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Praise for Oscar Lewis’s
THE CHILDREN OF SÁNCHEZ




“Lewis has made something brilliant and of singular significance, a work of such unique concentration and sympathy that one hardly knows how to classify it. It is all, every bit of it except for the introduction, spoken by the members of the Sánchez family. They tell their feelings, their lives, explain their nature, their actual existence with all the force and drama and seriousness of a large novel.… The result is a moving, strange tragedy, not an interview, a questionnaire or a sociological study.”

—Elizabeth Hardwick,
The New York Times Book Review




“Oscar Lewis’s books on Mexico and Puerto Rico awakened in many of us a feeling that we must do more to alleviate the world’s poverty.”

—The Christian Science Monitor




“Panoramic.… The Children of Sánchez is an amazing achievement.… So exciting, so moving, so full of human warmth and sadness.”

—The Spectator




“The exciting thing about The Children of Sánchez, the fact which makes it a new point of departure in its field, is its humanity, its quality of projecting the individual, agonizing voice of the poor as they describe their own plight. This is a real accomplishment, original and full of substance.”

—Michael Harrington, Commonweal




“[Lewis’s] masterpiece.… Uniquely, for me, his book depicts a world—the society of poverty—which creates its own survival structures and rationale. Its voices are at once warm and cynical, hoping and resigned. To read it is to be forcibly woken from the middle-class dream.”

—Colin Thubron, The Sunday Telegraph (London)




“Lewis has created a book of far greater and more lasting significance than any sociological treatise is likely to be … a work that eludes classification, for what it tragically and beautifully portrays is not fiction.… This book is a classic in the exact sense—it is a standard by which other books of the same kind may be judged, and it is a touchstone for our evaluation of literature and of life itself.”

—The Scotsman




“Rightly revered.… Most participant-observer sociologists (like Robert Coles) owe much to its perceptive author.”

—The Globe and Mail (Toronto)




“Indeed, both sociology and psychology stand to benefit from a study in which social surroundings and emotional problems are so clearly intertwined.”

—Scientific American




“Here at last is a social scientist who neither explains poverty nor sits in judgment of it.… Whether judged as literature or as sociology The Children of Sánchez is a masterpiece.”

—New Statesman




“A work of enormous influence and very great beauty.… The Children of Sánchez does not need any frame of reference; it is raw material made miraculously available to workers in a host of fields ranging from pure sociology through anthropology to psychology.”

—The Sunday Observer




“The crime of poverty is exposed in these stories with a precision and immediacy which never destroys the humanity of the individual.… We gain in the case of this book, a narrative which is continuously readable and continuously frightening.”

—The Sunday Times (London)




Oscar Lewis
THE CHILDREN OF SÁNCHEZ

Oscar Lewis was born in New York City in 1914 and grew up on a small farm in upstate New York. He received his Ph.D. in anthropology from Columbia University in 1940, and taught at Brooklyn College and Washington University before helping to found the anthropology department at the University of Illinois, where he was a professor from 1948 until his death. From his first visit to Mexico in 1943, Mexican peasants and city dwellers were among his major interests. In addition to The Children of Sánchez, his other studies of Mexican life include Life in a Mexican Village, Five Families, Pedro Martinez, and A Death in the Sánchez Family. He is also the author of La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture of Poverty—San Juan and New York, which won the National Book Award, and Living the Revolution: An Oral History of Contemporary Cuba, with his wife, Ruth Maslow Lewis, and Susan M. Rigdon. Lewis also published widely in both academic journals and popular periodicals such as Harper’s. Some of his best-known articles were collected in Anthropological Essays (1970). The recipient of many distinguished grants and fellowships, including two Guggenheims, Lewis was a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He died in 1970.
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I dedicate this book
with profound affection and gratitude
to the Sánchez family,
whose identity must remain anonymous
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Margaret Mead on
THE CHILDREN OF SÁNCHEZ

When Random House asked famed anthropologist Margaret Mead to blurb a new book by Oscar Lewis, she graciously responded with the following letters to then-Editorial Director Jason Epstein and the author himself.


February 28, 1962



Mr. Jason Epstein

Random House, Inc.

457 Madison Avenue

New York 22, N.Y.



Dear Mr. Epstein:



I am very glad to send you comment on Dr. Lewis’ Children of Sánchez. The only reason that I did not comment before was that I was in Europe when the book arrived in my office, and by the time I got back, the press was filled with such laudatory reviews that I thought any comments I might make would be redundant. I have recently had occasion to use the book in a seminar of very senior people of several disciplines which has made all the issues involved fresh in my mind.



I think Children of Sánchez is one of the outstanding contributions of anthropology—of all time. Drawing on his many years of detailed responsible participating field work in Mexico, and upon his sympathy for the Mexican people, Oscar Lewis has produced a work which uniquely combines the requirements of science and of humanism. By preserving the actual words of each informant, he preserves the authenticity of the material, and presents it in a form that gives the roundedness which is essential to all good anthropological field work. That his informants were specially gifted in the expressiveness of a people whose speech has not been very influenced by formal schooling should not be taken as an accident, for they were chosen from some hundred families that he knew. The length of the book is crucial; a shorter book might have failed to balance pity with terror, violence with little unremembered acts of kindness. His special interest in poverty and the accompaniments of poverty sharpens the relevance of this book to problems of modern urban life. Beside its vividness, its intensity, its fully felt experience, the attempts at “social realism” of the Depression years built as they were upon sympathy and dogma but lacking scientific and experiential substance, pale into insignificance. Oscar Lewis has succeeded, by his choice of his raconteurs, in achieving the type of pity for man’s estate in a harsh world which chimes beautifully with Mexican aspirations for themselves, and the aspirations of the privileged for the underprivileged wherever they may be.

Sincerely yours,
Margaret Mead
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February 28, 1962



Professor Oscar Lewis

University of Illinois

Urbana, Illinois



Dear Oscar:



I mean this, all of it. It occurs to me also how absolutely delighted Ruth Benedict would have been.

Yours,
Margaret Mead




FOREWORD

From the day it first appeared in print in 1961, The Children of Sánchez was received as a work that speaks passionately and directly to a wide audience about the great injustice of poverty. Margaret Mead called it “one of the outstanding contributions of anthropology—of all time”; Luís Buñuel said it would be the “pinnacle” of his career to make a film that was true to the book; and Fidel Castro called it “revolutionary” and “worth more than 50,000 political pamphlets.” In her New York Times review, Elizabeth Hardwick wrote that Oscar Lewis had “made something brilliant and of singular significance, a work of such unique concentration and sympathy that one hardly knows how to classify it.” Time magazine put it on its Best Books of the Decade list.1 Translated into many languages, adapted for stage and screen, it has never been out of print.

The Children of Sánchez had its beginnings in a traditional anthropological field project in 1956—a follow-up study of village migrants to Mexico City. But within months of meeting the Sánchez family while conducting a survey of their vecindad, Oscar Lewis knew he had met people with the courage and the observational and verbal skills to convey their life experiences in ways few others possessed. The Sánchez family made their initial appearance as one of the families presented in Five Families (1959), the first of three books to come out of the study of the Casa Grande and Panaderos vecindades. At the time Lewis and his wife and principal collaborator, Ruth Maslow Lewis, had been studying families and households for more than a decade and were creating a format “halfway between a novel and an anthropological report” to present their mass of field data. Five Families combined dialogue from taped interviews with household observations to portray a day in the life of each family. The intention was to follow Five Families with a full-length study of each family told in their own words.

The Children of Sánchez was the first of these, and it was also the Lewises’ first experiment using overlapping voices to tell a family’s story directly, with no commentary. Lewis called this “ethnographic realism” and even considered presenting the first-person narratives with no more than a single paragraph of introduction. But he was aware that when social science reads like literature, readers may be satisfied with the story and lose sight of the larger point. So he added an introduction with background material and elaborated on his idea of a culture of poverty, a concept first presented in Five Families.

When The Children of Sánchez was published, most readers focused on the family members and the conditions of their lives—as Lewis had hoped—and not on sociological concepts. The debate over the culture of poverty began after the publication of Michael Harrington’s 1962 bestseller The Other America, in which Harrington applied Lewis’s culture of poverty thesis, without attribution, to all poverty in the United States, something Lewis never would have done. But Harrington—a man of the Left like Lewis—saw the usefulness to his own cause of Democratic Socialism of Lewis’s overarching point that class-stratified capitalist systems create and perpetuate marginalized communities of the poor. It was through Harrington’s book and his role as an adviser to Kennedy and Johnson aides in the War on Poverty that the concept entered the policy debate. But the phrase also had a simple sound-bite utility that quickly separated it from Lewis’s all too brief explanation, which distinguished the culture of poverty from the economic condition of being poor. As an anthropologist studying culture, Lewis used the vocabulary of an anthropologist, not an economist, which made it easier to reduce an argument about the systemic causes and consequences of poverty to a secondary cultural explanation for the perpetuation of poverty in marginalized communities. Soon the elasticity of the phrase made it as useful for the Right as for the Left. The debate over the concept continues to this day.

Although the culture of poverty controversy came well after The Children of Sánchez was published, the debate over how much of the book was Lewis and how much Sánchez began with the first reviews. This stemmed from a common misconception, shared by most reviewers, that the book was based solely on tape-recorded interviews that were then edited by Lewis according to his sense of how the narrative should flow. Hardwick expressed the most extreme version of this view when she described Lewis’s role as that of “the film director who, out of images and scenes, makes a coherent drama, giving form and meaning to the flow of reality.”2 This was one reason why the book was taken by some readers to be fiction. It was also the source of criticism both from those who thought Lewis edited his informants’ words to fit a personal agenda and from those who thought he accepted their words uncritically.

By the time The Children of Sánchez was published, Lewis already had a well-deserved reputation as a prodigious field worker who specialized in community studies. In the last decade of his life, when he began publishing life histories, he always sought to present the individual within the context of the family, the family in the context of their community, the community in the context of the nation. Thus, the editing and shaping of the book were informed by a wealth of data beyond taped interviews.3 Providing context for the Sánchezes’ personal accounts were personality and psychological assessments, interviews with neighbors, spouses and children, community survey data, and of course the Lewises’ own deep knowledge of the family through years of personal contact and correspondence.4

Lewis was a renowned and sympathetic interviewer, and for the Sánchez study he did almost all of the interviews himself, which was not the case on his large projects in Tepoztlán, Puerto Rico, and Cuba. But rarely did he edit interview transcriptions or day studies. This became Ruth Lewis’s primary task (as Lewis says in his acknowledgements); the couple made decisions jointly about the final version of each story but this basic division of labor held until Oscar’s death.

The Children of Sánchez did leave some readers with the impression that anyone could turn on a tape recorder and produce a work of similar power and readability. But the tape recorder was the least of the tools necessary to produce this book. In addition to the years of research that went into producing the setting and context, and the enormously skillful editing by Ruth Lewis, one has to have interviewees as articulate as the Sánchezes with all their force of personality and panache.

The family’s vivid first-person testimony also produced some critics who thought it too frank and detailed in its description of poverty and family life. This was nowhere more true than in Mexico where conservative critics, inspired by nationalist sentiment (or by xenophobia in the view of Carlos Fuentes and other defenders of the book), were enraged by a foreigner “exposing” Mexico’s poverty, as if it were some carefully guarded national secret. In 1964, when the government-funded Fondo de Cultura Económica published the first Spanish-language edition, the Mexican Society of Geography and Statistics petitioned Mexico’s attorney general to file criminal charges against Lewis for obscenity and defamation of the Mexican people and government. Lewis was called an FBI agent, and Jesús Sánchez’s characterizations of party-dominated unions as useless and of government officials as being on the payroll of drug traffickers, were said to have been words “put in his mouth” by a foreigner.

For five months defenders and opponents of the book carried on what the London Times called “one of the stormiest public intellectual debates Mexico has known.”5 In round-table debates, television programs, newspaper and magazine articles, critics and defenders argued the book’s merits and issues of government censorship.6 One opponent of censorship asked if studying poverty had now become “subversive science.” Others wondered why, if a foreigner describing poverty in Mexico so endangered the nation, there had been no outcry a few years earlier when the Fondo published Five Families. With sales of the book suspended pending a decision from the attorney general, copies were selling on the black market for three to four times the list price. Meanwhile the Sánchezes became “Mexico’s most celebrated family” and the book a bestseller.

In April 1965, Mexico’s attorney general handed down a decision saying the chances of the book offending public morals or threatening the public order were “so remote” that to press charges would do greater harm to “freedom and the law” than allowing the book to remain in circulation.7 The decision also cleared the Fondo’s highly respected director of seventeen years, the Argentine-born Arnaldo Orfila Reynal, but even so, he was forced to resign and the Fondo relinquished its publication rights. (Recently the Fondo reacquired Spanish-language rights to The Children of Sánchez and is again publishing Lewis’s work.)

There can be little doubt that those Mexicans who tried to suppress the book were most upset by the ability and willingness of poor people to describe their lives to a foreigner and to direct anger at the government and politicians. Some simply could not accept that it was not Lewis speaking. In a 1963 interview for the Mexican journal Siempre, Lewis attributed the literary qualities of the book solely to the eloquence of the Sánchezes. “If I could have written a book like The Children of Sánchez I would never have become an anthropologist.… [But] I am an anthropologist, first, second, and third. I am only an anthropologist.”8 True, yet were it not for his ability to see the potential in the Sánchezes’ words, the tremendous effort of gathering and editing the data, and the compassionate yet uncompromising sensibility that gave this book its final form, we would never have known the Sánchezes.

Of all the subtitles the Lewises considered for the book, their final choice, “Autobiography of a Mexican Family,” was probably the most accurate. Because in the end this is a book by and about a remarkable family—its history, the personalities of its members, and the dynamic of their relationships. As you read it I hope you will see them in all their humanity and complexity while never losing sight of what Hardwick called the book’s “chief character,” the poverty that shadowed the family’s every step.

—SMR




1 Letter from Margaret Mead to Jason Epstein, February 28, 1962; letter from Luís Buñel to Oscar Lewis, February 6, 1966; Fidel Castro to Oscar Lewis in personal conversation, March 1968; Elizabeth Hardwick, “Some Chapters of Personal History,” New York Times Book Review, August 27, 1961,1; Time, December 26, 1969, 56.

2 Hardwick, “Some Chapters of Personal History.”

3 More of Consuelo’s interviews were hand-recorded than taped, and some she took down in shorthand and typed herself. In addition part of the material in her story and Manuel’s came from short essays they wrote on assigned topics.

4 The tapes, transcriptions, community survey data, and other primary material used in preparing the book were placed in the University of Illinois Library Archives more than forty years ago, where they have been used in the research of Latin Americanists, linguists, oral historians, and other scholars.

5 “Mexican Slum Story Defeats the Censorship,” London Times, May 20, 1965.

6 A summary of the legal case and of the national discussion that followed, including statements made by Carlos Fuentes and others, can be found in Mundo Nuevo, September 1966.

7 Decision of the attorney general of Mexico, Preliminary Investigation no. 331/965. The text was published as an appendix to the 3rd-5th editions of Los Hijos de Sánchez and in Mundo Nuevo, September 1966.

8 Interview with Elena Poniatowska, Siempre (Supplement), June 19, 1963. Translated from the Spanish.
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INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT A POOR FAMILY IN MEXICO CITY, Jesús Sánchez, the father, age fifty, and his four children: Manuel, age thirty-two; Roberto, twenty-nine; Consuelo, twenty-seven; and Marta, twenty-five. My purpose is to give the reader an inside view of family life and of what it means to grow up in a one-room home in a slum tenement in the heart of a great Latin American city which is undergoing a process of rapid social and economic change.

In my research in Mexico since 1943, I have attempted to develop a number of approaches to family studies. In Five Families, I tried to give the reader some glimpses of daily life in five ordinary Mexican families, on five perfectly ordinary days. In this volume I offer the reader a deeper look into the lives of one of these families by the use of a new technique whereby each member of the family tells his own life story in his own words. This approach gives us a cumulative, multifaceted, panoramic view of each individual, of the family as a whole, and of many aspects of lower-class Mexican life. The independent versions of the same incidents given by the various family members provide a built-in check upon the reliability and validity of much of the data and thereby partially offset the subjectivity inherent in a single autobiography. At the same time it reveals the discrepancies in the way events are recalled by each member of the family.

This method of multiple autobiographies also tends to reduce the element of investigator bias because the accounts are not put through the sieve of a middle-class North American mind but are given in the words of the subjects themselves. In this way, I believe I have avoided the two most common hazards in the study of the poor, namely, over-sentimentalization and brutalization. Finally, I hope that this method preserves for the reader the emotional satisfaction and understanding which the anthropologist experiences in working directly with his subjects but which is only rarely conveyed in the formal jargon of anthropological monographs.

There are very few studies in depth of the psychology of the poor in the less well-developed countries or even in our own country. The people who live at the level of poverty described in this volume, although by no means the lowest level, have not been studied intensively by psychologists or psychiatrists. Nor have the novelists given us an adequate portrayal of the inner lives of the poor in the contemporary world. The slums have produced very few great writers, and by the time they have become great writers, they generally look back over their early lives through middle-class lenses and write within traditional literary forms, so that the retrospective work lacks the immediacy of the original experience.

The tape recorder, used in taking down the life stories in this book, has made possible the beginning of a new kind of literature of social realism. With the aid of the tape recorder, unskilled, uneducated, and even illiterate persons can talk about themselves and relate their observations and experiences in an uninhibited, spontaneous, and natural manner. The stories of Manuel, Roberto, Consuelo, and Marta have a simplicity, sincerity, and directness which is characteristic of the spoken word, of oral literature in contrast to written literature. Despite their lack of formal training, these young people express themselves remarkably well, particularly Consuelo, who sometimes reaches poetic heights. Still in the midst of their unresolved problems and confusions, they have been able to convey enough of themselves to give us insight into their lives and to make us aware of their potentialities and wasted talents.

Certainly the lives of the poor are not dull. The stories in this volume reveal a world of violence and death, of suffering and deprivation, of infidelity and broken homes, of delinquency, corruption, and police brutality, and of the cruelty of the poor to the poor. These stories also reveal an intensity of feeling and human warmth, a strong sense of individuality, a capacity for gaiety, a hope for a better life, a desire for understanding and love, a readiness to share the little they possess, and the courage to carry on in the face of many unresolved problems.

The setting for these life stories is the Casa Grande vecindad, a large one-story slum tenement, in the heart of Mexico City. The Casa Grande is one of a hundred vecindades which I came to know in 1951 when I studied the urbanization of peasants who had moved to Mexico City from village Azteca. I had begun my study of Azteca many years before, in 1943. Later, with the help of the villagers, I was able to locate Aztecans in various parts of the city and found two families in the Casa Grande. After completing my study of village migrants, I broadened my research design and began to study entire vecindades, including all the residents irrespective of their place of origin.

In October, 1956, in the course of my study of the Casa Grande, I met Jesús Sánchez and his children. Jesús had been a tenant there for over twenty years and although his children had moved in and out during this time, the one-room home in the Casa Grande was a major point of stability in their lives. Lenore, their mother and the first wife of Jesús, had died in 1936, only a few years before they moved into the Casa Grande. Lenore’s elder sister, Guadalupe, age sixty, lived in the smaller Panaderos vecindad on the Street of the Bakers, only a few blocks away. Aunt Guadalupe was a mother substitute for each of the children; they visited her often and used her home as a refuge in time of need. The action of the life stories, therefore, moves back and forth between the Casa Grande and the Panaderos vecindad.

