my closest friends are books. They never sicken or die. They ask nothing when I have nothing to give.

			In 2021, on the advice of my grief therapist, I began posting tiny excerpts on social media about my mother’s life and her time in Dementia. I wanted to speak on it, a broader conversation. Not just about dementia but about the rich and gorgeous generation it attempts to rub out. Almost at once, I received private messages. Distant friends I hadn’t heard from in years. Also, strangers, who instantly became something more. People like me. They needed more, they said. Keep going, they said. They wanted, it seemed, what I want.

			I want a book that honors my Boricua ancestors and my mother’s life. I want a book that acknowledges that dementia isn’t the defining chapter of a life; that it goes on in the midst of life, which also goes on. I want a book that attests to the fact that in a world full of disease, there is an abiding and supernatural force of love. That because of this, the sadness and the horror can be borne. That laughter can live alongside grief. That it must.

			I want a book offering verbatim tools my grief therapist taught me, for the process of caretaking and grieving the living, the people we love who are dying slowly in front of our eyes. I want a book to hand folks who find themselves on marathons of loss, and I want to offer them humor as well as clues. I want a book that is a sign in the desert and a series of water stands with balloons. I want a travel guide for the daughters and sons and spouses of Dementia. I want them to not walk alone as I have. I want a book that celebrates my mother and all women born in poverty who climb out against brutal odds, women who are in fact at the highest risk for dementia.

			I want a book that is a testament to ordinary enchantment. How even the harshest landscape has hidden alchemy, treasures waiting to be mined at its lowest regions.

			And so, although no one has asked, or because no one has asked, it seems my job to report back.

			Few speak on Dementia. But I will.

			To travel in a foreign land, you need a map. It can be an incomplete map; it probably will be. It can be a flawed map. This one certainly is. Nonetheless, it’s a starting point, a guide. A way in and, just possibly, a way out.

			Dementia is the most foreign country I know, the least charted. I send love to those who travel there.

		

	
		
			ONE

			What Was Lost

			“Now and then, though, someone does begin to grow differently. Instead of down, his feet grow up toward the sky. But we do our best to discourage awkward things like that.

			 

			“‘What happens to them?’ insisted Milo.

			 

			“‘Oddly enough, they often grow ten times the size of everyone else,’ said Alec thoughtfully, ‘and I’ve heard that they walk among the stars.’”

			 

			—Norton Juster, The Phantom Tollbooth

			Incantation, 2017

			If I stand in front of her, I am myself. If I leave the room, I become a malevolent intruder. There’s a revolving door in my mother’s brain I pass through again and again.

			Today, I process decades, cleaning and organizing and recycling and donating, offloading her entire life to strangers. I create the illusion of order in a house where reality has no set meaning. If this isn’t childhood, I don’t know what is.

			I position myself in her sight line. Say the incantation, in the correct timbre.

			Mommy.

			Her face opens.

			She has forgotten how to walk. She has refused to try since she fell last year.

			A broken leg, the hospital said.

			She was discharged. But both legs were broken. They somehow missed the other fracture, the billowing, black bruise. And so, we brought her back. Her life expectancy in a nursing home would have been eight months.

			In this, her adopted land, the poor and the brown are discarded like coffee grinds.

			But this is what we are for. We pick her back up. Clean her. Reenthrone her.

			The Last Reading

			It’s July 2009, and For Sale signs dot our hill like pock marks; we’ve had one outside our house for months. I’ve lost my job in advertising, barely managing to sell my house, the bank eating whatever profit existed. My nine-year-old son Pablo and I are leaving California for North Carolina. We’re staying at my parents’ double-wide mobile home with our two cats, Potatoes and Vixen. We are leaving the next day. We are afraid, but we are leaving.

			In my mother’s office where she tells fortunes is an embroidered fringed brocade skirt over a small circular wooden table. On it, her tarot cards are wrapped in a silk scarf. She wants to give me a reading before I leave.

