
Excerpts from The House on Mango Street 

 

Mango Says Goodbye Sometimes 

 I like to tell stories. I tell them inside my head. I tell them after the mailman says, Here’s your 

mail. Here’s your mail he said. 

 I make a story for my own life, for each step my brown shoe takes. I say, “And so she trudged 

up the wooden stairs, her sad brown shoes taking her to the house she never liked.” 

 I like to tell stories. I am going to tell you a story about a girl who didn’t want to belong. 

 We didn’t always live on Mango Street. Before that we lived on Loomis on the third floor, and 

before that we lived on Keeler. Before Keeler it was Paulina, but what I remember most is Mango 

Street, sad red house, the house I belong but do not belong to. 

 I put it down on paper and then the ghost does not ache so much. I write it down and Mango 

says goodbye sometimes. She does not hold me with both arms. She sets me free. 

 One day I will pack my bags of books and paper. One day I will say goodbye to Mango. I am 

too strong for her to keep me here forever. One day I will go away. 

 Friends and neighbors will say, What happened to that Esperanza? Where did she go with all 

those books and paper? Why did she march so far away? 

 They will not know I have gone away to come back. For the ones I left behind. For the ones 

who cannot out. 

 

Cathy: Queen of Cats 

 She says, I am the great great grand cousin of the queen of France. She lives upstairs, over 

there, next door to Joe the baby-grabber. Keep away from him, she says. He is full of danger. Benny 

and Blanca own the corner store. They’re okay except don’t lean on the candy counter. Two girls 

raggedy as rats live across the street. You don’t want to know them. Edna is the lady who owns the 

building next to you. She used to own a building as big as a whale, but her brother sold it. Their mother 

said no, no, don’t ever sell it. I won’t. And then closed her eyes and he sold it. Alicia is stuck-up ever 

since she went to college. She used to like me but now she doesn’t. 

 Cathy who is queen of cats has cats and cats and cats. Baby cats, big cats, skinny cats, sick cats. 

Cats asleep like little donuts. Cats on top of the refrigerator. Cats taking a walk on the dinner table. Her 

house is like cat heaven. 

 You want a friend, she says. Okay, I’ll be your friend. But only till next Tuesday. That’s when 

we move away. Got to. Then as if she forgot I just moved in, she says the neighborhood is getting bad. 

 Cathy’s father will have to fly to France one day and find her great great distant grand cousin 

on her father’s side and inherit the family house. How do I know this is so? She told me so. In the 

meantime they’ll just have to move a little father north from Mango Street, a little father away every 

time people like us keep moving in. 

 

Minerva Writes Poems 

 Minerva is only a little bit older than me but already she has two kids and a husband who left. 

Her mother raised her kids alone and it looks like her daughters will go that way too. Minerva cried 

because her luck is unlucky. Every night and day. And prays. But when the kids are asleep after she’s 

fed them their pancake dinner, she writes poems on little pieces of paper that she folds over and over 

and holds in her hand a long time, little pieces of paper that smell like a dime. 

 She lets me read her poems. I let her read mine. She is always sad like a house on fire – always 

something wrong. She has many troubles, but the big one is her husband who left and keeps leaving. 

 One day she is through and lets him know enough is enough. Out the door he goes. Clothes, 

records, shoes. Out the window and the door locked. But that night he comes back and sends a big rock 

through the window. Then he is sorry and she opens the door gain. Same story. 

 Next week she comes over back and blue and asks what can she do? Minerva. I don’t know 

which way she’ll go. There is nothing I can do. 

 

 

 



Papa Who Wakes Up Tired in the Dark 

 Your abuelito is dead, Pape says early one morning in my room. Esta muerto, and then as if he 

just heard the news himself, crumples like a coat and cries, my brave papa cries. I have never seen my 

Papa cry and don’t know what to do. 

 I know he will have to go away, that he will take a plane to Mexico, all the uncles and aunts 

will be there, and they will have a black-and-white photo taken in front of the tomb with flowers 

shaped like spears in a white vase because this is how they send the dead away in the country.  

 Because I am the oldest, my father has told me first, and now it is my turn to tell the others. I 

will have to explain why we can’t play. I will have to tell them to be quiet today.   

 My Papa, his thick hands and thick shoes, who wakes up tired in the dark, who combs his hair 

with water, drinks his coffee, and is gone before we wake, today is sitting on my bed. 

 And I think if my own Papa died what would I do. I hold my Papa in my arms. I hold and hold 

and hold him. 

 

Marin 

 Marin’s boyfriend is in Puerto Rico. She shows us his letters and makes us promise not to tell 

anybody they’re getting married when she goes back to P.R. she says he didn’t get a job yet, but she’s 

saving the money she gets from selling Avon and taking care of her cousins. 

 Marin says that if she stays here next year, she’s going to get a real job downtown because 

that’s where the best jobs are, since you always get to look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and 

can meet someone in the subway who might marry you and take you to live in a big house far away. 

 But next year Louie’s parents are going to send her back to her mother with a letter saying 

she’s too much trouble, and that is too bad because I like Marin. She is older and knows lots of things. 

She is the old who told us how Davey the Baby’s sister got pregnant and what cream is best for taking 

off moustache hair and if you count the white flecks on your fingernails you can know how many boys 

are thinking of you and lots of other things I can’t remember now. 

