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For my husband, Jack Bell, who has made the success of Las Comadres Para Las Americas possible through his unstinting support.

To my mothers: Sofia Flores de Hoyos, who molded me, and Enriqueta Flores De La Garza, who gave me life.

To my twins, Paul and Ariel Comstock, who inspire me every day.





INTRODUCTION


There is no question that women’s relationships are unique, and so is the organization we named Las Comadres Para Las Americas®. A landmark UCLA study found that reaching out to friends is a woman’s natural response to stress. It is said these friendships can bring us peace, fill the emotional shortcomings in our romantic relationships, and help us remember what lies deep inside every one of us. Women are a source of strength to each other. And despite our busy schedules, we as women need to have a relaxed space in which we can do the special kind of soul-searching talk we do when we gather with other women. Without it, we weaken.

Las Comadres Para Las Americas helps provide that time and space for women, but another reason why the organization resonates with thousands of Latinas is the familiar Spanish-language term in our name: comadres. The term encompasses some of the most complex and important relationships that exist between women. Comadres are best friends, confidants, coworkers, advisors, neighbors, and godmothers to one’s children. The term is also used to describe midwives, and there may be no more intimate a moment than one woman helping another bring a child into the world. Comadre is indeed a powerful term, and concept, and its connotations are unique to Latino culture. All Latinas recognize the most common definition of the term comadre—the one related to friendship and camaraderie. Comadres are the women they know they can count on, lean on, and ask for advice or for help when needed. Like Las Comadres Para Las Americas, comadres make up the support system women create for themselves on the personal and professional fronts.

Comadres acquire a particular level of importance for Latinas living in an Anglo world—in addition to serving as a source of comfort, understanding, and inspiration, these women also serve as direct links to their cultural and family heritage. Sometimes, when a woman’s family is far away or is a cause of strain on her daily life, comadres become a surrogate family that doesn’t hold judgment. Comadre-type friendships can also blossom with non-Latinos who appreciate a Latina’s openness and warmth in her manner of showing affection.

Aside from finding a comadre to enrich your life, I believe another important piece to the puzzle comes from reading books by Latino authors. A journey through a writer’s words and similar experiences can provide the ultimate connection to another human being. This anthology was a dream Esmeralda Santiago and I talked about several years ago. She has been the spokesperson for the book club that forms part of Las Comadres Para Las Americas and I cherish her friendship from the bottom of my heart. The idea of bringing together a sampling of Latino literature’s most vibrant voices on the topic of female friendships seemed the natural next step. But without the book club, there might have never been an anthology. And I find it important to explain why it occurred to me to begin a book club in the first place. Emblazoned in my memory is a specific experience that led me down this path: A young Latina in her midtwenties, who had recently graduated from college, was volunteering in my office. Since I had no funds to pay her, I gave her a book by an author who also happened to be a comadre. She looked at it and said, “I have never read a Latina writer before.” I was stunned. Then I realized that this had been my own experience not so long before, and that I needed to help to change that. When the next uninitiated Latina walks through my door, I will hand her this anthology in hopes of inspiring her.

This collection of stories by prominent Latino authors is a table spread out with snapshots of friendships that overcame their difficult moments, but survived because of the humor and humanity comadres can offer, even in the darkest moments. A comadre or the idealized notion of comadreship can also manifest itself in various ways throughout a woman’s life. In “Las Comais,” Esmeralda Santiago recounts her mother’s close-knit relationships with a small and colorful army of comadres in 1950s Puerto Rico, which became an inspiration for Santiago in both her creative and personal life. In “Every Day of Her Life,” Carolina De Robertis takes on the role of caretaker for her deceased friend’s unpublished first novel, as if it were her beloved comadre’s child, her flesh and blood. If life is a highway, Stephanie Elizondo Griest sets out in “Road Sisters” on a journey with an unfamiliar copilot whose eventual friendship winds up steering her away from life’s dead ends, and back on the right path.