			“Sit with both feet on the floor,” she says, drawing her Hawaiian muumuu around her short bulk as she settles into her glider chair. Her tight black perm makes a halo around her head, her nails are unvarnished. A crystal on a leather cord hangs from her neck, along with a plastic red heart. Her feet are bare.

			This is my favorite moment. The sloughing of what was brought into the room.

			We breathe together. Her eyes are closed; her hands are clasped. I can see her feeling the room with her mind. A variety of clocks tick all around us. When she opens her eyes, the reading begins. She is no longer my mother; she is something else.

			She unwraps the cards and begins to shuffle, her hands moving steadily, automatically. She shuffles cards and looks above my head and to the right, with the air of someone emptying themselves. She stops.

			“Mira,” she says, pointing to the deck on the table with one bent finger. Here.

			I touch the deck, my finger a wand.

			She gathers it up and cuts the cards. She lays the cards out in a row, face down. Just three cards. I am not getting the full ten card treatment. That’s for clients. That’s for outsiders.

			“This is the past,” she says, flipping the first card.

			Temperance. There is Archangel Michael. A tall figure in silver robes, hands at his side, palms turned out.

			“You held things together. You kept things balanced.”

			“You were a good wife,” she says, as if realizing this for the first time. She points to the card.

			“But see how he has one foot in the river and one on the land? Half conscious, half unconscious. So you go through life, a saint watching over you, but limited. Half asleep.”

			My mother makes these leaps, and I can but follow.

			She turns over the middle card.

			“This is Now.”

			Three of Cups, reversed. Three figures that dance with cups raised in a circle.

			I dislike the reversed cards—drawing them feels like failing at a crucial test. But anything upright would have seemed false. A lie. My mother doesn’t lie.

			“You are on your head. That’s you and Pablo and me…no, someone else.”

			I feel flat. I want to go to sleep.

			“Your cups were emptied, all three of you. Your wine turned to ashes. Pleasure turned to pain.”

			The urge to sleep grows. I speak with effort.

			“I feel like that should be the Death card,” I say, morose.

			“The Death card is a beautiful card. It means change and transformation. You should be so lucky as to get the Death card,” she says tartly.

			She points to the Three of Cups again. The figures dance gaily, holding hands and raising a single gold chalice between them.

			“But see them as the three Graces, see them clearly. They are still with you, right now. And they can flip at any time and become upright.” She turns the card upright for me, to demonstrate. She leaves it that way. A mini spell.

			“This is the future,” she says, flipping the last card.

			Three of Wands. A man holds a globe and looks out to sea. He holds one tall wand, and two others are behind him, unnoticed.

			“He is looking out and waiting. You’re waiting. The ships you had are out to sea.”

			Out to sea is such a comforting way to think of a failed marriage and job loss, I think. Something that is gone but in the world still.

			“But look. The three wands are still in his possession, and they flower. But he doesn’t know that. He keeps looking at what he has lost.”

			It’s almost as though I can hear the waves, feel the hopeless wind.

			“The magic is still yours,” my mother says. “You will wait. You will have faith.”

			I start to cry. What is faith, I think. What is it?

			Bunny has mercy on me and pulls a fourth, wild bonus card:

			The Chariot: a golden, celestial cart drawn by two sphinxes, driven by a Knight.

			“You are on your path,” she says. “There is no danger. This Knight is with you, and he drives you there.”

			“What knight? I’m no damsel. Look at me.”

			I am wearing mismatched pajamas and a bandana on my head. On my feet are Yeti slippers.

			My mother shakes her head.

			“I have no idea.”

			A tall dark stranger? Is she serious?

			“You’re just telling me what I want to hear,” I say.

			“No,” she says. “I’m not.”

			She opens her eyes. Places her hands on her hips. Stands up, reaching for her cane with a sigh. Another one in the books.

			“He may be strange, but he is coming to your aid, and not with small force,” Bunny says.

