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Amado Muro
CECILIA ROSAS

When I was in the ninth grﬁde at Bowie High School in El Paso,
I got a job hanging up women’s coats at La Feria Department Store
on Saturdays. It wasn’t the kind of a job that had much appeal for a
Mexican boy or for boys of any other nationality either. But the work
wasn’t hard, only boring. Wearing a smock, I stood around the Ladies’
Wear Department all day long waiting for women customers to. finish
trying on coats so I could hang them up.

Having to wear a smock was worse than the work itself. It was an
agonizing ordeal. To me it was a loathsome stigma of unmanly toil
that made an'already degrading job even more so. The work itself I
looked on as onerous and effeminate for a boy from a family of miners,
shepherds, and ditchdiggers But working in Ladies’ Wear had two
compensations: earning three dollars every Saturday was one; being
close to the Seiiorita Cecilia. Rosas was the other. ,

This alluring young woman, the most beautiful I had ever seen;
. more than made up for my mollycoddle labor and the smock that
symbolized it. My chances of looking at her were almost limitless.
- And like a good Mexican, I made the most of them. But I was only too
painfully aware that I wasn’t the only one who thought this saleslady
gorgeous.

La Feria had water fountains on every one of 1ts eight floors. But
men liked best the one on the floor where Miss Rosas worked. So they
made special trips to Ladies’ Wear all -day long to drink water and
look at her.

Since I was only fourteen and in love for the first time, I looked
 at her more chastely than most. The way her romantic lashes fringed
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her obsidian eyes was especially enthralling to me. Then, too, T never
: tired of admiring her shining raven hitiir, her Cupid’s-bow lips, the
" warmth of her gleaming white smile. Her rich olive skin was almost
. asdark as mine. Sometimes she wore a San Juan rose in her hair. When
- she did, she looked so very lovely I forgot all about what La Feria was
 paying me to do and stood gaping at her instead. My admyration was
decorous but complete. I admired her hourglass figure as well as her
woriderfully radiant face.
. Other men admired her too. They inspected her from the water
fountain. Some stared at her boldly, watching her trimly rhythmic
hips sway. Others, less frank and open, gazed furtively at her swelling
bosom or her shapely calves. Their effrontery made me indignant. I,
too, looked at these details of Miss Rosas. But I prided myself on do-
ing so more romantically, far more poetically than they did, w1th much
more love than desire.

Then, too, Miss Rosas was the friendliest as well as the most beau- -
tiful saleslady in Ladies’ Wear. But the other salesladies, Mexican
gitls all, didn't like her. She was so nice to them all they were hard
put tojustify their dislike. They couldn’t very well admit they disliked

“her because she was pretty. So they all ‘'said she was haughty and im-
perious. Their claim was partly true. Her beauty was Miss Rosas’ only
obvious vanity. But she had still another. She prided herself on being
more-American than Mexican because she was born in El Paso. And
she did her best to-act, dress, and talk the way. Americans do. She
hated to speak-Spanish, disliked her Mexican name. She called her-
self Cecile Roses instead of Cecilia Rosas. This made the other sales-
ladies smile derisively. They called her La Americana or the Gnnga

* from Xochimilco every time they mentloned her name.

Looking at this beautiful girfl was more important than money to
me. It was my greatest compensation for doing work that I hated.
She -was so lovely-that a glance at her sweetly expressive face was
enough to make me forget my shame at wearing a smock and mhy d1s-
like for my job with its eternal waiting around.

