
Dear Reader,

Is there any single origin story to a novel?
I could pick at so many different threads to explain how I arrived 

at Family Lore, and each one would be true, and each one would be 
incomplete. Perhaps the best and most unorthodox approach— but 
the most honest to me and how I write— would be to give some 
examples of the different streams of thoughts that grounded the 
novel; the confluence of these inspirational bursts, and many more 
similar moments, led to this amalgam of a book.

At some point in 2009, a few weeks before the live perfor-
mance of my senior honor’s thesis, I was walking over a bridge near 
Townsend Avenue in the Bronx. I thought about my Tía Margarita, 
whose apartment I was leaving. She’d arrived in the U.S. a few years 
before and, firecracker of a woman that she is, wrangled New York 
into a city that did her bidding. She is tough and joyous, and the 
woman who acted as my substitute mami when I visited the Domin-
ican Republic every summer as a child. She is the kind of woman 
novels should be written about. But thinking that led me to the fact 
that my mom is one of nine sisters, and each one of them has attri-
butes and quirks and contradictions that make them perfect fodder 
for an unputdownable story. At the time, I was still in undergradu-
ate school, a spoken- word poet who performed and had a fear of 
prose, and I had no idea what my trajectory as a writer would be, but 
I remember thinking: one day I will write a story in vignettes about 
my mother’s sisters.

Let’s drop into September 2019: I sit down at a restaurant with 
my cousin Limer. We’ve made it a point to love up on each other 
and keep each other well informed on family business, since, as DC 
residents, we are the only two living on this side of the Delaware 
River. She’s three years younger than me and decades wiser, and I 
often turn to her for advice, which on this day I especially needed. 
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But before I could ask about a major career change, with our green 
curry and pad thai orders placed, Limer turned to me and said, “I 
know what you should write a book about.” I abhor this sentence. 
Most people don’t know what a book should be about; shit, most 
writers don’t know what a book should be about. It’s through the 
writing that the purpose for a story is discovered, not in a tidbit 
of gossip or random encounter. But as I mentioned, Limer, like her 
mother, Tía Margarita, ain’t no fool. And she proceeded to hip me 
to some family history she’d learned through the grapevine. I went 
home that day and knew I’d found the way into a character, and a 
moment in time, and a relationship that quickly usurped the anxi-
ety I’d felt when I walked into lunch. I wrote four thousand words in 
two hours. To be clear, I didn’t transcribe the exact scenario Limer 
had told me, but while she’d been speaking I cast an inner eye at 
the ways families hold secrets, and tell one another’s truths, and 
protect one another or harm their favorite people. . . . There was a 
texture I could feel in my cousin’s conversation, my writer’s mind 
reading the braille there and noting, here there be story.

At some point a few years back I listened to a lecturer give a 
presentation on the way funereal practices are changing. People 
are turning their ashes into seeds that can be planted to grow a 
tree, offering a different approach to limiting global warming. Some 
folks are making their caskets biodegradable. The practice of living 
wakes has started taking a hold in small communities where the ill 
want a more formal way to say goodbye. In a different life I would 
have been an anthropologist. I am moved by how humans create 
culture and tradition. The rituals and ceremonies that make us un-
like other animals that we pass down, or turn away from, or redis-
cover. I listened to this lecture on the formalities of death without 
any thought that I’d ever write about it. I love being a student, and 
all I knew at the time was that human beings who are preparing for 
death come up with the wildest and most magical ways of dealing 
with their corporal selves . . . and with their loved ones.
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In October 2020, I went to my primary care doctor after some 
uncommon menstruation patterns. I described my symptoms and 
laid back on the exam table as she pressed firm fingers into my pel-
vis, then proceeded to put my feet into stirrups so she could per-
form a vaginal exam. “Your uterus is heavy,” she said. “I know it 
sounds odd, but it’s the only way to describe it. Maybe you’re carry-
ing twins.” My doctor is very kind to my often anxious self, and in 
this instance, she knew how hopeful I was at the prospect I might 
have conceived. “But I want to order an MCAT just to be sure.” 
What I was carrying was a fibroid the size of a small orange that 
made it difficult for me to sit down and had shifted my uterus into 
a funny uptilt, and was more than likely the cause for my inability 
to get pregnant. The surgery to remove the tumor that’s implanted 
into the back of this particular babymaking organ was planned for 
the top of the following year.

