“The Monkey Box”

In the early part of the 1800s, a family of noblemen of the highest hereditary rank lived in Spain. The family Fuentes originated from lineage of royalty and wealth. They also had numerous children. One of these children became a Catholic priest. The priest was not agreeable with a life of celibacy. He met a young woman and fell in love with her, and the romance continued on until the year of 1850 when the young woman became pregnant. Nine months later she bore a baby girl whom they named Lydia. The priest and the young woman decided to try to keep the affair and pregnancy quiet, since they knew it would be disastrous for the priest’s family name. Shortly after little Lydia’s mother gave birth, she became very sick and died. At that time it became public knowledge the priest was the father of baby Lydia. It was no small matter that the priest was having an affair with a young lady.

In the best interest of the family’s name, it was decided the priest would leave the country with his young daughter. With him would go his portion of the family inheritance, his documents of the family name of royal descent, and proof of his title of duke.

The priest gave up his priesthood and boarded a ship destined for the Americas; it took several weeks to cross the Atlantic Ocean. He and his young daughter docked in Vera Cruz, a coastal city in Mexico. 

During that time the Spaniards were still immigrating to Mexico. The priest traveled from Vera Cruz to the pueblo of San Bartolomé de los Llanos (Llanos means an even flat plane. Ll in Spanish has a ‘Y’ sound, ‘Yanos’) in the state of Chiapas. Today the pueblo of San Bartolomé de los Llanos is now called Venustiano Carranza, Carranza for short.

San Bartolomé de los Llanos was a small, beautiful pueblo with cobblestone streets. It sat on a bluff halfway elevated on a small, centuries-old, dormant volcano in the Grijalva River Valley. It was surrounded by green jungle. The pueblo could be seen for miles before approaching it, as the houses were made of whitewashed adobe that glistened in the sun. When it rained in San Bartolomé de los Llanos, it rained with such a downpour that the streets turned into rivers. The inhabitants were prospering with the land, a very fertile region. Of course there were the Indians, descendants of the Mayan, who also lived in the region. 

In the pueblo of San Bartolomé de los Llanos, the priest had friends whom he knew back in his country of Spain. He had written and informed them he was traveling to Mexico with his daughter Lydia. Since he had to leave Spain in a hurry because of his family’s embarrassment and ridicule, he did not wait for a reply. He did not know what his friends were going to say in regard to his situation, but he would soon find out. 

Arriving in San Bartolomé de los Llanos, his friend, Dr. Miguel Gonzales, had already heard of the situation and was disappointed with regard to his priesthood and what he did to his family’s reputation. The priest noticed this as soon as he entered their home. The greetings of the family were not what they should have been. These people, whom the priest called his friends before they immigrated to Mexico from Spain, looked at the priest with high regard because of his representation of people in God’s name. 

A few days after arriving, the priest spoke to his friend the doctor and told him what he had decided to do about himself and his little child. He asked his friend if he and his family were willing to take on the responsibility of caring for and nourishing little Lydia. He told him they would be well compensated for their work in caring and raising the child. In reply his friend told the priest they would find pleasure in caring for his young child. The Gonzales’ had two children of their own, and one more would not be a burden on the family.

The priest left enough money to care for his daughter for many years. In addition, he paid them in advance what he thought would be a sufficient amount for their work in raising and educating her. He also left the documents indicating her family’s heritage. He left the portion of her inheritance she would receive when she became of age. The priest then left and said he would return periodically to see how his young daughter was doing. Once he left, he never returned and was never seen or heard from again.

Everything went well from the start of the relationship with the young girl and the Gonzales family. Young Lydia enjoyed being raised by Dr. Gonzales and his wife and growing up in the beautiful pueblo of San Bartolomé de los Llanos.

Lydia grew to be a very beautiful young girl. She was a rubia (light complexion with light hair and blue eyes). She was also very respectful, since this was the way the family taught her to be. 

Lydia was now sixteen years old. During that time there was a family in the state of Sonora by the name of Rodriguez. One of the sons, Francisco Rodriguez, wanted to travel south to a territory about which he had heard so much. Francisco was a very large and strong man, bigger than the average Mexican. He had broad shoulders and was a good looking man who stood tall, having excellent posture. He was twenty-six years old then and considered himself to be a man. He was old in comparison to sixteen-year-old Lydia. In Mexico, oftentimes, older men took young girls for their wives. 