In “Crocodiles and Plovers,” Lorraine López remembers how a prominent yet reticent alpha author on campus guided her through the rough waters of academia, and how López figured out a way to give back to her mentor in her own fashion. In Latin America, politics or corruption can either separate two women or bring them together for a cause. Fabiola Santiago’s “Letters from Cuba” describes a tender childhood friendship that withstood the test of time, revolution, and lost correspondences. In “Casa Amiga: In Memory of Esther Chávez Cano,” Teresa Rodríguez pays a moving tribute to a woman who gave her life to defend women from the violence in Juárez, Mexico, while finding the time to be a comadre to thousands.

Long-lasting and deep friendships can be formed quickly, and sometimes in the most unexpected moments or places. When two artists with different creative styles meet at a New York City event in Sofia Quintero’s “The Miranda Manual,” neither would have expected that they would end up sharing their personal and celluloid dreams together, as well as be committed to each other through sickness and health. In “My Teacher, My Friend,” Reyna Grande relives the hardships she underwent, after emigrating from Mexico only to reconnect with an abusive father, until she walked into a classroom and met the woman who would inspire her to become a writer. In “Cooking Lessons,” chef extraordinaire Daisy Martínez recounts the day she invited three young fans, whom she met on social networking sites, to her home to create an exquisite meal that they would all savor for a lifetime.

Comadres can save your life, and they can be as wild and risk-taking as Thelma and Louise, who without each other might not have been able to walk away from an abusive relationship and unhappy home life. In “Anarchy Chicks,” Michelle Herrera Mulligan finds herself a rebellious friend at school whose fearlessness helps them plow through the pains of adolescence, dysfunctional families, and racial differences. The fact is, female friendships are scientifically proven to be good for one’s health, and in her essay “A Heart-to-Heart Connection,” Dr. Ana Nogales not only discusses why strong social support networks help prevent depression in women, but shares her own struggles with both fitting in and finding true comadres throughout her life. In Nogales’s words, “When we join with other women and learn that our experiences are similar to those of our comadres, we create a sacred space in which to heal.” The final story in this collection proves that not only women can be honorary comadres, but so can men. When Luis Alberto Urrea returns to his former home in Tijuana he reunites with his younger friend, who is still a resident of the city’s garbage dump, and shows her how to dream. And in the process, demonstrates what it means to be a compadre in this day and age.

Although writers are often known to be solitary and private people, without a comadre willing to back them through crucial years of self-discovery, making their way in the U.S. might have been utterly impossible. In these twelve candid and thought-provoking stories chock-full of devourable morsels of wisdom, perhaps you too will recognize your own comadre in your life. If this is so, then you are one lucky person, and if you’re in need of finding that special friend, now you know where to find her, comadre. You can count on us.

Nora de Hoyos Comstock, PhD

President & CEO

Las Comadres Para Las Americas

    www.lascomadres.org





LAS COMAIS
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Esmeralda Santiago





In my first memory of my mother’s comadres, they’re waiting for us at the school gate. Mami, doña Zena, and doña Ana wore home-sewn cotton dresses, the thin fabric pressing against their pregnant bellies, the hems flapping against their skinny legs. Around them, toddlers chased each other and raised dust clouds in their wakes. Near them stood doña Lola, tall and long-limbed, her deliberate movements a choreographed dance.

As soon as the teacher rang the bell, we ran toward our mothers, jabbering about our day, challenging one another’s versions. The moment we turned the corner of the schoolyard, we helped the comadres to take their shoes off, and did the same to ours. Shoes were a luxury, and to make them last, we all walked barefoot, and wore shoes only when “gente” could see us. Gente were people who didn’t live in the barrio: our teachers in the two-room schoolhouse, for instance. My younger siblings and friends skipped and ran down the dirt road toward home, but las comadres ambled behind, every once in a while calling one of us to stop doing this or that, and if we didn’t, swatting our heads with their free hands or with a shoe. This is what parents did then, when mothers and fathers had no idea that we could be psychologically (if not physically) scarred by their quick hands.

I was as playful and energetic as every other child in that barrio, but I didn’t join my cohorts. I hung back, preferring to walk with the mothers so that I could listen in on their conversations.

Doña Zena was the eldest of the comadres, taller than Mami or doña Ana.