And of course, I’m driven by language. I keep a notebook of 
words that strike my ear and ring like a boxing- match bell. I listen 
to my mother with one antenna toward what she’s saying and an-
other perked at the way phrases translate into English or conjugate 
into double meanings. My mother- in- law and husband speak every 
day and fall into a family cadence that I am privileged to listen to; 
there’s magic in the North Carolina idioms they use, what they say 
and don’t say and how the space in between speaks a world on its 
own. It makes me look at conversations with my own family differ-
ently, offers another lens with which to make sense of our patterns 
of disclosure and familiarity and falsehoods. This too drove begin-
nings to the story, the need to encapsulate moments in language 
where ancestral bonds blossomed or rotted.

There were so many more doorways that led to this book: While 
on tour, the librarian in Arkansas who told me she developed a love 
of lemons only after her mother passed. My best friend’s creative 
and gratuitous descriptions of her alpha vagina. The memory of 
not being allowed to close the bathroom door in my aunt’s house 
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because she wanted to check my excrement for parasites. And . .  . 
and  .  .  . and. I wrote scenes and characters out of order, in what 
many organized folks might deem chaos, but I knew I was building 
and layering a story with each glinting bit of narrative, each one that 
kick- started the story anew.

Writing a novel, for me, is like writing this letter to you. I search 
through the bins of happenstance and vernacular and human inter-
actions and I pull at the threads that make me curious or pained or 
joyous. Ah, I say, this one has a bold hue of truth that will hurt me to 
write but will gratify me to capture well. Oh, I think, this one is frayed, 
an old wound that will only heal through being thoroughly thumbed. 
And then I weave. And weave. And weave again. I don’t worry about 
what I’m making. I preoccupy myself only with: Is this true? Note, 
I am not saying “truth.” Family Lore is not a factual novel or auto-
biographical fiction, and I was not aiming toward either. My true 
north is only ever what is true. What shines emotionally true within 
this muddled and glittery and imaginative human experience that I 
reveal to myself— and to you— through writing and rewriting.

Let’s go back to the top. The impetus for Family Lore is past and 
present and tomorrow; it’s beauty and poetry and our deepest fears. 
It’s my kin— alive and ancestral— and my devotion toward writ-
ing my people in a way that is full of tenderness and integrity and 
cutting honesty. It’s my inclination toward ending a chapter with 
the most precise image or snippet of dialogue, and my project as a 
writer to allow many points of entry into my work.

And so. I told you how it began. And began again and again. And 
now, I invite you to see how it ends, and maybe— spoiler alert— the 
ending has tributaries, too. So this is an invitation. Come join me in 
the waters; don’t worry about getting your feet wet. Convergences, 
like families, real or fictious, are always messy.

With warmth,

Elizabeth Acevedo
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won’t you celebrate with me

what i have shaped into

a kind of life? i had no model.

born in babylon

both nonwhite and woman

what did i see to be except myself?

i made it up

here on this bridge between

starshine and clay,

my one hand holding tight

my other hand; come celebrate

with me that everyday

something has tried to kill me

and has failed.

— “Won’t you celebrate with me,”  

Lucille Clifton
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FAMILY 
LORE
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SIx WEEKS 
BEFORE THE WAKE
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FLOR
had a tabulated ranking for the seasons, autumn being her least 
preferred of the climatic periods in North America. The dying 
season, for Flor, had always been worse than the dead.

She should have been taking her daily constitutional through 
Riverside Park— despite the rain, she knew the lukewarmth 
would soon yield to frostier days— but instead she found herself 
seated on the pink print couch, with the documentary.

