eican Wit have written as gracefully or as poignantly about the inequali
M i the intersecting dynamics of race and gender as Rosario Castellano;

Few

o brilliantly invoked in *

fies __themes that are brilliantly invoked in “Modesta Gémez.” Castellano
3 S

(1925;;:;7;; o her affluent family’s ranch in southern Chiapas, near the Guatemg-
o borde® where she witnessed ﬁ“z;f“;‘.i the C?jueltifzs and ambiguities inherent in
- white relations. :?he later s.tu t'e 1.n Mexico City, earning a master’s degree in
PhilosaPh}’ from the National Umversny.m 1955, 1fvhere.she later taught comparative
-y dlso served as press and @ﬁ)rmatwn director. Castellanos published
. highly regarded novels, sor.ne thf:atncal -works, and several volumes of poetry,
st and short StOTIES, including City of Kings, about San Cristébal de las Casas,
inwhich the following selection appears. In 1971 she was named Mexico’s ambassador
1 lsracl, where she was electrocuted in a tragic accident in 1974, at the age of 49.
How cold the mornings are in Ciudad Real! A mist covers every thing. From
invisible places you hear the chimes of the first mass, the creak of massive
doors opening, the wheeze of mills beginning to turn.

Huddled in the folds of her black shawl, Modesta Gomez was shivering as
she walked back and forth. Her friend, Dofia Agueda, the butcher, noticed:

“Some people don’t have any stomach for this sort of work, they pretend
they're too delicate, but what I think is that theyre just plain lazy. The bad
thing about being an ambusher is that you've got to get up S0 early.”

I'vealways gotten up early, thought Modesta. That’s how my mother raised
me,
‘ (Nomatter how she tried, Modesta couldn’'t remember her moth
g words, that face bending over her in early childhood. Too many years had
Bone by.)
" They sent me away when I was just a little girl. One Jess mouth at home
% great relief f;

Modest 0? Sreryone. had dressed
iy t‘"LCOuld still remember the clean change of clothes they a o

€ occasion. Then, suddenly, she found herself standing before

er’s scold-
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::?;zlo;lj :Iol:l;) \;v:tt? ; bronze knocker: a finely sculpted hand, Wwith a ring e,
ngers. It was the house of the Ochoas: Dop, Hurmb
owner of the “La Esperanza” store; Dofia Romelia, his wife: Berta e
and Clara, his daughters; and the youngest, his son Jorgito, ,  Delore
The house was full of marvelous surprises. What a feeling of wond
Modesta discovered the drawing room! Cane furniture, wicker e
fans of multicolored postcards spread out against the wall, the floor mad
wood. Wood! A pleasant sensation of warmth rose from Modesta’s bare ; ”
all the way up to her heart. Yes, she was happy to stay with the Ochgag ete t
know that from now on this magnificent house would also be her home o
Dofia Romelia led her to the kitchen. The servants gave the waddling little
gitl a hostile reception, and when they discovered that her hair wag Swarm.
ing with lice they unceremoniously dunked her into a vat filled wigh ice-colq
water. They scrubbed her with soap-root, over and over again, until her braids

holders with

were squeaky clean.

“All right, then. Now you look good enough to be presented to the sefiores,
They're finicky enough already. But they really take a lot of pains with little
Jorgito. Since he’s the only boy .. .”

Modesta and Jorgito were almost the same age. And yet, she was the baby.
carrier, the one who had to take care of him and keep him entertained. ’

“They say that my legs got twisted from carrying him around so much,
because they weren't strong enough yet. Who knows?”

But the little boy was really spoiled rotten. If he couldn’t have his own way,
he went “completely nuts,” as he himself used to say. They could hear him
screaming all the way out to the store. Dofia Romelia would hurry over.

“What did they do to you, lambkins, my little darling?”

Without breaking his wails even for a second, Jorgito would point to Mo-
desta. ‘

“The carrier?” the mother nodded. “We'll fix her so that she doesn’t lay a
finger on you again. Look, a smack here, right in the noodle, a yank on the ear
and a whack on the behind. Is that better, my little dumpling, little apple of
my eye? All right, you're going to have to let me go now; I have things to do.”

In spite of these incidents, the children were inseparable. Together they
suffered through all the childhood illnesses; together they discovered secrets;
together they got into mischief.