			When we landed in Durham, North Carolina, I was fifty. What my mother use to call Five-Oh.

			Don’t get old, mija, she’d say, examining her face in a lighted mirror, tweezing her eyebrows with a clown’s open expression of amazement.

			I bought a tiny house, sight unseen—based on pictures on the internet. Eight hundred square feet. We knew no one. A neighbor brought us a peach pie, redolent with cinnamon and swathed in tin foil.

			An email arrives. Only twenty dollars for a month of online dating. I look in the mirror, smooth my hair back from my forehead. I buy a box of Clairol Root Touch-Up.

			Every day they send me a Daily Five Picks. I see a man with silver hair. Tom, forty-nine, Chapel Hill. Two children. Divorced. I look at his profile. He looks at mine. We go out for dinner, a place called Revolution. He never leaves.

			Thirteen years ago today.

			What if I hadn’t opened the email? What if he hadn’t?

			Everything rests on the fulcrum of this moment. Fate waits to pivot. Love waits for its lever, to fly into a life and wreck it forever. To save it.

			She Came Across the Ocean

			She was born Olga Iris Irizarry during the height of the Depression to Leonor and Felipe in Mayaguez. At two, she was ferried to New York by Felipe’s mother, Abuelita Rufina, who gave her to her childless daughter, Sarah. Felipe had no use for her. Leonor had no use for her. She was passed around like a bottle. Inside the bottle, a skeleton key. She would fit where she was.

			She remembers being lifted to the portholes and looking out, taking in the good smell of the ocean. The steamship Borinquen took her and other Boricuas from Puerto Rico. Fear was not present.

			Motherless she came, sailing the steamship from one island to another, her baby legs bowed with rickets. A thousand lice eggs nestled in her black hair. Worms crawled from her nose and mouth, looking for a way out. A home.

			To this moment she came, bedridden now, able to travel only in her mind, full of holes but with pockets of memory still. She gets to keep the early ones, the good ones. God has done what he could and is tired.

			New York saved her. She would have many lives; this was the second. Sarah and her husband Ferdinand Nunez adopted her, naming her Bunny. She spent a month in Lennox Hill before springing forth like Lazarus to her new life in Manhattan.

			She troubles herself less and less with anything real now. She is ascending and descending at once. Dementia has no set gravity.

			But when I come, she surfaces from where she is. She gathers herself like a synchronized swimmer, with what I know is a great effort, and glides to me from the depth. She says three words, ones she knew then. I say them back.

			In Mayaguez 1937, another baby came to Leonor. My mother’s brother. He died of starvation. He has no name.

			They are alive now, as I tell their story. The ghosts of Leonor and her second child rise, hearing their names, or the place where a name should be. They come into my bedroom, sit close. Listen.

			Boricua, a Definition

			Boricua are people born in Puerto Rico. Borinquen was the island’s name before the conquering Europeans in big ships christened it Puerto Rico. They thought to obliterate, but Taino blood is strong. A small bit is enough.

			In San Juan, I saw people on the streets who looked like me. I blended and felt fully at home, exalted. A plain sword placed back in its richly jeweled scabbard.

			When the European ships first appeared on the horizon, the Taino were unable to see them. It was not a form they recognized. They thought they were waves, clouds, or a monstrous turtle on the sea. An apparition of the gods. Some saw nothing at all, until all was made clear. The demons had come.

			I was born in California, but my blood is Taino. A fact I never forget, especially now.

			The indigenous people of the Caribbean believed in the existence of life after death. They practiced burying tribe members with their belongings, placing food and water next to the casket to accompany them onto their next life.

			For Bunny, I will place a box of Ding Dongs. Her Christmas tree earrings that she wore throughout December and well into January. Her favorite Hawaiian muumuu, with tropical birds. A bowl of rice and milk, her comfort food. Books. A pair of red shoes for when she can dance again.

			Parade of Faces

			Bunny convalesces and speaks her litany of adoration, prompted by the extensive and ongoing family photo slideshow that Ron made to keep her brain engaged and entertained, and to spark conversation for those who don’t know what to say when they visit Bunny. Every waking hour when she and Ron are not watching something else, her loved ones splash across the giant flatscreen television in front of her, what we call The Parade of Faces.

			“I love Abuelita so much.”

			A picture of my great grandmother, looking majestic in a lawn chair in the front yard of her housing project, surrounded by flowers and birthday gifts from her six children. Her blue eyes laser at me.

			“She loves you too!”

			“I love Daddy so much.”

			A picture of Ferdinand in his soldier’s uniform. Black hair, thin moustache.

			“He loves you too!”

			“Look, there’s your grandson!”

			“Cute!”

			“There’s Uncle Pinkie!” I say. Her half-brother Philip, born to the family that Felipe created to wash his mouth of her and Leonor.

			It’s an old script, but I put everything I have into it, and soon I find that I am right there with my mother. I am marveling at each photo as it appears in front of her bed, marveling as if we are at the Tonys, and we have just sighted Rita Moreno.

			Today Ron has gone to Costco and to the bank. She grows more tense as the minutes progress, as do I.

			“I hope Dick comes home soon,” she says, placing my father’s name where Ron’s should be.

			“Dad’s dead, Mom. He’s already home,” I say.

			“How long was I married to him?” she asks, unfazed.

			“Fourteen years.”

			We add up the years she was married to Dick and to Ron. Sixty-four years. My mother was single for six months in the sixties. An orphan’s decision made long ago.

			“When is Daddy coming back?” she says. Worried.

			“Soon, Mommy!”

			Today Ron is a stranger, is her father Ferdinand, is her ex-husband. He has a revolving door all his own.

			Daily she grows more worn out, thinner and more stretched, like Frodo after carrying the ring for too long.

			Now the surface is showing. The original die.

			What It Is

			Not a disease but a group of syndromes. Too clever to be one, it slips inside the many. It creeps along slowly and silently, one brain cell at a time, showing itself and then hiding again, a game of Mother May I played with a monster. It preys on the elderly and infirm. A purse snatcher, a rapist. You won’t recognize it. You won’t see it coming until it is well advanced.

			They are looking for a cure. Looking, it seems to me, not very hard. Counting on attrition. Watching the bottom line. It will come for them, too.

			It may or may not be hereditary. You can’t catch it from a kiss or the air. It chooses you.

			Diaphanous, blinding, impossible to pin down. A mustard gas, it hobbles. It eats reason like a marvelous big buffet and then as an encore, it takes the body. It dashes intellect like a light, then reaches for hope itself to quash.

			What cure can be found for evil?

			The Sorceress

			At eighteen, Bunny was in the newspaper for typing a hundred words a minute on a manual typewriter. Before she gave birth to my brother and me, she sang and danced for enlisted soldiers in Pasadena. In 1953, she dropped out of college to marry my father and have children. She was now Bunny Finnamore: her third name, her third life. In 1967, when he left for higher ground in San Francisco, she put on kitten heels and went to Goodwill to buy clothes. She got a secretarial job, where she met and married the love of her life, my stepfather Ron. She became what she needed to be.

			Now she was Bunny Mathews. Life number four.

			A voracious reader, her walls were lined with books, from Homer to James Baldwin to Jacqueline Susann and Colette. She was a scholar of metaphysics and spoke in wonder of Edgar Cayce and Krishnamurti and the Persian mystics. She took up the study of tarot and I Ching. She was Sarah’s child and had grown up devout Nazarene. Yet she was also a child of Leonor, from the land of Santeria, where herb lore and portents were commonplace, part of island culture. Blood sang to blood.