 We never see Marin until her aunt comes home from work, and even then she can only stay out 

in front. She is there every night with the radio. When the light in her aunt’s room goes out, Marin 

lights a cigarette and it doesn’t matter if it’s cold or if the radio doesn’t work or if we’ve got nothing to 

say to each other. What matters, Marin says is for the boys to see us and for us to see them. And since 

Marin’s skirts are shorter and since her eyes are pretty, and since Marin is already older than us in 

many ways, the boys who do pass by say stupid things like I am in love with those two green apples 

you call eyes, give them to me why don’t you. And Marin just looks at them without even blinking and 

is not afraid. 

 Marin, under the streetlight, dancing by herself, is singing the same song somewhere. I know. 

Is waiting for a car to stop, a star to fall, someone to change her life. 

 

Rafaela Who Drinks Coconut and Papaya Juice on Tuesdays. 

 On Tuesday’s Rafaela’s husband comes home late because that’s the night he plays dominoes. 

And then Rafaela, who is still young but getting old from leaning out the window so much, gets locked 

indoors because her husband is afraid Rafaela will run away since she is too beautiful to look at. 

 Rafaela leans out the window and leans on her elbow and dreams her hair is like Rapunzel’s. 

On the corner there is music from the bar, and Rafaela wishes she could go there and dance before she 

gets old. 

 A long time passes and we forget she is up there watching until she says: Kids, if I give you a 

dollar will you go to the store and buy me something? She throws a crumpled dollar down and always 

asks for coconut or sometimes papaya juice, and we send it up to her in a paper shopping bag she lets 

down on a clothesline. 

 Rafaela who drinks and drinks coconut and papaya juice on Tuesdays and wishes there were 

sweeter drinks, not bitter like and empty room, but sweet sweet like the island, like the dance hall 

down the street where women much older than her throw green eyes easily like dice and open homes 

with keys. And always there is someone offering sweeter drinks, someone promising to keep them on a 

silver string. 

 



My Name 

 In English my name means hope. In Spanish it means too many letters. It means sadness, it 

means waiting. It is like the number nine. A muddy color. It is the Mexican records my father plays on 

Sunday mornings when he is shaving, songs like sobbing. 

 It was my great-grandmother’s name and now it is mine. She was a horse woman too, born like 

me in the Chinese year of the horse – which is supposed to be bad luck if you are born female – but I 

think this is a Chinese lie because the Chinese, like the Mexicans, don’t like their women strong. 

 My great-grandmother. I would’ve liked to have known her, a wild horse of a woman, so wild 

she wouldn’t marry. Until my great-grandfather threw a sack over her head and carried her off. Just 

like that, as if she were a fancy chandelier. That’s the way he did it. 

 And the story goes she never forgave him. She looked out the window her whole life, the way 

so many women sit their sadness on an elbow. I wonder if she made the best with what she got or was 

she sorry because she couldn’t be all the things she wanted to be. Esperanza. I have inherited her name, 

but I don’t want to inherit her place by the window. 

 At school they say my name funny as if the syllables were made out of tin and hurt the roof of 

your mouth. But in Spanish my name is made out of a softer something, like silver, not quite as thick 

as sister’s name – Magdalena – which is uglier than mine. Magdalena who at least can come home and 

become Nenny. But I am always Esperanza. 

 I would like to baptize myself under a new name, a name more like the real me, the one nobody 

sees. Esperanza as Lisandra or Maritza or Zeze the X. Yes. Something like Zeze the X will do. 

 

Beautiful and Cruel 

 I am an ugly daughter. I am the one nobody comes for. Nenny says she won’t wait her whole 

life for a husband to come and get her, that Minerva’s sister left her mother’s house by having a baby, 

but she doesn’t want to go that way either. She wants things all her own, to pick and choose. Nenny 

has pretty eyes and it’s easy to talk that way if you are pretty. 

 My mother says when I get older my dusty hair will settle and my blouse will learn to stay 

clean, but I have decided not to grow up tame like the others who lay their necks on the threshold 

waiting for the ball and chain to come. 

 In the movies there is always one with red red lips who is beautiful and cruel. She is the one 

who drives the men crazy and laughs them all away. Her power is her own. She will not give it away. 

 I have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I am one who leave the table like a man, without 

putting back the chair or picking up the plate. 

 

Four Skinny Trees 

 They are the only ones who understand me. I am the only one who understands them. Four 

skinny trees with skinny necks and pointy elbows like mine. Four who do not belong here but are here. 

Four raggedy excuses planted by the city. From our room we can hear them, buy Nenny just sleeps and 

doesn’t appreciate these things. 

 Their strength is secret. They send ferocious roots beneath the ground. They grow up and they 

grow down and grab the earth between their hairy toes and bite the sky with violent teeth and never 

quit their anger. This is how they keep. 

 Let one forget his reason for being, they’d all droop like tulips in a glass, each with their arms 

around the other. Keep, keep, keep, keep trees say when I sleep. They teach. 

 When I am too sad and too skinny to keep keeping, when I am a tiny thing against so many 

bricks, then it is in look at trees. When there is nothing left to look at on this street. Four who grew 

despite concrete. Four who reach and do not forget to reach. Four whose only reason is to be and be. 

 

 