Francisco arrived in the pueblo of San Bartolomé de los Llanos to work. He was there for only two months. One Sunday afternoon he was walking through the town. He often walked in this particular direction after visiting his friends. He turned a corner and caught sight of a beautiful, young sixteen-year-old girl with blue eyes. Francisco was a man who appreciated beauty. 

Lydia was standing in front of her friend’s house, chatting with two other girls about small matters, when she saw Francisco walking towards her. He caught her attention.

Francisco slowed his pace. He smiled at Lydia. Lydia did not know if she should return his smile. She had seen Francisco around town and thought he was good looking; however, she had never been formally introduced to him. She could not help herself and returned his smile. “Hey, Lydia,” Rosa, one of Lydia’s neighbors who was also her best friend, asked, “Who is that? Do you know him?”

At first Lydia did not answer, staring in a trance at Francisco. Francisco was walking away and turned his head in order not to take his eyes off Lydia.

“No, but I have seen him a few times,” Lydia replied.

“What do you mean, you have seen him? Have you talked to him?” Rosa asked, thinking it was not a good idea for Lydia to be friendly with someone whom she did not know.

Lydia continued looking at Francisco and said in a low voice, “No, I have not spoken to him yet.”

The following day in late evening, Francisco walked through town and looked for the same blue-eyed girl. He did not see her anywhere in the street. He felt she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. He wanted to get to know her and was not going to let the chance get away from him.

Every evening during the week he went to see his same friend, Ramiro, hoping to see Lydia. Ramiro was a person he had met when he first arrived in Chiapas. On Friday he saw her in front of one of the homes talking to the same girl. Upon seeing her, he stopped in his tracks and stepped over to the side near the buildings. He mixed in with others who were standing around and visiting with one another. Francisco squatted down, leaning against a wall to observe Lydia. He saw her smile and gesture with her arms. His thoughts were of her beauty. He then watched while her friend spoke. He saw Lydia concentrating on her friend’s every word, her eyes staring, in deep thought, and taking in every syllable that was being spoken to her. Francisco felt his heart flutter. He had to get to know her. He just had to!

Francisco stood up and walked in their direction, across the street, two homes away. Just as he was approaching, another girl ran up to Lydia, pulling on her dress and hurriedly telling her something. Lydia turned, told her something, turned back, patted her friend on the shoulder, and walked away with the girl who came for her. Just as she was leaving, she saw Francisco walking towards her. She stopped; she knew this man had something she had never seen in any other man in all her life. Francisco smiled at her again and moved his head up as if he were greeting her. Lydia returned his smile. She wanted to stay and talk to him. The girl who came for her pulled on her dress again and said, “Come on, Lydia! You are going to get in trouble if you do not hurry!”

Lydia kept up with her but at the same time looked back at Francisco, smiling as she turned the corner in another direction. At least now he knew her name. He repeated her name many times in his mind for the next two days.

The following Sunday Francisco again hoped he would catch a glimpse of beautiful Lydia. He walked the same street he had walked the last few days.

He did not know Lydia was waiting for him, hoping he would walk by. She was talking to her friends in front of the same house as the previous week. As Francisco approached, their eyes met. He gave Lydia a smile, and she returned the smile. He knew instantly that she was not just any girl. This was the girl he had often imagined in his dreams; he knew someday he would find her.

“Could this be her?” he thought. 

This was why at twenty-six years of age he had never been interested in any other woman. He had seen this girl’s light hair dancing in his dreams, but Francisco was never able to see her face. When Lydia smiled at him, he knew she was the one. 

“This has to be her,” he thought.

 This was going to be the girl with whom he would spend the rest of his life. He just knew it.

Lydia felt as if she knew this man. Suddenly as she returned his smile, she realized she was in love.

She wondered, “Is it true one can fall in love right away?” As he approached, she felt she already knew him.

“Oíga chamaca (Hey girl), what’s your name?” Francisco asked, acting as if he did not know it.

“Lydia,” she answered, wondering why this good-looking, older man was asking her. She wondered if he felt as she did. 

“Lydia, do you live around here?” Francisco asked as he took a few steps toward her, admiring her beauty.

“Yes, I live with the familia Gonzales. He is the doctor of the pueblo,” she answered, pointing a few doors down.

“And who is your father?” Francisco wanted to know since he might recognize the family name. 

“My father does not live here, but our familia’s name is Fuentes.”

“And who, might I ask, are you, señor?” Lydia asked as she took a few steps toward him, wondering why she was doing this and knowing she usually was a very shy girl. 

“Francisco Rodriguez. I am from the state of Sonora,” Francisco answered proudly. He continued, “and I came all this way to meet you.” He took off his hat and had a serious smile on his face.