Although this sort of intimacy relieved Dofia Romelia from the extreme
attention that her son demanded, it still struck her as uncalled-for. How could
she ward off the risks? The only idea that occurred to Dofia Romelia was t0
put Jorgito into primary school, and to forbid Modesta from using the familiar
vos when she addressed him.
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.h decent jobs and r(.?adY to marry,.courted her with rough complim
i eswells,” Jorgito’s friends, propositioned her; and wealthy old men offi rrlzsd
per presents and money. |

Atnight Modesta dreamed of being the lawfully married wife of an artisy
she could imagine the humble little house on the outskirts of Ciudad Re;-
paving to SCrape to make a living, the life of sacrifices that awaited her. Nog
petter not. There would always be time enough for a legal marriage. Bene;
1o sow her 0ats first, to have a good time like bad women do. An old bawd
1d sell her, the kind that offers girls to gentlemen. Modesta could see her-
f the brothel, wrapped in a shawl] with her eyes lowered,

€L o run ap
4 stone, The

wou

«lf in a corner O
while drunken, scandalous men made bids to see who would be the first to

And then, if everything went well, the man who made her his
mistress would set her up in a little business so she could support herself. Mo-
desta would not hold her head up high, she wouldn't be a model of purity
as though she had left the charge of her patrones heading for the church, all
dressed in white, But maybe she would have a child with good blood, anda
litle savings. She would learn some trade. With time her reputation would
grow, and they would call on her to grind chocolate or to cure evil spells in

the homes of well-off people.

But instead, she had ended up being an 2
world this is!

One night Modesta’s dreams were interrupte
'00m opened quietly, and in the darkness someone m
;zt' Modesta felt heavy breathing close to her, and a rapt
She Cr?ssed herself, thinking it a ghost. Buta hand fell brutally

¢ tried to scream, and her scream was smothered by another mou

possess her.

mbusher. What a topsy-turyy

d. The door t0 the servants’
oved toward the girl’s
dly beating pulse:
upon her body.
th cover-
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She and her adversary struggled while the other We
ar on his shoulder, Modesta recognized Jorgito, IST;]ZH djlept
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ing her own.

soundly. From a S¢
try to defend herself any longer. She closed her eyes, and submjy, ed hldn’t
ok

Dofia Romelia had suspicions about her son’s hankY‘Panky, ol m
vants’ gossip removed all doubt. But she decided to pretend thy Shthe Ser.
nothing. After all, Jorgito was a man, nota saint; and he was at thy, ) e
the blood starts tO boil. Besides, it was preferable for him to find reje ;.’f \-nhen
own home, instead of going around with tramps who teach boys badehm his
and bring them to ruin. bt

Thanks to his rape of Modesta, Jorge could brag about being a “re,p»
For several months he had been smoking in secret, and he had gone off
gotten drunk two or three times. But in spite of the taunts of his fﬁendsal}]ld
still hadn’t dared to go with women. He was afraid of them: a]| Painted’ ¢
so vulgar in their gestures and the way they talked. But with Modests je ;’El’
comfortable. The only thing that worried him was that his family Might ﬁ:
out what was going on between them. To mislead them, in front of everybog
he treated Modesta coldly, and even with exaggerated harshness. Byt 5 nigh{
he again sought out that body he knew through long familiarity, in which the
smells of home and childhood memories mingled together.

But as the saying goes, “What night hides is revealed by day.” Modestas
complexion began to take on a mottled look; there were dark circles under her
eyes and her movemnents were listless. The other servants made comments,
accompanied by obscene winks and malicious laughter.

One morning Modesta had to stop her work grinding corn because a sud-
den attack of nausea swept over her. A tattletale went to notify the patrona
that Modesta was pregnant.

Dofia Romelia showed up in the kitchen like a fury.

“You ungrateful lictle slut. You would have to go off the deep end. And
what did you think would happen? That [ was going to cover up your carrying
on? Not on your life. I have a husband that I have to answer to, daughters that
I need to have good examples for. So I want you out of here right now.”

Before she left the Ochoas’ house, Modesta was subjected to 2 humili-
ating search. The lady and her daughters went through the girl’s clothing and
possessions to make certain that she hadn’t stolen anything,. After that they
formed a sort of barricade in the entryway, and Modesta had to go through
it in order to leave.