Miss Rosas was an exemplary saleslady. She could be fnvolous,
serious or demure, pnmly efficient too, molding herself to each custom-
er's personality. Her voice matched her exotically mysterious eyes.
It was the richest, the softest I had ever heard. Her husky whisper, ’
gentle as a rain breeze, was like a tender caress. Hearing it made me
want to dream and I did. Romantic thoughts burgeoned up in my
mind like rosy billows. of hope scented w1th Miss Rosas’ perfume. *
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floor and brazenly walked out of the store without so much as punch-
- ing a time clock. Walking the streets quickened my imagination, gave
- form and color to my thoughts. It made my brain glow with impos-
sible hopes that seemed incredibly easy to realize. So absorbed was I in
thoughts of Miss Rosas and myself that I bumped into Americans,
apologizing mechanically in Spanish instead of English, and wandered
down South El Paso Street like a somnambulist, without really seeing
its street vendors, cafes and arcades, tattoo shops, and shootmg gal-
leries at all.
- But if there was confusion in these walks there was some seremty
too. Something good did come from the dreams that prompted them.
I found I could tramp the streets with a newly won tranquillity, no
longer troubled by, or even aware of, girls in tight skirts, overflowing
blouses, and drop-stitch stockings. My love for Miss Rosas was my
shield against the furtive thoughts and indiscriminate desires that had
- made me so uneasy for a year or more before I met her.

Then, too, because of her, I no longer looked at the pictures of
voluptuous women in the Vea and Vodevil magazines at Zamora’s
newsstand. The piquant thoughts Mexicans call malos deseos were
gone from my mind. I no longer thought about women as I did before
I fell in love with Miss Rosas. Instead, I thought about a woman,
only one, This clear-cut objective and the serenity that went with it
made me understand something of one of the nicest things about love.

I treasured the walks, the window-ledge sittings, and the dreams
that I had then. I clung to them just as long as I could:#Drab realities
closed in on me chokingly just as soon as I gave them up. My future
was a time clock with an American Mister telling me what to do and
this I knew only too well. A career as an ice-dock laborer stretched
ahead of me. Better said, it dangled over me like a Veracruz machete.
My uncle, Rodolfo Avitia, a straw boss on the ice docks, was already
training me for it. Every night he took me to the mile-long docks
overhanging the Southern Pacific freight yeards. There he handed me
tongs and made me practice tripping three—hundred—pound ice blocks _

5o I could leam how to unload an entire boxcar of ice blocks myself.

Thinking of this bleak future drove me back into my fantasies, made
me want to prolong them forever. My imagination was taxed to the
breaking point by the heavy strain I put on it.

I thought about every word Miss Rosas had ever said to me, making
myself believe she looked at me with unmistakable tenderness when

she said them. When she said: “Amado, please-hang up this fur

.~ https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmgq/vol34/iss4/3 ‘
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coat,” I found sPeclal meaning in her tone. It was as though she had SO
sald “Amadito, I love you.” S
" When she gave these orders, 1 pushed into action like a man blaz- -
ing with a desire to perform epically heroic feats. At such times I felt
capable of putting away not one but a thousand fur coats, and- would
have done so joyously. =
Sometimes on the street I caught myself murmuring: “Cecilia,
linda ‘amorcita, I love you.” When these surges swept over me, I
walked down empty streets so I could whisper: “Cecilia, te quiero-con
toda mi alma” as much as I wanted to and mumble everything else
that I felt. And so I emptied my heart on the streets and window ledge
while women’s coats piled up.in Ladies’ Wear. -
But, my absences didn’t go unnoticed: Once an executlve-lookmg
man, portly, gray, and efficiently brusque, confronted me while I sat
on the window ledge with a Faro cigarette pasted to my lips, a-cloud of
tobacco smoke hanging over my head, and many perfumed dreams in-
side it. He had a no-nonsense approach that jibed with. his austere
- mien. He asked me what my name was, jotted down my work number,
and went off to make a report on what he called “sordid malingering.”
Other reports followed his. Gruff warnings, stern admonitions, and
blustery tirades developed from them. They came from both ‘major
and minor executives. These I was already inured -to. They- dldnt
matter anyway. My COlldlthll was far too advanced, already much too
complex to be cleared up by mere lectures, fatherly\or otherwise.. All
the threats and rebukes:in the world couldn’t have made me give up
my window-ledge reveries or kept me from roaming city streets with
Cecilia Rosas’ name on my lips like a prayer.
‘The reports. mierely made me more cunning, more doggedly deter— _
mined to city-slick La Feria out of work hours I owed it. The net re- -
- sult was that I timed my absences more prec1se1y and contrived better '~
lies to explam them. Sometimes I went to the men’s room and looked
at myself in the mirror for as long as ten minutes at a‘time: Such self-
studies filled me with gloom. The mirror reflected an ordinary Mexlcan
. face, more homely than comely. Only my hair gave me ‘hope. It was
thick and wavy, deserving a better face to go with it. So-I did the best .
I could with what I had; and combed it over my temples-in ringlets
just like the poets back in my hometown of Parmal, Chlhuahua, used
todo.
"My meﬁimency, my dreams, my general lassﬁude could have gone on
mdeﬁmtely, 1t seemed. My life at the store wavered between bnght

" Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1964




IR

' New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 341 96_4],15;. 4,;Art. 37

. P o AMADOMURO

~hope and leaden despau:, unrelieved by Miss Rosas’ acceptance orre-
~_jection of me. Then one day something happened that a]most made
my overstrained heart stop-beating. . |

It happened on the day Miss Rosas stood behmd mé Whlle I put a
fur coat away. Her heady perfume, the fragrance of her warm: healthy

‘,‘;.nm-%
7

ting my hands.around her lissome waist and hugging her as hard as 1

-body, made me feel faint. She was so close to me T thought about put- - )

could. But thoughts of subsequent disgrace deterred me, so instead of - E

hugging her I smlled wanly and asked her in Spanish how she was

feeling. .
“Amado, speak Enghs ” she told me. “And pronounce the words

slowly and carefully so you won ’t sound like a country Mexican.”
Then she looked at me in a way that made me the happiest em-

: ployee who ever punched La Feria’s time clock. - -

1 “Amadito,” she whispered the way I had always dreamed she would

% “Yes, Sefiorita Cecilia,” I said expectantly.

Her smile was warmly intimate. “Amadito, when are you going to
take me to the movies?” she asked. .
Other salesladies watched us, all smiling. They made me so nervous
I couldn’t answer. |

“Amnadito; you haven’t answered me,” Miss Rosas sa1d teasmgly _
“Either you're bashful as a vﬂlage sweetheart or else- you don’t like
meatall.” |

Involuble Spamsh I qmckly assured her the latter wasn't the case.

I was just gettmg ready to say “Sefiorita Cecilia, I more than like you, .
Idove you” when she frowned and told me to speak English. So T .

‘slowed down and tried to smooth. out my ruffled thoughts.

" “Seriorita Cecxha o I said. “I'd love to take you to the movies any

time. e : o
Miss Rosas smﬂed and patted my cheek. “Wlll you buy me mndy S
| ’land popcomn?” she said. L
~ Tnodded, puttmg my hand agalgt the unpnnt her warm palm had
left onmy f: face. . - B _ ,
“Andhold L my hand?” A
I said “y ‘'so-enthusiastically it made her laugh Other salesIadles s

| laughed t00. Dazed and numb with happmess, I watched Miss Rosas

ié  walk away, How proud and confident she was, how wholesomely“' .i_f’
- »clean and feminine. Other saleslaches were lookmg at me and laugh- oS
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Miss Sandoval came over to me. “Ay papacxto,” she said. “Wlﬂ’l‘
women you're the divine tortilla.” :

Miss de la Rosa came-over too. “When you take the Amencana to
the movies, remember not to speak Christian,” she said. “And be sure
you wear the pants that don’t have any patches on them.”

What they said made me blush -and wonder how they knew what
we had been talking about. MISS Arroyo came ovet to ]om them So
did Miss Torres. ‘ e | '

“Amado, remember women' are weak and men aren’t made of
sweet bread,” Miss Arroyo said. :

 This embarrassed me but it wasn’t altogether unpleasant Miss
Sandoval winked at Miss de la Rosa, then looked back at me.

-~ “Don’t go too fast with the Americana, Amado;” she said. “Re-
member the procession is long and the candles are small.”