She told it one way. The truth that was not the truth.
Flor often listened to her daughter speak of her research 

with one ear flapped closed. But the other ear, the other ear 
perked up anytime her daughter made an utterance in her di-
rection. Flor wasn’t entirely sure when she’d started looking to 
her child for approval, but these days she was forever finding 
herself trying to demonstrate relevance. Flor was not great at 
keeping track of all the rituals, myths, and performances hu-
mans had conducted from Mesopotamia del carajo to now, but 
Flor was great at worrying that only through sharing her daugh-
ter’s anthropological interests would they ever become close.

“She teaches Dominican history at City College” was the 
answer Flor gave to people in the neighborhood regarding her 
girl’s career.
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4  E L I Z A B E T H  A C E V E D O

(It was always hard for Mami to explain what I, Ona— 
with my three degrees, mind you— actually did for 
work. Mami learned that trying to explain that I studied 
sugarcane ruins and pre- Columbian trade routes, and 
everything having to do with Kiskeya between the early 
1500s and the mid- twentieth century, to a bunch of un-
learned imbeciles (her words, not mine) would lead to 
neighbors shaking their head: My son has a job in book-
keeping, har har, easier than a job in books.)

But there was a documentary that Ona hadn’t stopped talk-
ing about the entire summer. And so, Mami called her sister 
Camila to help her set up the Netflix, and put the captions 
in Spanish, and with rain insulating Manhattan in water, she 
watched the screen.

Un mexicano from Arizona or Colorado, de por allá, sat in 
a wheelchair while a long line of his children and grandchildren 
and great- grandchildren lined up to pedir le bendiciones and 
whisper they loved him. She rolled her eyes. Just like a man, 
about to kick the bucket and still making his descendants kiss 
his hand. And before he was even in a casket! Her father would 
have never. She was considering sneaking a peek at her sib-
lings group chat— currently heating up with a discussion about 
Matilde’s latest substitute instructor for the salsa class she 
attended— when the man on- screen began to openly weep. His 
hands shook on his bastón when one of the littlest, must be a 
great- grandchild, stepped forward to press her little face against 
his knee.

Ah, Flor thought, not only to kiss the ring, then.
She finished the rest of the film without picking up her 
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F A M I L Y  L O R E  5

phone. Then she started it back from the top.
That night while she was parting her hair and pinning it up 

flat against her scalp, the bobby pin bit into her head with the 
same sharp prick as this new wondering. No. She couldn’t. Could 
she? Flor sat up most of the night worrying the thought, the way 
a tongue will keep sliding against an inflamed canker sore, try-
ing to soothe something unsootheable. What if she threw her-
self a living wake?

It was ridiculous, she knew. What would be the point of 
gathering her siblings, and nieces and nephews and distant 
cousins? To say what to them? There was no diagnosis to create 
urgency. No persistent cough to make them anxious. It would 
be selfish to gather her family for an end they could not per-
ceive. She went to bed with this new adamance that the film had 
inspired absurd and implausible notions.

She woke up the next morning musing. And the morn-
ing after that. For over a week, Flor ground her teeth in sleep. 
When she caught herself layering her fantasies about a living 
wake into a pastelón de plátano, she stopped, her hands full of 
sticky sweet maduros, and left the casserole half assembled on 
the kitchen counter.

Flor had always carried the mark of 
death. It was known from the moment 
she was born and wouldn’t stop crying 
that she had not been fully wrenched 
from the Before. It was the cry of a 
colicky baby, but one that could not be 
soothed by licorice root tea. Only when 
dreaming did the baby version of Flor 
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6  E L I Z A B E T H  A C E V E D O

cease fretting, and then the child was 
even more frightening; she slept with 
her left eye halfway open, the iris flick-
ering as if she viewed some silent film 
from it, drifting so almost nothing but 
the whites showed. Sometimes Baby 
Flor would wake with a start, a night- 
splitting scream torn from her throat. 
Some days she woke on a whimper. 
Eventually Matilde, the eldest sister, 
figured out that if the child was be-
ing held before she fully came to, she 
would settle down more easily into the 
realm of the wakeful living. Matilde 
volunteered herself to sleep with the 
baby tucked into her side, one finger 

held in the little one’s fist.