			She gave me hundreds of readings, often strikingly prescient, delivered with her breezy conversational style. She saw my youth in perfect array when I saw it as a jumble of folly. She’d lay out ten cards in a Celtic cross, and my life would unfold in front of our hands. Phone conversations could also morph into a reading: I was going to change jobs; I was going to be betrayed by a friend. “…but just smile and send her love. She doesn’t know any better, tonta.” Little fool.

			When I cried over a man who jilted me for another, she offered no bromides. I should get a cat, and I should name it Clive, she instructed. I went to buy milk and saw a kitten in a box marked FREE. Clive was a Maine Coon with pointy fur-tufted ears I’d whisper into. A large cat, a cat like a person, who laid on my chest when I was poorly, arms and legs outstretched. My mother said the man would marry the woman but would be back in twenty years, when it was too late. This transpired.

			In 1980, she quit her secretarial job and became a professional clairvoyant, working out of the enclosed front porch room of their mobile home, and giving workshops on tarot. Her professional name was Adrian—her fifth name, her fifth life. How many lives can one woman have? My mother set no arbitrary limits. Adrian was booked months in advance, with devoted clients coming from as far as Los Angeles. One hour for seventy-five dollars, including a cassette tape recording. She said she didn’t really need the cards, but her clients did.

			If I just start talking, she told me, they’ll think I’m nuts.

			In My Mother’s House

			In my mother’s houses live a variety of talking clocks. A birdcall clock, where twelve o’clock is a great horned owl. A clock with talking Looney Tunes characters, Bugs Bunny, Yosemite Sam, Road Runner, Speedy Gonzales, Pepe Le Pew, Daffy Duck, Marvin the Martian, Tweety, Tasmanian Devil, Foghorn, Sylvester the Cat. So that Porky Pig will announce,

			“It’s uh th-thr-thr-three o’clock. I think.”

			“Eeet iz five, mon petit…” says Pepe Le Pew at exactly 5:15.

			None of the clocks are on time, which adds to the magic. You choose what time it is for you personally. You go by that. There are sensors on the clocks, so that when it’s dark, the characters don’t talk. During the day, it is riotous. A Mad Hatter’s house, a tea party always in session.

			In my mother’s house, everything was always in its place. When I entered, she would hang up my coat and purse at once. I hugged things close to my body so as not to be organized away to one of her many cupboards of useful items, carefully lined with flowered Contact paper. In her medicine cabinet, Vicks VapoRub reigned and was used to cure everything: colds, the flu, sore muscles, menstrual cramps, headaches, fever. The aroma of mysterious healing wafted from the blue jar. I have a jar I smell just to travel back to this time.

			In my mother’s house, no one was allowed to feel sorry for themselves, and everyone was loved, or else they were not allowed in my mother’s house, a bastion of safety. Those in need, went there. She had many friends and admirers. All gone now.

			In the land of linear time, this is the survivor tax. But where she wanders, all are reborn.

			Detective Bunny

			When she was fifty, my mother began a quest to find her birth mother, Leonor. She knew her name was now Garcia and that she had more children with her husband. Her siblings, in Puerto Rico. She would never find them.

			Her adopted mother Sarah rarely spoke of Leonor, as though to do so would invoke a curse. Intrepid, my mother now telephoned Sarah, who at seventy-eight was single-handedly caring for her mother, Abuelita, 102. She was old now, Sarah. Perhaps there was a chink in the armor. She struck up a long conversation and secretly tape recorded it, mining a few nuggets of information. A story about the train to San Juan from Mayaguez that took them to the steamship Borinquen, and Sarah’s great joy that day. Her terror when Leonor came back to New York for her daughter.

			She wrote to her biological father, Felipe.

			In his responding letter, he called Leonor a terrible mother who practiced brujería, left her children in hammocks, and ran around making merry. He said to never speak of this to anyone, and he underlined it twice. This made her want to print the letter in the New York Times.