Both vecindades are near the center of the city, only a ten-minute walk from the main plaza or Zócalo with its great Cathedral and Presidential Palace. Only a half-hour away is the national shrine to the Virgin of Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico, to which pilgrims flock from all parts of the nation. Both Casa Grande and Panaderos are in the Tepito section, a poor area with a few small factories and warehouses, public baths, run-down third-class movie theatres, overcrowded schools, saloons, pulquerías (taverns where pulque, a native alcoholic drink, is sold), and many small shops. Tepito, the largest second-hand market in Mexico City, also known as the Thieves’ Market, is only a few blocks away; other large markets, La Merced and Lagunilla, which have recently been rebuilt and modernized, are within easy walking distance. This area ranks high in the incidence of homicide, drunkenness, and delinquency. It is a densely populated neighborhood; during the day and well after dark, the streets and doorways are filled with people coming and going or crowding around shop entrances. Women sell tacos or soup at little sidewalk kitchens. The streets and sidewalks are broad and paved but are without trees, grass, or gardens. Most of the people live in rows of one-room dwellings in inside courtyards shut off from view of the street by shops or vecindad walls.

The Casa Grande stands between the Street of the Barbers and the Street of the Tinsmiths. Spread out over an entire square block and housing seven hundred people, the Casa Grande is a little world of its own, enclosed by high cement walls on the north and south and by rows of shops on the other two sides. These shops—food stores, a dry cleaner, a glazier, a carpenter, a beauty parlor, together with the neighborhood market and public baths—supply the basic needs of the vecindad, so that many of the tenants seldom leave the immediate neighborhood and are almost strangers to the rest of Mexico City. This section of the city was once the home of the underworld, and even today people fear to walk in it late at night. But most of the criminal element has moved away and the majority of the residents are poor tradesmen, artisans, and workers.

Two narrow, inconspicuous entrances, each with a high gate, open during the day but locked every night at ten o’clock, lead into the vecindad on the east and west sides. Anyone coming or going after hours must ring for the janitor and pay to have the gate opened. The vecindad is also protected by its two patron saints, the Virgin of Guadalupe and the Virgin of Zapopan, whose statues stand in glass cases, one at each entrance. Offerings of flowers and candles surround the images and on their skirts are fastened small shiny medals, each a testimonial of a miracle performed for someone in the vecindad. Few residents pass the Virgins without some gesture of recognition, be it only a glance or a hurried sign of the cross.

Within the vecindad stretch four long, concrete-paved patios or courtyards, about fifteen feet wide. Opening on to the courtyards at regular intervals of about twelve feet, are 157 one-room windowless apartments, each with a barn-red door. In the daytime, besides most of the doors, stand rough wooden ladders leading to low flat roofs over the kitchen portion of each apartment. These roofs serve many uses and are crowded with lines of laundry, chicken coops, dovecotes, pots of flowers or medicinal herbs, tanks of gas for cooking, and occasional TV antenna.

In the daytime the courtyards are crowded with people and animals, dogs, turkeys, chickens, and a few pigs. Children play here because it is safer than the streets. Women queue up for water or shout to each other as they hang up clothes, and street vendors come in to sell their wares. Every morning a garbage man wheels a large can through the courtyards to collect each family’s refuse. In the afternoon, gangs of older boys often take over a courtyard to play a rough game of soccer. On Sunday nights there is usually an outdoor dance. Within the west entrance is the public bathhouse and a small garden whose few trees and patch of grass serve as a meeting place for young people and a relatively quiet spot where the older men sit and talk or read the newspapers. Here also is a one-room shack marked “administration office,” where a bulletin lists the names of families who are delinquent in paying their rent.

The tenants of the Casa Grande come from twenty-four of the thirty-two states of the Mexican nation. Some come from as far south as Oaxaca and Yucatán and some from the northern states of Chihuahua and Sinaloa. Most of the families have lived in the vecindad for from fifteen to twenty years, some as long as thirty years. Over a third of the households have blood relatives within the vecindad and about a fourth are related by marriage and compadrazgo (a ritual relationship between parents, godparents, and godchildren). These ties, plus the low fixed rental and the housing shortage in the city, make for stability. Some families with higher incomes, their small apartments jammed with good furniture and electrical equipment, are waiting for a chance to move to better quarters, but the majority are content with, indeed proud of, living in the Casa Grande.

The sense of community is quite strong in the vecindad, particularly among the young people who belong to the same gangs, form lifelong friendships, attend the same schools, meet at the same dances held in the courtyards, and frequently marry within the vecindad. Adults also have friends whom they visit, go out with, and borrow from. Groups of neighbors organize raffles and tandas, participate in religious pilgrimages together, and together celebrate the festivals of the vecindad patron saints and the Christmas posadas as well as other holidays.

But these group efforts are occasional; for the most part adults “mind their own business” and try to maintain family privacy. Most doors are kept shut and it is customary to knock and wait for permission to enter when visiting. Some people visit only relatives or compadres and actually have entered very few apartments. It is not common to invite friends or neighbors in to eat except on formal occasions such as birthdays or religious celebrations. Although some neighborly help occurs, especially during emergencies, it is kept at a minimum. Quarrels between families over the mischief of children, street fights between gangs, and personal feuds between boys are not uncommon in the Casa Grande.

The people of the Casa Grande earn their living in a large miscellany of occupations, some of which are carried on within the vecindad. Women take in washing and sewing, men are shoemakers, hat cleaners, or vendors of fruit and candy. Some go outside to work in factories or shops or as chauffeurs and small tradesmen. Living standards are low but by no means the lowest in Mexico City, and the people of the neighborhood look upon the Casa Grande as an elegant place.

The Casa Grande and the Panaderos vecindades represent sharp contrasts within the culture of poverty. Panaderos is a small vecindad consisting of a single row of twelve windowless one-room apartments which lie exposed to the view of passers-by, with no enclosing walls, no gate, and only a dirt yard. Here, unlike the Casa Grande, there are no inside toilets and no piped water. Two public washbasins and two dilapidated toilets of crumbling brick and adobe, curtained by pieces of torn burlap, serve the eighty-six inhabitants.

As one moves from the Panaderos to the Casa Grande, one finds more beds per capita and fewer people who sleep on the floor, more who cook with gas rather than with kerosene or charcoal, more who regularly eat three meals a day, use knives and forks for eating in addition to tortillas and spoons, drink beer instead of pulque, buy new rather than second-hand furniture and clothing, and celebrate the Day of the Dead by attending Mass at church rather than by leaving the traditional offerings of incense, candles, food, and water in their homes. The trend is from adobe to cement, from clay pots to aluminum, from herbal remedies to antibiotics, and from local curers to doctors.

In 1956, 79 percent of the tenants of the Casa Grande had radios, 55 percent gas stoves, 54 percent wrist watches, 49 percent used knives and forks, 46 percent had sewing machines, 41 percent aluminum pots, 22 percent electric blenders, 21 percent television. In Panaderos most of these luxury items were absent. Only one household had TV and two owned wrist watches.

In Casa Grande the monthly income per capita ranged from 23 to 500 pesos ($3 to $40 at the current rate of exchange). Sixty-eight percent showed per capita incomes of 200 pesos or less per month, ($16), 22 percent between 201 and 300 pesos ($24), and ten percent between 301 and 500 pesos. In Panaderos over 85 percent of the households had an average monthly income of less than 200 pesos, or $16, none had over 200 pesos and 41 percent had less than 100 pesos.

Monthly rent for a one-room apartment in Casa Grande ranged from 30 to 50 pesos ($2.40 to $4); in Panaderos from 15 to 30 pesos, ($1.20 to $2.40). Many families consisting of husband, wife and four small children managed to live on from 8 to 10 pesos a day (64¢ to 80¢) for food. Their diet consisted of black coffee, tortillas, beans and chile.

In Casa Grande there was a wide range of level of education, varying from twelve adults who had never attended school to one woman who had attended for eleven years. The average number of years of school attendance was 4.7. Only 8 percent of the residents were illiterate, and 20 percent of the marriages were of the free-union type.

In Panaderos, the level of school attendance was 2.1 years; there was not a single primary-school graduate; 40 percent of the population was illiterate; and 46 percent of the marriages were free unions. In Casa Grande only about a third of the families were related by blood ties and about a fourth by marriages and compadrazgo. In Panderos half the families were related by blood and all were bound by ties of compradzgo.

The Sánchez family was one of a random sample of seventy-one families selected for study in the Casa Grande. Jesús Sánchez was in the middle-income group in the vecindad, earning a wage of 12.50 pesos, or one dollar a day, as a food buyer in the La Gloria restaurant. He could hardly support even himself on this amount and supplemented his income by selling lottery tickets, by raising and selling pigs, pigeons, chickens, and singing birds, and, in all probability, by receiving “commissions” in the markets. Jesús was secretive about these extra sources of income, but with them he managed to support, on a very modest scale, three different households located in widely separated parts of the city. At the time of my investigation, he lived with his younger, favorite wife, Delila, in a room on the Street of the Lost Child, where he supported her, his two children by her, her son by her first husband, her mother, and the four children of his son Manuel. Jesús’ older wife, Lupita, their two daughters, and two grandchildren, all of whom he supported, lived in a small house he had built in the El Dorado Colony on the outskirts of the city. Jesús also maintained the room in the Casa Grande for his daughter Marta and her children, his daughter Consuelo, and his son Roberto.

Except for an old radio, there were no luxury items in the Sánchez home in the Casa Grande, but there was usually enough to eat and the family could boast of having had more education than most of their neighbors. Jesús had had only one year of schooling, but Manuel, his eldest son, had completed the six grades of primary school. Consuelo had also graduated from primary school and had completed two years of commercial school as well. Roberto left school in the third grade; Marta completed the fourth.

The Sánchez family differed from some of their neighbors by having a servant, who came during the day to clean, do the laundry, and prepare the meals. This was after the death of Jesús’ first wife, Lenore, and while the children were young. The servant was a neighbor or relative, usually a widow or a deserted wife who was willing to work for very little pay. Although this gave the family some prestige, it was not a sign of wealth and was not unusual in the vecindad.

I was introduced to the Sánchez household by one of my vecindad friends. On my first visit I found the door ajar, and as I waited for someone to answer my knock, I could see the rather dreary, run-down interior. The little vestibule which housed the kitchen and the toilet was badly in need of painting and was furnished with only a two-burner kerosene stove, a table, and two unpainted wooden chairs. Neither the kitchen nor the larger bedroom beyond the inner doorway had any of the air of self-conscious prosperity I had seen in some of the better-to-do Casa Grande rooms.

Consuelo came to the door. She looked thin and pale and explained that she had just recovered from a serious illness. Marta, her younger sister, carrying an infant wrapped in a shawl, joined her but said nothing. I explained that I was a North American professor and anthropologist and had spent a number of years living in a Mexican village studying its customs. I was now comparing the life of city vecindad families with that of the village and was looking for people in the Casa Grande who would be willing to help me.

To get things started, I asked where they thought people were better off, in the country or in the city. After a few questions of this nature, which I had used to advantage in previous interviews, I began at once with some of the items on my first questionnaire. These called for the sex, age, place of birth, education, occupation, and work history of each family member.

I was almost finished with these questions when the father, Jesús Sánchez, walked in brusquely, carrying a sack of food supplies over his shoulder. He was a short, stocky, energetic man, with Indian features, dressed in blue denim overalls and a straw hat, a cross between a peasant and a factory worker. He left the sack with Marta, spoke a few words of greeting to Marta and Consuelo, and turned suspiciously to ask what I wanted. He answered my questions in short order, stating that country life was far superior to city life because the young became corrupt in the city, especially when they did not know how to take advantage of what the city offered. He then said he was in a hurry and left as abruptly as he had entered.

At my next interview in the Sánchez household, I met Roberto, the second son. He was taller and a shade darker than the other members of the family and had the physique of a trained athlete. He was pleasant and soft-spoken and gave me the impression of being unusually polite and respectful. He was always polite to me, even when he was drunk. I did not meet Manuel, the elder brother, until many months later because he was out of the country at the time.

In the weeks and months that followed, I continued my work with the other sample families in the vecindad. I had completed the data I needed on the Sánchez family after four interviews, but I would frequently stop at the Sánchez house to chat casually with Consuelo or Marta or Roberto, all of whom were friendly and offered useful information on vecindad life. As I began to learn something about each member of the family, I became aware that this single family seemed to illustrate many of the social and psychological problems of lower-class Mexican life. At this point I decided to try a study in depth. First Consuelo, then Roberto and Marta agreed to tell me their life stories, stories which were taped with their knowledge and permission. When Manuel returned, he also co-operated. My work with Jesús began after I had been studying his children for six months. It was difficult to gain his confidence, but when he finally agreed to allow me to record his life story, this further enhanced my relationship with his children.

Because of the need for privacy in obtaining an independent version of each life history, most of the recording was done in my office and home. Most of the sessions were recorded individually, but on my return visits to Mexico in 1957, 1958, and 1959, I managed to have group discussions with two or three family members at a time. Occasionally, I recorded at their home in the Casa Grande. However, they talked more freely when they were away from their vecindad. I also found it helpful to keep the microphone out of their sight by attaching it to their clothing; in this way we could carry on our conversations as if it weren’t there.

In obtaining the detailed and intimate data of these life stories, I used no secret techniques, no truth drugs, no psychoanalytic couch. The most effective tools of the anthropologist are sympathy and compassion for the people he studies. What began as a professional interest in their lives turned into warm and lasting friendships. I became deeply involved in their problems and often felt as though I had two families to look after, the Sánchez family and my own. I have spent hundreds of hours with members of the family; I have eaten in their homes, have attended their dances and festive occasions, have accompanied them to their places of work, have met their relatives and friends, have gone with them on pilgrimages, to church, to the movies, and to sports events.

The Sánchez family learned to trust and confide in me. They would call upon me and my wife in times of need or crisis, and we helped them through illness, drunkenness, trouble with the police, unemployment and family quarrels. I did not follow the common anthropological practice of paying them as informants (not informers!), and I was struck by the absence of monetary motivation in their relationship with me. Basically, it was their sense of friendship that led them to tell me their life stories. The reader should not underestimate their courage in bringing forth as they did the many painful memories and experiences of their lives. To some extent this served as a catharsis and relieved their anxieties. They were moved by my sustained interest in them, and my return to Mexico year after year was a crucial factor in increasing their confidence. Their positive image of the United States as a “superior” country undoubtedly enhanced my status with them and placed me in the role of a benevolent authority figure rather than the punishing one they were so accustomed to in their own father. Their identification with my work and their sense of participation in a scientific research project, however vaguely they conceived of its ultimate objectives, gave them a sense of satisfaction and of importance which carried them beyond the more limited horizons of their daily lives. They have often told me that if their stories would help human beings anywhere, they would feel a sense of accomplishment.

In the course of our interviews I asked hundreds of questions of Manuel, Roberto, Consuelo, Marta, and Jesús Sánchez. Naturally, my training as an anthropologist, my years of familiarity with Mexican culture, my own values, and my personality influenced the final outcome of this study. While I used a directive approach in the interviews, I encouraged free association, and I was a good listener. I attempted to cover systematically a wide range of subjects: their earliest memories; their dreams, their hopes, fears, joys and sufferings; their jobs; their relationship with friends, relatives, employers; their sex life; their concepts of justice, religion, and politics; their knowledge of geography and history; in short, their total view of the world. Many of my questions stimulated them to express themselves on subjects which they might otherwise never have thought of or volunteered information about. However, the answers were their own.

In preparing the interviews for publication, I have eliminated my questions and have selected, arranged, and organized their materials into coherent life stories. If one agrees with Henry James that life is all inclusion and confusion while art is all discrimination and selection, then these life histories have something of both art and life. I believe this in no way reduces the authenticity of the data or their usefulness for science. For those of my colleagues who are interested in the raw materials, I have the taped interviews available.

The editing has been more extensive in some cases than in others. Manuel, by far the most fluent and dramatic storyteller in the family, needed relatively little editing. His story reflects much of its original structure. The Manuel story perhaps more than the others, however, loses a great deal in transcription and translation because he is a born actor with a great gift for nuance, timing, and intonation. A single question would often elicit an uninterrupted monologue of forty minutes. Roberto spoke readily, though less dramatically and more simply, about his adventures, but he was more constrained and reticent about his inner feelings and his sex life. In the case of Consuelo, a great deal of editing was necessary because of the superabundance of material. In addition to the taped interviews, she also wrote extensively on various incidents about which I had questioned her. Marta showed the least facility for extended monologue and for organization of ideas. For a long time she would answer most of my questions with a single sentence or phrase. In this respect she was like her father. With time and encouragement, however, both of them became more fluent and had their moments of eloquence.

Manuel was the least inhibited in using typical slum slang, with its profanity and strong sexual metaphor. Roberto, too, spoke quite naturally but he would often preface some rough expression with a polite “By your kind permission, Doctor.” Marta, too, spoke her natural idiom. Consuelo and her father were the most formal and “correct” and rarely used vulgar terms during the recording sessions.

The translation of lower-class Mexican Spanish has presented formidable and in some ways insoluble problems, particularly in attempting to find equivalents for slang expressions, idioms, and jokes with sexual innuendo. I have tried to capture the essential meaning and flavor of the language rather than to render a literal translation. Inevitably, some of the unique quality and charm of the original as well as the personal style of each individual has been lost. The English translation gives a surprisingly high level of language and vocabulary to relatively unlettered people. The fluency of language and the vocabulary of Mexicans, be they peasants or slum dwellers, have always impressed me. On the whole, the language of Manuel and Consuelo is somwhat richer than that of Roberto and Marta, perhaps because the former have had more schooling. Manuel’s use of such sophisticated terms as “subconscious,” “luminaries,” and “portentous opulence” may be surprising, but Manuel reads the Spanish version of the Reader’s Digest and has a flair for intellectuality. Moreover, in this day and age, even illiterate slum dwellers pick up advanced ideas and terminology from TV, radio and movies.

It will become apparent to the reader that there is a marked contrast between Jesús Sánchez and his children. This contrast reflects not only the difference in rural and urban backgrounds but also the difference between pre-Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary Mexico. Jesús was born in a small village in the state of Veracruz in 1910, the very year which marked the beginning of the Mexican Revolution. His children were born between 1928 and 1935 in the slums of Mexico City. Jesús was brought up in a Mexico without cars, movies, radios or TV, without free universal education, without free elections, and without the hope of upward mobility and the possibility of getting rich quick. He was raised in the tradition of authoritarianism, with its emphasis upon knowing one’s place, hard work, and self-abnegation. The children of Sánchez, although subject to his domineering and authoritarian character, were also exposed to post-Revolutionary values, with their greater emphasis upon individualism and social mobility. It is all the more striking, therefore, that the father who never aspired to be more than a simple worker managed to raise himself out of the lower depths of poverty, whereas the children have remained at that level.

In the nineteenth century, when the social sciences were still in their infancy, the job of recording the effects of the process of industrialization and urbanization on personal and family life was left to novelists, playwrights, journalists, and social reformers. Today, a similar process of culture change is going on among the peoples of the less-developed countries but we find no comparable outpouring of a universal literature which would help us to improve our understanding of the process and the people. And yet the need for such an understanding has never been more urgent, now that the less-developed countries have become a major force on the world scene.