“Mira nene, deja eso, por Dios y Nuestra Señora.”

Every sentence she uttered invoked God and the Virgin and she was a walking encyclopedia of saints, prophets, and holy obligations. We children knew not to make noise near her house on Saturdays because she and her family spent most of the day in prayer.

“Tres curas y una monja . . .” doña Ana started. She was shorter than Mami, broad shouldered, with an easy smile and a laughing voice. She loved riddles and jokes, but when she began her story, Mami shooed me away because doña Ana’s jokes were often naughty.

Mami was younger than doña Zena and doña Ana. By the year I started elementary school at six, she was twenty-four and already had three children younger than me and another on the way. She wore her black hair in a curly ponytail to her waist, and walked with a straight back that made her seem proud.

As we reached doña Zena’s gate, I slowed to smell the air. Her house was surrounded by flowering plants, and her porch was festooned with morning glory vines and potted geraniums, sweetly perfumed. Her daughters, who were a little older than I was, went inside, but doña Zena stopped to clip flowers from the hibiscus hedge.

Further down was doña Ana’s, the only house on this end of the barrio built from cement, its broad porch facing the road. From her pasture, her cow mooed, and squawks and screeches came from behind the banana grove, where her husband and sons kept fighting cocks.

Ours was the last gate before the barrio curved toward the funnel end. The house was a hodgepodge of coconut palm fronds, rusty metal sheets, and cardboard. My father had built a cement foundation around the perimeter of the current structure, but after many Sundays, the cinderblock walls only reached to my knees. In the back was the kitchen shed with the three stones that formed the fogón, its embers blinking and smoking. Huge drums under the eaves captured water for washing and bathing. On the far edge of the rear yard was the latrine, built from palm fronds.

Delsa, Norma, and Hector chased each other into the front yard. I went inside to take off my uniform, another luxury. I was not allowed to eat or drink anything while wearing it except during lunch in the school cafeteria, and I’d better make sure not to spill on it or I’d get a swat from Mami’s shoe.

As I changed, doña Lola and Mami ladled from the pot of chicken asopao she’d brought earlier. My sisters and brother sat on the nearby felled tree trunk near the kitchen shed. Mami told me to watch the others and then went inside the house with doña Lola. From the tree trunk, I could see doña Lola gently pressing around Mami’s belly.

“It won’t be long, mi’ja,” she told her. “The baby has already turned.”

Of the three neighbors, doña Lola was my favorite. She lived down the road, in a wooden house with a corrugated zinc roof. She tended gardens for cooking and medicinal plants, fruit trees, and a shady grove where she grew coffee. I often helped her harvest the plump, red berries, which she dried under the sun on her metal roof. She roasted them in small batches in a huge cast-iron skillet. Whenever Mami came over, doña Lola handed me the coffee grinder as she settled the pot full of rainwater over the orange embers of the fogón. I sat on a stump with the grinder between my knees, turning the handle slowly until the little drawer underneath was full of the fragrant black grounds. Doña Lola’s kitchen, like ours, was a separate shack, and garlands of dried herbs and twigs dangled from the beams. She was the barrio midwife and healer, consulted for ailments from machete wounds to stomachaches to lovesickness.

We were taught to add the honorific doña to women’s first names, but Mami called them comais—comadres. The way she addressed them, so different from ours, indicated there was a special relationship between the women that we children didn’t share.

Comai Lola was the eldest of the comadres, all of whom lived shouting distance from each other. Comai Zena and comai Ana were in their twenties, but comai Lola had adult sons and daughters scattered along the path from the main road to the furthest corner of Barrio Macún. Comai Lola was sinewy and wore her gray hair braided then wrapped around her head like a crown. I admired her quiet dignity and how she seemed to be dancing when standing still.

When we visited comai Ana, Mami sat on the cement porch sewing, talking, and laughing more than any other time. Sometimes she laughed until she cried, but often the laughter became sad tears and comai Ana rubbed her shoulders and softened her voice to say things I couldn’t hear.

We didn’t see doña Zena as much as the other comadres, because she was always praying, and we shouldn’t disturb her. When Mami was sad, however, or after she’d had an argument with us or with Papi, she called on comai Zena, cocooned in the scent of flowers on her porch, and they prayed together.