			I’ve seen pictures of the barrio in Mayaguez in the 1930s, of the tin roof house my Abuelita lived in before coming to America. It is dirt poor. The idea of Leonor running around in high heels and dancing for drinks is suspect.

			No. The truth is, Felipe left for New York and married someone else. He promised to send for Leonor, and he never did. Then he gave his baby daughter to his sister Sarah and called it good. If it hadn’t worked out, the women would have made it work out. It’s a matriarchal culture among the Boricua. Men run off with other women to San Juan or Havana or Miami or New York. They run off to war, or to find work, or to the other end of the island. They don’t bring wives or babies with them necessarily. They pick and choose. And sometimes, of course quite often, there is no choice. Poverty decides.

			When Boricuas wish to keep a secret, they keep it. My mother has told me everything that she remembers. But Felipe took most of it to the grave. We do know Leonor died just before Felipe, was presumably waiting for him at Heaven’s gate with their son. A little pissed, I imagine. Wearing a red dress, her black hair braided with seashells. Her baby not dead of starvation but fat and hale, on a silver throne.

			I have the dog tag of Ferdinand Nunez, the good man who adopted my mother. A decorated soldier, he returned with medals to their apartment at 1568 Second Avenue in New York and died there when my mother was sixteen. The thin oblong of brass engraved with his name and address feels like a tiny safety shield on a silver chain around my neck.

			Why did Leonor give her up? No one knows. She gave her up, and somehow my mother thrived without bitterness. Fifteen dollars was exchanged. Later my mother remarked, in her characteristic way of making something hard into something amusing, that even Judas Iscariot had gotten thirty pieces of silver. This was Bunny’s alchemy. She made the tragic small, something she could step over like a stone.

			Family lore has nineteen-year-old Leonor running to the train from Mayaguez at the last minute and handing over the baby before it pulled away. Because she knew her daughter would have a better life in New York. Because she loved another man. Because Felipe said he would send for her later. Because she needed those fifteen dollars. All things can be true. Great things can be terrible. Bad news can be good.

			Born in 1917 in Lajas, Leonor is the biological grandmother I’ve never met. There is only her signature on my mother’s birth certificate. One photograph on Ancestry.com, not validated but believed to be true. Large eyes, broad cheekbones, a wide nose. I see my mother and myself and my son Pablo. She swells. She winks.

			Leonor visited Bunny just once in New York, and then she left, having failed in her mission to take her daughter back.

			“She looked just like me,” my mother said. “She wore a black dress and a cross necklace. She cried. I felt sorry for her.”

			“Everyone wanted me,” she said. Flipping the narrative.

			There is a hole in me, an unknown, and its name is Leonor. This hole is passed to my son and to his children and grandchildren. Yet when in crisis, I rely on Leonor for stealth and courage, something I feel she trafficked in all her life. I see her as a guardian of the underworld now, a figure made entirely of mystery and shadow, scorned and immensely powerful in her rage. She is not just the hole; she is the light inside me that no one sees.

			When my mother’s health began to decline in 2013, Tom and I flew west and took her and Ron to their favorite restaurant, Sizzler. Top sirloin, lime Jell-O. I asked her about Sarah and Felipe and Leonor, before she forgot all that she knew. I took her memories on my back, and I started walking toward this moment.

			City of Angels

			They moved to Los Angeles in the forties, my great grandmother Abuelita and her five surviving children and their children. My mother went to Van Nuys High School, home of the movie stars she would love all her life. Natalie Wood graduated just behind her, a woman who played a Puerto Rican on the big screen in West Side Story. My mother played one in real life.

			One day Ferdinand’s car broke down on the highway. A driver stopped, and they rushed forward gratefully in the summer heat. He waited until they were close then spat in their faces, calling them “dirty spics” as he sped away.

			In Spanish there is a perfect expression, “Ni de aquí, ni de allá.” Not from here, not from there. It’s the national motto of Dementia.

			Often now, my mother completely loses touch. Ni de aquí, ni de allá.