They laughed and slapped me on the back. They all wanted to
know when I was going to take Miss Rosas to the movies. “She dldn t
say,” I blurted out without thinking. -

This brought another burst of laughter. It drove me back up to. the
window ledge where I got out my package of Faros and thought about
the wonderful thing that had happened But T was too nervous to
stay there. So I went to the men’s room and looked at myself ir the
mirtor again, wondering why Miss Rosas liked me so well. The mirror
made it brutally clear that my looks hadn’t influenced her.-So'it must
have been something else, perhaps character. But that ‘didn’t seem
likely either. Joe Apple had told me I didn’t have much of that. And
other store officials had bulwarked his opinion. Still, I.had seen homely
men walking the streets of El Paso’s Little Chihuahua quarter with
beauhful Mexican women and no one could explain. that exther Any—

- way it was time for another walk. So I took-one: =

This "'me I trudged through Little Chihuahua, where both MISS
Rosas and T lived. Little Chihuahua looked different to me that -day.
It was a broken-down Mexican quarter honeycombed with tenements, -
Mom and Pop groceries, herb shops, cafes, and. spindly salt-cedar trees;
‘with howhng children runningits streets and old Mexican: revolution-
aries sunning themselves onits curbs like iguanas. But on ‘that clear
frosty day it was the world’s most romantic place because Cecﬂla Rosas :
hved there. - |

" 'While walking, I reasofied that MISS Rosas mlght want to go danc- ’
mg after the movies. So I went to Professor Ton“b:o Ortega’s: dance
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studio and made arrangements to take my first lesson. Some neighbor-
hood boys saw me when I came out. They bawled “Mariquita” and
made flutteringly effeminate motions, all vulgar if not. obscene. It
didn’t matter. On my lunch hour I went back and took my first lesson

- anyway. Professor Ortega danced with me. Softened by weeks of
dreaming, I went limp in his arms imagining he was Miss Rosas.

The.rest of the day was the same as many others before it. As usual
I spent most of it stealing glances at Miss Rosas and slipping up to
the window ledge. She looked busy, efficient, not like a woman in love.
Her many other admirers trooped to the water fountsin to look at the
way her black silk dress fitted her curves. Their profane admiration
made me scowl even more than I usually did at such times.

When the day’s work was done, I plodded home from the store
]ust as dreamily as I had gone to it. Since I had no one else to confide
in, I invited my oldest sister, Dulce Nombre de Maria, to go to the
movies with me. They were showing Jorge Negrete and Maria Felix in
El Rapto at the Colon Theater. It was a romantic movie, just the kind

. I'wanted to see.

. After it was over, I bought Dulce Nombre churros and hot champu-
rrado at the Golden Taco Cafe. And I told my sister all about what
had happened to me. She looked at me thoughtfully, then combed
my hair back with her fingertips as though trying to soothe me. “Ma-
nito,” she said, softly. “ I wouldn’t. . . .” Then she looked away and
shrugged her shoulders. - -

On Monday I borrowed three dollars. from my Uncle Rodolfo thh- o
out telling him what it was for. Miss Rosas hadn’t told me what night
she wanted me to take her to the movies. But the way she had looked
at me made me think that almost any night would do. So I decided
on Friday. Waiting for it to come was hard. But I had to keep my

~ mind occupied. So I went to Zamora’s newsstand to get the Alma
Nortefia songbook. Poring through it for the most romantic song I
could find, I decided on La Cecilia.

All week long I practiced singing it on my way to school and in the
shower after basketball practice with the Little Chihuahua Tigers at
the Sagrade Corazén gym. But, except for singing this song, I tried not

to speak Spanish at all. At home I made my mother mad by saying

in English. “Please pass the sugar.”
My mother looked at me as though she couldn’t believe what she

had heard. Since my Uncle Rodolfo couldn’t say anything more than ;

*. https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol34/iss4/3
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“hello” and “goodbye” in English, he couldn t tell what I had said.
So my sister Consuelo did. .
- “May the Dark Virgin with the benign look make this boy well
enough to speak Christian again,” my mother whispered.

This I refused to do. I went on speaking English even though my
mother and uncle didn’t understand it. This shocked my sisters as
well. When they asked me to explain my behavior, I parroted MISS
Rosas, saying “We’re living in the United States now.”

