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SYNOPSIS

The Felpetos have managed a clandestine lottery           
business for decades. The family enterprise  operates in 
a small housing development. Maribel leads a crew of    

clerks who log the bets from her living room. Alejandra, 
her mother, lives in an identicalhouse just a few meters 

away, which serves as the administrative office. 
Some lotto bankers have been raided lately, and the       
atmosphere in the neighborhood has become strage 

since. There has been talk about police dismissals and      
big-money movements. Nobody can tell what is true from 

the rumors or the news on TV.

Maribel Felpeto



The Lottery team at Maribel’s living room
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

The quiniela, as the clandestine lottery is known in Argentina, has 
been part of the national imaginary since its beginnings. Banned 
and legalized several times throughout the 19th century, it was 
finally nationalized as the National Charity Lottery in 1895.

Very quickly, the same Congress that debated extensively the 
contradictions of using betting money for charitable purposes 
approved its fiscal diversion to other emergencies, and the lo-
ttery went from being morally judged to becoming one of the 
main mechanisms of State revenue collection. 

Its fanaticism reached even the elites. It is said that in one of the 
pockets of Leandro N. Alem’s lifeless body they found a letter 
- today considered his political testament - and three lottery 
tickets. With the prohibition of the “quiniela” by Hipólito Yri-
goyen’s Law of Repression of Gambling, illegal gambling moved 
its most intense activity from the City of Buenos Aires to the 
suburbs. To this day, it continues to be one of the main systems 
of illegal collection of the police, politics and generates profits 
of billions of pesos. The Hospital Español neighborhood is at 
a vertex formed by the towns of Temperley, Turdera and Lla-
vallol. This border area was the territory of El Chino Sabella, a 
respected “banquero”, as the underground gambling capitalists 
are known in slang. My childhood home (a typical middle-class

house with exposed brick and Californian tiles) was next door 
to Fabián’s house, Chino’s brother. Fabián had problems with al-
cohol and it was said that he had been mortally wounded in the 
heart by a vinchuca bug. His house was used as a warehouse and
workshop for the feet of cars and motorbikes used by the or-
ganization’s couriers, who were in charge of collecting the mo-
ney from the bets. He had three sons. Darío, Javier and Jorge. 
My father used to forbid me to go out and play with Fabián’s 
sons. But when my parents split up, those kids became my best 
friends. We would spend hours listening to music inside the or-
ganization’s cars. We would imagine long road trips with uncer-
tain destinations.

Sometimes we would sell numbers for invented raffles or ask 
for merchandise at the
neighborhood grocery store. Asking for something for free was 
an acquired right simply
because of their surname.

To add an income to my father’s meager child support, my mo-
ther started working as a bookmaker in the call center that ope-
rated in the house that El Chino shared with his wife and chil-
dren. The need of widowed and divorced women is the main 
guarantee of discretion and trust in the administration of un-
derground gambling. Everything happened in a family and trus-



ting environment. They worked from ten o’clock at night, when 
the last prize was drawn. My mother would upload the data and 
the software would search for matches and calculate the pri-
zes. A police car would pass by the door every hour and sound 
the sirens as if to say: ‘everything is in order’. Every now and 
then - usually when there were new appointments in the Bue-
nos Aires police - raids were carried out and a few people were
arrested. At least until the bankers in the area came to an agree-
ment and settled their “position”, which is the fee they pay to 
the district police station for each person raising bets on the 
street.

In more than one sense, the quiniela, with its Neapolitan ori-
gins, its family organization and its metaphysics of dreams, 
seems like the abstract representation of the aspirations and 
limits of a large part of the working class in the conurbano bo-
naerense. The certainty, as a famous Argentine trade unionist 
used to say, and as the sons of good families know very well, 
that fortune is not made by working.

“From January to January, everything is for the banker.”
Popular phrase

“I come from a vertiginous country, where the lottery is a major part of reality.”
Jorge Luis Borges, La lotería de Babilonia





6 Rue Desargues, 
75011, Paris, France
+33 9 54 37 21 98

www.mpmpremium.com

INTERNATIONAL SALES

Quentin Worthington
quentin@mpmpremium.com

+33 6 49 23 19 07

FILM FESTIVALS

Natalia Isotta
natalia@mpmpremium.com

+33 6 84 31 82 09