I was jealous of the hours Mami spent with the comadres, how they could talk about things I was not supposed to know or hear. But I was a curious . . . actually, a nosy child. My sisters and brother played nearby but I sidled close enough to the comadres when Mami was with them, or when they came over, or at the public fountain where we filled buckets for drinking water.

That’s where I first heard that Mami grew up in San Juan. It was why she hated the campo, and why she was terrified of snakes. Before going to bed, she swept the floors and shook the hammocks and blankets, afraid that snakes lurked in the shadowy corners. Because she was scared of them, Mami saw a snake everywhere. They crossed her path toward the pigpen, or she surprised them coiled among the vines when she went to dig for sweet potatoes or slithering along the annatto bushes, and once, she claimed, she found a snake wrapped around the carved post of her and Papi’s four-poster bed. When she saw a snake, she began to shake and scream, pointing where she saw it, but when we came to look, the snake had always disappeared into the brush. We didn’t really believe that she’d seen one. None of us ever did.

After sighting a snake, Mami stood for a while, looking near her feet fearfully and rubbing her goose bumps.

Comai Lola insisted that there was nothing to be afraid of; there were no venomous snakes in Puerto Rico.

“Es que le tengo asco,” Mami said, grimacing in disgust.

Mami also worried about ghosts and spirits and was afraid of the long nights, noisy with the screeches, chirrups, and croaks of nocturnal animals. Electricity had not arrived in the barrio, so once the sun set, we lived within the quivering circles shaped by gas lamps. Bats and huge flying insects buzzed over our heads even inside the house, and brown toads jumped from the dark corners after she’d closed the doors and windows.

“Don’t be afraid of the toads, mi’ja,” comai Lola told her, “they eat the flies and mosquitoes.”

“The smallest, peskiest insect is a gift from God,” comai Zena assured her.

“That reminds me of the story of the prince who was a frog,” comai Ana started, and Mami sent me on a pointless errand even though I’d heard that story, and it wasn’t naughty.

When Mami’s labor pains began, she sent me to alert her comadres. We were herded to doña Zena’s, to be watched by her daughters. From the fragrant porch I could hear Mami’s screams. When it was dark, I sneaked off and peeped through the space between two boards of our house. The flames from two oil lamps bathed the single room in golden light that formed fabulous shadows against the uneven walls. Comai Lola and comai Zena supported Mami so she could walk around the room. Strands of her hair were matted against her forehead, cheeks, neck, and shoulders. She was my mother, but her grimaces had changed her face into a bizarre mask.

“Ayúdame Dios santo,” Mami cried, and doubled over, holding her belly.

The women helped her stand, rubbed her back and shoulders, and muttered encouraging words. Comai Ana came in from the kitchen carrying a panful of hot water that she poured into a large enameled bowl I’d seen in comai Lola’s kitchen. They guided Mami toward the bed. Behind me I heard comai Zena’s eldest daughter calling my name, and I ran.

*   *   *

Mami often complained that she was trapped in a jungle, struggling alone with her children in a shack with no lights, no running water, no money or any way to earn it. Everything that was wrong with her life, she said to the comais, was due to my father. Papi, like the other men in Macún, worked in towns far from the barrio or in the endless sugarcane fields. The fathers were like apparitions. They were around on Sundays and on holidays, but the rest of the time, left home before the sun rose and returned after the children went to bed. There were a few old men and women in Macún, but the barrio was mostly populated by mothers with young children, and I’d overheard that every one of their husbands was as feckless as Papi.

Although the comadres often complained to each other about their men, they treated the compadres like princes. On Saturday after work, the compais got together at the colmado on the main road, to drink beer, play dominoes, listen to the jukebox. They wore white starched shirts, and pants with sharp creases down the front that their wives had pressed with heavy black irons. When they were home, their meals were served before anyone else’s and their wives and children tiptoed near them until they were noticed. The fathers, who were never there, were more powerful than our mothers, who never went anywhere. “Wait until your father comes home,” kept us in line, aware that his leather belt raised red welts on legs and buttocks for infractions our mothers had already punished with hands or a switch.