In the case of the new African nations that are emerging from a tribal, nonliterate cultural tradition, the paucity of a great native literature on the lower class is not surprising. In Mexico and in other Latin American countries where there has been a middle class, from which most writers come, this class has been very small. Moreover, the hierarchical nature of Mexican society has inhibited any profound communication across class lines. An additional factor in Mexico has been the preoccupation of both writers and anthropologists with their Indian problem, to the neglect of the urban poor.

This situation presents a unique opportunity to the social sciences and particularly to anthropology to step into the gap and develop a literature of its own. Sociologists, who have pioneered in studying urban slums, are now concentrating their attention on suburbia to the relative neglect of the poor. Today, even most novelists are so busy probing the middle-class soul that they have lost touch with the problems of poverty and the realities of a changing world. As C. P. Snow has recently stated: “Sometimes I am afraid that people in rich countries … have so completely forgotten what it is like to be poor that we can no longer feel or talk with the less lucky. This we must learn to do.”

It is the anthropologists, traditionally the spokesmen for primitive people in the remote corners of the world, who are increasingly turning their energies to the great peasant and urban masses of the less-developed countries. These masses are still desperately poor in spite of the social and economic progress of the world in the past century. Over a billion people in seventy-five nations of Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Near East have an average per capita income of less than $200 a year as compared with over $2,000 a year for the United States. The anthropologist who studies the way of life in these countries has become, in effect, the student and spokesman of what I call the culture of poverty.

To those who think that the poor have no culture, the concept of a culture of poverty may seem like a contradiction in terms. It would also seem to give to poverty a certain dignity and status. This is not my intention. In anthropological usage the term culture implies, essentially, a design for living which is passed down from generation to generation. In applying this concept of culture to the understanding of poverty, I want to draw attention to the fact that poverty in modern nations is not only a state of economic deprivation, of disorganization, or of the absence of something. It is also something positive in the sense that it has a structure, a rationale, and defense mechanisms without which the poor could hardly carry on. In short, it is a way of life, remarkably stable and persistent, passed down from generation to generation along family lines. The culture of poverty has its own modalities and distinctive social and psychological consequences for its members. It is a dynamic factor which affects participation in the larger national culture and becomes a subculture of its own.

The culture of poverty, as here defined, does not include primitive peoples whose backwardness is the result of their isolation and undeveloped technology and whose society for the most part is not class stratified. Such peoples have a relatively integrated, satisfying, and self-sufficient culture. Nor is the culture of poverty synonymous with the working class, the proletariat, or the peasantry, all three of which vary a good deal in economic status throughout the world. In the United States, for example, the working class lives like an elite compared to the lower class of the less developed countries. The culture of poverty would apply only to those people who are at the very bottom of the socio-economic scale, the poorest workers, the poorest peasants, plantation laborers, and that large heterogenous mass of small artisans and tradesmen usually referred to as the lumpen proletariat.

The culture or subculture of poverty comes into being in a variety of historical contexts. Most commonly it develops when a stratified social and economic system is breaking down or is being replaced by another, as in the case of the transition from feudalism to capitalism or during the industrial revolution. Sometimes it results from imperial conquest in which the conquered are maintained in a servile status which may continue for many generations. It can also occur in the process of detribalization such as is now going on in Africa where, for example, the tribal migrants to the cities are developing “courtyard cultures” remarkably similar to the Mexico City vecindades. We are prone to view such slum conditions as transitional or temporary phases of drastic culture change. But this is not necessarily the case, for the culture of poverty is often a persisting condition even in stable social systems. Certainly in Mexico it has been a more or less permanent phenomenon since the Spanish conquest of 1519, when the process of detribalization and the movement of peasants to the cities began. Only the size, location, and composition of the slums have been in flux. I suspect that similar processes have been going on in many other countries of the world.

It seems to me that the culture of poverty has some universal characteristics which transcend regional, rural-urban, and even national differences. In my earlier book, Five Families (Basic Books, 1959), I suggested that there were remarkable similarities in family structure, interpersonal relations, time orientations, value systems, spending patterns, and the sense of community in lower-class settlements in London, Glasgow, Paris, Harlem, and Mexico City. Although this is not the place for an extensive comparative analysis of the culture of poverty, I should like to elaborate upon some of these and other traits in order to present a provisional conceptual model of this culture based mainly upon my Mexican materials.

In Mexico, the culture of poverty includes at least the lower third of the rural and urban population. This population is characterized by a relatively higher death rate, a lower life expectancy, a higher proportion of individuals in the younger age groups, and, because of child labor and working women, a higher proportion of gainfully employed. Some of these indices are higher in the poor colonias or sections of Mexico City than in rural Mexico as a whole.

The culture of poverty in Mexico is a provincial and locally oriented culture. Its members are only partially integrated into national institutions and are marginal people even when they live in the heart of a great city. In Mexico City, for example, most of the poor have a very low level of education and literacy, do not belong to labor unions, are not members of a political party, do not participate in the medical care, maternity, and old-age benefits of the national welfare agency known as Seguro Social, and make very little use of the city’s banks, hospitals, department stores, museums, art galleries and airports.

The economic traits which are most characteristic of the culture of poverty include the constant struggle for survival, unemployment and underemployment, low wages, a miscellany of unskilled occupations, child labor, the absence of savings, a chronic shortage of cash, the absence of food reserves in the home, the pattern of frequent buying of small quantities of food many times a day as the need arises, the pawning of personal goods, borrowing from local money lenders at usurious rates of interest, spontaneous informal credit devices (tandas) organized by neighbors, and the use of second-hand clothing and furniture.

Some of the social and psychological characteristics include living in crowded quarters, a lack of privacy, gregariousness, a high incidence of alcoholism, frequent resort to violence in the settlement of quarrels, frequent use of physical violence in the training of children, wife beating, early initiation into sex, free unions or consensual marriages, a relatively high incidence of the abandonment of mothers and children, a trend toward mother-centered families and a much greater knowledge of maternal relatives, the predominance of the nuclear family, a strong predisposition to authoritarianism, and a great emphasis upon family solidarity—an ideal only rarely achieved. Other traits include a strong present time orientation with relatively little ability to defer gratification and plan for the future, a sense of resignation and fatalism based upon the realities of their difficult life situation, a belief in male superiority which reaches its crystallization in machismo or the cult of masculinity, a corresponding martyr complex among women, and finally, a high tolerance for psychological pathology of all sorts.

Some of the above traits are not limited to the culture of poverty in Mexico but are also found in the middle and upper classes. However, it is the peculiar patterning of these traits which defines the culture of poverty. For example, in the middle class, machismo is expressed in terms of sexual exploits and the Don Juan complex whereas in the lower class it is expressed in terms of heroism and lack of physical fear. Similarly, drinking in the middle class is a social amenity whereas in the lower class getting drunk has different and multiple functions—to forget one’s troubles, to prove one’s ability to drink, and to build up sufficient confidence to meet difficult life situations.

Many of the traits of the subculture of poverty can be viewed as attempts at local solutions for problems not met by existing institutions and agencies because the people are not eligible for them, cannot afford them, or are suspicious of them. For example, unable to obtain credit from banks, they are thrown upon their own resources and organize informal credit devices without interest. Unable to afford doctors, who are used only in dire emergencies, and suspicious of hospitals “where one goes only to die,” they rely upon herbs or other home remedies and upon local curers and midwives. Critical of priests “who are human and therefore sinners like all of us,” they rarely go to confession or Mass and rely upon prayer to the images of saints in their own homes and upon pilgrimages to popular shrines.

A critical attitude toward some of the values and institutions of the dominant classes, hatred of the police, mistrust of government and those in high position, and a cynicism which extends even to the church gives the culture of poverty a counter quality and a potential for being used in political movements aimed against the existing social order. Finally, the sub-culture of poverty also has a residual quality in the sense that its members are attempting to utilize and integrate into a workable way of life the remnants of beliefs and customs of diverse origins.

I should like to emphasize that the Sánchez family is by no means at the lowest level of poverty in Mexico. About a million and a half people out of a total population of approximately four million in Mexico City live in similar or worse conditions. The persistence of poverty in the first city of the nation fifty years after the great Mexican Revolution raises serious questions about the extent to which the Revolution has achieved its social objectives. Judging from the Sánchez family, their friends, neighbors, and relatives, the essential promise of the Revolution has yet to be fulfilled.

This assertion is made in the full knowledge of the impressive and far-reaching changes which have been brought about by the Mexican Revolution—the transformation of a semifeudal economy, the distribution of land to the peasants, the emancipation of the Indian, the strengthening of labor’s position, the spread of public education, the nationalization of oil and the railroads, and the emergence of a new middle class. Since 1940 the economy has been expanding and the country has become acutely production conscious. Leading newspapers report daily in their headlines record-breaking achievements in agriculture and industry and proudly announce huge gold reserves in the national treasury. A boom spirit has been created which is reminiscent of the great expansion in the United States at the turn of the century. Since 1940 the population has increased by over thirteen million, to reach a high of thirty-four million in 1960. The growth of Mexico City has been phenomenal, from one and a half million in 1940 to over four million in 1960. Mexico City is now the largest city in Latin America and the third or fourth largest city on the American continent.

One of the most significant trends in Mexico since 1940 has been the increasing influence of the United States on Mexican life. Never before in the long history of U.S.-Mexican relations has there been such a varied and intense interaction between the two countries. The close co-operation during World War II, the rapid tempo of U.S. investment, which has reached almost a billion dollars as of 1960, the remarkable influx of U.S. tourists into Mexico and of Mexican visitors to the United States, the annual migration of several hundred thousand Mexican agricultural workers to the United States, the exchange of students, technicians and professors, and the increasing number of Mexicans who are becoming U.S. citizens have made for a new type of relationship between the two countries.

The major television programs are sponsored by foreign controlled companies like Nestlé, General Motors, Ford, Procter & Gamble and Colgate. Only the use of the Spanish language and Mexican artists distinguish the commercials from those in the United States. American department-store retail practices have been made popular in most of the large cities by stores like Woolworth’s and Sears Roebuck and Co., and self-service supermarkets now package many American brand foods for the growing middle class. English has replaced French as a second language in the schools, and the French tradition in medicine is slowly but surely being replaced by U.S. medicine.

Despite the increased production and the apparent prosperity, the uneven distribution of the growing national wealth has made the disparity between the incomes of the rich and the poor more striking than ever before. And despite some rise in the standard of living for the general population, in 1956 over 60 percent of the population were still ill fed, ill housed, and ill clothed, 40 percent were illiterate, and 46 percent of the nation’s children were not going to school. A chronic inflation since 1940 has squeezed the real income of the poor, and the cost of living for workers in Mexico City has risen over five times since 1939. According to the census of 1950 (published in 1955), 89 percent of all Mexican families reporting income earned less than 600 pesos a month, or $69 at the 1950 rate of exchange and $48 at the 1960 rate. (There are 12.50 pesos to the dollar.) A study published in 1960 by a competent Mexican economist, Ifigenia M. de Navarrete, showed that between 1950 and 1957 approximately the lower third of the national population suffered a decrease in real income.

It is common knowledge that the Mexican economy cannot give jobs to all of its people. From 1942 to 1955 about a million and a half Mexicans came to the United States as braceros or temporary agricultural laborers, and this figure does not include “wetbacks” or other illegal immigrants. Were the United States suddenly to close its borders to the braceros, a major crisis would probably occur in Mexico. Mexico also has become increasingly dependent upon the U.S. tourist trade to stabilize its economy. In 1957 over 700,000 tourists from the United States spent almost six hundred million dollars in Mexico, to make tourism the single largest industry in the country. The income from the tourist trade is about equal to the total Mexican federal budget.

One aspect of the standard of living which has improved very little since 1940 is housing. With the rapidly rising population and urbanization, the crowding and slum conditions in the large cities are actually getting worse. Of the 5.2 million dwellings reported in the Mexican census of 1950, 60 percent had only one room and 25 percent two rooms; 70 percent of all houses were made of adobe, wood, poles and rods, or rubble, and only 18 percent of brick and masonry. Only 17 percent had private, piped water.

In Mexico City conditions are no better. The city is made more beautiful each year for U.S. tourists by building new fountains, planting flowers along the principal streets, building new hygienic markets, and driving the beggars and vendors off the streets. But over a third of the city’s population lives in slumlike housing settlements known as vecindades where they suffer from a chronic water shortage and lacking elementary sanitary facilities. Usually, vecindades consist of one or more rows of single-story dwellings with one or two rooms, facing a common courtyard. The dwellings are constructed of cement, brick, or adobe and form a well-defined unit that has some of the characteristics of a small community. The size and types of the vecindades vary enormously. Some consist of only a few dwellings, others of a few hundred. Some are found in the commercial heart of the city, in run-down sixteenth- and seventeenth-century two- and three-story Spanish colonial buildings, while others, on the outskirts of the city, consist of wooden shacks or jacales and look like semi-tropical Hoovervilles.

It seems to me that the material in this book has important implications for our thinking and our policy in regard to the underdeveloped countries of the world and particularly Latin America. It highlights the social, economic, and psychological complexities which have to be faced in any effort to transform and eliminate the culture of poverty from the world. It suggests that basic changes in the attitudes and value systems of the poor must go hand in hand with improvements in the material conditions of living.

Even the best-intentioned governments of the underdeveloped countries face difficult obstacles because of what poverty has done to the poor. Certainly most of the characters in this volume are badly damaged human beings. Yet with all of their inglorious defects and weaknesses, it is the poor who emerge as the true heroes of contemporary Mexico, for they are paying the cost of the industrial progress of the nation. Indeed, the political stability of Mexico is grim testimony to the great capacity for misery and suffering of the ordinary Mexican. But even the Mexican capacity for suffering has its limits, and unless ways are found to achieve a more equitable distribution of the growing national wealth and a greater equality of sacrifice during the difficult period of industrialization, we may expect social upheavals, sooner or later.
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Prologue


Jesús Sánchez

I CAN SAY I HAD NO CHILDHOOD. I WAS BORN IN A POOR LITTLE VILLAGE in the state of Veracruz. Very lonely and sad is what it was. In the provinces a child does not have the same opportunities children have in the capital. My father didn’t allow us to play with anybody, he never bought us toys, we were always alone. I went to school for only one year when I was about eight or nine years old.

We always lived in one room, like the one I live in today, just one room. We all slept there, each on his little bed made of boards and boxes. In the morning, I would get up and make the sign of the cross. I washed my face and my mouth and went to haul the water. After breakfast, if they didn’t send me for wood, I would sit in the shade. Usually, I would take a machete and rope and would go into the countryside to look for dry wood. I came back carrying a huge bundle on my back. That was my work when I lived at home. I worked since I was very small. I knew nothing of games.

My father was a mule driver in his youth. He would buy goods and transport them to distant towns for sale. He was completely illiterate. Later he set up a tiny stand on a road near the village where we were born. Then we moved to another village where my father opened a small general store. He had only twenty-five pesos in his pocket when he arrived there, but with that capital he began to work up his business. He had a compadre who sold him a large sow for twenty pesos and that sow gave him eleven pigs in each litter. At that time, a two-month-old pig was worth ten pesos. One was a gentleman with ten pesos then! Pesos were really worth something! And that was how my father began over again, with much perseverance and saving he lifted his head again. He began to learn to reckon, to add figures for his accounts and, all by himself, he even learned to read a little. Much later he opened a really big store with a lot of goods, in the village of Huachinango.

I follow my father’s example and keep little notes of what I spend. I write down the birthdays of my children, the numbers of my lottery tickets, and what I spend on the pigs and what I earn from their sale.

My father told me very little about himself and his family. All I know about him is that I knew his mother, my grandmother, and a man who was my father’s half-brother. We didn’t know his father. I never knew my mother’s side of the family because my father didn’t get along with them.

My father had no one to help him. You know how it is, in some families they don’t get along well with one another, like, for example, my daughter Consuelo and her brothers. Some little disagreement comes between them and each one goes his own way. And that’s how it was with my father and his people. They lived apart.

In my own family we were more united, but my brothers grew up and left home, each one going his separate way. Because I was the youngest, I stayed at home. My oldest brother joined the army and was killed in an accident. His rifle went off and he killed himself. Then there was Mauricio, the next oldest, he had that store in Huachinango, the second store, because the first one closed up when the Revolution came. My brother Mauricio was in the second store when four men came to rob it. He grabbed one of them and disarmed him. But another one struck my brother from behind and killed him. He died quickly, his belly was ripped open. That’s two. Another one was my sister Eutakia. She died over there in Huachinango, when she was still young, about twenty years old. Then there was a brother of mine, Leopoldo, who died here in Mexico City in the General Hospital. So out of the five brothers and sisters—there were six, except one died very young; I was a twin—so there were five of us, and of these five I’m the only one left in the family.

My father was not a loving or affectionate man. Naturally, like the majority of heads of families, he was very economical. He never noticed exactly when I needed something, and in the provinces there wasn’t much to spend money on. There were no theatres, no movies, no football, no anything. Now life is fuller but at that time there was nothing. So every Sunday my father gave us only a few centavos to spend. There are all kinds in this world and not all fathers spoil their children. My father believed that too much attention to a child would ruin him. I believe that too. If one spoils a child, he won’t grow and develop and become independent. He will be fearful.

My mother was born in a small town, I barely remember the name of it. She was a person who didn’t talk much and because I was the youngest, she never told me anything. My mother was a quiet person, a woman with a great heart and she gave me much affection. My father was harder, stricter, more energetic. My mother was a decent and upright woman, conscientious about everything, including her married life. But my parents had their quarrels because my father had another woman and my mother was jealous.

I was about seven years old when my parents separated. The Revolutionaries had already sacked the store … the business was finished, the family was finished, our home was broken up, and naturally, I went with my mother and with my brother, who worked as a peón on a sugar hacienda. I, too, worked in the fields. Two years later my mother got sick and my father came on a burro to see us. We were living in a very poor little house. It had a roof only on one side of it; the other side was uncovered. We borrowed corn because we really had nothing to eat. We were very, very poor! There were no medicines of any kind for my mother, no doctors, no anything, and she went to my father’s house to die. So their reconciliation took place at the very end.

Well, when my mother died, my tragedy began. I was about ten when I went to live with my father. I stayed there for two years and then left home to work. We had no stepmother until much later, at the very end. I had already left home when this happened. My father married a woman there, a woman who robbed him, took everything away from him and threw him out into the street, she and her brothers. They were about to kill him one night, for his money, but some neighbors stopped them, and then the woman left him. They had had a legal wedding. The woman, together with the people there, took the house and everything from my father.

Then he bought another little house on the other side of town, the same town, and he went into business again. But there he got deathly ill. Yes, at times we men want to be very strong and very macho, but at bottom we aren’t. When it is about a question of morality or a family thing that touches the very fibers of the heart, it hurts and a man cries when he is alone. You must have noticed that many people drown themselves in drink and others grab a pistol and shoot themselves, because they cannot bear what they feel inside. They have no way to express themselves or anyone to tell their troubles to, so they grab a gun and that’s all. They’re finished! And at times those who believe themselves to be machos are really not so when they are alone with their conscience. They are only braggarts of the moment.

When my father died, he left a little house over there with some goods, which I took over. I was the only one of his children left. I was already here in Mexico City, working in the restaurant. Some people down there sent me a telegram.

When I came, my father was still alive, and I saw him die. He told me, “I’m not leaving you anything, but I will give you a piece of advice. Don’t get mixed up with friends. It’s better to go your way alone.” And that’s what I’ve done all my life.

