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TNTRODUCTION

Ir,s been res yesrs since Tfu House on Mango srreer was first published- I began writing it in graduate

school, the spring of 1917,in iowa Ciry- I was rwenry-fwo years old-

I,m thirry-eig;; ";*, ; from it,at rime and place, but the questions from readers remain' Are these

stories true? Are You EsPeranza
w h e n l o . g a n - I t " H o u s e o n t v a n g o s t e e t , l t h o u g h t l w a s w r i t i n g a m e m o i r ' B y t h e t i m e t E n i s h e d

it' my memolr ** no'ong., memok, no,longer autobiographical. It had evolved into a collertive story

peopled with several tives #om my Past and pr&nr' placcd in one fictional time and neighborhood-Mango

S t r e e L  : -  : -  L ^ -  - - ^ . .  r h -  r r .

The srory is like a Giacometti sculpture' The farther away it s from you' the clearer-you can see lt'

In Iowa Ciry, t *", ono.rgoing sweral..i"oge. of idendry- Fgl_-qg-!-r-!lue 
t wa5 F4lgjlglg' in a

communiry very differeot in"ciass and curture from t-ne one where I was raised- This caused so much unrest

T_6ukfba-rery speek, i;l;F";m* a-ooutrt- The-story fwas liviirg tt Fr/eo'-*o wourd have ro wair" bur I

cou l c l t ake thes to ryo fa lea r | i e rp lace 'anea r l i e r vo i ce 'and reco rd tha tonpaPer .
Tbevo i ceo fMangoSt ree tan t fa l lmyworkwasbo rn .a tonemomen t 'when l rea l i zed lwasd i f f e ren t .

This soun<ls absurd and-r,4pte-f11r qp-td-lqwa-C1lyJ459lm-e4-thqryqrldva-s like€hicago'made up-of peopte

of-many ollgrq 4l-lryng to*rq19r-alu9tl "* n"bptly 4ggs'q!j!!r-eexislng' [n lowa' I was suddenly

aware of fee5ng ald when I spoke, as rI / werc " ;;tttgt*' 
-Btt 

thjt ** my land too' Tttis is not to say I

hadn,r relr rhis ..orhemess- beiore in Chir:go, bur I haJn'r felt ir quite as keenly as I did in graduate school'

I cou tdn ' ran i cu la tewha t i twas tha twashappen ing ,excep t t knew l fe l t ashame< lwhen lspoke inc lass ' so
I chose not to sPctk-

Icensaymypol i r ica lconsciousuessbeganthemomeat l recognizedmyotherness. Iwasinagraduate
serninar on memory and the imagnarion- The"books re4uired were Vladimir Naboko/s Speak tVemon'lsak

Dinesen's att of Afrrca, and Gaston Bachelard'S Poerirs-of Spacc' t had enjoyed the fust rwo' but as usual I

said norhing, jt6t hstenerl to the dialogue aroun<l me' too afraid to speak- The third booh though- Ieft me

ba f f l ed . I assumer l l j us t r l i dn , t ge t i t bccause lwasn . tassmar ta5gve ryooee l se 'an t l i f l d i dn ' t sayany th ing ,

there, but I tlidn'r lnstead I got angly, and an]er+ruen lt 
ts u,>€t

power. r as ked myserr wha r I ."'tu T::.;,:ry *:',,tf:? #,1 ff :, l"t:ffifiil ;|Xiffi,':i

mavbe "il"n'ff;TjlT::;-ber, 
was abourJh_g lo,,sent raer*ery-the-rttiqthestairweHs;rtoratlar

Arric? #rr#;;ffiff_ffi;e-"=qr6-. ;"sr pq+ Fg,,se uoise uavered down- Stairwers reeked

Grffi;sol from the Sarur&iy.'soubbing, w;.;J"hJ.*i,n ,n" people dornsrairs;:thsnteriP.u-ql+zor$:=.=:

no one excepr us thought to clean- W. o,oip.a rhem.all. n41 
lt1 

not without res€ntment for cleaningup

some orher peopte's irasn- And as ro, *il".r, we had " b"semtnt' but who'd watrt to hide in 
-there?

Basernens wcre fi.lle<l with urban fauna- Everyone was t-tT to go in tiere includrng the meter reader and

rhe lan<ilord- What was this guy Bachelaro 1Jm"g about when ie mtnrioned the familiar and comforring

houseofmemory?I twasobv iousheneverhadtoc leanoneorPaythe land lo rdren t fo rone l ikeoun.
Then i tocgur red tomerhatnoneof theboo ls in th isc lassor inanyofmyc lasses ' ina l l theyears

ofmye..1ucation'hat1everdisc-u55eil".*"*q**:.:::,n::m".:m"yclassmates

#; ;triT"ltrl .no.gn s€rrse ro know what I didn\ wanr- [ didn't want ro sound like my classmates;

I didn,r wenr ro keep imitaring rhe writen I h;;;; readrng lpei5lqice were right ror q're' lglqot for me"

Insread, I searched lor the "ugfiof'ruUjoo f -"f! d{* -""unrF-tiC-slang' monologues

in which waitresses or ki(ls udked their ooto riuo I was trying as b€st I could to write the kind of book I hatl

n ( v e | s e e n i n a l t b r a r y o r i n a s c h < x l l , t h e K i n d o f b o o k n o t w e n . m y ? : " t * ' i " : j ' 0 . . * , . E a c h w e e k I
ingested the class readingS and then *"n'.off. and did the-o^pposita [t was a quiet rcvolution' perhaps a

reacrion taken to exttemes, but it was out of this negarive experience that I found something posidve: my own

