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For my brothers. For Erika.









I was raised on rap music


I’ma need some healing


             —Big Pooh


Yo sé perder


Yo sé perder


—Vicente Fernández
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Despite my best efforts, I am who I am. I am learning to embrace that. When I started writing this book, I was obsessed with the idea of friendship. I noticed that so much of my attention & my friends’ attention were pulled toward the romantic. How many bad lovers have gotten poems? How many crushes? No disrespect to romantic love. I’m Mexican—there’s nothing I love more than some good chisme. But what about our friends? Those homies who show up when the romance ends to help you heal your heart. Those homies who are there all along—cheering for us & reminding us that love is abundant. I dreamed of writing a book of love poems for the homies.


But because I am who I am & because we live in the world that we live in, I wrote this instead.


Promises of Gold is what happens when you try to write a book of love poems for the homies amid a global pandemic that has laid bare all the other pandemics that we’ve been living through our whole lives. Capitalism is a pandemic. The police state is a pandemic. Colonialism is a pandemic. Toxic masculinity is a pandemic. I wrote this book while living eight hundred miles away from my family. During our time apart, both my mom & my dad contracted coronavirus. I thought I would never see them alive again. Those fears animate this collection as much as love does.


I wish I could have written you a straightforward book of love poems. I wish healing was as easy as putting a Band-Aid over a wound & watching it close. If I wrote that book, I’d be ignoring all the contradictions & messiness of the world we live in, all the ways in which love is complicated by forces larger than our hearts. I choose to bring the world & its chaos into these poems.


& because I am who I am, I attempted over & over to wield these poems into a reflection of the world I want to live in. To what extent I succeed & fail, I’ll leave to you. I don’t have the answers for machismo. I know I still have to learn & unlearn some things about how I sabotage myself. I don’t have the answers for how to overthrow capitalism. I don’t know the best ways to wrestle with the legacy of colonialism. There are family wounds I will always tend to. Promises of Gold is written to replicate the struggle of loving & learning & growing. It is not linear.


Promises of Gold is split into eleven sections. These sections are meant to replicate waves. This is not a twelve-step program to overcoming your toxic masculinity & your father’s toxic masculinity. These are not the seven stages of grief. Each wave is an attempt to sort through the grief & wonder of modern life. Like you, I am still struggling with questions I may never be able to answer. The poems in each wave are linked thematically or by image. Some waves rise toward redemption. Others are undercut. Some of those sections carry the titles “Gold,” “God,” & “Glory”—those of you who study history might recall that gold, god, & glory were the impetus for Spanish colonization of present-day Latin America. Here, I try to use a colonial infrastructure to practice an undoing of colonial harm. What is gold to us? What is holy to us? Where do we find glory?


The book is called Promises of Gold because a promise is an attempt. A promise made isn’t always a promise kept. Promises of Gold also echoes the promises of the American Dream &, I hope, hints at some of the loss in the poems.


My hope is that my attempts to write toward healing & love might resonate with your own attempts. That they might lead you to ask your own questions. I don’t trust answers. Too many answers attempt to be definitive when we live in a changing world. I know it’s more important to move toward justice than to stand resolutely in whatever answers feel good to us. Eduardo Galeano wrote: “Utopia is on the horizon. I move two steps closer; it moves two steps further away. I walk another ten steps and the horizon runs ten steps further away. As much as I may walk, I’ll never reach it. So what’s the point of utopia? The point is this: to keep walking.”


I offer these steps to the ancestors who have walked before me & those who will walk afterward.


CON CARIÑO,
JOSÉ










TRANSLATOR’S NOTE



I met José Olivarez in person during his first visit to Mexico in March 2019, when he was a main guest at the Lit & Luz Festival, an event of MAKE Literary Productions, which I started to work with that year. As part of his presentation, José sent me a selection of poems that he would read during his stay in Mexico City, and I translated them into Spanish. The first poem of this selection was “Mexican American Disambiguation,” from his first book, Citizen Illegal, which says the following:




my parents are Mexican who are not
to be confused with Mexicans still living
in México. those Mexicans call themselves
mexicanos.





If translation is to put the words from one language into another, the logic says that each time José Olivarez uses the word “Mexicans,” my work as a translator is to write “mexicanos.” However, at the end of that extract the same word appears in Spanish, creating a game between languages, so a translation that would say “Aquellos mexicanos se llaman a sí mismos / mexicanos” would lose all sense. One solution could be to put the last word in italics and add a footnote explaining “In Spanish in the original,” a solution that I didn’t like because it interrupts the rhythm of the reading and the wordplay is lost.


Thinking about other possible solutions, and after reading the poem over and over, I saw that the author was giving me the answer: the Mexicans who live in Mexico are mexicanos, and the Mexicans who live in the US are mexicans. So, the final translation was:




mis padres son mexicans, que no deben
ser confundidos con los mexicanos que todavía viven
en México. ellos se llaman a sí mismos
mexicanos.





One of the hurts of any migrant is that their life is destined to be marked with differences. In the poem, José Olivarez says that even among Mexicans we like to mark that difference, between who lives here and who lives there. According to the poem, José’s parents lost the right to be named mexicanos by the simple act of migrating. In the biblical tradition, Abram became Abraham after entering a pact with God and he won a letter “h” in the middle of his name. In the case of the Olivarez family, and many others, the pact with the birthland was broken and, for that reason, they lost an “o” in their demonym; at the moment of arrival in Chicago they became mexicans.


