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Y GRANDMOTHER'S HOUSE is like a chambered nautilus; it has
many rooms, yet it is not a mansion. Its proportions are small
and its design simple. It is a house that has grown organically,
according to the needs of its inhabitants. To all of us in the
family it is known as la casa de Mama.' It is the place of our
origin; the stage for our memories and dreams of Island life. _
I remember how in my childhood it sat on stilts; this was before it had a
downstairs. It rested on its perch like a greai: blue bird, not a __ﬂyip__g 501:!;_ of b}f.$
more like a nesting hen, but with spread wings. Grandfather had built it
their marriage. He was a painter and housebuilder by trade, a poet a .
man by nature. As each of their eight children were born, new rooms were
After a few years, the paint did not exactly match, nor the materia
was a chronology to it, like the rings of a tree, and Mama con
of each room in her casa, and thus the genealogy of the
Her room is the heart of the house. Though I :
both woman and room have diminished in size, change
tive of my eyes, now capable of looking over countertc
this picture I carry in my memory of Mama'’s casa. I
queen’s chamber where a small woman loomed larg
massive four-poster bed in its center which stood talle
was on this bed where her own children had been
grandchildren were allowed to take naps in the after
Mamid secluded herself to dispense private advice to
the edge of the bed, looking down at whoever sat on tl
tions of babies had been sung to sleep. To me she loo
right out of the fairy tales I was addicted to reading,
Though the room was dominated by the mahog
contained all of Mama’s symbols of power. On her dresse
there were jars filled with herbs: yerba buena, yerba ma
gatives and teas to which we were all subjected d
had a steaming cup for anyone who could n
on any given day. If the acrid aftertaste of
you out of bed, then it was time to call
()

~ And there was the monst
key she did not hide. This was
and wanted a look inside t

i %
T




' JupITH ORTIZ Corgp

52 .
; the dresser. This was a]g,

]e key lying on tOP of her B.lbl,]:: ()(l;jod’s word was her security

el gs and rosary e d she kept jewels, satiy

[ imagine

her earrin
where she placed he the place where art-breaking fineness. I lusted

: 5 be was he
system. This chifforo < ik gowns of ; .
Slgtppelils, it de-gﬂf;; tstf)g]t-::i ;lhad heard that Mama had been a great beauty
after those imagina 7

: ther ideas as to what
in her youth, and the belle of many balls. My cousins had o a

ey (Mama did not hang
i den vault: its secret could be money ( dpgr
she kept in that wooden e question, SO there were stories that her

h e
ers, banks were out of t : ins in jars in
cash to strang t ,f rod with dollar bills, and that she burle'd coins in j -her
T e in her inviolate chifforobe); there might

d der rosebushes, or kept them i ) - .
Ezrt}?:tulggendary gun salvaged from the Spanish-American cor}ﬂlclt (:)ver the
Island. We went wild over suspected treasures that we made up simply because

children have to fill locked trunks with something wonderful. o :
On the wall above the bed hung a heavy silver crucifix. Christ’s agonized
head hung directly over Mama4’s pillow. I avoided looking at this weapon sus-
pended over where her head would lay; and on the rare occasions when I was
allowed to sleep on that bed, I scooted down to the safe middle of the mattress,