Fleetingly, she glanced at those faces. Don Humberto’s, ruddy fro
with its watery little eyes; Dofia Romelia’s, twitching with indignatior B
gitls’, Clara, Dolores, and Berta’s, curious and slightly pale with envy- Modest?
looked for Jorgito’s face, but he wasn’t there.

Map,

m faty
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Vodesta had reached the town lirflits ?f Moxviquil. She stopped. Other
parefoot and badly dressed just like her, were already there. Th

we edn;t per with distrust. oReY
100(1;1 . of them spokff up for her:' “Leave her alone. She’s a Christian like
agbo dy else, and she’s got three kids t(-) support.”

«and what about us? Are we some kind of rich women?”

«pid we come here to sweep up money with a broom?”

«yhat this one takes isn’t going to get us out of the poor-house. You've
got t0 have a little pity. She was just left a widow.”
«Who was her husband?”

“lberto Gomez. The one who just died.”

«The bricklayer?”

«The one who drank himself to death?”

(Although it was spoken in a low voice, Modesta could hear the remark.
A violent flush spread across her cheeks. Alberto Gomez, the one who drank
himself to death! Filthy lies! Her husband didn’t die like that. All right, it was
true that he did his share of drinking, even more than his share lately. But the
poor man had good reason to. He was tired of wearing the pavement out look-
ing for work. Nobody builds a house, nobody has repairs done when it’s the
rainy season. Alberto got tired of waiting on porticos or in doorways for the
rains to stop. That’s what got him going into bars in the first place. Bad com-
pany did the rest. Alberto neglected his obligations, he mistreated his family.
You had to forgive him. When a man isn't in his right mind, he does one aw-
ful thing after another. The next day, when the haze wore off, it scared him
to see Modesta all full of bruises, and the children in a corner, trembling with
fear. He cried with shame and remorse. But he didn’t change. Vice is stronger
than reason.

While she waited up for her husband at all hours of the night, Modesta
he million things that could happen to him
being run over. Modesta imagined him

carried in on a stretcher, covered with blood, and she wrung her hands won-
dering where she was going to find money for the burial.

But things happened differently. She had tf) go get Albe‘rto because he }'lad
fallen asleep on the sidewalk, and there the night ff)und him and t.he evefhllng
dew fell on him. Alberto had no visible cuts or bruises. He complained a little

about a pain in his side. They made him an ointment out .of animal fat just
in case he had taken a chill; they PUt cupping glasses on him; he dra.“k G-
bered water. But the pain only got stronger. The death rattle was brief, and

the neighb llection to pay for the coffin.
ighbo women took up a €0 th . ) |
e" Ieh1 u ) d out to be worse for you than the disease,” Modesta’s
e cure turne

tortured herself thinking about t
on the streets. A fight, a stray bullet,
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friend Agueda told her. “You married Alberto so you'd be under 5 mar

and so the son of the famous Jorge would grow up with some resp:: hang,
now you end up a widow, not a penny to your name, with three mout- Ang
feed and nobody to look out for you.” ths ¢

It was true. And true also that the years Modesta was marrieg to0 Al

were years of pain and hard work. True that when he was drunk the be.rto
layer beat her, throwing in her face how Jorgito had abused her, ang ra Tick.
his death was the biggest humiliation of all for her family. By, Albertz t}ilat
come through for Modesta at just the right time: when everyone haq . ad
their backs on her so as not to s€¢ her dishonor. Alberto had given hern};d
name and his legitimate children; he had made a lady out of her. How g s
of these beggars in widows’ weeds talking behind her back wouldn’t have S;E
their souls to the devil to be able to say the same thing!)

The early morning mist began to lift. Modesta had sat down on 5 ok
One of the ambushers approached her. '
“Yday? Weren't you one of the clerks in Dofia Agueda’s butcher-shoP?”

«[ still am. But I don’t make enough money there. With me and MY three
little ones I needed something extra. My friend Agueda told me about this »

“We only do it because when you're poor, you lead a dog’s life. But being
an ambusher wears you down. It’s hardly worth it.”