Lydia giggled and said, “How did you know I lived here in this pueblo, Señor Francisco?” she asked, knowing Francisco was his first name and not his last.

“That’s Rodriguez. Francisco is my first name,” he corrected her. Both started taking a few steps toward each other as if they knew one another.

“Well, nice to meet you, Señor Francisco Rodriguez. Where are you from? I have not seen you around here. Well, I saw you walk through here but only this week.”

“I am from the state of Sonora as I have said. I heard so much about Chiapas, I wanted to come and see if it is as beautiful as I was told.”

Lydia smiled at Francisco, now feeling comfortable talking to him. “Well, is it as beautiful as you heard?”

“Oh no, it is not. It is ten times as beautiful as I was told. I love the state and really love this pueblo (town).”

They both came to a stop. Lydia knew she could not continue to walk with him, although she wished she could.

“Listen, Lydia, I would like to come back this evening and ask your parents if I can take you for a walk to the Calvario. Would you like to come?” Francisco asked, hoping she would accept. The Calvario (Calvary) was on top of the old volcano. It was given this name because a cross was erected there. The people of San Bartolomé de los Llanos would go to the top of the mountain and see the beauty of the area. They never tired of the sights.

Francisco knew if she accepted she would be the girl who was going to be his wife. 

In the next few seconds as she was thinking of her answer, Francisco admired her facial expressions, the way she spoke, and the way she pulled her hair back over her shoulder. Her beauty was indescribable to him. “How can I write my familia and describe this beauty to them?” he thought.

“That would be nice, Francisco. I would like to go with you, but I need to take a chaperon,” Lydia answered, knowing this charming man was going to be her choice.

“That will be fine. I would insist on it,” Francisco commented, trying to impress her.

“My friends and familia call me Chico. If you would like to call me Chico (Little), or if you want to call me Francisco, you may. Whatever you prefer.” 

In these short, few seconds, he felt a strong closeness develop for her. He had never felt this for any woman or girl.

“Why do they call you Chico when you are so big?” she wanted to know.

“Believe it or not, I was not always this big. I used to be chico,” he answered jokingly.

“I do not believe a big man like you could have ever been chico,” she said in an admiring way.

“May I come for you at your home around seven?” 

“That will be fine. I will be waiting for you,” she answered as she turned back and took a few steps toward her friends. 

“Oh, Lydia, where do you live?” Chico asked as he turned and walked backwards a few steps.

Lydia pointed in the direction she had pointed earlier. “Two houses down the street.” It was in the same direction that Chico was walking. She continued, “Over there, on your right, at the corner house, the home with the doctor’s name on the top of the door.” 

“All right, Lydia. I will see you later,” Chico responded, not wanting to take his eyes off her.

As Lydia walked back to her friends Rosa and Martha, she was in a daze, not knowing what came over her and liking and admiring this older man whose name was Chico. 

“Who was that, Lydia, your grandfather?” one of the girls asked, teasing her. 

Lydia did not hear what her friend said. She was thinking of Chico’s smile and the words he used. She repeated them in her mind and heart.

“Rosa, what are you doing this evening?” Lydia asked.

“I do not know. Why?”

“Would you like to come with me to the Calvario?” Lydia asked, hoping she would accept.

“Yes, Lydia. I will go with you. But why?”

“I just want you to go with me; that is all.”

 Lydia did not say much more about going to the Calvario. She went home not saying much of anything else to her friends. 

When she arrived home, she went to her room to read what the doctor assigned her. To study and read everyday was part of her formal education. Lydia was a humble girl. She had been told of her family’s heritage and the money she was going to receive when she became of age. Lydia did not think much of it; it just was not important to her. She often wondered what she would do with so much money, knowing she was happy without it. “Why would I need anymore than I am able to earn?” she thought.

That evening at dinner the Gonzales family sat down together to eat as they did every day. Lydia sat in her regular chair, poking at her food. She did not have an appetite. She just could not get Francisco out of her mind. 

“Who was he? Why did he show so much interest in me? He was very good looking. He was sure to have his pick of all the women in this pueblo,” she thought.

“Lydia, are you all right? You are not eating. Do you feel well?” the doctor asked, sitting at the other end of the table. The doctor was very good with her. In fact, if she did not know better, she would think this man was her real father. Dr. Miguel Gonzales was an older man in his forties. He was moderately bald and on the heavy side.

“I am fine, sir. I was just wondering if I could have your permission to go for a walk with my friend Rosa and another friend this evening?” 

