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My loss was a tender second skin.
JESMYN WARD

*

I pray my mama don’t forget about me.
NONAME
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PREFACE Beauty, or All about My Mother

In the time it takes me to write this book, my mother may lose her capacity
to read this sentence. Every morning when I meet this work, I write against
the cruel force of that realization.

This book’s opening sentence contains the conditional: this 74y happen.
Everything that conventional medicine has to tell us about Alzheimer’s—
which is surprisingly litle—and how it manifests in those who are diagnosed
before their sixty-fifth birthday suggests that my mother’s near future holds
steady cognitive deterioration. Our world comes to be shaped by statistics
and risk assessments; we try to predict something about which predictions
are likely to be faulty. We wait. We hope. We monitor. And in the midst of
this, we live.

Through a combination of something I can only call luck and the
immense generosity of a cadre of colleagues, in the third year of my mother’s
living-with Alzheimer’s, I find myself working at an institution that is twenty
minutes from my parents.! For the first time in my adult life, I live in the
same city as them. I have grown tired of the “frenzied rituals of academic
legitimation,” rituals that have, at times, led me to places where I have not
wanted to live—or to places I hought I wanted to live, only to discover I
didn’t.> The endless choreography of packing and moving, settling and ori-
enting, has been in the service of credentialization. I have also told myself
it has been in the name of a certain kind of freedom, inching toward more
time and space for the things that I hold dearest, namely, writing every day.
But there is a kind of fatigue that academics spend too little time describing,
one perhaps more profound for faculty of color, who—in a moment that

continues to be marked by anti-Blackness and our peculiar fetishization



and valuation in a marketplace structured by diversity’s relentless logics—
are moved, traded, shuffled, in an endless game of musical chairs whose
results are announced each year on Twitter and Instagram. The previous
sentence is not entirely true. We move ourselves. We shuflle ourselves. But
we are also moved and shuffled by institutions who promise us 7zore: free-
dom, time, money, autonomy. This all hides something that I think too
often goes unnamed in academia: loneliness. Gratitude is too small a word
to describe what I feel when I find myself simply watching the annual aca-
demic musical chairs, the elaborate dance of moving institutions, packing
offices, and announcing new titles. I sit this one out, not out of resignation
or disappointment, but out of something that academia has not taught me
to recognize: contentment.

My parents have a key to our house, and at least three times a week, they
stop by. We eat dinner together. We go for walks. We buy each other toilet
paper from Target. We change each other’s light bulbs, pick up each other’s
dry cleaning, ferry small boxes of food to each other’s houses. This, to me,
epitomizes what Christina Sharpe calls “sounding an ordinary note of care.”
We don’t sound it, though. We simply do it. And we do it again and again.
In doing it, in repeating it, we make it.

But my mother’s diagnosis and the slow pace at which these words are
written means that this book might not reach her, or it won’t reach her the
way [ want it to. T use the word might because I do not yet know if this proj-
ect is an attempt to catch her—preserve her—in a moment when there are
parts of her that are still recognizable to me, or if this is an effort to mourn
her even as this loss is still unfolding. Perhaps, I admit to myself, there is some
relief in the fact that this project will not make it to her. My mother would
not like the fact of this book. She would not want to find herself the subject
of my inquiry, and she certainly would feel some shame at the condition of
her memory described in an academic text. I have struggled with what dis-
closure means for her as we navigate social spaces together—my father and
I endlessly assess who needs to know about her diagnosis, until we reach a
point when we realize that even if we do not disclose her diagnosis, it is al-
ready obvious—and as I navigate my own intellectual interests, which have
always been shaped by the conditions of my ordinary life. Sharpe tells us that
“there are other stories to tell here, but they’re not mine to tell.”* It is hard
for me to ascertain which stories belong to me and what ownership means

when we talk about the complicated entanglements of family history. I can’t
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discern the difference between her story and mine, the boundary between
where her life ends and mine begins.

Now there is simply the magnitude of loss, and its long duration. I live
my life imagining what it will be to lose her, and with that loss slowly un-
folding. I watch her face, carefully record her answers to questions, always, I
realize, wondering one thing: What will happen if—when—she forgets me?
This is what you should know about me: I bring to this project a dense set
of desires for my mother to live on in a form that is familiar to me.® [ know
those desires will not be met. This is the critical and affective energy that
animates this book.

I often sit in the uncomfortable space between the theoretical work I
teach and my embodied experience. Perhaps many of us do, measuring the
complexity of existence by the distance between the text and the body, be-
tween the word and the lived. I try to name this space for my students, but I
find I often fail to do justice to it with words. I can explain it here like this: I
spend this past semester reading feminist texts with graduate students. We
circle again and again around the limits of generational logic for feminist
inquiry and imagine the possibilities of anti-generational feminist thinking.
We talk about the “stories” feminists have told and about feminists” endur-
ing preoccupation with telling time in ways that uphold normative logics
of kinship.”

I hold secret that I am still seduced by this logic, that the idea of gen-
erationality structures my thinking and living in profound ways. I come to
write about my mother only after I have a daughter. I feel an invisible thread
woven around the three of us, and I feel it tighten as the years pass. We are
three generations of only children. We are three generations of only girls. If
I let that thread weave one generation back, I see my mother’s mother, my
grandmother, also an only child. I barely knew her. By the time I was old
enough to be curious about her existence, she had already been diagnosed
with Alzheimer’s, and she managed it by retreating from anything that we
might call social life. I remember a conversation I overheard where she con-
fessed to my mother—her daughter—that she thought I feared her, that I
was uncomfortable around the lapses in her memory, the questions she re-
peated, the long stares she would cast in my direction as if trying to memo-
rize my face. I was ashamed, and I tried to channel that shame into a kind
of contrived generosity. I sat with her. I held her hand. I tried desperately
to find a way to comfort her. But I was too young to understand the sheer
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pain of a grandmother who felt that the granddaughter right in front of her
could not see her. She felt herself disappearing. Or, perhaps worse, that I
was disappearing her. Now, nearly thirty years later, as I “gather my ghosts,”
I realize that I have to contend with this history as part of what binds our
four generations.8 These women are in the room with me as I write, as is my
daughter, sitting across the table from me, staring at me with dark eyes that
are a mirror image of my own.
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NOTES

Preface

I Endless thanks to Robyn Wiegman.
2 Williams, Rooster’s Egg, 219.

3 Sharpe, In the Wake, 133.

4 Sharpe, In the Wake, 6.

5 My thinking here is shaped by Patricia J. Williams’s insight. “So all of
this leaves me feeling porous, unsettled, having lost the coherence of
an identity I had thought of as my own. It brings felt meaning to the
koan that novelist and Zen master Ruth Ozeki frequently cites as her
meditative inspiration: “What did your face look like before your par-
ents were born?”” Williams, “Gathering the Ghosts.”

6 Iam channeling the opening pages of Williams’s The Alchemy of Race and
Rights. She writes, “You should know you are dealing with someone who
is writing this in an old terry bathrobe with a little fringe of blue and white
tassels dangling from the hem, trying to decide if she is stupid or crazy”(4).

7 My understanding of feminist stories is indebted to Clare Hemmings’s
Why Stories Matter.

8 Williams, “Gathering the Ghosts.”

Chapter 1
Beauty, or, All about Black Feminist Theory’s Mothers

I As I'write this, I am deeply grateful for Janelle Taylor’s formulation. In
“On Recognition,” Taylor notes:





