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Dear child, you must understand that your home is not here… and this house where you have just been born is only a nest.

—from Daily Life of The Aztecs, by Jacques Soustelle


BONE


If It Were Not So

My Father’s house has many rooms.

—John 14:2

As kids, we jumped on Grandpa’s sinkhole,

plywood-lined, dandruff-sporing bed

and wore his chamber pot as a hat:

running and screaming,

breaking his things,

gouging his drawers,

silenced by black and white TV blaring

infomercials and you-are-not-the-father chatter,

inhaling the energy bill to the studs.

This unbridled mischievousness never made him

as angry as when he first taught me

how to tie my shoelaces—

the experience of a sage,

dexterity of a giant,

the patience of a kitchen timer

two ticks from wringing itself mad:

“Grab the damn things

and form two loops;

hitch the holes together,

yank them and jerk the knot

as tight as you can.

I wanted to do it right

because the only thing that pleased him

was to never have to repeat himself.

He hated this more than sumbitch guests

who came to drink his water and flush his toilets.

To him, there were only three ways of doing things:

the right way;

the wrong way;

and his way.

His way superseded the right way,

whether it was shoe-tying or construction,

because if he was wrong,

he’d simply brush off the doubting stares of onlookers,

grab his hammer, and rip out a wall of sheetrock

and clobber another one in its place

just to show us that where he was

was where we needed to be,

all without wiping his beaded temples

or scratching his balding, gray head.


El Michoacano

or (The man from where Mexico was born)

Pictures weren’t his friends;

wrinkles seesawed his cheekbones

long before his hair turned—

silver, ash, granite—

as white as the shirts Grandma pulled

from the soapy washboard and vat,

which came home to her grimed with work.

He was the enemy of anything that made anyone laugh:

quiet.

Grandpa didn’t give away his smiles frivolously;

you had to catch him off guard

and compare people he disliked to farm animals.

As opposed to Dad’s father,

who prodded me away because the mere sight of me

reminded him that he was old.

Mom’s dad didn’t care what we called him:

abuelo, abuelito, abuelititito.

It didn’t matter;

he’d never let you know

whether he was happy with you or not,

or if he liked you because you were his kids’ kid,

or because you kind of looked like him, but not really.

You could rest assured

in one of the six rooms of his solid brick,

steel rebar, concrete house—

an oven during the day, an ice cube at night—

that it was all the same to him:

all cows looked alike.

He’d even curse loudly at himself in the early morning

for coming down with the hammer

on his finger or burning his calloused thumb

with a tortilla directly on a burner grate,

“The charcoal cleans your teeth,” he’d say

and crunch on a jalapeño whole.

Grandpa had his father Jesús’s gaze—

his black and white portrait hung in the living room—

eyes like rain clouds, heavy

with something they could never rain.

My classmates refused to look at him

daguerreotype-casting Grandpa as evil

as they passed my show-and-tell picture

in a circle like a game of hot potato;

afraid that it would devour their souls.
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