“Sure you can. Why do you ask? You often take walks. Is the other friend who is going with you a muchacho (boy)?” the doctor asked, wondering if that was the reason for her request.

“Yes, kind of a muchacho,” she answered, not knowing how the doctor would react if she told him the boy was a man. 

“What do you mean ‘kind of a muchacho’?” the doctor asked, looking at Lydia in an odd way.

Señora Lupe Gonzales interrupted, “Who is this muchacho whom you are going to go for a walk with, hija?” she wanted to know, since she practically knew all the boys in town. Señora Gonzales was a school teacher. She was an attractive woman in her forties, even though she did not look a day older than thirty-five. She had long, black hair and big, brown eyes. 

Lydia thought it over and reasoned to herself that it was best not to say anything about Francisco’s not really being a boy. 

“He is just a friend. His name is Francisco Rodriguez, and he is a very nice person.”

“Francisco Rodriguez?” Señora Gonzales said in a low voice with her finger on her lip as if she were in deep thought. She continued, “I do not think I know who he is. Is his familia the familia Rodriguez who live in Tuxla Gutierrez?” Tuxla Gutierrez was a big town about a two-day ride on horseback from their home.

“I do not know,” answered Lydia, hoping they would stop trying to figure out who he was. 

“Fine. You may go, Lydia. But you need to be very careful because, as I told you many times, you are a special muchacha with a special familia,” the doctor reminded her in a serious and proud way.

That evening at exactly seven o’clock, there was a knock at the door. Señora Gonzales went to see who it was, anticipating Lydia’s new friend. When she opened the door, she saw a young man holding his hat. She thought maybe Lydia’s friend could not take her for a walk and he had sent a messenger to inform Lydia what had happened.

“Señora, my name is Francisco; and I came to ask if Lydia and her friend can take a walk with me to the Calvario,” he said, thinking this older woman was very pretty for being the older doctor’s wife. He had seen the doctor around town and thought he was in his fifties.

“You are Francisco?” Señora Gonzales asked, showing her surprise. 

“Yes. I wanted to ask if I could take Lydia for a walk to the Calvario.”

“Yes. She asked us. Come in, young man, and have a seat. I will tell Lydia that you are here,” Señora Gonzales stated as she pointed to a chair by the front door. 

Señora Gonzales thought as she walked away, “No wonder Lydia said he was, ‘kind of a muchacho.’”

Lydia’s room was toward the back of the house. The doctor and his family lived in one of the biggest homes in town. Here in this part of Mexico, the weather was tropical. From the street the houses were lined up side-by-side with very few alleyways, just as any other small town in Mexico at that time. Most of the homes were built with rooms of three walls only. The fourth wall was opened to the enclosed yard outside. Lydia’s room had beads hanging on her door for privacy.

“Lydia, your friend is here,” Señora Gonzales said in a tone of disapproval. 

She thought as she was walking away from Lydia’s room, “The young man is much too old for our Lydia; and more than that, he is just a ranch hand. A laborer at that!” Señora Gonzales knew this by the way he dressed. 

She walked away from Lydia’s room toward her bedroom where she thought her husband awaited her. In a low voice she said to herself, “Lydia cannot have a muchacho friend who is a ranch hand! She has special blood! ‘Blue Blood’!” 

She needed to inform her husband about the situation and see what he was going to do about it. She approached their bedroom and looked inside. He was not there. 

“He would either be in this room or in his small doctor’s office next door,” she thought. The house was connected to the small office by a door.

She thought that if she could reach the doctor right away he would stop it right then, before they left on their walk. The doctor was a strict man. When he saw something that was not proper, he put a stop to it immediately. She stepped into the doctor’s office and said, “Are you here, Miguel?” She waited for a reply. 

“Yes, over here,” the doctor answered.

The doctor's office had two rooms. One room was to see the patients; and the other room had three beds for the sick who had to stay, since there was no hospital in San Bartolomé de los Llanos. His office was the hospital. 

“Miguel, you need to come right away! Lydia’s boyfriend is not a muchacho friend but a man friend! Not only that, he is a ranch hand!” Señora Gonzales exclaimed, attempting to rush the doctor.

“How do you know that, Lupe?” he asked with a suspicious expression in his eyes.

“Because I just met him at the front door. He came to get Lydia!” she exclaimed, wanting him to run to where the young man sat.

The doctor looked down at his patient, who was lying on the bed, and said, “I will be back in just a few minutes.”

He started walking behind his wife as she started for the front part of the house.