Decades later, I have strong memories of the comadres, but can’t conjure a single one of their husbands. They were mysterious, and we children were afraid of them. Their absence made the bond between the comais stronger. The women were co-mothers to the passel of children who came in and out of each other’s yards and homes to play, to relay messages, to ask to borrow a bit of sugar, to stay out of the rain, to have a cut or scrape treated. We children knew that there were many eyes on us, each comadre looking out for her children and those of her comais.

That’s not to say that this community of women and children was idyllic or in any way utopian. The comadres were strong-willed women who’d come together by circumstance, not choice. They were considerate and obliging, but also bickered and gossiped, criticized one another, sometimes taking the opposing side from what I expected.

After she’d had seven children, and the youngest, Raymond, was four, Mami found a job in a garment factory in the next town. The comadres didn’t approve of her working outside her home. They ridiculed her for wearing a girdle, straight skirts, and high heels. They made nasty comments about how she curled her hair, powdered and colored her cheeks, and wore lipstick. They claimed she abandoned her children, and complained that we were running wild around the barrio. It was true that with Mami at work we were freer of her strict rules, but we weren’t alone. Mami hired doña Ana’s daughter to watch and feed us until she came home from work.

They could be spiteful, but the comadres couldn’t hold grudges for long because they might need each other at any moment. When comai Zena’s father fell ill, the comadres took turns nursing him, washing the linens, offering meals from their kitchens. It was the comadres who prepared the body and the house for the wake, and led the novenas after the funeral.

One year, the comadres and their families, including the husbands, hunkered behind the reinforced doors and windows of comai Ana’s cement house. The hurricane that raced through Puerto Rico that summer devastated the vegetable plots and gardens, destroyed homes, killed cattle, pigs, and horses, and felled fruit trees in every direction. Over the next weeks, the comadres shared what was in their pantries. Their husbands and sons formed work brigades to rebuild one another’s houses. The comadres organized the children to pick branches for kindling, and to clear the detritus the hurricane had deposited in our yards and on the road.

Near the mango tree, I found a strange metal object with four wheels. Papi said it was a roller skate and guessed this one had flown in the hurricane’s winds all the way from San Juan, where there were sidewalks. He gave me a cord so that I could tie it to my foot. Because there was no pavement until we reached the main road, the only place where I could ride my roller skate was on doña Ana’s cement porch. Mami held me as I balanced on one leg, and soon I was able to ride back and forth without falling. When tired of riding on the right leg, I switched to the left foot. The other kids lined up to take rides on the skate, and we spent hours rolling from here to there and back on doña Ana’s porch. We tried to outdo one another with tricks. We squatted over the skate with the free leg in front, or in our version of a ballet arabesque, balancing while the other leg stretched behind. The comadres watched and applauded, but just as often, had to pick us up from the hard floor when a particular maroma didn’t quite work as we had hoped.

“Sana, sana, colita de rana, si no sana hoy, se sanará mañana.”

Somehow a comadre’s voice singing a silly rhyme made us feel better, especially when accompanied by a tight hug and a kiss.

*   *   *

Fifteen years after we left Puerto Rico I went back to Barrio Macún. Doña Zena still lived in the same house surrounded by flowers, her porch decorated with colorful geraniums and morning glories. Her wooly hair was streaked with white, and her hands were scarred and work worn, with prominent knuckles. She blessed me, thanking saints and virgins whose efforts, she said, had helped me to survive the rigors of New York, and would continue to guide and protect me when I return. I was surprised at the raspy sound of her voice, and a bit annoyed by her chiding me for being still single and childless at twenty-eight.

Doña Ana didn’t have the house with the cement porch where I’d honed my skills as a one-skate skater. A highway now crossed her pasture, and her house, doña Lola’s, and ours had been demolished. Doña Ana now lived right next to the school and sold candy, drinks, school supplies, and trinkets wrapped in cellophane from a shack in the yard. As I sipped on a cold soda, she told me a couple of ribald jokes that I could now understand, and laughed with her, feeling as if I had joined a club that had been closed to me as a child.