My rebellion against being a Mexican created an uproar.. Such
conduct was unorthodox, if not scandalous, in a neighborhood where
names like Burciaga, Rodriguez, and Castillo predominated. But it
wasn’t only the Spanish language that 1 lashed out against.
~ “Mother, why do we always have to eat sopa, frijoles refritos,

mondongo, and pozole?” I complained. “Can’t we ever eat roast beef
or ham and eggs like Americans do?” : -

My mother didn’t speak to me for two days after that. My Undle
Rodolfo grimaced and mumbled something about renegade Mexicans
‘who want to eat ham and eggs even though the Montes Packing Com-
pany turned out the best chorizo this side of Toluca. My sister Con-
suelo glggled and called me a Rio Grande Irishman, an American
Mister, a gringo, and a bolillo. Dulce Nombre looked at me worriedly.

Life at. home was almost intolerable. Cruel jokes and mocking
laughter made it so. I moped around looking sad as a day without
bread. My sister Consuelo suggested I go to the courthouse and
change my name to Beloved Wall which is English for Amado Muro.
My mother didn’t agree. “If Nuestro Sefior had meant for Amadito
to be an American he would have given him a name like Smeeth or
]onesy,” she said. My family was unsympathetic. With a farmly like
- mine, how could I ever hope to become an American and win Miss
Rosas?

Friday came at last. I put on my only smt slicked .my hair down
with liquid vasehne, and doused myself with Dulce Nombres per-

fume.

- “Amado’s going to serenade that pretty girl everyone calls La
Americana,” my sister Consuelo told my mother and uncle when I
. sat down to eat. “Then he’s going to take her to the movies.”

This made my- uncle laugh and my. mother scowl. :

- Qué pantalones tiene (what nerve that boys got),” my uncle
-said, “to serenade a: twenty-year—old woman.” o



“ ;,https’://digitalrepository.unm.\edu/nmq/véb4/iss4/3

Niw Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 34 [1964], Iss. 4, Art. 3

362 ' o AMADO MURO

“La Americana,” my mother said derisively. “That one’s Mex1can 3

as pulque cured with celery.”

They made §o nervous I forgot to take off my cap when I sat down
to eat.

*“Amado, take off your cap,” my mother said. “You re not in La
Lagunilla Market.”

My uncle frowned. “All this boy thinks about is klssmg girls,”. he
said gruffly. ‘ o

“But my boy’s never kissed one,” my mother said proudly

My sister Consuelo laughed. “That s because they won't let him,”
- shesaid. |

This wasn’t true. But I couldn’t say so in front of my mother. I had
already kissed Emalina Uribe from Porfirio Diaz Street not once but

twice. Both times I'd kissed her in a darkened doorway less than a
~ block from her home. But the kisses were over so soon we hardly had

time to enjoy them. This was because Ema was afraid her big brother,
the husky one nicknamed Toro, would see us. But if we’d had more
time it would have been better, I knew. |
Along about six o’clock the three musicians who called themselves
the Mariachis of Tecalitlin came by and whistled for me, just as they
had said they would do. They never looked better than they did on
that night. They had on black and silver charro uniforms and big,

- black, Zapata sombreros.

My mother sheok her head when she saw them. “Son, who ever

heard of serenading a girl at six o’clock in the evening,” she said.
~ “When your father had the mariachis sing for me it.was always. at

two o'clock in the moming—the only proper time for a six-song gallo.”

But I got out my Ramirez guitar anyway. I put on my cap and

rushed out to give the mariachis the money without even kissing. my
mother’s hand or waiting for her to bless me. Then we headed for

- Miss Rosas” home. Some boys and girls I knew were out in the street.

This. made me uncomfortable. They looked at me wondenngly as I
led the mariachi band to Miss Rosas’ home.

A block away from Miss Rosas’ home I could see her father, a griz-
zled-veteran who fought for Pancho Villa, s1tt|ng on the curb read-
ing the Juirez newspaper, El Fronterizo.