What he left me was very little. This half-brother of his, together with the people there, had me thrown in jail. I gave him what my father left for him in a written will, I was supposed to give him 50 percent. But he was a very lazy man, good for nothing and didn’t like to work. Well, I followed the will to the letter, and according to the law. Why, I even gave him an old Singer Sewing Machine that was in the house. I said to him, “You can take this uncle.” I, being good-hearted and sincere, said to him, “Look, this is what goes to you and take this machine for your wife.” Well, even after all of that, he had me thrown in jail. For a hundred pesos! I told him, “You’re a miserable so-and-so.” I gave him the hundred pesos, the others divided it up and left him with ten. You see how it was? Even among your own relatives you can’t trust anybody when it comes to money. People want to grab all they can.

Ever since I was little I liked to work. I was ambitious to earn money for clothes. I saw my father make money with his little business, and I wanted to have something of my own, not on a very large scale but I wanted to earn it with these, with my hands, not with my father’s money. I was never greedy for the inheritance from my father, not at all. I used to think, “If some day I have some money in my pocket, I want it to be through my own work, not because somebody gives it to me, a neighbor, relative, uncle or my father, no, sir. I want to earn it with these hands of mine.” And another thing, when I left home I knew that if I didn’t work, I wouldn’t eat.

I was about twelve when I left my father’s home. I ran away without telling anyone. First, I worked at a grain mill, then as a field hand on a sugar plantation, and then as a cane cutter. It was hard in the fields and I worked with a hoe all day long in the sun. They paid one and a half pesos per thousand canes but I could barely cut half of that and so I earned only seventy-five centavos a day, not even enough for food. I was very hungry and passed whole days without food or with only one meal a day. That’s why I say, I had no childhood. I worked this way for about four years.

Then I met a Spaniard who owned a corn mill. He knew I had some experience with scales and weighing and one day he said to me, “I am going to Mexico City. If you want to come, I can give you work.”

“Yes, sir, I’m ready.” All my baggage consisted of a little box that held my clothes. I wanted to know Mexico City as I had never been anywhere before. We took the train the next morning and arrived in Tacuba, where we stayed. After working for him for a while, he threw me out. We had a quarrel over the weights of a scale. He was looking for an excuse to throw me out. You know how people are when they see someone more ignorant and illiterate than themselves! They do what they want, no? At that time I had just come from an hacienda and I didn’t know anything! My eyes were blindfolded. I didn’t know a single street! I had already used up the little money I had. There I was without a centavo and not knowing a soul.

Well, as some people say, “Where everything else is wanting, God steps in.” There was a man who worked in a mill nearby. He used to pass by every day. One day he saw me and told me his boss wanted me to work for his mill. That night I was standing on the street corner with my little box of clothes under my arm, without a centavo, without any idea of what to do. If I had had money, I would have gone back to my homeland. At that moment this man passed by as if he had fallen from the sky. He said to me, “What are you doing here?” I told him. He said, “Don’t you worry. Let’s go to my house and I’ll find you a job.” But there was that union business. The next day we went to see his boss. He told me I had to be in the union to work in his mill. I didn’t even have a centavo. We had come from La Tlaxpana and I walked nearly to Tepito. The millers’ union was there. They asked me how much money I had on me. When they found out, they said nothing could be done. So I went all the way back on foot, without a bit of food in my stomach, There I was back in the same situation, going hungry. That’s why I sometimes scold my children, because I’ve always given them food and a roof over their heads.

So I started going to the grocery stores to see if anyone was looking for an errand boy or helper. I knew something about the grocery business and could wait on customers rapidly. I went from store to store with no luck. There was bread everywhere and me so hungry, you have no idea how it feels. After a few days I met a man in La Tlaxpana, a block from where I was staying. He had a grocery store. He asked me, “Do you want a job?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you have references?”

“No, sir. I just arrived from Veracruz.” I was praying to God that he give me work or something. I explained that the only man I knew had a mill nearby. He went to speak to the man and then said he would take me on trial for two weeks. The pay was fifty centavos a day and food. There I was the next day with my package of clothes, for I had no place to leave it. I went to work at once. I was quick, I went around as if I were on wheels. I needed work, I had to eat. Two weeks went by, then a month, then three. I was very happy. I worked from six in the morning to nine at night without rest. I ate my breakfast cold in the store, there was no time to warm it. There were many customers. I delivered orders and lugged boxes I could barely lift, cases of beer, sacks of salt.

One morning my boss brought another boy from a village and he said to me, “Hey, Jesús, come over here. This boy is going to take your place. You’re no damned good, get out.” With those sweet and comforting words he fired me. That’s all there was to it. There was nothing to be said. The next morning I was out on the street again.

But these difficulties help one to become a man, to appreciate the true value of things. One learns what it means to earn a living with the sweat of one’s brow. To grow up away from your parents helps you to become mature.

When I was at the store, I had met a boy who had a relative who was a janitor in a building downtown. I asked for a note to this man and went to see him. I showed him the note. “Sure, why not? The building is empty,” he said. “Pick out any place you like and put your box there.” I stayed there without a centavo and once more I began to look for work.

That’s when I found a job in the La Gloria restaurant. They paid me twelve pesos a month and three meals. I went in with my package of clothes and began to do everything they asked me. I was eager to work and while lifting a heavy package I got a hernia. I went to the toilet and saw a little lump here in my groin. I pressed on it and it hurt. I went to a doctor and he told me I had a hernia. I was lucky because the doctor belonged to the General Hospital and had me admitted. Now what about my job? I spoke to the owner, a Spaniard, a decent man, a real human being, I asked permission to go and be operated. They operated on me quickly but then I did a stupid thing. After the operation it hurt near the stitches and so I lifted the bandage and touched it and infected myself. Instead of being in the hospital for two weeks, I was there for five weeks.

When I got out I went to the restaurant and found someone at my job. But the owner took me back. Yes, I’ve worked there for over thirty years, and I’ve rarely missed a day. For the first fifteen years, I worked on the inside as a general helper and learned to bake bread and make ice cream. I worked fourteen to fifteen hours a day. Later, I began to do the shopping for the restaurant and I became their food buyer. When I began to work I earned eighty centavos a day. Now after thirty years, I earn the minimum wage of eleven pesos a day. But I could never live on this wage alone.

In thirty years I’ve rarely missed a day of work. Even when I’m sick I go. It seems that work is medicine for me. It makes me forget my troubles. And I like my work. I like all the walking I have to do and I enjoy speaking to the market vendors. I know them all after these many years of buying fruits, vegetables, cheese, butter and meats. I look for the best buys and all that. One has to know about buying, because each fruit has its season, no? Like melons. They’re getting good at this time and I can buy them. The early melons were bad. They come from different places, from Morelos, from Michoacán, Cortázar. The ones from Guanajuato are very good; also the yellow ones from Durango. The same with oranges, they come from all over the Republic. Vegetables, too. The best avocados come from Atlixco and Silao, but they send most of those to the United States. The same with tomatoes. One must observe much to learn to know fruits and to be able to buy.

I buy six hundred pesos’ worth of food for the restaurant each day. They give me the money in the morning and I pay cash for each purchase. There are no bills or receipts. I keep my own accounts and hand in a list of expenses each day.

I get to the restaurant each morning at seven to open the iron shutters. Then I work inside for a while, have breakfast and leave for the market at nine-thirty. Two boys assist me and they cart the purchases back to the restaurant. I get back at about one-thirty and usually there is something missing, so I run to the market again. I go back to the restaurant at three o’clock, have lunch and leave about four to look after my pigs, to sell lottery tickets and to visit my daughter Marta and the children.

My work companions at the restaurant think well of me and appreciate me because I am the oldest employee in the establishment. We joke and tease a lot and this, too, is a distraction. I’ve always behaved myself and gotten on well with my boss. A lot of workers hate their boss and don’t feel loyal, but in that respect I am well off because I know my boss holds me in high esteem. To show his appreciation he allows me to work seven days a week and all holidays, so I can increase my earnings. For years I’ve worked on Wednesdays, my day off. I respect my boss and I do my best. He is like a father to me.

All I do is work and take care of my family. I never go to fiestas. Only once, when we lived in Cuba Street, some people in my vecindad made a fiesta and I danced a little. I didn’t drink much and went right home to bed. For me there are no outings, no parties, no nothing … only work and family.

And I have no compadres where I work. I consider compadrazgo a serious thing, a matter of mutual respect. When I needed compadres, I chose older people, not youths or my fellow workers. Before you know it, young people invite you to drink with them and do things together. Some even kill each other, and that is bad. When I am invited anywhere, I don’t go.

It was at La Gloria restaurant that I met the mother of my children, Lenore. I fell in love with her. She was short but broad-shouldered and dark-complexioned. I was about sixteen and she must have been two or three years older. She had been in Mexico City longer than I, and had had a husband in free union. I accepted her with a child of ten months. I was very happy to do it. It seemed perfectly natural to me, but the child got sick and died soon after. I was earning only eighty centavos a day and couldn’t afford to pay ten or fifteen pesos a month for a place of our own, so I went to live with her family. I was young, very poor and very foolish in those days. I was stupid, like a piece of wood. But at fifteen, what experience did I have? All I knew was that I wanted to sleep with her.

But, as we say here, after twenty-four hours, a corpse and a house guest begin to stink. Her brothers drank a lot and came home and beat their wives and we had difficulties. I tried hard to find our own place to live in and finally found a room that rented for ten pesos. I didn’t even own a bed. My wife sold bread crumbs and leftover cake and earned more than I did. Sometimes she earned eight pesos a day. Yes, selling pays well and there I was buried like a potato in that restaurant.

Lenore had a strong personality and that is why I couldn’t live very peacefully with her. She wanted me to marry her but that made me angry. I thought she wanted to tie me up for life! It was wrong of me, but that’s the way I was.

Lenore was the first woman I had ever had. We lost our first child, a little girl named María. She died a few days after birth, of pneumonia. Some say her little abdomen burst. Manuel was born next and I was happy to have my first son. I was even proud to be a father. I looked at him as though he was some strange person. Being so young, I lacked experience. One doesn’t feel love right away, but my children always gave me pleasure. But at that time, we lived in misery. I earned only eighty centavos a day, and it didn’t go far. Naturally, when Lenore was having a baby, she couldn’t work and without her ten or twelve pesos a day, we lacked everything. She usually helped with the house expenses.

After Manuel, there was another boy who died in a few months. He died because of lack of money and because of ignorance. We had no experience and didn’t struggle to save the baby. Lenore was a good person but she had a terrible temper and would get bad attacks of the heart and the bile. She always had trouble with her milk. She was not one of those affectionate mothers who pampered their children. She didn’t beat them, that I remember, she was about average there, although she would get very angry and use strong words with the children. She didn’t kiss or hug them, but they were not badly treated by her. She went out all day selling cake.

I wasn’t very affectionate with the children either. I don’t know whether it was because I didn’t get much affection in my childhood, or because I was left to take care of them alone, or because I was always worrying about money. I had to work very hard to get them food. I didn’t have time for them. I think in most homes, arguments and tragedies have an economic base because if you have fifty pesos a day expenses and you don’t have the money, it bothers you and you worry and quarrel with your wife. I think that’s what happens in most poor homes.

When Lenore was pregnant with Manuel, I began to see Lupita on the side. Lupita also worked in the La Gloria restaurant. Lenore and I had a lot of arguments and every time we did, she wanted to tear the house down. She was terribly jealous and really made a scene. When I’d come home from work I would often find her in an angry mood, any little thing upset her. She would fly into a rage and get sick. Her pulse would almost stop and she would seem to be dead. The doctor didn’t know what caused these attacks. I couldn’t take it. I wanted affection. After working all day I wanted someone to speak to, someone who would understand me, someone to whom I could pour out my troubles. You know, there are many types of people and when a poor man doesn’t get any affection at home he finds it outside the home. The doctor once said to me, “To be content, a woman needs a husband who keeps her well dressed, well fed and well screwed, and for that, he must be strong and remember her often. Do this and you will see how things are.”

Lenore had a strong temperament in that way, and I believe it was one of the reasons … well, she might have lived … but, well, a woman who is always quarreling makes her husband forget her. It’s not the right sort of thing to do, I know, but that’s when I propositioned Lupita at the restaurant. I’m not a very strong fellow but I’ve always been a little hot-blooded. That’s my nature. Before Lupita, I had gone to a whore house on Rosario Street, but I got an infection there. It was because I wasn’t careful, lack of experience, nothing else. Since that time I never went to one of those places. Today, I wouldn’t go there even if it’s free!

But in spite of my bad conduct, I have had the good luck to never have heard that any of the women who have lived with me weren’t true to me. They were all dark women and of very passionate temperament … here in Mexico we believe that blondes are less strong sexually … but even if I didn’t make use of them for a time, they didn’t go out looking for another man. An honest woman, especially if she has children, must control herself and wait. I have had five wives … there was one with whom I had a son but she married someone else. That son of mine is twenty-two years old now and I think it is time I went to gather him up and claim him. Yes, I had five women, and a few on the side, and luck still favors me, all in all. You cannot tell me it wasn’t luck when a nobody like me, an illiterate without schooling, without capital, not tall, not young, not anything, is lucky on all sides, with women.

Another man would be in jail by now! But I value my freedom and never looked for unmarried girls. No! All my women had already been married before I lived with them. Otherwise, there would be complications. If they had been virgins, I would probably have had to marry one of them in church or by civil law or I would be in jail for twenty years!

Anyway, when I began to have relations with Lupita, I didn’t go into it with the idea of having a family with her. But she became pregnant very soon. I would meet her at her room on Rosario Street where she lived with her two small daughters. They were so little they didn’t know what was going on. But later they always respected me and even called me papá. At that time I was earning very little so I couldn’t support Lupita, who continued to work at the restaurant. But for the past fifteen years I’ve paid her rent.

Here in Mexico, when a woman with a child is accepted by a man, as I accepted Lenore, she usually doesn’t feel she has a right to protest if her husband goes out. She knows she has blundered. It is different if the wife were a virgin and married by civil and church law. She would have every right to complain. But Lenore was difficult. Well, I suffered a lot with her but I never abandoned her. I was faithful to my banners. I only left the house for a few days each time we quarreled. I always came back because I loved the children.

Then one night she died, and what a blow it was. It was about seven o’clock at night, we were drinking atole and eating gorditos when she says to me very sadly, “Ay, Jesús, I’m going to die this year.” She was always complaining of headaches. Then at one o’clock in the morning she said, “Ay, ay, I’m dying, take good care of my children.” And the death rattle began. What time did I have to do anything? The doctor came and gave her an injection but it did no good. She was pregnant but the doctor said she died from the bursting of a blood vessel in her head. What I suffered during those days! I walked the street like a somnambulist. It was a good thing the grandmother was in the house. She took care of the children.



Part I




Manuel

I WAS EIGHT YEARS OLD WHEN MY MOTHER DIED. I WAS ASLEEP ON A mat on the floor next to my brother Roberto. My little sisters, Consuelo and Marta, slept on the bed with my mamá and papá. As though in a dream I heard my father calling. He called to us when he saw my mother slipping away from him, when he had a feeling she was going to die. I was always a sound sleeper and my father had to shout. This time he really yelled. “Get up, you bastards! Get up, you sons-of-bitches. Hijos de la chingada! Your mother is dying and you lying there. On your feet, cabrones.” Then I got up, very scared.

I remember my mother’s eyes and how she looked at us. She was frothing at the mouth and couldn’t speak. They sent for a doctor who lived only a block away but my mother didn’t last long. Her face became dark and she died that night. My mother died carrying inside her another brother of mine, well on his way, because I remember that mamá had a big belly. Another woman was nursing my sister; that’s why Marta remained so small.

Whether it was on account of the pregnancy or really a “congestion of the liver with the heart,” like they told me, I don’t know. But when my mother was laid out, the thing she had in her stomach, my brother, was heaving inside. It was still heaving and my father had a desperate look on his face. He did not know what to do, whether to let them cut her open and pull it out or let it stay there. My father cried a lot; he cried and went to tell all his compadres.

Her death came as a shock to everyone. She was only twenty-eight years old and oh, she was healthy, so healthy. People had seen her washing the courtyard and doing her housework in the morning. Why, that very afternoon she was still delousing my papá. My mother was sitting in the doorway and my father at her feet.

At that time we were living in a vecindad on Tenochtitlán Street. In the evening my mamá said to me, “Go out and buy some fried tortillas and corn gruel.” I went around the corner and bought the food from a woman who had a stand. I’m certain it was on a Monday because the day before was Sunday and we had been on an excursion to the Basilica with my father and mother.

That Sunday we all ate avocados and chitlings and chirimoyas, things that are very bad for the bile if you eat them before or after a fit of anger. Well, on Monday morning my mother had a real fit of anger on account of my brother Roberto. She had had a bad quarrel with a woman next door.

The whole day passed. My father came home from work and both of them were in a good mood. They were still having their supper when we children went to bed. That night my mother had her attack and there wasn’t even time for my father to call a priest to marry her before she died.

A lot of people came to the funeral, people from the tenement and from the market place. I don’t know how long you are supposed to keep a body in the house but my father didn’t want them to take her away and people began to complain because the body was already decomposing. At the cemetery, when they lowered my mother’s casket into the ground, my papá tried to jump into the grave with her. He cried as though his heart were breaking. My father cried day and night on account of her.

After she was buried, papá told us we were all he had left and we should try to be good children because he was going to be both father and mother to us. He kept his word exactly as he promised. He loved my mother a lot because it took him six years before he married again, before he married Elena.

I believe my father loved my mother very much, in spite of their many quarrels. My father was very stern and a man of action. He used to quarrel with my mother because he was always a stickler for having things very clean. If he found something where it shouldn’t be or anything that wasn’t right, he’d start a fight with her. And when I saw them in a big argument, I’d get terribly scared. Once my parents were having a hot argument and my father got excited and tried to strike my mother with a knife. I don’t know if he did it just to scare her, but anyway I stepped in between them. I didn’t even reach up to their waists. I stepped in and my father calmed down right away. I began to cry and he said, “No, son, no, we’re not fighting. Don’t get frightened.”

My papá was dead set against alcohol—he didn’t even like to smell it. Once my mamá went to celebrate the Saint’s Day of my aunt Guadalupe and they gave her quite a few drinks. So they had a big argument and I remember vaguely that my parents separated. I must have been three or four years old. At that time we lived at No. 14 on the Street of the Bakers in a vecindad—just one room with a kitchen. My mother went to live at my aunt Guadalupe’s on the same street. They asked me whether I wanted to stay with my papá or my mamá. I guess I felt more fond of my mother at that time for I decided to go with her. They were separated about two weeks.

My mother’s nature was just the opposite of my father’s. She had a happy disposition and liked to talk and chat with everybody. In the mornings, I remember, she sang while she lighted the charcoal fire and made our breakfast, she never stopped singing. She loved animals and that was the only time we had a dog. “Yoyo” used to take great care of Roberto and me. My mamá wanted lots of singing birds and plants in the house but in those days my papá was against spending money on things like that.

Mamá loved parties and did things in a big way. When she made a fiesta on my father’s Saint’s Day, or even a small celebration on our birthdays, she prepared huge casseroles of food and invited all her relatives, friends, and compadres. She even liked to take a drink or two, but only at a party. She was the type of person who would give away her own meal to anyone who needed it, and she was always letting some homeless couple sleep on the floor of our kitchen.

We were a happy family while she was alive. After she died, there were no more parties at our house and no one ever came to visit us. I never knew my father to have friends; he had compadres, but we never saw them. And as to visiting, the only homes my father ever entered were his own.