The first time Flor had declared someone would die was 
rather matter- of- fact.

They’d been at the breakfast table, and Flor, precocious at 
five years old, had been serving rolls of pan de agua to the fam-
ily. Her parents were talking in hushed tones about traveling 
three towns over to visit one of the great- aunts.

“It’s too late. Your tía died.”
Movement around the table stilled, everyone but Flor, 

who continued pouring cafecito. Mamá Silvia did the sign of 
the cross, shooting a glance at her superstitious husband, who 
looked to have stopped breathing at his end of the table.

“¿Qué fue, niña? No hable de lo que no sabes,” Mamá Silvia 
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F A M I L Y  L O R E  7

scolded. She scuttled her fingers along the gold chain links en-
shrining her neck.

“Se murió. Hace cinco días.” Balancing the tray of bread in 
one hand, she wiggled all five fingers of the other. She’d recently 
begun working on her numbers and was quite proud of how 
good she’d gotten. “She wants her rosary back.” Flor stopped 
the wiggling, her good eye landing on her mother’s fingers.

The girl edged around to her father’s end of the table, ap-
proaching to offer a bun, and she pretended not to notice as he 
slid his knee just enough to avoid her skirts brushing against 
him.

At the other end of the table Mamá Silvia beckoned the girl. 
Flor was not a grasping child; in fact, she largely let things fall 
through her fingers: dishes, ribbons, aspirations to be anyone’s 
favorite. Mamá Silvia brought the little girl close until their 
faces were inches from each other’s. No one knew about the 
gold rosary. It was a secret between Mamá Silvia and her tía.

“¿Como tú los sabes?” her mother whispered.
“I dreamt my teeth shattered. But it didn’t hurt. They just 

crumbled, and I tried to pick them up from the floor, but they 
were dust, piles of dust. And then a very, very old lady pointed 
to her neck. And she told me when you mentioned her, to tell 
you she wants it back.”

Mamá Silvia packed that same day, mounted a wagon that 
would take her as far as two towns over, where she would be 
able to hop on a burro. The babe in her belly kicked incessantly. 
The doctor had told her not to have any more children. She’d 
lost three before this one; each time Flor would have a night-
mare, and the next morning Mamá Silvia would wake to find 
blood trickling down her leg.
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8  E L I Z A B E T H  A C E V E D O

She’d been convinced her third child had been born cursed. 
They’d brought the priest over to the house. He came with his 
swinging canister of incense and intoned the devil be removed 
from Flor’s body and the house. The girl’s violent dreams had 
stopped during Mamá Silvia’s pregnancy with Pastora, but then 
began again soon after. She’d lost every pregnancy since. Now 
Mamá Silvia suspected the child was an alarm system from di-
osito. Mamá Silvia, when she arrived at the big house where her 
aunt lived, found the windows covered in black. Tía had indeed 
died five days before, just as Flor had said. Flor was the kind 
of child who was afraid of very little. She knew by age six she 
wanted a calm and altruistic future. She let her family know she 
wanted a life in the convent like her nun aunt, and it was gener-
ally agreed on by her parents and siblings that her eccentricities 
made her the perfect candidate for a life of piteous enclosure.

Life washed over her, but the alarm system that most folk 
have that trip one into fight or flight was muted in Flor. She 
simply knew too much about where either choice led. It’s what 
made the few fears she had so distinct. She hated lightning, the 
way it disrupted a night’s sleep with its illumination and claps. 
Her disdain for killing any living thing was well known. While 
her sisters kept flowers in milk jugs, or tried to train the canal 
frogs into pets, she never kept a single living plant— to see it 
yellow, or wilt, or god forbid, die on her watch would have had 
her making the sign of the cross and asking dry stalks for for-
giveness. And once, when she’d been seven, she’d woken in the 
middle of the night needing to use the outhouse. She lit a lan-
tern and sleepily made her way to the hole in a bench outside. 
The scream she’d emitted had had everyone run from inside the 
house to circle around where she’d been using the bathroom. A 
snake hidden in their human waste had risen up, biting her in 
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F A M I L Y  L O R E  9

the apex where her thigh met her crotch. She’d needed a sibling 
to join her for any nightly bathroom visits thereafter.