Now that I have the opportunity to translate the poems for this book, the decision that I made in 2019 is reaffirmed, because in the poem “Ode to Tortillas,” José says:




there’s two ways to be a Mexican writer that are true


& tested. you can write about migration


or you can write about migration.


(can you be a Mexican writer if you never migrated?


if your family never migrated?)





This in my translation:




 


hay dos maneras de ser un escritor mexican que son verdaderas


& comprobadas. puedes escribir sobre migración
o puedes escribir sobre migración.


(¿puedes ser un escritor mexican si nunca migraste?


¿si tu familia nunca migró?)





The experiences José Olivarez recounts in his poetic work, seen from my position as a mexicano who lives in Mexico, are the experiences of a Mexican, not a mexicano. Certainly, there is a lot of literature produced in Mexico, above all in the border states, that talks about migration, but this topic isn’t something that unites all writers from Mexico. Instead, migration is a topic that characterizes the literature produced by Mexicans.


If this difference is the start of segregation between Mexicans and mexicanos, political correctness says that segregation must be stopped, and the best moment is always now. But the difference exists. We must name the difference because only what is named exists. What exists and isn’t named hides waiting for an opportunity to harm. This pact broken with the native land, with the parents’ land, symbolized by the absence of the letter “o” in the demonym, is a loss that hurts. Before we can attempt to heal this hurt, we need to name it through the word. “Poetry is not therapy,” José Olivarez says, “but that doesn’t mean i didn’t try it.”


This doesn’t mean that there aren’t similarities between Mexicans and mexicanos. In fact, this translation choice isn’t definitive, since it is not present in the first poem of the book, “Tradition,” or in “Canelo Álvarez Is the Champ,” “Most,” or “Ars Poetica.” Sometimes the border between Mexicans and mexicanos is fuzzy. I think there are more similarities than differences between the two, and we must say so. The poet mentions one of them in his note; I mean “chisme,” gossip. Also, when José Olivarez writes about his mother, I often feel like I’m reading a description of mine; when he writes about his father’s difficulty in expressing emotions, it feels like I’m reading about my own father. I also feel like José Olivarez in his fight against classism, in his questions about God, in the absence of money during his childhood, in friendship, and so on.


A common saying between translators is “Translation is a treason”; I would add that translation is a decision too. This note is a brief commentary on some decisions I made to be as true as possible to José Olivarez’s intentions and to the Spanish language, with which I communicate. When he says something related to the word fuck, for me the word chingar and its derivatives are the equivalent, and not the Peninsular joder; his homie is my compa; his dude is my güey. And that is what you’ll find in this translation: the experiences of a Mexican from Chicago turned into the Spanish of a Mexicano who lives in Mexico.


For that reason, I want to explain another decision too, a political one. In the poem “American Tragedy,” I’ve translated the title as “Tragedia estadounidense,” and each time the word “America” is used to name a country (except in “American dream” because “sueño americano” is a colloquialism in Spanish too), I’ve decided to say “Estados Unidos.” Why? Because America is a continent, not a country. The territory that goes from the Canadian Northwest to Patagonia is America. From Mexico to the south we are not merely “Latin America.” I need to say this because when somebody uses the word “America” to mean the United States, they are omitting millions of people, thousands of miles of territory, countless cultures and languages. America is more than the USA. Many times this kind of reductionism leads to oppression; for example, “Make America Great Again” is a white supremacy slogan that erases people who don’t meet certain standards, even if those people don’t live in the United States. But we can’t condemn José Olivarez because he used the word “America” to mean the United States, because he hit back by saying “America is toxic.”


Finally, I need to be grateful. I’m forever grateful to José Olivarez for inviting me to translate this amazing book, and to all the members of the Henry Holt and Company team, who have given me their support. I want to say thank you to Robin Myers, Kit Schluter, and Julia Sanches for their advice. A special note to my family. And I need to acknowledge Sarah Dodson, who has made an effort to create cultural bridges between the USA and Mexico through the Lit & Luz Festival. This translation is a result of her work too.


DAVID RUANO GONZÁLEZ
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FOLK TALES







Tradition



the stories say Mexicans grew out of the dirt


same as the cornstalks. of course, we weren’t


Mexicans back then. whatever we were was lost—


no, not lost. submerged under empire.


dyed by blood & gunpowder. believe what you want.


maybe we grew out of the dirt. maybe agave


is our sibling. maybe mountains our mother.


the oldest tradition i know is watching


my dad bet money on Mexican boxers


no matter the odds. i don’t know about y’all,


but i’m the child of loss & the inheritor of losing.


i’m not complaining though. i know the tradition:


i bet everything i have on my people


& dare the universe to beat us.






Folk



i wasn’t fluent in this belonging. my folk


came from southwest of Mississippi & Alabama.


when my classmates said “folk,” i thought they meant


“kin,” the kind my parents left, so i could leave them


to go to school. is all kin a type of exodus? ask Moses.


the heart has a different answer than history.


we were in Cal City. the only forks we were throwing up


came during food fights. still it felt good to belong
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