			She always shifts back, and I am always deeply relieved. As though this is happening to me. As though I am not separate, was never born, and therefore need her here always. My host.

			Still, she travels, an invisible suitcase always at her side. A citizen of the wind.

			Abuelita

			Born in 1888, my great-grandmother Abuelita’s two-room shack in Mayaguez housed her and her husband Sixto and eight children, including twins who died of malnutrition in infancy, Daniel and John. They all slept on the floor.

			She worked nights, ironing men’s shirts for a few pennies. In the yard behind the house, she planted vegetables and peanuts, which she’d roast and trade for food in the small market. Her daughter Sarah and her son Felipe would go to the beach and gather sand crabs, which Abuelita made into soup. In 1937, she brought her children and granddaughter to New York, saving their lives. She was deeply revered and cared for at home by Sarah until the day she died at 105. Sarah would stand in front of her mother’s chair and draw her to her feet, then turn around. Abuelita would hang on, spooning her body from behind. Slowly, they would cross to the kitchen to eat sopa de pollo and play cards. To the bathroom. To the bedroom. A human walker. A Pushmepullyou going in the same direction.

			My people don’t crack under pressure. They grow a thicker skin, like dragons. The better to fly.

			I last saw Abuelita at Sarah’s house in Arleta when she was 100. When I looked into her eyes, it was all there.

			This is who I come from. This is who I am.

			Ponce de Leon the Butcher

			Most Americans don’t realize Puerto Rico is a colonial territory, nor did they ever. Even fewer know that Columbus “discovered” Puerto Rico during his second voyage. Puerto Ricans are direct descendants of the people Columbus brutalized. Ponce de Leon was in one of Columbus’s exploration parties. Now, he was a butcher. Ponce de Leon made Columbus look like Gandhi.

			Ponce de Leon didn’t discover, as we learned in elementary school, the fountain of youth. He discovered a fountain of fresh Taino slaves. Which was good, he felt, because Spain was running out. The new slaves laid blue cobblestones throughout the streets of San Juan, or else they were slain with machetes.

			Things went from bad to worse as Puerto Rico fell into the clutches of the United States the year my Abuelita was born in 1898. As the years went by, much of the real tradition and history was swept neatly under the rug of U.S. Sugar, the bubbling colonialist one-pot meal that Truman made of the island.

			Later there was a Puerto Rican Nationalist attack on the White House, led by a woman named Lolita LeBrón. Bruja, no doubt.

			This partially explains why many Boricuas never go back to the island. There is a thin film of genocide there. Let’s go back to the butcher is not a refrain one often hears in the streets of New York or Los Angeles, then or now.

			But when the five PR Nationalists were let out of jail after twenty-six years, they went to Casa Adela on the lower east side of Manhattan. They had some authentic Caribe food. Then they returned home.

			But they had to go back. The rest do not.

			Not one of my family has.

			License

			Today, I find my mother’s driver’s licenses in a little pile in her office drawer. I pocket them.

			Height 5'2". Weight 140. Hair Blk. Eyes Brn. Such small details; such common attributes. Why do I weep? It’s the leopard print coat I see her wearing. It’s the white headband, so plain and innocent, like a girl’s. It’s the different address on each driver’s license because money was tight, and we had to move a lot, though she made it seem right, always a step up. These are appreciative tears. Water of love.

			She learned to drive after my father left so that she didn’t have to ride the bus to work, transferring at Fruitvale. She was afraid; she was thirty-five, but she learned. Ron bought her an ancient Ford with extensive rust damage. We called it The Green Bomb and put large daisy stickers on it. It was the seventies. Were we hippies? We were. Look at her black eyeliner with a wing on each eye. Look at the defiant expression as she smiles for the DMV, her hair curled tight in a natural. Note the additional addresses on the back of each driver’s license, as she wound her way through Oakland neighborhoods, a swag lamp in each apartment, taking her two children and her second, younger husband along.