I was curious to see doña Lola. The longer I lived in the United States, the more I missed her. To me she represented the Puerto Rican jíbara, the self-sufficient countrywoman, knowledgeable about, and in harmony with, her surroundings; and as a healer and midwife, in touch with every aspect of the birth, life, and death of every person in Barrio Macún. She now lived at the end of a narrow path lined by medicinal plants and fruit trees. She showed me the cement corral where she kept land crabs. Further down was her pigsty, and a little further, her goat was tied to a stake. Her kitchen was a separate shack that looked pretty much the same as the one I remembered, with a three-stone fogón in the corner, the embers smoldering, and dried herbs tied to the beams.

“Here you go,” she handed me the same coffee grinder I’d used as a child. I found the stump just outside the kitchen and turned the handle, breathing in the fragrance of the smoky home-roasted beans, as doña Lola told me that her sons and daughters had emigrated to New York and Chicago. They wrote often, but a neighbor had to read the letters because she didn’t know how to read or write. Most of the residents of the barrio were newcomers and she didn’t know many of them.

“I wish things in Puerto Rico were the same as when I was a child,” I sighed, “when we were one huge family.”

“Ay, no, mi’ja, don’t waste precious time wishing for the past. If you do, you’ll wake some morning to realize that you’ve spent your life wishing.”

She made the coffee the old-fashioned way in an enameled pot, dropping the grounds into the boiling water, then filtering them through a darkly stained flannel sock with a patinated wooden handle. We sat on her porch, sipping the delicious brew. Against the far wall of the room behind me there were stacks of unopened boxes of appliances.

“What are those, doña Lola?”

“Oh, gifts from my children and grandchildren.”

“Why do you keep them in the boxes?”

“I don’t know what most of those contraptions do. I don’t have electricity.”

“Why not sell them, or give them away?”

“They remind me of them,” she said.

*   *   *

The comadres helped Mami at a place and time when she most needed them. Now over eighty, crusty and independent, she argues that comai Ana, comai Zena, and comai Lola didn’t do as much as I think they did. Perhaps Mami undermines their influence with the same jealousy I felt when she spent too much time with them.

It’s difficult to imagine what our lives might have been if the three comadres had not befriended Mami when she needed to cope with a situation that challenged her beyond her expectations and knowledge. Comai Ana’s jokes and stories made Mami laugh when she’d be more likely to cry. Comai Zena’s prayers were soothing when she was most confused or despairing. And comai Lola became a surrogate mother who taught her about the campo, delivered her babies, and showed that it was possible to live in oneness with her environment.

It didn’t surprise me that when things didn’t work out as she’d hoped in New York, Mami returned to Barrio Macún seven years after we’d left. With the other comadres, she nursed doña Ana’s daughter during her last painful months before she died of cancer. A few years later, Mami married the widower and raised his young children with the same fierce protectiveness as her own.

*   *   *

When I was a young mother, I often remembered the three comadres and wished that I could call upon their humor, faith, and knowledge. My husband and I had settled in a suburban village south of Boston where I often felt that I was the only foreign person. Then I met the Latinas who congregated in the playground sharing stories. As an American citizen, as an educated professional, as the mother of the children climbing the monkey bars, I did not share the same legal, job, social, or economic circumstances as the nannies. But we all were lonely, alienated from where we lived, and often felt uneasy under the curious, and sometimes hostile, glances of our neighbors who frequently asked us where we were from.

“I always tell them I come from Chelsea,” Leonor said, naming the town north of Boston where she lived from Friday afternoons to Monday mornings, when she was off from nanny duty. We could laugh at the truthful answer, and her refusal to accept that she didn’t belong where she now was, instead of El Salvador, where she was born.

Regardless of our differences, we listened and learned from each other, supported and encouraged each others’ efforts as we managed new lives in the United States. We’d all grown up in Latin America and had more in common with each other than with our norteamericano neighbors. We understood the concept of comadrazgo—the principle that all mothers of a community share responsibility for raising everyone’s children—instilled by our mothers’ relationships with their comadres. I didn’t call them comais, but they provided the same solace that Mami received from comai Ana, comai Zena, and comai Lola when she felt a stranger in a new land.