These fears were so singular in an already odd child that 
they were brushed aside. It didn’t seem to matter where her 
place in this wide world would be; whether convent or wherever, 
since her place in what came after didn’t scare her in the least.

3
Now, in her more mature years, and despite having been both a 
wife and a mother, her relationship to death was still the most 
intimate one she’d ever known. So when, at seventy years old, 
her synapses were sparked by the living- wake documentary, 
she’d known it would create a revolú in the larger family, not 
only because it was un- Catholic, but also because she was the 
second- eldest girl, the middle sibling. If her brother and sisters 
didn’t laugh their heads off, or admonish her into rethinking 
the whole thing, they would have an opinion on the fact that 
if they were going to begin having living wakes, they should go 
in chronological order. Or they would worry at what she might 
have seen.

The first thing she did was call the hall on Grand Concourse 
where her nephew had been married. She already knew it was 
large enough for their family. To her utter delight, the coordina-
tor told her that there had just been a cancellation five weeks 
from Saturday and he could provide a discount if she booked it 
immediately. Flor put down a deposit.

She called her niece Yadi next, shooing away the guilt that 
whispered her daughter, Ona, was deserving of the first ring. 
Ona was at a conference in Washington, DC, so Flor reasoned it 
didn’t make sense to bother her, especially since it was her first 
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1 0  E L I Z A B E T H  A C E V E D O

big career event since returning back to work post- leave. It also 
helped that Yadi was the quietest of her nieces and nephews, a 
girl who asked sharp but not prying questions. All Yadi’s years 
in therapy had taught her to probe gently. She was also someone 
good with computers, who reluctantly agreed to make Flor a 
graphic she could forward in the family group chat.

“Make sure it has roses on it, mi’ja.” There were clicks that 
Flor thought were the girl tapping on the computer.

“Tía, don’t you think roses are going to look too festive? Or 
romantic? I don’t know if we’re going for the right tone here.”

Flor let her pause act as punctuation. Then, “Yadi, my name 
is Flor. Bright red petals, now. Not pink. Or white. I’m not dead 
yet.”

Yadi texted her the graphic by noon, and Flor put it into the 
chat without explanation. By dinnertime Flor had had to turn 
off her cell phone because the thing was nonstop dinging from 
the siblings. Ona called the house phone that evening, letting it 
ring incessantly until Flor finally picked up.

“What are you thinking? What is going on? I’m supposed to 
be at a dinner giving a speech, but how could I speak in public 
when my mother is apparently inviting people to her own fu-
neral?”

Flor believed Ona’s concern because the girl kept reverting 
back to English despite knowing Flor would only catch every 
other word. Hay, mi pobre niña, she always did feel too much in 
Spanish.

Flor found herself fantasizing about the things people might 
say: Matilde was the sweetest of the sisters and would probably 
write her a poem of sorts. Her sister Pastora would get right 
to the heart of things, making Flor uncomfortable. Ona would 
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F A M I L Y  L O R E  1 1

weep.
She’d done right by her family, Flor thought. They would say 

kind goodbyes.
She picked out the exact photograph she wanted enlarged 

so it was the first thing all the attendees would see when they 
walked into the hall. It was the one of her when she’d first got-
ten to New York City. She’d been photographed wearing a faux- 
leopard cape, her hair in loose roller curls, the discolored photo 
that muffled the colors unable to mute the sparkle in her eye 
or the shimmering on the Hudson behind her. Everything had 
been possible then, here.