The sight of him made me slow down fora moment. But I got back

in stride when I saw Miss Rosas herself.
She smiled and waved at me. “Hello, Amadito,” she said.

g

SR
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“Hello Sefiorita Cecﬂla,” I said.

She looked at the manachls, then back at me.

- “Ay, Amado, you're going to serenade your girl,” she said. I drdn t
reply right away. Then when I was getting ready to say “Sefiorita
Cecilia, I came to serenade you,” I saw the American man sitting in
the sports roadster at the curb. ,

- Miss Rosas turned to him. “I'll be right there, ]ohnny,” she sald

She patted my cheek. “I've got to run now, Amado,” she said. “Have
a real nice time, darling.”

I looked at her silken legs as she got into the car. Everything had
happened so fast I was dazed. Broken dreams made my head spin.
The contrast between myself and the poised American in the sports
roadster was so cruel 1t made me wince.

- She was happy with him. That was obvious. She was smiling and
laughing, looking forward to a good time. Why had she asked me to
take her to the movies if she already had a boyfriend? Then I remem-
bered how the other salesladies had laughed, how I had wondered

‘ why they were laughing when they couldn’t even hear what we were
saying. And I realized it had all been a joke, everyone had known it
but me. Neither Miss Rosas nor the other salesladies had ever dreamed
I would think she was serious about wanting me to take her to the
movies. |
- The Amencan and Miss Rosas drove off. ‘Gloomy ‘thoughts op-
pressed me. They made me want to cry. To get rid of them I thought
of going to one of the “bad death” cantmas in Judrez where tequila
starts fights and knives finish them—to one of the cantinas where the
panders, whom Mexicans call burros, stand outside shouting “It’s just
like Paris, only not so many people” was where I wanted to go. There
I could forget her in Jalisco-state style with: matiachis, tequila; and

 night-life women. Then I remembered I was so young that nightife
women would shun me and cantineros wouldn’t serve me tequila. |

So I thought some more. Emalina Uribe was the only other alter-
native. If we went over to Porfirio Diaz Street and serenaded her I
could go back to being a Mexican again. She was just as Mexican as I
was, Mexican as chicharrones. I thought about smiling, freckle—faced |

- Ema.

Ema wasn't like the Amencana at all. She wore wash dresses that
fitted loosely and even ate the melcocha candies Mexicans like so well
on the street. On Sundays she wore a Zamora shawl to church and her

%
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mother wouldn’t let her use lipstick or let her put on high heels.

But with a brother like Toro who didn’t like me anyway, such a
serenade might be more dangerous than romantic. Besides that, my
faith in my\looks my character, or whatever it was that made women
fall in love with men, was so undermined I could already picture her
getting into a car with a handsome American just like Miss Rosas had
done.

The Mariachis of Tecahtlan were gettmg impatient. They had been
paid to sing six songs and they wanted to smg them. But they were all
sympathetlc None of them laughed at me,

“Amado, don’t look sad as I did the day I learned I'd never be a
millionaire,” the mariachi captam sald putting his arm around, me.
“If not that girl, then another.”

But without Miss Rosas there was no one we could sing La Cecilia

~ to. The street seemed bleak and empty now that she was gone. And I
* didn’t want to serenade Ema Uribe even though she hadn’t been faith-
less.as Miss Rosas had been. It was true she hadn’t been faithless, but
only lack of opportunity would keep her from getting mto a car with

an American, I reasoned cynically.

Just about then Miss Rosas’ father looked up from his newspaper.
He asked the mariachis if they knew how to sing Cananea Jail.. They
told him they did. Then they looked at me. I thought it over for a
moment. Then I nodded and started strumming the bass strings of
my guitar. What had happened made it only too plain I could never
trust Miss Rosas again. So we serenaded her father instead. '

%> AMapo Muro, who was born in Parral, Chihuahua, Mexico, now lives
and works in El Paso. His stories have appeared in several magazines in
this country; some of them in the Arizona Quarterly and NMQ. Like his

~ father, who wrote many ballads still sung in Chihuahua, he enjoys playing
the guitar and listening to the mariachis. He has traveled in Greece and
Latin America.
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