			My grandmother Sarah drove until she was forced to stop at ninety. She had shrunk to 4'10" and needed a pillow on the car seat as she tooled through the streets of Arleta, California, an upbeat multilingual woman with a vanity plate that said RUFINA, Abuelita’s name. She was too short and too old to drive, but she placed a bolster on the car seat and rode on. She came from Depression dirt floors and needed to stay mobile. Something might come again that would need driving away from.

			I have Sarah’s last driver license as well. It’s right here.

			Now I am the only driver, the last driver. Born in 1935, my mother is the last Boricua.

			I put the driver’s licenses away. In my hands, the slim plastic cards feel powerful. A license to something more.

			Cleaning the living room, I discover my mother’s purse, tucked behind the piano bench of the dusty baby grand she doesn’t play anymore, which sits like a bad tooth in the corner, collecting detritus.

			“Is there anything in it?” Ron says.

			A keychain from Disneyland: I LOVE GRANDMA. A monogrammed triple lipstick case I gave her, red leather. BOM Bunny Olga Mathews. Her fourth name. Her fourth life.

			Some tissues. A small black velvet case with miniature tarot cards inside for emergency on-the-go divination. I pocket this. I will draw one card every time I am sad and divine the solution. Reason has no quarter here.

			One tattered fabric wallet, with appointment cards from Kaiser and AARP. Some blank checks. A comb. Herbal cough drops, loose.

			I hand Ron back the purse, cloth with a Navajo pattern. I hand it back, thinking that to discard it in front of him would overstep.

			I don’t keep everything I want to keep; I don’t live in the Taj Mahal. But this is hard. This is her purse. I take it home.

			The Rescue

			The millennium had just arrived. My son was born. My husband left. Another woman.

			And here comes Bunny, a warrior in polyester pants and oval sunglasses. On a wave of love she comes, on a speeding fire engine with lights ablaze, on a winged chariot from Hayward she comes, bearing urns of light.

			My mother sits on the brown chair opposite me, creating a zone. An island of healing and consideration, outside of time.

			I am on the couch, flying apart.

			She watches me smoke. Cracks open a paperback, carefully places the elaborate bookmark aside. Says wise things. Laughs at my prophecies of doom. How I will never love again. How my baby son will wither in his soul.

			“I want to die,” I say. “I want him to die.”

			They are the same thing, to me.

			“Los hombres nunca mueren cuando tú quieres,” she says.

			Men never die when you want them to.

			Destiny

			My mother believed deeply in fate and visualization and all forms of magic, telling me that someday I would be published, despite decades of rejections and passes.

			“It’s your destiny,” she would say.

			When my novel sold for publication, she was not surprised, but instead asked me what was next. A story of our family?

			Later, I said. We’ll write it together.

			In 2000, she predicted I would have three children. When I pointed out that I was forty-one and divorced, she said, I have seen it.

			In 2010, I married Tom. He had two young children. Now we were five. I was living in North Carolina and in the thick of it again. I didn’t notice as her mind slid sideways, and she stopped emailing me or engaging in complex conversations. Her personality stayed the same. She was always cheerful and upbeat, born to land on her feet and heal what she could—until she turned eighty, and the earth shifted, and one day, without preamble, she landed in a wholly different country.

			Cinderella Trail

			I am walking on the Cinderella Trail in the Oakland Hills. The beauty slaps me in the face.

			I think about how you never see an oak wishing it were a sequoia or an old tree wishing it were young again. It revels and grows even as it twists, always toward the sky. Sometimes they may grow perpendicular to the ground, but not for long—they rise up. They let go of things when it’s time and have faith in the regeneration of seasons. You never see a tree wishing it were somewhere else. It just doesn’t happen.

			Some dogs pass with their owners. One is very old with a white muzzle. My dog Colette cowers. She fears everything unless she is behind our locked door, and then she raises Hell.
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