A few days after spreading the event graphic far and wide, 
she wandered the floors of Macy’s searching for an outfit. She 
would have shopped at the store where Pastora worked retail, 
but she didn’t want to make this occasion a family orchestra-
tion. This was her living wake, and the details of how she would 
appear were hers alone. She bought Ona a dress for the occasion 
too.

Next, she considered the run of show. Maybe let people 
come in and linger? Then she could get the emcee to give a short 
speech before opening the floor for people to come up to her 
and pay their respects. Into the microphone, of course.

Flor’d never had a baby shower, but it was baby showers 
she circled back to when she considered the grand events she’d 
attended throughout her life; she was most moved by the big 
wicker chairs mothers- to- be sat in, decorated in on- theme- 
colored ribbons, their rented throne a seat for all to pay hom-
age. Flor was long past childbearing years, but she thought she, 
too, had something to deliver to her respect- givers. She ordered 
a beribboned wicker chair.
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1 2  E L I Z A B E T H  A C E V E D O

Her menu would be a buffet line, she decided. Pastora, 
tight- lipped on the subject of the wake, would approve that at 
least. Pastora was the stoutest of them all and delighted in any 
event that encouraged seconds and thirds. It was the catering 
detail that made it all real. Flor would have to call Yadi again; 
she couldn’t cater a party and give the money to someone other 
than family, especially with a new restaurateur in the family.

Flor had planned many funerals in her life: for her father, 
her husband. But no planning raised the hair on her arms or 
kept her up at night the way planning her own services did. Im-
minence careened toward her, ready to reach into her chest, 
grab on to her heart, and take over the steering wheel. She was 
a woman driven. And she needed to gather her kin before it ar-
rived.

She knew. She’d known.
The truth that is the truth, but is also the truth she did not 

want to tell: her teeth shattered. In a dream, of course. The 
night before she’d watched the documentary. And the pain 
of the enamel crumbling had been excruciating. And in that 
dream, when she’d reached fingers into her mouth and rum-
maged through the rubble of incisors, canines, and molars, the 
name her fingers latched onto and pulled from between her lips 
didn’t have too many letters at all; why, it was barely more than 
a small, breathless incantation:

flor flor flor
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FLOR: INTERVIE W TRANSCRIP T (TRANSL ATION)

ON A:  . . . and that’s where you think it starts?
F L OR:  Yes. Of course. It begins with the body for me. . . . 

I have sometimes felt like an occupant in this 
flesh; something that is being hosted. Until I had 
my first love, although looking back, those were a 
youngster’s emotions.

I truly became human when I became pregnant 
with you. Nothing, not even making love, had ever 
arrived me to my own body like growing another 
person. It was primal, physical, the sensations that 
became new to me. I would wake up and brush my 
teeth, and the moment the toothbrush touched 
my tongue I would begin to gag. A visceral shock 
from the dream world to the body . . . You know 
me, Ona, I struggle with decisions sometimes. But 
from the moment I learned I was carrying you, 
the most animal of choices became easy. What do 
I want to eat? Not that, not that, yes, this. I would 
stand at my station at the button factory, and 
hunger, urinating, resting were sensations as loud 
as the machines whirring around me. The cues 
were urgent, unignorable.
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1 4 E L I Z A B E T H  A C E V E D O

I have never known so clearly what I wanted 
and needed at almost all times.

I remember one day walking through 
Morningside Park, you know that patch by 110th 
where the baseball fields are? They had just mowed 
it, the tractor not yet having rolled off the field, 
and I swear to you I wanted to drop to my knees. 
The grass smelled alive, the milk of each cut blade 
sweetening the air, and I felt like my nose picked 
up every single drop of dew. I’d known beautiful 
fields, and admired trees and birds, but with a 
second heartbeat in my body, my senses were 
newly electrified.

You grounded me here, with both feet, on both 
knees, stooped on all fours, heaving to bring you 
forth. I have known death since before I was born, 
but I had not truly known life until I gave it to you.
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