Most of the time my mother worked to help my father. He paid the rent and gave her money for food, but my aunt told me he never gave my mother money for clothing or other things. For about five years she sold cake crumbs in the neighborhood where we lived. She would buy cake trimmings and crumbs from El Granero bakery and sell little piles for five and ten centavos. After that, she got in with some people who bought and sold second-hand clothes. She used to take me to the Roma district when she bought clothes for her market stall.

It was there that something very sad occurred, about which I am the only one who knows. There was another man in my mother’s life. I don’t know, but I believe that my mother had married my father for love. They had met in the La Gloria restaurant where they both worked. But there was another woman, Lupita, who also worked there, and my mother was jealous of her. She told me once that this woman was my father’s sweetheart. Perhaps that is why my mamá began to see the second-hand-clothes man on the sly. She used to take me along, maybe to protect herself or to avoid getting intimate with him. I don’t know if they ever saw each other alone.

I was very mad about this, except that the man, like men do with children, gave me spending money when we went to the movies, or he’d buy me something. But in spite of that, I wouldn’t let go of my mother. I’d put my arms around her and wouldn’t let her talk to him. Once I threatened to tell my father. She said, “Go ahead and tell him. He’ll kill me and then you’ll see how you’ll get along without me.” Well, after that I no longer had the courage to do it. My father was always very jealous.

I don’t know how long this thing with that man lasted but we went to the movies only three times and then my mother died. He must have really loved her because he even came to the wake. When I saw him come into the house and stand there, I had a feeling of hatred for him. My father was there, how did he dare come? Later, that man took to drinking and went completely to the dogs. Within a year, he also died. Now I can excuse him, because he honestly loved my mother. I couldn’t understand things then.

My mamá was very fond of going on religious pilgrimages. Once she took Roberto and me with her to the shrine at Chalma. Chalma is the popular shrine for the poor, who, with much faith and love, walk the sixty kilometers through the hills. It is really a hard trip, a sacrifice, to go loaded with blankets and food and clothing. When we went, there were many people. It took us four days to get there and we slept in the hills or in towns at night, right outdoors on our straw mats, Roberto and I were afraid at night because we heard the women talking about the witches that sucked children’s blood. One señora said to my mother, “Be careful with your children because the witches are very active at this time. Just think, they found three children yesterday with not a drop of blood left in their bodies.”

Roberto said, “Do you hear that, brother?” And we both were filled with fear. I said, “Do you know what? We will cover up our heads with the blankets at night and they won’t know that we are children.”

Along the road were crosses which marked the spot where someone had died, and all the women believed that the spirit of the dead one was waiting to possess the children that passed by. The women, those carrying children, shouted out the name of their child every time they passed a cross, so the child’s soul would not remain there.

In the hills, we saw balls of fire going from one peak to another and people would say, “It’s a witch! A witch!” And everyone would kneel and start to pray. The mothers began covering up their children. My mamá put her arms around us under the blanket so the witch wouldn’t get us. They said the best way to catch a witch was to kneel before a pair of scissors, opened to form a cross, and pray the Magnificat. With each Our Father you must make a knot in a rebozo. When the last knot was made, the witch was supposed to fall at your feet and then be burned in a fire made with green wood.

As we walked through the mountain passes, my mamá told us some of the legends about Chalma. She showed us “The Pack Driver,” a rock which looked like a man in Indian dress, leading a burro and a dog. This teamster, they say, had killed his partner up there in the mountain, and had turned to stone. Later, we passed “The Corn-padres,” some rocks in the middle of a river. These were compadres who had sinned by fornicating right there in the river, and they, too, were turned to stone. And there was another curious rock formation that looked just like a priest, with sombrero and cape, his hand on his cheek, as though he was thinking. Who knows what sin he committed, but he too had been punished by heaven. The old people believe that these rocks turn toward the Church, once a year, and when they finally reach the Church, they will be disenchanted and transformed to their original selves.

We saw the Penitents, people who had vowed to walk the rocky road to the shrine on their knees, or with their ankles tightly tied. They moved slowly, helped along by compadres, and arrived bleeding, with their skin worn off, and sometimes with their bones showing. That sight impressed me most.

My mamá and all her family went to Chalma regularly. They were also very devoted to the Virgin of San Juan de los Lagos, but that pilgrimage took longer; we went with my mother every year. My papá accompanied her only once; but he never went to Chalma. He didn’t like religious pilgrimages and that was another thing they quarreled about. My papá has always said about my mamá’s family, “They are very saintly, but they drink all the way to the shrine.”

It was true that my mother’s brothers, José and Alfredo and Lucio, drank a lot, in fact, they all died of drink. My aunt Guadalupe also liked to drink her daily copita. But I do not recall that my mother’s mother, my grandmother, drank. She was the kind of sprightly old lady who always walked erect, and was very, very clean. She never wore anything dirty, even her shoes were kept polished, and she dressed very severely, in a black silk blouse and long black skirt.

My grandma used to live with my aunt Guadalupe, in a room on the Street of the Painters. Grandma would come to our house every day at breakfast time, after my papá had left for work. She helped my mamá by washing our faces and necks and hands. She scrubbed us so hard with the zacate I felt like screaming. She’d say, “You grimy rascals, why do you get so filthy?”

My grandmother was steeped in religion, even more than my mamá, and she was like a godmother to us, teaching us to cross ourselves and to pray. She was devoted to the Archangel San Miguel, and taught us his prayer, and the Magnificat, which she said was the best medicine against all ills. She had an hour for prayer on all the festival days, the fiesta of the Palms, the Pentecost, the Day of the Dead … all of them. On the Day of the Dead she lit the candles, put out the glass of water, the bread of the dead, the flowers, the fruit. After she and my mother died, no one ever did that in our house. My grandmother was the only one who was rich in tradition and who tried to pass it on to us.

My father’s family lived in a small town in Veracruz and we knew almost nothing about them. When Roberto and I were very small, my papá’s papá sent for us. My grandpa was alone because my grandma and uncles had died, I don’t know exactly how. My grandpa had the biggest grocery store in Huachinango and many people in the village owed him money. He said the store was ours and my father finally sold it. But an uncle of mine, my grandfather’s half-brother, had my father put in jail to get the money away from him. I think they wanted to kill him or something but at night my mother sneaked out and went to the jail. It was only a country jail, and she hit the guard with a club. I’m not sure what she did but she got papá out of jail and we beat it as fast as we could, back to Mexico City. As a result, my father didn’t get a single penny out of my grandpa’s store.

I was six years old when Consuelo was born. Roberto and I saw the midwife come in and there was a lot of movement going on but we didn’t understand anything then. We were put out of the room and then we heard a baby’s cry. I always liked to hear a baby crying and for me it was a very nice thing to have a sister. But she slept in the bed with my parents, and when my mother carried her around all the time, nursing her, and calling her “my pretty little daughter,” I began to have an ugly feeling. My mother noticed that I was jealous and said, “No, no, son, you know you are my favorite. Don’t believe anything else.” It was true, because when she went out selling she always, always, took me with her. We left Roberto with my grandma and I went with mamá. Knowing how much she loved me, I would ask for everything I saw and would go into a temper if she didn’t buy it. She used to say, “Ay, son, I love you very much but you are very demanding. I wonder what you will be like when you are big.”

One day my mamá and I were going to the Granero bakery for cake crumbs. She was talking to her comadre, Consuelo’s godmother, when I noticed blood running down mamá’s leg. I asked her if she had cut herself and she looked down and saw the blood and said, “I guess I really did cut myself.” She went home to bed and sent for my father.

Later, the same lady who had brought Consuelo arrived, and again we heard a baby cry. My brother and I must have looked like a pair of scared rabbits for my papá came out and told us not to be frightened, that the lady had brought us a new sister in her suitcase. When I saw Marta for the first time I thought she was very ugly. I said, “Ay, mamá, you should have better asked the lady for a whiter, prettier one.”

My father was very, very happy when his daughters were born. He really would have preferred to have had only girls. He was always more affectionate to my sisters but I didn’t notice it so much then because while my mother was alive my papá still loved me. As for Roberto, I don’t remember exactly. My papá never did like very dark people and it was probably on account of Roberto’s dark skin that my father disliked him. But when we were little he was not so severe with us. He spoke to us with a different tone of voice. I guess the worst thing that happened to me and my brother was to grow up, because I was very happy until I was eight.

It was at about that time that I became aware of sexual intercourse. It happened that my mamá was lighting the charcoal fire and had sent me next door to borrow the fan blower. I ran off to our neighbor’s house and went in without knocking. There was Pepita in bed with her husband, with her legs up and he with his pants down and everything. I felt embarrassed, I couldn’t tell exactly of what, but I felt that I had surprised them doing something bad. Pepita looked upset, they stopped moving but didn’t change their position. She said, “Yes, take it, it’s over there on the brazier.” Then I went home and it occurred to me to talk about it to my mother. Ay! what a spanking she gave me!

After that, I wanted to experience it for myself and tried to get the girls of the vecindad to play “papá and mamá” with me. My mother had a girl to help her in the house, and I played that game with her, whenever we were alone. One day she went to the roof to hang up clothes and I followed her. “Come on,” I said, “let’s do it.” I tried to raise her dress and pull down her pants, and just as she was about to give in, I heard someone tapping at a window. Our house, at that time, faced a stocking factory, and when I turned around to see who was tapping, there were all the factory workers, men and women, at the windows, pointing at us and laughing. Someone shouted, “Cabrón muchacho, just look at the little bastard.” Did I leave that roof quickly!

The first day my mother brought me to school I was frightened and burst out crying. When the teacher wasn’t looking, I ran right back home. Señorita Lupe, my first teacher, was strict and would throw the eraser at anyone who was out of order. Once she gave me such a blow with a ruler that it broke on my wrist.

That year I met my friend Santiago. He was my guardian angel in school, and used to protect me. When bigger boys hit me, right away I’d tell Santiago, and he would go after them. But he wouldn’t help me against younger boys. He’d say, “Aren’t you ashamed to cry? If he’s smaller than you, beat him up!” Santiago taught me to defend myself, to swear and use dirty words, and he told me all about what you do to women.

I stayed in that school until the fourth grade. It was there that I got my nickname, Chino, because of my slanty eyes. Roberto entered the first grade when I was in the third and from then on I got into lots of fights because of him. Poor kid! Even when he was little he had a hard time! He was always getting into trouble. At recess I would see them dragging him, crying, to the principal’s office to punish him for something, and I would get angry and interfere.

My brother once came to my classroom crying and with his nose bleeding. He said, “Francisco, the Pig, hit me, for nothing at all.” Without a word I went to the Pig’s room and said to him, “Francisco, why did you hit my brother?”

“Because I wanted to, and so what?”

“Well, hit me,” I said, and he hit me. I went at him and gave him a very hard punch. He lunged at me with a knife and if I hadn’t ducked he would surely have cut my face.

They sent for my father; unfortunately it was a Wednesday, his day off, and he was at home. That afternoon I was afraid to go into the house, and stood looking through a crack in the door to see what mood my father was in. But he didn’t hit me that time. He only told me to avoid fights as much as possible.

One Mother’s Day, I came home singing a song we had been rehearsing in school. “Forgive me, dear Mother, because I can’t give you anything but love.” My father was at home and he seemed very proud and happy about something.

“No, son, we can give her something else, because just look at what I bought.” I saw a little radio standing on the wardrobe.

“How nice, papá,” I said. “Is it for mamá?”

“Yes, son, it’s for mamá and for you, too.”

That’s how my father spoke to me then. He had won on his lottery ticket and bought it with the prize money. Afterwards, I came to hate the radio because it caused arguments in the house. My father got angry with my mother for playing it so much. He said it would get out of order and, “Nobody pays for anything around here except me!” He wanted the radio on only when he was at home.

After my mother’s death, my grandmother took care of us for a while. I loved her and, after my mother was gone, she was the only person who really, truly loved me. She was the only one I went to for advice, the only one who cried if I didn’t eat. Once she said, “Manuelito, you are very willful and you worry me. The day I die you will see that no one else will cry to make you eat.”

My grandmother never hit us, though she sometimes pulled my hair or my ears if I refused to go with her on an errand. My mamá had hit us more, especially Roberto, who was very mischievous. Why, once, when my brother wouldn’t come out from under the bed when she called, my mother grabbed the iron and shoved it at him. It hit him right on the head and raised a big bump. Compared to my mother, my grandma was a symbol of tenderness.

My father got along well with my grandma; that is, they never had differences. She taught us to respect him because he fed and supported us. She was always saying that we should appreciate having the kind of father we had, for there were few like him in the world. She gave us good advice about everything and taught us to respect the memory of our mother.

Sometimes my aunt Guadalupe took care of us. One evening my papá sent us out to buy candy. I think he expected us to take long, but I came back prematurely and saw my father trying to put his arms around my aunt, by force, right? I believe he was making love to her, and I had surprised them. I don’t think I liked it, but, well, he was my father, no? and I didn’t judge him.

Then my father began to hire women to take care of us. I don’t remember the first servant’s name; she smoked a lot and her teeth were all yellow. Once she was washing and I went and put my hands up under her dress. “No, be quiet, let me alone, go away, or you’ll see what you get, you bloody little bastard.” The old girl didn’t want me to, but I lifted her dress and saw her tail. Ay! she had a lot of hair and was ugly.

We moved from the Street of the Painters to a vecindad on Cuba Street. Our room was small and dark and very dilapidated, and seemed like a poor place to live. That was where my father met Elena.

I don’t remember the exact numbers of our doors, but let’s suppose we lived in Room No. 1, and Elena lived with her husband, in No. 2. All my papá did was to move her from No. 2 to No. 1, and she became his wife. Before that, I almost considered her a playmate. She was very young and pretty, and often asked me to read the comics to her because she couldn’t read. She was our friend, no? So we felt betrayed when she and my father fell in love. She came to our house as a servant, to cover up the affair, and ended up as our mistress!

One night, her husband sent word that he wanted to see my father. Now, my father is a pretty small fellow, but he went. I saw him grab a knife and put it under his belt before he left. They locked themselves in and I was very worried. I told Roberto, “Let’s go up to the roof. If we see that fellow start something we’ll both jump him.” We were only kids but we were on the roof, watching. We couldn’t see them, though, because they had even closed the inside door. I was really scared. I thought maybe that fellow was going to kill my father. Then my papá came out and after that Elena stayed in our house.

The people in the tenement were scandalized at what happened—Elena walking out of one room and into another one. And what guts my father had! But because of the scandal papá had to move and we went to live on Orlando Street.

On the day we moved, my father came home early from work, at 1:00 P.M. on the dot, and since he always liked to have things done quickly, he said, “All right, take down the bed and roll up the mattress.”

So we rolled it up and, to hide the spots and stains, he covered it with a bedspread. Then, right away my father wanted us to move the furniture and gather up all our pots and pans. Elena took them off the hooks and put them in the tubs, so she could carry them with her. We had lots of tubs to store water, because there has always been a problem of water shortage in the vecindades. We didn’t rent a cart; we carried the things ourselves. Papá paid a porter to carry the wardrobe, since our new house was over a block and a half away.

It was a bigger, prettier vecindad, and for the first time we lived in a place with two rooms. It made me feel as if we were rich and I was very happy about it. Our rooms were on the third story and there was only a tiny railing on the landing that faced the courtyard, so my father had a real fence put up to keep us from falling.

But my father wasn’t satisfied with our rooms on Orlando and we moved back to Cuba Street, where he knew two women who worked in the restaurant. One of them had a daughter, Julia, whom I was very fond of. It was my ambition to make Julia my “novia,” but her family was better off than we were and I felt sort of inferior. When I saw how nicely her house was furnished I decided I’d never ask her to be my girl friend.

At first Elena tried to be nice to us. She had never had any children and was very affectionate with all of us. I don’t know why, but after we moved to Cuba Street she didn’t treat us so well. That’s when my father’s attitude toward us began to change. She would fight with Roberto at the slightest provocation and my father beat my poor little brother more than ever. The only time I had the impression that my father cared for Roberto was when a dog in this vecindad tore a piece of flesh from my brother’s arm. My father was very upset and turned pale; he got completely confused and didn’t know what to do—some neighbors had to help.

But it is true that Roberto had always been very difficult, you might say, impossible. He was very stubborn and put up a fight about any little thing. Elena would say, “Wash the floor,” and Roberto would answer, “Why should we wash it? You’re the housewife.” And so there was a big argument and when my father came home Elena would pretend that she was crying. He would grab his belt and give it to both of us. He made us wash the floor and the dishes and Elena would sit on the bed and laugh to make us madder.

We were once seated at the table, having supper—my stepmother, my sisters, Roberto, my father and I. I was about to take a gulp of coffee when I turned to look at my father. He was staring at me and Roberto and he said, as though he really hated us, “Just to see you bastards swallow gives me a pain, yes, just to see you swallow, you filthy sons-of-bitches.” We hadn’t done a thing, yet that’s the way he spoke to us. Since then I’ve never sat at the table with my father.

Having lost our mother, we children should have been closer; we should have backed each other up. But we could never be like that because my father always stepped in between us boys and the girls. He stood in the way and wouldn’t let me do my duty as the older brother. If my mother had lived, things might have been different. She was a great believer in the tradition that minors should respect their elders. If she had lived, maybe my sisters would have respected Roberto and me and we wouldn’t have had to abuse our authority.

Here in Mexico, the idea is that the oldest child should look after the younger ones, sort of keep them in line. But my father didn’t allow me to and I never felt as if I had sisters because I couldn’t correct them. He’d say, “Who are you, you son-of-a-bitch, who are you to hit them? I’m the only one around here who is working his ass off and none of you bastards has a right to put a hand on them.”

My sisters, especially Consuelo, tried to create bad blood between us and my father. She knew just what to do to make him beat us and pull our ears. Since the beginning, my father never let us play with her, or let her run, because she was so puny and that’s why, well, I didn’t take her much into account. Consuelo was always a whiny kid, really, no one could whine like my sister. I’d give her a little slap, and she’d burst out bawling. When my father came home she’d begin to rub her eyes to make them red and he would say, “What’s the matter, child? What’s wrong, daughter?” Then she would blow up any little thing into something big. For a light slap, she’d sound off like an ambulance siren. “Look, papá, he hit me on the lung!” She always said that because she knew it was the part of the body that would worry my papá. He fussed a lot over her because she was so skinny, and, of course, he whacked us hard.

“Skinny”—that’s what we called Consuelo—always put on a humble face for my father, like Sister Juana Inés de la Cruz at the Crucifixion. All suffering and resignation, but she had small, sharp nails inside, you know what I mean? She was always self-centered, that sister of mine, and man! did she make Roberto and me mad.

I don’t know why my father was so harsh with us and so fond of the girls. He had one tone of voice for them and another for Roberto and me. It’s probably because he was brought up the old-fashioned way. He told us, on the two or three times he ever reminisced about his life, that my grandfather was very strict with him and used to beat him a lot. And that’s why he must have decided that for us to respect him he must be, first, a he-man, and then a father. We never talked back to him, we always respected him, in fact we worshiped him, so why did he treat us that way?

My father beat us, not out of cruelty, but for deeper reasons, because of his love for Elena. Naturally his wife meant more to him than his children and he beat us to make up to her, to please her. Deep down he loved us too, but he wanted us to amount to something and when he saw that we didn’t do the right thing he felt cheated, disappointed. He used to say that Elena was a saint and that we were riffraff, that we had evil hearts and never wanted to understand her or allow her to be happy. But, to my way of thinking, his love for Elena was a mixture of affection and gratitude, and my father is, well, very loyal. I don’t think he loved Elena as much as my mother, because my mother was his first love, a real, true love.