where her body’s impression took me in like a mother’s lap. Having taken care of
the obligatory religious decoration with a crucifix, Mama covered the other walls
with objects sent to her over the years by her children in the States. Los Nueva
Yores® were represented by, among other things, a postcard of Niagara Falls from
her son Hernan, postmarked, Buffalo, NY. In a conspicuous gold frame hung a
large color photograph of her daughter Nena, her husband and their five children
at the entrance to Disneyland in California. From us she had gotten a black lace
fan. Father had brought it to her from a tour of duty with the Nayy in | (
Sundays she d remo e . 2 : Vy In Europe (on
SR e on the “iall to fan herself at Sunday
every object in ’falmly grew and dispersed, and
besiowhaiie » & cuento® which Mama would
OFa day alone with her. It was
Ditter '_hgrb Purgatives of the body
i e onyetelling,
't,]?e,l times when a sick grand-
ken daughter came home in
astory about how this came
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blame. We all recognized that in the family Papa was as an alma de Di({s,'s a
saintly, soft-spoken presence whose main pleasures in life, such as writing
soetry and reading the Spanish large-type editions of Reader’s Digest,‘ always
ook place outside the vortex of Mamé’s crowded realm. It was not his fault,
Biter all, that every year or sO he planted a babyseed in Mamd’s fertile body,
keeping her from leading the active life she needed and desired. He loved her
and the babies. Papd composed odes and lyrics to celebrate births and anniver-
karies and hired musicians to accompany him in singing them to his family
and friends at extravagant pig-roasts he threw yearly. Mama and the oldest
girls worked for days preparing the food. Papé sat for hours in his painter’s
shed, also his study and library, composing the songs. At these celebrations he
was also known to give long speeches in praise of God, his fecund wife, and
his beloved island. As a middle child, my mother remembers these occasions
‘a5 a time when the women sat in the kitchen and lamented their burdens,
while the men feasted out in the patio, their rum-thickened voices rising in
song and praise for each other, compaiieros® all.
It was after the birth of her eighth child, after she had lost three at birth
or in infancy, that Maméd made her decision. They say that Mamad had had a
special way of letting her husband know that they were expecting, one that
had begun when, at the beginning of their marriage, he had built her a house
too confining for her taste. So, when she discovered her first pregnancy, she
supposedly drew plans for another room, which he dutifully executed. Every
time a child was due, she would demand, more space, more space. Papa acceded
to her wishes, child after child, since he had learned early that Mama’s renowned
temper was a thing that grew like a monster along with a new belly. In this way
‘Mama got the house that she wanted, but with each child she lost in heart and
_energy. She had knowledge of her body and perceived that if she had any more
children, her dreams and her plans would have to be permanently forgotten,
because she would be a chronically ill woman, like Flora with her twelve chil-
“dren: asthma, no teeth, in bed more than on her feet.
And so, after my youngest uncle was born, she asked Papa to build a large
“room at the back of the house. He did so in joyful anticipation. Mama had
asked him special things this time: shelves on the walls, a private entrance. He
thought that she meant this room to be a nursery where several children could
sleep. He thought it was a wonderful idea. He painted it his favorite color, sky
i:bll:le, and made large windows looking out over a green hill and the Ch:II‘Ch
spires beyond. But nothing happened. Mama’s belly did not grow, yet she seemed
/in a frenzy of activity over the house. Finally, an anxious Papa approached his
wife to tell her that the new room was finished and ready to b ‘e
i Y10 y to be occupied. And
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it only means of birth control avail-
e up the comfort of Papa’s
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already there, sO that she coy)q
eyen now that time has robbeg
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body, so that she might lw{?l:;)r:l;[ 2
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be more than a channel for ot ,tnd T
her of the elasticity of her [mdy‘d e
emanates the kind of joy that can
dictates of one’s own heart.
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QUESTIONS

1. At the end of the essay, Judith Ortiz Cofer explains in fairly direct temfs why her
g;‘andmother wanted 4morefroom® Why do you think s.he us;:s nat:ratl(:rnuasl:he
primary mode in the rest of the essay? What does she gain by first narrating, then
explaining?

2. Cofer uses many similes (comparisons with “like” or “as ) and metaphors (com-
parisons without specific connectors)—for example, in paragraph 1 she says that
her grandmother’s house was “like a chambered nautilus” and in paragraph 5 that

her grandmother’s Bible was “her security system.” Discuss the use of one or two
such comparisons that you find particularly effective.

3. What are the possible meanings of the title?

4. Write about a favorite or mysterious place you remember from childhood.
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