I used to walk to school every day from 1st to 3rd grade.

I used to walk to school every day from 1st to 3rd grade.

Four or five blocks up college avenue past tenement buildings

and row houses

where family and friends gathered on stoops


music blaring from windows and portable boom-boxes

no idea that statistically this was the ghetto.

Mami’s making mambo

mami’s making mambo

in the domain of the del Valle kitchen my mother is the dictator

I refer to as “Carmen’s culinary queendom.”

She- is a cuisine conquisadora wielding a freshly sharpened knife

like a sword above her head her Goya don’t stand a chance

no pre-packaged shit she is the menu mercenary

the soldier of soul food back the fuck up!

coz mami’s making mambo.

Intro-

Mami is part of that silent tribe that didn’t bother to learn English

because she had my father and her children or any willing stranger

to translate for her. En casa she demanded that my brothers and 

I speak Spanish and we did, but street life began choking our 

Spanish early on. We had to negotiate ghetto streets with English

in our mouths to avoid any complications, like not being understood,

possibly being teased and getting into a fight.

The transitions from home to street and English to Spanish, had us 

beat and break up both languages to the point where they meshed 

into something all of its own- Spanglish. We could not be burdened

with what did not cart us between both worlds. Spanglish kept it

all together somehow- Mami and home and everything out there

en las calles triste, as she called them.

In the seventies

Bell-bottoms and afros were years away from becoming a fad 

Shaft and Blacula were the precursors to ghetto- fabulousness and

Pam Grier didn’t need some goofy white-boy to be cool

I remember rushing home from school for the Little Rascals

to watch Spanky and Alfalfa and Buckwheat and Darla put on 

another show and realized the time that they baked that cake

and bald, black Stymie followed instructions to the letter and 

sat on the stove as sweat ran off his brow and he wiped at it and flicked

his brow and he wiped at it and flicked his had away from himself

and the black sweat slapped against the white door of the cabinet

that was not funny and that by thinking that it was I had missed the point

Even after seeing Star Wars seven times I never wondered why there 

was nobody like me in that galaxy far, far away.

The next summer, Halloween exploited fears of teenage sexuality and feminism

and twenty years and hundreds of imitators later

teens are still having unprotected sex women are still fighting for their lives

and minorities are still the first to die, and finally I started to see the metaphor.

Statistics suggest that life was much simpler then

I remember Billy and Charlie my best friends at two different times.

We’d walk to school together sometimes stopping at the corner store

whose name I can’t recall

Charlie ended up in jail for assaulting a cop and rumor has it
that it wasn’t the first time.

Billy’s family moved across town to a better neighborhood

seeking to escape the fate statistics suggested would be his.

Billy was black, Charlie was white

and sometimes I wonder, what the statisticians would make of that.

No meat in the freezer

poof’

Spam and corned beef in a can are transformed into virtual filet mignon

rice cooks itself instantly at her command 

and beans jump into bubbling pots shrieking Carmen..please Carmen..please

cook me master please honor me with your spice

Emeril and Juilia Childs mere hamburger flippers in her presence

It was there in my mother’s kitchen that I learned more

that how to cook it is where I learned the essence of rhythm and power

I learned how to dance In the midst of clanging clave pots and 

wooden mortars and pestles she would say to me

the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach and your hips

so you better learn how to cook mija 

she gave me the secret recipe for ritmo

Statistics suggest not.

Statistics suggest that most of the kids I walked to school with

those three years are either in jail, single mothers, or dead

a result of genetics, environment, or the unfortunate combination 

of the two.

Some of them still live there on College Avenue their children running

past the abandon buildings where Alvin and Elizabeth once lived.
I often wonder about Billy and whether or not he really escaped.

Statistics suggest not but somehow, some way I need to believe

that he did.

Mami is part of that silent tribe that didn’t bother to learn English 

but there is something about her hand



sh—sh—sh--  shaving of a block of ice

on a day so hot the concrete ripples

the sticky sweetness of  mango – coco – pina 
poured from hand-labeled bottles through plastic 

spouts over chips of ice packed tight into thin paper cones

the sweaty trickle between your fingers around your thumb

across your wrist, tongue flicking fast before it falls to the ground
there is something there that reminds me of home.

Sunday mornings nowadays fine me at the stove 

more ne’er-do-well princess that philosopher queen 

me in charge of the eggs Salome handling the biscuits 

Lynne frying the turkey bacon.

I sneak Mrs. Dash past them both 

while aunt Jemima sits awkwardly at the table 

and espresso drips in the automatic maker.

Some days the eggs come out just right and I can feel her hands 

guiding mine

and I can fear her voice come from down the hall-

My hearts remains in the streets of the Bronx all these years removed

Two and a Half cups of caderas, a pound of girating pelvis,

a pinch of pursed lips a tablespoon of shaking shoulders

and a generous helping of sooooouuuuul combine and mix

now, I’m dancing the way my mother cooks

slow sultry, spicy, sabrosa natural instinctively 

drippin’ sweet like fresh leche de coco

spinnin’ as fast piraguas melt in summertime southside heat.