When it came to my stepmother, I tried to keep my mouth shut, because I knew it wouldn’t turn out good for me. I always advised Roberto to keep quiet but he’d say there was no reason for him to shut up because that woman was not his mother. Elena treated my sisters better, because they were girls and were too small to resist her. But we boys were big enough to figure things out.

Once, we were having a chat about family things, and I happened to tell Elena that my mother sometimes affectionately called my father “Old Tomcat.” Then Elena called my mother a dirty name. I really got mad. My mother had her own way of loving my father and giving him nicknames and Elena had no right to insult her. We had a big argument and when my father came home he beat me. But usually I kept quiet when she said something to hurt me. I was, well, careful, but Roberto was like a volcano; you just touched him and he exploded.

If anything wrong took place, if something was missing, whatever it was, Roberto was blamed. Once he was punished for something I did and I felt bad about that ever since. It was the only time I did such a thing. My friend Santiago had said to me, “Take something from your house so we can go to the movies.” The first thing I saw was a crucifix my father had gotten from my grandpa, so I took it and we sold it.

That evening they looked and looked for the Christ and couldn’t find it. Then they beat Roberto for stealing it. I wanted to confess, but when I saw my father so angry I got scared and kept quiet. I never told anyone about this incident. That’s the way it was, when anything went wrong it was Roberto who always, always got the blame.

It was after mamá died that Roberto first began to filch things from the house. Most of the time when things were missing, he was the one who took them. After the Christ, I never took anything from the house. Roberto’s stealing, when he was young, was petty thievery, something his friends told him to do. For example, papá would send home a dozen eggs and Roberto would grab one or two and go out and sell them. That’s how he got spending money. My poor papá had a hard time making ends meet. He always bought shoes and clothes when we needed them, and he provided us with the best school supplies, but there were days when neither my brother nor I had five centavos between us. I used to envy my schoolmates who could buy lollipops or tidbits. Well, you always feel bad then. But papá couldn’t make enough for so many of us. I understand this now.

By the time I was in the fifth grade I had my first girl friend. She was Elisa, the sister of my friend Adán. I used to go to Adán’s house to sing because he played the guitar. Elisa’s parents watched her very carefully, but they accepted me as a friend of her brother. I took advantage of the situation and asked her straight out to be my girl friend. She was older and taller than I; I was about thirteen and I had to stand on something to kiss her. I took her to the movies where we could kiss and embrace. But that was all you did with a novia. If you go to bed with your novia you are practically married.

Because of my friends I began to neglect my studies, but my teacher, Professor Everardo, was a decent fellow and you might say that, man to man, I was a friend of his. When I was still a new boy in that school, something happened which gave me pleasant memories later in life. There was a boy named Bustos in my class. He was the school champion because he could lick all the runts in fist fighting. The first day there was a teachers’ meeting and Bustos was left in charge of our room. He called me to order, but not in a polite way, and so I said to him, “No, you shrimp, you can’t yell at me.”

“I can’t?” he said. “So you’re a tough guy, well, well.”

So I said, “I’m not so tough but if you think you’ve got as much guts as I just because you’re a big shot here, you’re making a mistake, pal. I’m from Tepito, and we don’t take any crap from anybody.”

Well, I punched him in the nose, right there in the classroom, a hard sock and his nose and mouth were covered with blood. Then the boys all said, “Bustos, ay! that’s some wallop the kid gave you.” After that they nicknamed me “No. 20” because that was my number when they called the roll. Since I had licked the biggest kid in the school I became famous and everybody kept saying that No. 20, No. 20, won the fight. After that none of the boys ever bothered me because, even though I was very short, I was strong and had powerful arms.

Josefa Ríos was the first girl I really fell in love with, a blond, with white skin and very pretty. There was a boy, Pancho, whose parents were, well, sort of better off, and he sure was handsome. Well, I was madly in love with Josefa and she was in love with Pancho, and Pancho paid no attention to her. I became so jealous that I tried to provoke Pancho to fight, so Josefa would see I was better than he. But Pancho never wanted to, because he knew I had licked Bustos.

Then one time the principal’s Saint’s Day was coming up, and all classes had prepared something to perform in her honor. Our room had nothing prepared. I got to school early one day and nobody was there and, as I always do when I’m sad or happy, I started to sing. I didn’t notice that Professor Everardo was listening. He came in and said, “Look, Manuel, you have a good voice; now we have something to perform on the principal’s Saint’s Day.” But I really didn’t know why he said that until several days later when the affair took place. The first grade put on a dance number, the second a declamation, the third something else and so on until they reached the fifth grade, and then they announced, “Fifth grade, Section A, a song dedicated to the principal, sung by pupil Manuel Sánchez Vélez.” Holy Mary! I hadn’t known anything about it, and I was scared to death, and there was Josefa in the first row.

I hid under the benches, and didn’t want to come out. Everybody looked and looked until Bustos saw me and dragged me out. They took me as if I was a prisoner. Well, I got up on the platform and sang a song which was popular at the time, “Amor, Amor, Amor” … “Love … love … love … created by you, by me, by hope …” At that time, my voice was clearer, it really was, and I could sing much higher. I sang through my tension and fear, and kept looking at Josefa. Then, just like awaking from a dream, I heard applause, a lot of applause, very loud, really. Ah, then I felt very proud, Josefa was applauding me more than anybody, and I said, “Oh, God Almighty, can it be that she will notice me?” Well, after that I wanted them to let me keep on singing.

That same afternoon I said to Josefa, “I have something to tell you. Will you allow me to see you from now on?” I remember how happy I was when she said, “I’ll be waiting for you at six on the corner near my house.” I was very happy, naturally, and I came at six on the dot, but she didn’t show up. Pancho had spoken to her that very day, so, of course, she went out with him and left me “whistling on the hilltop,” as they say here.

Well, school continued and I played hooky at least one day a week. That’s when I started smoking with my friends. We’d be going along and one of the fellows would say, “How about taking ‘three drags’?” He’d hand me his cigarette and I’d take three puffs, and pass it to the next guy.

I had to hide my smoking from my father. I have even popped burning cigarettes into my mouth when he came home unexpectedly. He caught me once, when I was twelve, smoking in the courtyard with my friends, and right in front of them he said, “Aha, you bastard, so you already know how to smoke? Now you have to work to keep yourself in cigarettes. Just wait until you get into the house, you’ll see, you little son-of-a-bitch.” After that, my friends kidded me when I asked for a cigarette. “No, kid, why should we, if your papá is going to hit you!”

It wasn’t until I was twenty-nine that I first smoked in my father’s presence. It was a kind of small rebellion against him, no? I am still uneasy when I do it, but I want him to see that I am a man now.

In looking back, I seemed not to have had any homelife. I didn’t have much to do with my family and spent so little time at home I can’t even remember what we did there. Besides, I have no memory for everyday things. I have an aversion for routine and only the very good or very bad things, the exciting things, stick in my memory.

I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but about my father … the truth is, he always mistreated my brother and me. What I mean is that he made us pay for the piece of floor we slept on, and the bread we ate, by humiliating us. True, he was very loyal and responsible, but he imposed his strict personality upon us, and never permitted us to express our opinions, or to approach him. If we asked him something, he’d say, “Slobs! what do you know? Shut your snouts.” He would squelch us every time.

In a way, it was his fault that I didn’t come home. I never had the feeling that I had a true home because I wasn’t free to bring my friends there. In the afternoons and evenings, when my father liked to read, he chased us into the courtyard. “Get out of here, you mules. A man works hard all day and he can’t even read in peace. Get out!” If we stayed inside, we had to be absolutely quiet.

Maybe I am hypersensitive, but my father’s lack of feeling for us made me think we were a burden to him. He would have been happier with Elena if he didn’t have us; we were like those heavy loads that one carried only because one must. I will never forget the look of hatred he gave Roberto and me, while we were having supper that day. I went into the kitchen to cry, and couldn’t eat because of the lump in my throat.

Many times I wanted to say, “Look, Father, what have I ever done to you? Why do you have the worst opinion of us? Why do you treat us like criminals? Don’t you realize that there are sons who are addicts, who abuse their families right in their own house? Or who even kill their own fathers?” Someday, if I dare, I would like to say this to him, in a nice way, of course.

But whenever I tried to speak out to my father, something stopped me. With others, I had more than enough words, eh? But with him, something formed in my throat and didn’t let me speak. I don’t know whether it was the profound respect I felt for him, or whether it was fear. Perhaps that is why I preferred to live my life apart from my father, and from the rest of my family, too. There was a gulf between us, a disunity, and although I respected them, and was hurt to see what was happening to them, I shut myself off. A selfish attitude, yes, but I believe I hurt them and myself less that way.

I used to go out with my friends all the time. I practically lived in the street. I went to school in the afternoon; in the mornings I sometimes went with my friends to work in a tannery, to make engravings on leather. I only went home to pick up my books. I still ate at home, but I ducked out as soon as I finished. I really did it to avoid getting into difficulties with my stepmother, to avoid getting beatings. My father didn’t say anything to me about it because, I guess, it was better for him that way.

I liked to work when I was a boy. I must have worked since I was very small because the first job I had my father used to call for me and when I got my money I handed it right over to him. I remember how good I felt when my father hugged me, and said, “Now I have someone to help me.” I was a shoemaker’s assistant in a workshop a few blocks from our house. I used to work until late at night; there were times when we worked all night long. I don’t think I was over nine years old then.

My second job was making belts, then I sold lottery tickets in the street, and for a while I worked with Elena’s younger brother, as an assistant to my grandmother’s cousin’s son, who was a mason. While I was still in school I was night watchman in a bakery shop. My uncle Alfredo worked there and he taught me how to make biscuits. As I look back, almost my entire life has been spent working—even though the work wasn’t very productive—so why do they say I am a lazy bastard and a son-of-a-this or that?

At the end of the school year they handed me my flunk notice. Professor Everardo was very fond of me but he failed me anyway. It hurt me on account of my father, and I thought my teacher had been unfair. After that, I lost interest in my studies. I was stupid when it came to grammar, to conjugating verbs, and only average in arithmetic, but I was outstanding in world history and geography. These studies fascinated me.

When it came to sports, to physical strength, I was first in my class. I have always been a good runner and in the sixth grade I came in first in the 100 and 200 meter races. I also liked anything that had to do with motors and once in a while I dreamed of becoming a mechanical engineer, of having a career. But I’ve left all that behind.

We still lived on Cuba Street, near my grandmother. She kept coming to visit, bringing us little cakes and sweets or clothing, and asking how our stepmother was treating us. Once I ran to her house because my father had hit me. I wanted to live with her, but that night my papá came and made me go home.

I have a poor memory for dates, but I remember the day we moved to the Casa Grande because it was my father’s Saint’s Day and it was the day my grandmother died. When my uncle sent word of her death my father had said, “What a nice little present for me!”

The day before, she had sent for us and I was impressed because she knew she was dying; she died with all her five senses intact and she had a word for everyone. To me she said, “Kneel down, child, I’m going to sleep. Now take good care of your brother and sisters. Behave well in life so that life treats you well. Son, don’t be wicked, otherwise your mother’s spirit and mine won’t rest in peace.” She asked us always to pray an Our Father in her name because it would be like food to her. Then she blessed us. There was a knot in my throat but by that time I felt like a man and tried hard not to cry. My uncle José was drunk as usual and was dancing outside her room.

My aunt Guadalupe and my uncles washed and dressed my grandma for the funeral. They put a clean sheet on the bed that day and laid her out while they went to buy the coffin. The four of them lifted her into the coffin and put under it a tray of vinegar and onion to absorb the cáncer that leaves the body of a dead person. There were two candles at her head and two at her feet, when we arrived for the wake. All night people sat around drinking black coffee and eating bread and telling off-color stories which made me very angry. My father sat on one side, talking to my uncles. I heard him say, “You see, Alfredo, look at our case. What is the use of all the rivalry and disagreements, when this is the end, the reality of things?” They had always had conflicts, but anyway my father helped them with the funeral expenses.

Well, then we began life in the Casa Grande. The boys there, the Casa Grande gang, tried to provoke me to fight. I had not lost a single fight at school and so, when the gang surrounded me, with the strongest of them egging me on, I just said, “Well, come on, brother, you’re done for.”

What a fight we had! We were covered with blood but he got the worst of it. There was only one of them that dared fight me after that, a fellow nicknamed the Donkey, because he had a very big penis. One day he knocked a tooth out of my brother’s mouth and that was when I took him on. The Donkey and I had a wonderful fight. I gave him a sock that made him cry, but when he saw that he couldn’t manage with his fists, he bit me. I still have the scar on my shoulder where his teeth dug into me. After that we became close friends, closer than I was with my own brother, because we kept nothing secret from each other. The Donkey was none other than my present compadre and best friend, Alberto Hernández.

From our first fight, I was attracted to Alberto. I liked him a lot, although I usually had opinions contrary to his. I don’t know why, but no sooner did he come out with an idea, than I said the opposite. But in the things that counted, like if someone picked a fight with one of us, we always stood together. We saw each other every day; wherever Alberto was, there I was too. In a word, we were inseparable. We confided in each other, all our joys and troubles, our conquests and secrets. And he always treated me, because he worked and had more money to spend.

Alberto was a year or two older than I, but he had had a lot more experience, especially with women. He had wavy hair and big eyes and the girls liked him, even though he was a country boy and talked like an Indian. I was impressed by the things he knew. While I was still a schoolboy, he had worked in a mine in Pachuca, had washed cars, waited on tables, and had traveled the highways. He had never gone to school because from the beginning he had to support himself. His life was harder than mine, because his mother had died when he was a baby, and his father had abandoned him. First, his mother’s mother took care of him, then his mother’s sister. He was living in the Casa Grande with this aunt and her husband.

Even though I was younger than he, Alberto talked to me about matters of the bedroom. He told me of different positions, about women with “dog,” and things like that. What a cabrón he was when it came to women! To this day he is a great one with the ladies. We nicknamed him Three Daily, because he was so puñetero, so hot. Why, once when we went out selling newspapers, he stood next to a car and saw the woman driver with her dress up and her knees showing, and right then and there, he put his hand into his pocket and began masturbating.

We kids used to go to the bathhouse and peek through holes in the walls to see the girls bathing. Once Alberto came running to tell us that a pretty girl, Clotilde, was taking a bath, so four of us hired the bath next to hers and watched her. We saw her naked and she sure had everything! There we were peeking, with our hands in our pockets, rubbing away, racing to see who would come first.

Alberto and I were members of the Casa Grande gang. There were about forty of us then; we played games, like burro, or told dirty jokes together, and we were always very proud of keeping up the name of the Casa Grande. The guys from the streets of the Barbers, the Painters, or the Tinsmiths could never get the better of us. At dances we kept our eyes peeled to see that they didn’t hang around trying to make the girls of the Casa Grande.

Every sixteenth of September a certain gang would come with sticks to make war against us. We would let them come in through one of the gates and, meanwhile, the janitor’s son, who was a member of our gang, would lock the other gate. When all of the gang was inside, he would run and lock the first gate. Then we would let them have it in all the courtyards, with stones, pails of water, and sticks.

We never let anyone get the better of us, Alberto and I were the first to take on any others … we were known as good fighters and were always put up front against other gangs. We fought so much in those days, I began to dream about it. I dreamed that Alberto and I were surrounded by five or six guys and I jumped to escape them and went up and up until I reached the electric cables, out of everyone’s reach. I said, “Ay! I can fly! I can fly!” Then I made myself go down by putting my feet vertical, toward the ground, and I said to Alberto, “Compadre, get on.” And he got on my back and I began to fly again. “You see? They can’t do anything to us now!” I kept flying until we passed the cables. Then suddenly I lost the power and I felt myself fall. I kept dreaming this for many years.

The thing is, growing up in our environment here, we see the realities of life so close that we must learn to have a lot of self-control. Sometimes I had an intense desire to cry because of something my father said, but instead, because life, cynicism, had taught me to put on a mask, I laughed. For him, I did not suffer, I felt nothing, I was a shameless cynic, I had no soul … because of the mask I showed. But inside, I felt every word he said.

I have learned to hide my fear and to show only courage because from what I have observed, a person is treated according to the impression he makes. That’s why when I am really very afraid inside, outwardly I am calm. It has helped me too, because I didn’t suffer as much as some of my friends who trembled when they were grabbed by the police. If a guy shows weakness and has tears in his eyes, and begs for mercy, that is when the others pile on him. In my neighborhood, you are either a picudo, a tough guy, or a pendejo, a fool.

Mexicans, and I think everyone in the world, admire the person “with balls,” as we say. The character who throws punches and kicks, without stopping to think, is the one who comes out on top. The one who has guts enough to stand up against an older, stronger guy, is more respected. If someone shouts, you’ve got to shout louder. If any so-and-so comes to me and says, “Fuck your mother,” I answer, “Fuck your mother a thousand times.” And if he gives one step forward and I take one step back, I lose prestige. But if I go forward too, and pile on and make a fool out of him, then the others will treat me with respect. In a fight, I would never give up or say, “Enough,” even though the other was killing me. I would try to go to my death, smiling. That is what we mean by being “macho,” by being manly.

Life around here is raw, it is more real, than among people with money. Here, a boy of ten isn’t scared off at the sight of the female sexual organ. Nor is he shocked when he sees a guy lifting someone’s wallet, or using a knife on a man. Just having seen so much evil at close range makes him face reality. After a while, even death itself doesn’t frighten us. We get our bruises in the struggle against life at a very early age, see? And a scab begins to form. It never disappears, like a blood scab, but remains permanently on our spirit. Then, there comes another blow and another scab, until it gets to be like a kind of armor which makes us indifferent to everything.

People with more means can afford the luxury of allowing their sons to live in a world of fantasy, of only seeing the good side of life, of protecting them from bad companions and obscene language, of not hurting their sensibilities by witnessing scenes of brutality, of having all their expenses paid for them. But they live with their eyes closed and are naïve in every sense of the word.

All during my boyhood, and even afterward, I spent a lot of time with my gang. We had no chief or leader … he would have to be too good at everything … but some boys were outstanding in one way or another. We didn’t have bad characters like some gangs. There was one bunch in our neighborhood that was known for stealing money from drunks, and for taking marijuana. Only one boy in my gang took to the needle and went bad. In my day, we never did anything worse than grab the girls by their behinds … things like that …

At that time I very much admired my older cousin, Salvador, the only child of my aunt Guadalupe. He was the terror of the gang of the Street of the Bakers, a really tough gang; of all the members he was the one that was most feared. But I admired him only because he was a good fighter. Otherwise, I didn’t think much of him because of the nasty way in which he spoke to my aunt, especially when he was drunk. He took to the bottle and went to the dogs quickly because of a woman he was in love with. He had a son with her but then she went off with another man, the one who finally killed my cousin with an ice pick.

When I was about thirteen, some of the older fellows in the gang wanted to take me to a whore house on Tintero Street. “Not me, brother, to Tintero Street I don’t go. My father is liable to kill me. No!” But they said, “What about this guy? Are you a queer or what? It’s about time you went. We’re going to pay for a broad for you and you are going to screw her.” I didn’t want to go because I was afraid of getting an infection.

I was, and still am, terribly afraid of getting venereal disease. I was very young when this fear of mine began. Once, in the steam room of the bathhouse, I saw a man with a penis that was half-decayed and full of pus, and that scared me just to see it. Then, someone took me to a museum where I saw pictures of the children of syphilitics … and one of the boys in the Casa Grande had had gonorrhea four or five times. He cried when he urinated and I heard him scream with pain when a doctor treated him.