(Modesta searched the face of the woman talking to her, suspicious. What
was the point of saying awful things like that? Probably to scare her off 5o
she wouldn’t be any competition. That was a big mistake. Modesta was no
pansy: in other places she had gone through her own hard times. Because the
business of being behind a butcher counter was no paradise either. Nothing
but work all morning long: keeping the place clean—and with the flies there
was never any end to it; taking care of the merchandise; bargaining with the
clients. Those maids from rich houses who were always demanding the fat-
test pieces of meat, the best cuts, and the cheapest price! She had to give in
to their wishes, but Modesta took out her revenge on the others. The ones
who looked poor and badly dressed, the women who had stands in the mar-
ket place and their employees, she held strictly to account; and if they ever
tried to get their meatat another stand because it was a better deal, she would
scream at them and never wait on them again.)

“Yes, handling meat is a dirty job. But it’s even worse to be an ambusher.
Here you have to fight with Indians.”

(And where don’t you have to? thought Modesta. Her friend Agueda had
instructed her right from the start: for Indians you saved the spoiled or grainy
meat, the big lead weight that tilted the scales, and your howls of indignation
if he made even the slightest protest. The women who ran the other stands
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Chamula Women. (Photographer Gertrude Blom. Reprinted by permission of Na Bolom

Museumn, Mexico.)

hey heard the outburst. A fight would break

would come running over whent
out, with gendarmes and people who were just curious joining in, egging on
estures and shoves. The outcome

the participants with sharp words, insulting g

of the scuffle, invariably, was the Indian’s hat or bag that the victor held up in
the air like a trophy, and the vanquished’s frightened run to escape the threats
and mockery of the crowd.)

“Here they come now!”

The ambushers stopped talkingin order to look toward the hills. Now they
could make out some figures moving around in the mist. They were Indi-
ans, loaded down with the merchandise they were going to sell in Ciudad
Real. The ambushers moved forward 2 few steps in their direction. Modesta

imitated them.
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The two groups were face to face. A few brief seconds ofan

by. Finally the Indians began walking again, their heads IOW;ZI(I;atio
fixed obstinately on the ground, as if the magical recoyrge of nOt’lthelr e
the women could make them non-existent. OOkmg "
The ambushers threw themselves upon the Indians tumulnygu
screams, they struggled with them for possession of objects they diz;l,stiﬂing
to damage. Finally, when the wool blanket or the net of Vegetables o t Wap,
utensil were in the ambusher’s hands, she would take a fey, Bing the clay
blouse, and without counting them, let them drop to the

fallen Indian would pick them up.

n Went

ground " hey
H] Where the
Taking advantage of the fight’s confusion, a young Indian gjy| trieq
cape, running away with her burden intact. e
“That’s one of yours,” one of the ambushers shouted jeeringly t0 Mog
. €sta,
n the hul’l[’ MQ.
her she grabbeg
€sta f()ught ungj)
Cheeks, dug her

Automatically, just like an animal trained for a long time
desta threw herself after the fugitive. When she caught up to
her skirt, and the two of them tumbled to the ground. Mog
she was on top of her. She pulled her braids, slapped her
fingernails into her ears. Harder! Harder!

“You damn Indian! Now you're going to pay me for everything!”

The Indian girl writhed in pain. Ten thin lines of blood rap from her ear-
lobes down to her neck.

“No more, Ma'am, no more . ..”

Inflamed, panting, Modesta held on to her victim. She didn’t want to et
go of her, not even when the Indian handed over the wool blanket she had
been hiding. Another ambusher had to intervene.

“That's enough,” she said forcefully to Modesta, pulling her to her feet,

Modesta staggered like a drunk while she used her shawl to wipe her face,
dripping with sweat.

“And you,” continued the ambusher, turning to the Indian, “quit sniveling:
that’s no way to act. Nothing's happened to you. Take this money and God
help you. Be thankful we're not taking you to the Courthouse for causing a
disturbance.”

The Indian girl hastily picked up the coins, and quickly ran away. Modesta
watched, uncomprehending.

“Let this be a lesson to you,” the ambusher told her. “I'm keeping the blan-
ket since I paid for it. Maybe tomorrow you'll have better luck.”

Modesta nodded. Tomorrow. Yes, she would come back tomorrow, and the
day after tomorrow, and forever. It was true what they said: an ambusher’s job
is hard, and there’s not much profit in it. She looked at her bloody ﬁngemaﬂs'
She didn't know why. But she was satisfied.