Mami’s three comadres in Barrio Macún have passed away, but their lessons of camaraderie, generosity, faith, and wry humor continue to inspire me. Having had them in my life, I knew how crucial it was for women to join in solidarity, to work toward common goals, to find comfort in each other. My life has been informed and enriched by the example set by comai Ana, comai Zena, and comai Lola.

I will never forget the three comadres standing on the periphery of the sunny schoolyard, their pregnant bellies carrying the future. They have had an impact beyond their lives. When they were Mami’s friends, the comais had no idea that they were models to her child, and none of us ever imagined that they would become characters in memoirs and novels that same intrepid girl would someday write. They have become the prototypes for womanhood, and their lives and lessons reverberate through my work and through my life.





EVERY DAY
OF HER LIFE
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Carolina De Robertis






1.

I taught Leila the word comadre a year and a half before she died. She loved it instantly. The term encapsulated what she already knew about women, about friendship, community, the curve and flavor of an exuberant, largehearted life. The moment she learned the word, it was already home.

We had been friends then for three years, ever since we met at our MFA in creative writing. But it seemed as though we’d known each other for much longer—for decades, or perhaps lifetimes. We’d shared such intimate corners of our souls. We’d dared and stretched and read and dreamed together, pushed our written words as far as we could take them and then further; we opened our deepest sources of vulnerability and courage. We drew sustenance from each other when our novels-in-progress overwhelmed us or felt like an irreparable mess, reminding each other of why we wrote; our desire to voice stories that might otherwise go untold.

Leila used the word comadre with me, but she also shared it with women friends of other backgrounds, presenting it as a rich treasure offered up by Latino culture, a gift for those who resonate with it throughout global tribes. She embraced the term with such peerless passion that, whenever I hear it, I see her face.



2.

Since her death, Leila’s presence in my life has continued to grow. My house, which I bought two months before she died, is suffused with reminders of her. The olive tree in the yard whose fruits she said I had to learn to cure (I’ll teach you, she said, both of us assuming a second half to that sentence, one day when I’m better); bread from the local bakery she first told me about; the single Mediterranean tile she gave me as a housewarming gift that sits on the kitchen counter and murmurs to me of grief and of faraway homelands, both hers and mine. Sometimes, when I read intriguing articles online, my fingers still itch to forward them to her, disbelieving that she’s left for a place whose connectivity is beyond my computer’s ability to decipher. Often, in the midst of an adventure—an inspiring book fair, a party full of laughter, a graciously presented meal steeped in ancestral traditions—I find myself thinking, Oh Leila, you would love this, as though forming those words in my mind could make her appear beside me. And, sometimes, I feel that she does appear, and her radiance is beautiful. I could wrap it around me in a great, bright shawl. But it is still not Leila standing physically in a room, filling it completely as she used to do, standing an elegant six feet tall, with her big voice and gregarious ways that could instantly warm everyone around her. Feeling her spirit’s presence is not the same as having her here, alive, embodied. It will never be the same.

And there it is, the terrible, obvious truth about life: All of it passes, each moment, each joy, even the body itself—and nothing will ever be the same.



3.

Co-madre.

Co-mother.

The comadre steps in when her beloved friend can no longer care for her child. She takes the child into her home, opens her arms, adopts her dear friend’s progeny and raises it as though it were her own.

Leila left two young sons when she died, but they did not need taking in. Their father’s love is as solid as bedrock. It is her other child, the novel she was working on, that cried out to be held and nurtured, to be brought into another home.

And so, for these two years since Leila’s death, along with her widower and one other friend, I have been coediting the gorgeous unfinished book she left behind, a sprawling portrait of her native Lebanon. Every time I enter those pages, I see new things about Leila, what she loved and feared and longed for, her most secret and treasured visions. I am becoming more intimate with her. Our friendship is still in the present tense. She is not only inside my heart, but also inside my days, my creative process, those unlit layers of the soul that are engaged by writing, stories, dreams. She is still teaching me about what it means to write, what it means to live, who she really was and who I can continue to become.
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