Once my father also scared me. When I was about twelve, I had arthritic pains in my heels and he saw me walking on my toes, to avoid the pain. He thought it might be from something else, and one day he locked me in the bedroom with him. “Pull down your pants, I want to see. Cabrón, how many women have you been with in Tintero Street? I don’t want grandchildren that are going to be one-eyed, crippled idiots! Pull down your pants and let me take a look.”

“No, papá I don’t have anything, no!” I was terribly embarrassed to let my father see me … I already had hair there and … well, I turned my face away because I was so ashamed. But he wasn’t satisfied to just look. He took me to a doctor and the faker gave me pills, although nothing was wrong with me.

That’s why I did and didn’t want to go to Tintero Street with the boys. But they told me that if I squeezed lemon juice on my member afterwards, I wouldn’t catch anything, and so we went. Alberto and I and another guy went with the same señora. I was so nervous it wouldn’t even stand up. My legs were trembling. One of the boys got on top of her and went to work. When he got finished he said, “Now you go.”

“O.K.,” I said, “but if I catch a disease, you bastard, are you going to give me the money to get treated?”

“This trembling idiot doesn’t seem to be a man,” they said, and I had to go through with it. I got on top of the señora. She moved in a very exaggerated way and it wasn’t a bit pleasant. I was thinking that the old girl had had lots of experience, that with her anyone who wanted to could get his end in. I didn’t like it at all. But the boys were satisfied with me and so that was over with.

After that, the fever, this sex business, got hold of me in such a way that all I did was to go around thinking about it. At night, my dreams were full of girls and sex. I wanted every woman I saw. And when I couldn’t make some girl, I would resort to masturbation.

It was at about that time, I think, that Enoé was working for us. She was a woman who lived in our courtyard and came to the house every day to clean and to cook. Her son was one of my friends. Well, I went after her because I knew that Elena’s brother, Raimundo, had laid her. I thought, “Chirrión, why only Raimundo? Others also like a ‘taco,’ no?” But she said, “Ah! jodido … you’ll have to answer to your papá.” It seemed that my father was also sighing for her!

I didn’t have luck with our servants because my papá always got them first. The same thing happened with La Chata. She was very fat and I didn’t like her. She made me angry by trying to force me to eat after school. If I said no, she would say, “You’re not going to eat? Good, that means more for me.” And she would sit right down on her double-sized behind and eat my food.

But she was a woman, and once I spoke to her about … this thing. “No,” she said, “you are too little, what could you do?” But I insisted.

“Well,” I said, “maybe you won’t feel anything, but I will. Let me! Come on!”

“Well, why not?” she finally said. “Come to see me at my house.” So I went to her house, but she had changed her mind. “No! You’re just a kid, what do you know about such things? Go on home.” And then she told me about my papá.

Up to that time I had fooled around with a couple of girls in the vecindad and in school … Julita, my cousin, the three sisters who lived in the middle courtyard, María … about eight in all. But it was just play … papá and mamá, because I was too young to do anything with them.

Then I met Pachita at a dance and she was different altogether. She was a champion dancer and we liked each other. She would press up close to me and would get very flushed when we danced. One night I took her to a hotel.

Well, when we got to the room, I began to kiss her on the neck and on the arms, and she returned my caresses. I took off her shoes and stockings … that is the most exciting thing for me … the one who struggles a little, who shows a little shyness, excites me more. She was that type. If I wanted to put my hand in a certain place, she wouldn’t let me. Well, little by little, I made my way in, and then I felt a completely new sensation in my life because this girl had what we call “dog.” You feel something absorbing, sucking … well she was the only woman I climbed eight or nine times, while I was going with her. As a matter of fact she was an expert and taught me a lot … different positions and how to hold back. That’s when I learned that women enjoy it too. But she wasn’t for me because I wasn’t the one who had dishonored her. Women who have screwed others were not to my liking.

There was a fellow named the Rat … he was finally killed … well, he wanted to teach me how to be a pimp. He would say to me, “Don’t be a jerk, brother. Get hold of a broad and dance with her and get her to fall in love with you. Then you dishonor her and put her to work in a cabaret.” He was a good dancer and that was how he got so many girls. I kept saying no because I didn’t like the idea. Then he showed Alberto and me one of his girls and he planned for us each to dance with her and treat her to beers until she was so drunk we could all screw her.

So we went to work on that girl. We shoved beer into her, three to our one, until we couldn’t any more. We got two nembutals into her and that girl got the three of us drunk! She stood the three of us off and came out walking straight. The Rat couldn’t believe it. He said, “I’ll be a son-of-a-bitch! How can that fucking broad take all that?” She was one girl who gave us the slip.

Alberto and I were pretty low, really, we were a pair of rascals. He had dishonored a señorita, a virgin, and as a result of that, somewhere, there is now a son of his. But he wasn’t serious about the affair and wanted to get rid of her. “Compadre,” he said to me, “there is nothing to do but for you to take her. Make love to her, sleep with her, so I can say, ‘You have betrayed me with my best friend.’ ” I, out of loyalty to my friend, didn’t even realize what a dirty trick it was, so I helped him out.

At that time Alberto was in charge of his uncle’s second-hand-clothes stall in the outdoor market. The stalls were lined up on both sides of the street, just outside the big market. This stall specialized in “white clothing,” that is, underwear, and I helped Alberto sell when I was not in school. He juggled the accounts and didn’t turn over all the money, so we went to the movies every day. For more than a year, we went to the movies every single day.

Sometimes we stayed to see the picture three or four times, so we’d buy a couple of big rolls and fill one with beans, another with rice, another with cream or avocado, and we’d take a pile of food with us. We drank two or three sodas apiece, ate oranges, squash seeds, candy, nuts … well, we left a huge pile of garbage behind every time. And Alberto paid for everything. He would spend about twenty-five pesos a day, of his uncle’s money.

Seeing that his business was going down, Alberto’s uncle sold the clothing stall, and we didn’t have easy money any more. The person who took care of the stall after that was a girl, Modesta, whom we used to chat with. She liked us and treated us to tacos and sodas. She was not attractive … her face was full of pimples and she had a cataract in one eye … but she had a very provocative body, a nice little behind and a pretty bust. So when we didn’t have money for the movies, Alberto and I would go to see her.

One time we went with a plan in mind. The stall had a counter and a back wall, and she sat between. I jumped over the counter and said, “Hi, Modesta. How goes it? Caray! You look more delicious every day.”

“Aha, you bloody bastard. Are you beginning?” she retorted.

“No, really, you’ve got everything. You’re all there.” And so we talked, to heat her up, no?

Finally, she said, “Listen, Manuel, and what does it feel like when you do it?” She was a virgin then, right?

“Ay, don’t be foolish. I can’t tell you that. We have to do it, to know.” She was sitting on a bench, with her legs apart. “Look, I’ll give you an idea, more or less.” And I put my hand between her legs … “And then you just do this, see?”

Alberto signaled to me, to get her on the floor. It was just about noon and there were lots of people around. But before she knew it I had her down, under the counter, and Alberto threw a sheet over us. I unbuttoned her blouse and grabbed her breasts, kissing and biting them, and went to it.

People were passing by and the sheet was going up and down, up and down. Alberto told me later that people could see the sheet moving and he kept pinching me and telling me to stop, but I didn’t feel or hear him. While I was entertaining her that time, Alberto grabbed two or three children’s drawers from her stand, so that we could sell them and get enough money to go to the movies.

I visited Modesta a few times after that. Once I pulled down her panties and was stopped short by the sight of blood. I got scared because I thought she had a bad disease or was rotting or something. That’s when I learned about women having “la regla.”

Menstruation has always seemed like a dirty thing to me, perhaps because so many of the women I have had were unclean in their habits. Qué brutas! If there is something I cannot stand, it is the smelly odor of women. More than once I was in bed, kissing here and biting there, with all going along well, until the moment came to part her legs … well, sometimes the stink was so bad all my desire fell, and I had to ask her to get up and wash. I have always been allergic to a dirty woman.

At home, Elena kept getting sicker and sicker. She was pale and looked queer; papá took her to the doctor and it turned out to be tuberculosis. Papá beat us more than ever if we upset Elena. Once he claimed Roberto pushed her and made her much worse. She fell and struck the edge of the washbasin, right over the lung, but I don’t think that could have been the cause of her illness. What happened was that she and Roberto had quarreled and she fainted and fell. Later, my father claimed it was our fault that Elena died.

My father was always an extremely jealous man. Once, I believe, Elena was thinking of leaving my father for a butcher, a little runt of a guy. My father found out and one day he came home from work earlier than usual. He grabbed a knife and went toward the butcher shop. Roberto and I followed with rocks and sticks in case he needed help. We saw him go into the shop and talk to the butcher but nothing happened. He went home and bawled out Elena, but not with the same strong, dirty words he used with my mother.

He almost lost faith in Elena another time, because of his nephew. My father had lost track of his family and found this nephew by accident. By chance, my father saw a notice in El Pepín, the comic magazine; “Sr. David Sánchez is looking for Sr. Jesús Sánchez, who left Huachinango plantation in the year 1922.” My father wrote to him, and David came from Veracruz to live with us. He was the son of my father’s brother. I don’t even know the names of my uncles! David and his mother were the only ones left and they thought my father must have died too. Every All Saint’s Day they had been putting up a candle and food offering for my father’s spirit.

Well, my father got David a job in the La Gloria restaurant and we all got along fine. But one day, my papá came home and found Elena sitting on David’s knee. Now David had always impressed me as being a person completely without malice or evil. Of all my relatives, he was the one I liked best. He had retained the purity of the country and was not rotten like the people of the city. He had a clean soul. That’s why I say he wanted nothing from Elena. It was she who had gone after him, and as a result, David went back to Veracruz.

May God forgive me, but I even believe that my father was jealous of Elena and me. I really believe it, because when a person is angry, he looks at you in a particular way, and that is how my father used to look at me. I didn’t realize it then but today I can see he was suspicious of Elena and me.

To avoid all the quarrels between Roberto and Elena, my father rented another room in the Casa Grande. We children lived in No. 64 and Elena and her mother, Santitos, lived in No. 103. Elena’s two younger brothers and her sister, Soledad, also lived in No. 64 for a while. We got along well with all of them. Santitos was very nice, very reasonable. She always treated us well, and still does to this day. And, strange thing, she never blamed us for Elena’s death, like my father did.

I was no longer sore at Elena; I began to feel a certain affection and pity for her. I went with her to the tuberculosis dispensary and saw how they gave her the numo (pneumothorax). They pushed a kind of tube with air right into her ribs. My father, poor fellow, was terribly worried and he took her to the best doctors he could find. He put her into the General Hospital and quite often sent me there with fruit and food for her.

I believe it was while Elena was in the hospital that my father came home with a cage full of birds. I thought, “How strange that my father bought birds.” I remembered the arguments he had had with my mother because she had wanted him to buy birds for the house. The next day he bought more birds; he kept buying more until the walls of our room were hung with cages. And what a noise when all those birds began to sing at once. It sounded nice, it made me think I was in the country or in a forest.

But my father made Roberto and me get up at six o’clock in the morning to feed them, and I hated the birds for that. I always had trouble getting up early and when I heard my father say, “Manuel! Roberto! Up!” it was terrible for me.

The first few days when my father called, I’d say “Ay, papá, my legs hurt. Let Roberto feed the birds.” But Roberto soon caught on and I had to get up too. We had to chop several kilos of bananas with a large machete, and mix the fruit with flour and some greens. Then we put the food in each cage, changed the water and cleaned up the bird’s mess.

One day my father said, “Manuel, you are going to the market to sell birds.” It felt good to help my father, I was glad he thought me worthy. But at bottom I was ashamed of the work. I carried the cages, one on top of the other, and walked through the market trying to sell the birds.

One Wednesday, along came my father, to see how I was doing. While we were standing there, an agent of the Forestry Department came up and asked my father to show him the permit to sell animals. My papá didn’t have any permit and since he had never been involved in these things, he got very nervous. I think the bribe he gave the police was larger than the fine.

After that he sold birds only to neighbors and to his fellow workers; he got a lot of customers when he became the compadre of a big bird-dealer who lived on the Street of the Potters. I think my father went into selling birds and then pigeons, turkeys, chickens and pigs because, after being a worker for so many years, he discovered that he had a taste for business. It came late to him, but he realized he could make more money that way.

I began to get wind of the existence of my half-sisters, Antonia and Marielena, when I was about fourteen. Before that I had no idea my father had another wife and other children. But I do remember that once, when I was ten years old, my father took me to help him in La Gloria restaurant. On the way home, we came to Rosario Street and my papá said, “You wait here on the corner.” He left me and walked into a tenement. I wondered, “What’s my papá doing there, whom is he going to see?” I got a feeling something like jealousy. I even wondered whether my mother had been right in believing that my father had another woman.

Now I realize that he had been visiting Lupita. She is the mother of my half-sisters. As a child I never knew her and even later I scarcely exchanged three words with her.

Once I came home after midnight and noticed that an extra person was sleeping in my sisters’ bed. Roberto was in his usual place on the floor and my father was in his bed. I tiptoed to the girls’ bed and leaned over to see who was there. My father, who must have been watching me in the dark, said suddenly, “It’s your sister.”

“My sister?”

“Yes, your sister Antonia.”

Well, after that I didn’t say anything; I just went to bed. Nobody had ever told me about her before. I wondered, “Where does this sister come from?” I was anxious for the morning to come so I could see my new sister.

She was not attractive as a girl although likeable and pleasant in the way she chatted. But she always had a kind of unfriendly feeling toward us, something like a grudge. From the very beginning, she hated my father and gave him trouble. She’d use swear words and talked back to him in such a way that I wanted to slap her across the mouth. Why, once my father was telling her she shouldn’t do something, and she said, “I can do as I damned well please, and what’s it to you anyway … who’s getting the raw deal, who?” That’s the way she screamed at my papá.

I never liked Antonia after that. I stayed away from her as much as possible, partly because I was afraid I’d see her as a woman, not as a sister. We hardly spoke to each other even though we lived in the same house.

But my brother Roberto was very much in love with her. I do not know how my father got wind of it, but he found out. I can’t tell whether Roberto loved her as a sister, or like a woman, but the fact is he was terribly fond of her.

Meanwhile, Elena wasn’t getting better in the hospital and she came home. When her condition became serious, my father sent us to my aunt Guadalupe to get the priest. The priest asked whether my father had been married before and we said no. Then he went ahead and married Elena and my father, so that her soul could rest in peace. I believe my papá still has the marriage ring.

One afternoon, when I got home, Marta said, “Go to Elena’s room.” I went in and she was dead. My father had been quite hopeful a few days before, because she had been gaining weight. He thought this was a sign she was getting better, and then she died. I remember the scene very well. The coffin was in the middle of the room, a lighted candle at each corner. Some people were there, and my father was standing in the doorway. When he noticed me, he said, “Look at what you’ve done, you bastards, you, you are the ones who killed her, you sons-of-bitches.”

I understood it was because of his grief, a burst of despair, but that’s the way my father has always been. I don’t know why, but no matter what happened he always said, “It’ll go bad for you and wherever you go, they’ll shut the door in your face.” He was always wishing me bad luck. That day my father made me so ashamed I hid behind the door, and inside of me I said, “Forgive me, forgive me if I did you any harm, Elena; forgive me for any wrong I may have done you,” and that’s all I could say.

Roberto was there crying, crying over her; Consuelo was also there, and my father, grief-stricken, blaming us for her death. She was laid out just two days—not like my mother—and then we buried her in the same cemetery. My father bought a little piece of ground “in perpetuity,” and had a little brick fence put up around it. He paid a man to take care of the grave.

Well, after we buried her, my father’s attitude toward us became more bitter and gruff. His grudge against us grew bigger, he always blamed us that he couldn’t live happily with her. Life at home became worse and I spent more and more time out of the house.

Just opposite the clothing stall, where we hung out, was a restaurant, Lin’s Café, owned by a Chinese. A pretty girl, Graciela, came to work there as a waitress. She had dark curly hair and light skin. I liked her right away. “Ay, ojón! Really, compadre,” I said to Alberto, “that one has everything! A todo dar! Look how pretty that girl is. How much do you bet that I’ll tie her up?” I said it just like that, without meaning it seriously.

“Yeah? What do you mean, tie her up? She won’t even notice you. You don’t find bugs like that on your petate! That dame goes out with guys who dress well and who have centavos.”

In the evening we had supper there, and I saw Graciela in passing. I was a little embarrassed because I still couldn’t use a knife and fork very well … at home we never used them, we ate with tortillas … but I soon became expert, because from then on, I ate all my meals there, day after day. It became a big habit with me … in fact, I misspent fourteen or fifteen years of my life in that place and in other cafés.

I asked Lin for a job, but there was nothing doing for me there. He taught me how to bake bread and later he sometimes let me pay for my meals by baking for him.

Anyway, I had bet Alberto that I could get Graciela to be my sweetheart, my novia, and I set out to do it. It took money, so I said to my father, “Listen, papá, I’d like to earn a few centavos. I’m in school but I can work at the same time.” I spoke to Ignacio, my aunt’s husband. He said, “Well, why not come and sell newspapers with me, what’s wrong with that?”

The next day I went out selling newspapers with Ignacio. We went over to Bucareli Street where we waited for the Ultimas Noticias and the Gráfico. Papers sold for ten or fifteen centavos and we would make about four and a half centavos a paper. I got my papers and my uncle said, “Now start running.”

I said, “Where?”

“Well, any street you want, just run and shout Gráfico, Noticias!” I started running, running, from the Caballito de Troya down Francisco I. Madero, then I went up Brasil all the way to Peralvillo and from there I returned, running all the way, past my house. I sold my papers and was back again in the Zócalo, As soon as I returned, I gave Ignacio the money. “That’s fine, look you made yourself two pesos.” I went home, washed my face, combed my hair and went to school.

At first, Graciela didn’t take to me at all, not at all. I know this because once I was eating supper in one of the booths in back and she didn’t see me. She was talking with Alberto and told him, “Don’t bring that heel, Manuel, if we go to the movies, because I don’t like him.”

That really hit me hard, “Why in hell did she say that? I never did anything to her.” So I said to myself, “Just for spite I’m going to make you my novia.” She told one of the other waitresses, “He’s all right but he doesn’t work, he doesn’t do a thing, wasting his time like a fool with his little books. I bet he does not even go to school. He doesn’t go to school or to work, so what good would it do me to go with him?” Ah, well, I was pleased to hear that and decided to look for a job.

The sixth-grade final exams were coming up and I was afraid I was going to fail. My teachers didn’t have a good opinion of me and wanted to expel me, but my father asked them to give me another chance and they did. I passed the exams and graduated. I was a little disappointed because no one in my family came to my graduation. I expected my father to congratulate me or give me an embrace, but he didn’t. He didn’t even do it on my fifteenth birthday, or my twenty-first, when a boy really becomes a man. He didn’t even change his tone of voice with me!

After my graduation, I told my father I was through with studying and wanted to go to work. It was the biggest mistake of my life, but I didn’t know it then. I was determined to make Graciela my novia and all I wanted was to get a job and earn money. My father was pretty sore because I didn’t want to study for a career. I think if he had talked it over with me like a good friend, I might have continued school. But instead, he said, “So you think you want to work? Do you think it’s so nice to have someone boss you around all your life? I’m ready to give you a chance and you throw it away. O.K., go be an idiot. If that’s what you want, go to it.”