'roice-

The languag e in lrlangosneer n based on speech' It',s very much an andeca<lcmic voice-a child's

voice, a girl,s voice, a poor girl,s u:,*, 
: il;* ioice, the. vo,ice of an American-Mexican' It's in this

rebe[ious realm of ant;poctics that I tned to'ott'" a poeric tto u'in rhe most 
T:f,:n 

language I could

f i n d . I d i d i t n e r t h e r i n g e n u o u s l y n o r n a t u r a l l y . I t w a s a s . c l e a r t o m e a s i f I w e r e t o s s i n g a M o l o t o v .
At one tlmc or another' we all have fett otner' When I teach writing' I tell the story o[ the moment



be anyone else's, ever.
I wrote these stories that wav, guided by my heart and by my ear- I was wrirLng a novel and didn,r

k n o w l w a s w r i t i n g a n o v e l ; i f l h a d .  I p r o b a b l y c o u l d n ' t h a v e d o n e i t - l k n e w l w a n r e d r o t e l l a s t o r y m a d e u p
of a series of stories that would make sense if read alone, or rhar could be read all rogether ro rell one big
story, each story contributing to the whole-[ke beads in a necklace. I hadn'r seen a book like this before-
After finishing my book, I would discover these novels later: Gwendolyn Brooks' Maud Manha, Nelie
Campobello's Comtcho, Ermilo Abreu G6mez's Caneh and Tomds Rivera's Y no se Io rrag6 Ia ticrra-

While I was writin B tvango Streer, I remember reading Nicanor Parra's Anripoems and delighting in
their irreveren(- to "Poetry," just as I had been deligited by Carl Sandburg's wise-guy, working-class voicc and
Gwendolyn Brcrcks' Bronzeville po€rns. I remember I was trying to wrire something thar was a cross between
ficrion and poerry-like Jorge Luis Borges' f)reatn Try^, a book whose stories read like fablesi but witF r,he
lyricum and surcinoness of po€rry,

I finished vn-iting my book in November l98l milss fts6 the lowa cornfielG- I had rraveled a great
distance both physically and mentally from the book's inceprioo- A.od in the meantime, los of things
happened to me- I taught Latino higi-school dropous and counseled l-adna students- Because I often felr
helpless lx a teacher and counselor ro alter therr lives, their stones began to surface il my'.rnernoif; then
Mango.lrrear ccased to b€ my story- I arranged and diminisherl events on Mango Srreer to speak a messagq
ro rake from different parts of other people's lives aad crqrte a story like a collage- I nerged characters from -
my rwenties with characters from my teens and childhoo<L I edite4 changed shifted the past to fit rhe presetrL
I asked questions I didn't klow to ask wheo I was aq adolescent, But best of all, wriring in a younger voice
allowed mc to name that thing wirhout a name, that shame of berng poor, of being female, of being not quite
good enougtr, and examine where it had come fiom ald why, so I could excbange shame for celebration-

I had never been trained to think of poems or stories as something that could change someonet tife-'- 
I'had been traiinic to-think-abo"t ",ner. e:tin€-etrded or how best.to work,a metapnor--lr.yas'alwayl. lLc--'how" and not the '\c/hat" we talked about in class- Even while I was teaching in the Chicago colnmnnity, the
two halves of my life were at odds with each otler-rhe half th:t wa-nted to roll up my sleeves and do
something ior the communiry, and ttre half that wanted to retreat lo my kitchen and write- I still beliwed my
writing couldn't savc anyone's life but my owL

In the ten years since Mango Srecr has been pubtished those rwo halves of my life have met and
merged- I be lieve this becarxe IVe witnessed hmilies boyrng my book for themsefues and for family members,
families for whom spending money on a book can bc a sacrifice. Onen they bring a mother, father, sibling,
or cousin along to my readingp, or I am introduced to someone who says theFson oi?eughter-aead-.my book
in a class and brought it home for them- And therc are tie letters from readers of all ages aad colors who
write tp say I have wrinen tleir story- The raggedy state of my books rhat some readers and educators hand

me ro sign is rhe best compliment of all These are nry afhrmations and blessings

Am I Esperann? Yes- And no- And then agai4 perhatr mayb€- One thing I loow for cernin, you,

the reader, are Esperanza- So I should aslg What happened to you? Did you stay in school? Did you go to

college? Did you have that baby? Were you a viaim? Did you tell anyone about it or did you keep it inside?

Did you let it overpower and eat you? Did you wind up in jail? Did someone harm you? Did you hurt

someone? What happened to Margarita, Fat Boy, Gi'mo, AngCtica lrtici4 Marfa, Rub€n, Silvia, Josd,

Dagoberto, Refugia, Bobby? Wlll you go back to school, find somebody to ute care of the baby while you're

finishing your diploma, go to college, work two jobs so you can do it, get help from the substance-abuse

people, walk our of a bad marriage, send pay:hecks to the woman who bore your child, learn to be t-he hurnan

be ingyoua reno tashanedoP D idyou runaway f romhome?  D idyou jo inagang?  D idyouge t fued?  D id

you give upl Did you get angry?

You are Esperanz". You cannot forget who you ere-

November 16, 1993
San Antonio de Bocar, Texas
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