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Poverty's grip hasn't crushed family's spirit 
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Christopher Sprung 

SANTA ANA, Guatemala - The sun is only just waking when Cesar Morales Marquez steps into the damp morning air. 
He begins each day by climbing to the top of a mountain and turning a valve that sends piped water flowing to the 60-some families living in the colonia below. 

It's a job the 48-year-old carpenter does happily. In the six years his family has lived on this site, they have had running water just six months. 

Until February, Morales Marquez, his 43-year-old wife, Liliana, and the eldest of their seven children would rise at 4 a.m. and walk halfway down the mountainside to fetch every drop they needed for washing, cooking and drinking from a public square. 

Water - which flows to half the residents one day, the other half the next - is the only luxury the family knows. 

There are no weekends for Morales Marquez. He works every day. So does his wife, who has a job as a cleaning woman. Together they earn maybe $300 a month. 

Their one-room house of galvanized sheet metal and castoff lumber is barely large enough to hold the five neatly made beds inside. Everyone sleeps with a sibling except the eldest son. 

The home is humble but as neat and well ordered as a library. Everything is in its place and the cement floor is spotlessly swept. 

Children's drawings of Tweety Bird, teddy bears and flowers share the wall with a photo of Michael Jordan, a portrait of Christ crowned in nettles and dozens of other religious remembrances. On a side shelf, a golden locket hangs around the neck of a statue of the Virgin Mary. 

Enough electricity to run a radio or a lamp comes from a thin overhead line that is spliced to another home that gets power. The family pays neighbors for the hookup. 

Meals are cooked over an open fire in a separate shack about twice the size of a phone booth. The diet is simple, mostly bread, tortillas, beans, vegetables and fruits. 

Meat - on the few occasions it is served - must be purchased and prepared the same day, since there is no refrigeration. 

"There's always at least beans," says Rosa, the eldest of the children, who range from 20 to eight years old. But there have been times, when her father has been sick or work has been scarce, that there was little else to eat. 

Set off in the trees, the bathroom is a pit in the ground made private by a curtain of plastic sheeting wrapped around tree branches. 

The family may lack material, but they have spirit in abundance and no hint of despair resides in this house. 

Life's most important things - the love of family, the value of work, the importance of education and the necessity of hope - have been planted and cultivated as carefully here as the red impatiens, wide pink blooms of hibiscus, daisies and green chilies that line walkways around the house. 

"I'm usually a happy person, content with what I have," Rosa says through an interpreter. She does not dwell on their poverty. She sees what they have, not what they don't. 

Still she cannot hide her joy as family members and God's Child volunteers put the finishing touches on a second small room. 

It will be hers, you see. Well, not hers alone. She'll share it with sisters Silvia, Maria Solidad, and Amanda. They are younger sisters. And they know who's the boss. 

"It's going to be my room and I can decorate it the way I want to," Rosa says with a laugh. 

It can take up to an hour for the kids to walk into Antigua each day for school. Rosa studies business administration and hopes one day to go on to the university. 

It's the key to a better life, she's sure. But that doesn't mean a life away from this mountain. 

There are times, she admits, when she looks at houses in Antigua, ones with electric lights and indoor plumbing and windows, and she thinks they would be nice. 

But today she gazes down the mountainside and can't imagine living anywhere but on this very spot with this family that she loves. 

For the time being, her needs are few, her priorities simple: "To graduate, to work ... and to build on the house." 
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