Alberto had already gone to work in a shop where they made glass lamp fixtures. He didn’t know how to read or write, but he was smart and was making good money, anyway. Since we wanted to be together, I went to look for a job in his shop. I told the maestro that I knew how to work the machines and the drills, and he accepted me.

But I kept breaking the glass pieces and my finger tips were skinned and bleeding from the emery. They burned horribly and I finally confessed that I had never worked the machines before. So they set me to polishing glass, instead. Polishing was easy, but very dirty work since glass is polished with soot. Later they taught me how to shape “cocolitos,” pendants, on the machines. You grab a piece of glass with three fingers and told it tightly against the wheel to cut it down. I caught on to this work quickly and they kept me. Raimundo, Elena’s brother, was living with us then, and I even got him into the shop. We worked the machine together and between us, we knocked out two or three thousand “cocolitos” a week.

The maestro treated us well; on Fridays, he gave us tickets to the fights, and on the days we worked late, he blew us to our supper. But he knew how to stick us, too, the bastard. He really was sharp, and we were the suckers. He’d say to me, “Ay! Chino, Raimundo says he can work faster than you on the machine.”

“What? The dumb ox!” I’d say. “How can he work faster if I was the one who taught him?”

Then the maestro would go to Raimundo and say, so that I did not hear, “So Chino can do two to your one, eh? He says he can beat you without trying.” So we two fools began competing with each other, going at a fast pace and producing more for the maestro. That’s how he got double work out of us.

The pay was very little and because I ate at a lunch counter with the boys during the week, by Saturday I had only seven pesos left. When I got home that night, I said, “Look, papá, all I have left from my wages are five pesos, take them.” At that time, my father was pretty sore at me on account of Elena’s death. Anyway, he was standing by the table and I put down the five pesos. He stood there, looking hard at me, picked up the five-peso bill and threw it in my face.

“I don’t collect alms from you, you bastard. Go and spend your few pennies with your fucking friends. I’m not asking you for anything. I’m still strong and can work.” That hurt me a lot, because God knows that was all I had. The next time I tried to give him money, he did the same thing. After that I never gave him a single centavo!

Later, another maestro offered me a job drilling holes in glass. He paid by the piece and offered me three and a half centavos a piece. Other places paid less, so I took the job thinking I’d make more money. Well, I worked fast and hard all week. The thousands of holes I drilled there! On Saturday, when the week was up, the maestro said, “Come on, boys, let’s see how much pay you get.” The old man couldn’t read or write and he had one of the boys figure up the wages. “Let’s see how many pieces Chinito made.” The old man’s eyes stood out, he really opened them, when my pay totaled 385 pesos.

“No, no young man, no! How am I going to pay a kid of his age three hundred eighty-five pesos! Better keep the whole lousy shop! I don’t get a thing out of this place, I just keep it up to entertain you fellows. I’m the owner and so help me God, I don’t make more than fifty pesos a week on it. No! I can’t give you that much money. The trouble is that you work too quickly.”

“But, maestro, if you pay me by the piece, I have to hurry, no? And you promised three and a half centavos, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but I didn’t think you would earn so much! All I can give you is a hundred pesos, take it or leave it!” Well, I had to take the money, but that is when I began to hate to work for a boss.

Graciela became my novia, all right, just as soon as I started to work. Every night, after the job, I went to the café to see her and I didn’t get home until past twelve o’clock. We went to the movies several times and I began to feel I loved her a lot, with a real passion.

It was about that time that I learned to play cards, to gamble. The first time I played was one Saturday, when I came home to the Casa Grande after work. There, near the water tank were some friends of mine, Domingo, Santiago, the fellow who is now in jail for killing a guy, and a couple of others. Santiago said, “Look, look, here comes the hard worker, the bastard turned out to be a worker.”

“Sure, you stupid ass! pinche guey! You just pound the pavement all day. Do you think everyone is a pimp?” That’s how we kidded around with each other. Then Domingo, knowing I had my week’s pay in my pocket, said, “Come on, compadre, let’s play a little game of poker.”

“But I don’t even know how to eat this crap, brother! What a joke! Do you think I’m a sucker, a pendejo?”

“I’ll show you, I’ll tell you when you win! Come on, we’ll only play for five centavos, go on, sit down.”

Well, they knew I never said no, so we all kneeled in a circle behind the tank, where we could see by the courtyard light. Naturally, I lost that time, but I learned the rules of the game. I made a real study of it, going around asking questions all week. I had the great advantage, or perhaps disadvantage, of learning it quickly, and in a week I was a good player. I always had unusual luck when it came to playing poker, a luck that seemed boundless, even excessive.

Without noticing it, I was caught up in a whirlwind of card playing. If a day passed without a game, I was desperate. I looked for boys to play a round or two. I began betting at five centavos but soon I was betting my whole week’s pay. I always felt certain I would win. Even if I had been losing and was down to my last five pesos, I would say, “Let’s see if with these five, God wishes me to rise again!” Fine, as if by magic, always, well, nine out of ten times, with my last five pesos, up I’d go!

The fellows would say; “What happened? You bum, someone is passing you cards on the sly! Keep it on the up and up … none of this ‘sucker’ stuff … don’t go hiding little cards under the table … you bastard, if there were no thieves there would be no distrust!”

And that’s how it went. Once I lost seventy pesos, but that was because the winner, a man named Delfino, left without giving us a chance to win back. He owned a few trucks and had lots of centavos but when he saw he was winning he got up and said, “I’ve got to go boys. I have something to attend to … man, I forgot all about that lousy appointment.”

When he left I was shaking with anger, because I hadn’t won a single game. “The bastard,” I said. “He made a sucker out of me.”

The next day was Sunday, the day we usually played soccer in the courtyards. I went to the bathhouse for a shower and as I came out, holding my bundle of clothes, I bumped into Delfino.

“What’s up, Chino?” he said. “Do you want revenge, you bastard? All you need to play is money and balls.”

“Sure, do you think I’m a cripple or something, you’ll see.”

He went to call Domingo and the Bird, two compatriots from his homeland, Chiapas, and we sat down to play. First we played “conquián” but when I won, Delfino wanted to switch to poker.

“O.K.,” I said, “any ass hole is good enough for me—cualquier culo me raspa el chile. No matter what, this time you’ll sweat to take my money away from me.”

And so we started a round of poker. Well, that was a game to remember! I started out by betting two pesos. When it went up to thirty pesos, the Bird dropped out. Then Delfino bet fifty … he must have had a good hand … whenever he got a card, he blew on it and rubbed it between his legs, on his testicles, for luck.

“You ve got to heat it up to have it come,” he said, “make it curdle … It got me three sevens already, imagine!” He said that without showing his cards, see? But I had him killed from there on because I had three kings and a knight. I bet fifty more, very calmly.

“Puta madre! Slut of a mother!” he said, “now you’re really offering yourself up. Damn it, you’re pretty sure of yourself, you son-of-a-guayaba!”

“Yes, I’m up against the wall, but I know how to defend myself. I get along. Don’t tremble, you runt. Get hold of your cigarette, your hand is shaking!”

Again he rubbed his cards between his legs, but I had the guy licked, because I drew another king.

“You’re doing all the rubbing and blowing, but I’m the one who is going to suck the tit!”

When he saw that I had four kings he said, “Whoring mother! How do you expect me to believe that? No, this isn’t luck, this must be dirty tricks!”

“Look, you did the dealing, not I. I have only my little tail to help me. If there were no God for suckers well, brother of my soul …”

I picked up over a thousand pesos in that game. Then I stood up. “I’m going, fellows … I didn’t remember that I had an appointment … dammit, man, I forgot all about it.”

I tell you, I was famous in the Casa Grande for being, well, a little less than a wizard at cards. Everybody watched my hands when I dealt, but I swear I never used tricks. It is just that I had extraordinary luck, luck without limit! I won so often that some of the boys swore they would never play with me again. They advised me to go to the elegant casinos to gamble, but there the cards are all marked. There they would take me over. I told my friends, “No, I’ll go along here with my little luck. I’m satisfied to make enough for my little expenses, right?”

My luck led me into more and more gambling; the bad thing was that I never benefited by it, because after the game I went out with my friends and their girls and threw it all away. I never did anything practical with my winnings.

When my father learned about my gambling, naturally, he was very angry. But no one in my family knew how much money I won nor how I spent it.

Every night I went to the café to see Graciela. She was busy waiting on tables and I used to spend most of my time in the kitchen, talking to her friend, Paula, who worked there too. The curious thing is that although I loved Graciela desperately, I preferred talking to “Shorty,” that is, Paula. I found her more understanding, and I got her to “light up” Graciela by putting in a good word for me. When Paula saw me jealous of some guy or depressed because of a quarrel with Graciela, she would say, “Don’t worry, Manuel. Don’t pay any attention to the way she is, because I know that at bottom she really loves you. She told me so.” That’s the way she talked, always making me feel better.

The truth was, that my relations with Graciela were insecure. I was always afraid of losing her. I had bad dreams in which she betrayed me in some ugly way; I felt anxious because of her. She was so pretty, men were always after her—she was lucky that way. Some of her customers left her fifty-peso tips. But she seemed to love me, and, on more than one occasion, she was jealous of me too. We finally broke up because I insisted on going to Chalma with Shorty.

Paula had told me that she was going to Chalma with her mother and sister Delila. I was planning to go too, so I said, “Just you three women? What the hell, maybe we’ll go together.” When I told Graciela she said, “Oh, yes? Well, you’re not going.”

Now, when we had a disagreement, I always made it a point to tell her off. I had to have it my own way, and I also made it clear that I wasn’t stuck on her, though I really loved her very much. I’d say, “I don’t understand why some men fight over a woman. If you ever cheat on me, I won’t fight for you.”

About two months before I went to Chalma, a chap from Puebla, Andrés, came to the café and I noticed him give Graciela the eye. It seemed to me she also looked at him in an interested way. The day I was supposed to leave for Chalma, I spoke up.

“Look, Andrés, I’ve noticed there’s something between you and Graciela, and if you’re a friend of mine you have to be straight with me. Tell me the truth and I promise I won’t lift a hand, I won’t do anything to you.”

“No, Manuel, how do you expect Graciela to go out with me if she is your novia?” he said. “You’re the one she likes, and I’m not the type to play a dirty trick on you.”

Meanwhile Shorty and her mother were preparing tortillas and hard-boiled eggs for the trip, grub for the road, as we say here. We carried the suitcases on our backs, and took the bus to Santiago Temistengo. That year, my friend Alberto went with us. We were very happy together, Shorty, Alberto and I, praying and singing on the way. We passed through the woods and it was beautiful at dawn. The smell of the pine trees and the country was fine and sometimes from the top of a hill we could see a little village way off, and the little Indian women making tortillas.

An hour before arriving at the Sanctuary, there is a gigantic ahuehuete tree at which the pilgrims usually stop. This tree is the nicest thing about going to Chalma. It is hung with women’s braids and children’s shoes and other testimonials of the pilgrims’ faith, and it is so wide I think it would take ten men to encircle it. The tree stands between two hills, and a little river flows out from under it. Well, we pilgrims arrived tired from the road, and with much faith in our hearts, bathed our feet in the healing waters and all our tiredness and ills left us.

The entrance to Chalma is down a winding road that leads right to the Sanctuary. It always gave me the greatest satisfaction to enter the Church and kneel in the cool darkness and see the figure of the Sainted Christ of Chalma. He seemed to be receiving me alone, and that gave me a wonderful feeling, because I had much faith at that time. I asked the Saint to give me strength, to show me the way to earn enough money to marry Graciela, and not to let her betray me.

Absolutely nothing happened between Shorty and me on that trip. On the contrary, I wanted Alberto and Paula to become novios so all four of us could go out together. I talked with Paula about my problems with Graciela all during the trip, all the seven days. Then I noticed that Paula looked at me in a special sort of way. Once I pretended that a poisonous scorpion had bitten me. I fainted and everything, and she was scared, poor thing, really scared, more than you get for just a friend. So I said to myself, “God! could it be possible? She’s probably in love with me.” But I had no idea of getting involved with her.

My prayer to the Lord of Chalma went back on me because as soon as we returned Andrés told me that Graciela was his novia. I was very angry, I felt like busting his bones, but I tried to keep my word not to hit him. “O.K., Andrés, except that she’ll have to come and tell me herself.”

“Well,” he said, “that won’t be possible because from now on I don’t want you to have anything to do with her.”

“Oh, no?” I said. “So now it’s not a matter between friends. Now it’s a question of man to man, and I’m going to show you I’m more of a man than you are,” and then bang! I gave him such a sock he fell down head over heels. I lifted him up and leaned him against the wall, and bang, bang, I walloped him in the stomach.

I went to speak to Graciela. “Good evening,” I said. “I was bringing you a gift, a compact I bought at Chalma … but when Andrés told me about you two I stomped on it and broke it.” I came close to her and asked, “Graciela, is it true Andrés is your novio? Answer me, don’t be afraid.”

She stood there looking at me very sadly. She just nodded her head, and did not speak. My first reaction was to slap her face. But I’d never fight over a woman; it would show her I loved her a lot. I controlled myself. “Ah, how nice! Let me congratulate you, Graciela, look I’m a gambler and I play it straight, win or lose. This time I lost, right? It doesn’t matter, Graciela, here is my hand, let’s remain friends, no hard feelings.”

She stood there, very angry by now, and burst out crying. “What the hell,” I said, and I turned around and left.

Well, I was very unhappy about all this. I changed my job, and went to work for some Spaniards. I started at eight pesos a day. They paid me for Sunday too, and so I made fifty-six pesos a week. Now I had a little more money and I didn’t have to turn any of it over to my father either.

About Graciela, I thought, “If she did this to me, I’ll pay her back in kind, with someone she’s close to so it’ll be real hard on her. I’ve got to make her suffer.” Right away I decided on Shorty, and I began to court her. After that I went to the café every day to see Paula. I asked her to be my novia.

“But it’s not right, because you are in love with Graciela. How is it that you are talking to me this way?”

“No, really, I told you that so you’d tell her and make her think I really loved her. But I’m not in love with her. After all, didn’t I always chat with you when I came here?”

I don’t know where I got all the arguments, but the fact is it was a hard job courting Paula.

It lasted over a month and she always said, “I’ll think about it, I’ll think about it.” Finally, she said, “Well, all right.” By then she wanted to be my novia.

Paula had a big quarrel with Graciela on account of this. Paula said, “So what are you complaining about? You pulled the same dirty trick with Andrés, who was his friend. Besides, he wasn’t your husband, only your novio. Now he’s my novio and I love him.”

Then Graciela said, “The trouble is, Andrés really wasn’t my novio. I said this only to see if Manuel loved me, because Andrés told me that Manuel was just trying to make a fool of me.”

Andrés had convinced Graciela to test me; they had put on an act which I fell for. After that, I didn’t feel I loved Paula, but because of the eternal vanity, the pendejo machismo of the Mexican, I couldn’t humiliate myself by going back to Graciela. I loved her with all my soul and deep down I really wanted to say, “Come back to me … let’s go together seriously …” But I set my pride and my vanity above everything else. My heart told me to tell her the truth, but I was afraid that she would make fun of my sentiments. It was a play of tactics between us, and little by little, without either of us wishing it, we took different roads.

So I continued to see Paula and to take her out. I got her to quit her job at the café, and she found another, weaving children’s coats.

I once caught Paula in a lie and thought she was deceiving me. She had told me she was going to Querétaro to see her sister who was ill, but while she was away, Delila blurted out that Paula was in Veracruz, with a man and a girl friend. When Paula returned, I said, “How were things in Querétaro, Paula?”

“Well, fine.”

“And how’s your sister?”

“Well, she wasn’t very ill, but you know how people exaggerate these things.”

When she said that I slapped her in the face. “Look, don’t give me any of that crap; you didn’t go to Querétaro. Don’t pull anything on me. You took yourself a little trip to Veracruz.”

“Who told you?”

“Somebody, as you can see,” I said. “So you did go to Veracruz?” and bang! I slapped her again. I was really very angry with her and I beat her.

She began to cry, “Yes, Manuel, but I swear to you by my mother, by all I cherish most, may my mother drop dead, if I did anything bad. What happened is that my girl friend was going with this fellow and she asked me to go along to protect her.”

I was pretty sure Paula had cheated on me. “No, sir,” I told her, “I’m not taking any of that stuff from you, and if you’re that easy to get, you come with me now, we’ll go to the hotel.”

“No, Manuel.”

“No?” I said to her. “But you did go off with the other fellow, didn’t you? So if you’re a street walker come on with me and tell me how much you’re going to charge. You can’t be worth more than fifty centavos, not for me anyway.”

She was crying and crying. “Look, Manuel, please come with me, do me a favor, I beg you.” Well, deep down I hoped she hadn’t done anything bad. We went to her friend’s house, and the girl backed up Paula’s story.

I wasn’t entirely convinced and, whether she liked it or not, I made Paula go with me to a hotel that night.

I should explain that in Mexico, at least in my case, even if I believe that my novia loves me, there is always a doubt, a jealousy, no? And one day the man says, “Give me proof of your love. If you love me you will go with me.” I had never thought of going through either a civil or a church wedding, it simply never occurred to me, and that is true of most of the men and women I know. I always assumed that if the woman loves me and I love her and we wish to live together, then the legal papers and things like that are not important. If my novia were to demand that I marry her and set up a house for her, I would immediately act offended and would say, “Then it isn’t true that you love me! Where is your love if you set up conditions to love me?”

There is also the matter of being poor. If one begins to examine what a marriage comes to, a poor man realizes he doesn’t have enough money for a wedding. Then he decides to live this way, without it, see? He just takes the woman, the way I did with Paula. Besides, a poor man has nothing to leave to his children so there is no need to protect them legally. If I had a million pesos, or a house, or a bank account or some material goods, I would have a civil marriage right away to legalize my children as my legitimate heirs. But people in my class have nothing. That is why I say, “As long as I know these are my children, I don’t care what the world thinks.”

A civil marriage is not costly like a church wedding, but then one rejects the legal responsibilities too. We have a saying, “The illusions of matrimony end in bed.” I couldn’t commit myself to all the legal responsibilities at the risk of suffering a failure later. We didn’t know each other profoundly and how could we know how we would react to intimacy? And the majority of women here don’t expect weddings; even they believe that the sweetheart leads a better life than the wife. What usually happens is that the woman goes with the man and it isn’t until after a honeymoon of about six months that she begins to protest and wants him to marry her. But that is just the conventionalism of women. They want to tie a man up in chains!

We have a firm belief that it is one thing to be lovers, and it is another to be man and wife. And if I ask a woman to be my wife, I feel as much responsibility toward her as I would if we were married. Marriage wouldn’t change a thing! That is the way it was with Paula and me.

We continued to go to hotels on the sly for a few months, but I was not satisfied. I think that at bottom I was looking for a way to escape my father, for a way to leave my home, once and for all, and to become a man. So one evening I said, “Take your choice, Paula. Look, I’m going this way, your house is the opposite way. From now on I don’t want you to go to your house. What do you say to that?”

“No, Manuel,” she said. “What about my mother and brothers and sisters?”

“Oh, well, then you don’t love me. Choose either of these two roads, except that if you go home, we won’t see each other any more. If you go with me, you’ll be my wife, you’ll live with me.”

Well, she made up her mind, and instead of going home, she came with me. That’s how we got married: I had just turned fifteen and she was nineteen.
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