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THE SÁNCHEZ SISTERS HAVE THEIR SAY . . . 

On Determination: “When I first came to the Hill, I immediately began lobbying members of Congress. I desperately wanted to be on the Judiciary Committee  . . .  there were also senior members vying for it and no openings. Then I heard that Barney Frank had just vacated his position  . . .  On January 28, 2003, I received a call that I’d landed the slot! So, once again I learned: never say never.”

—Linda

On Commitment: “I never complain anymore about having to fly, not getting enough sleep  . . .  If people want to speak to me, it’s because they need something solved; they don’t think that government listens to them, and they want answers. That’s all part of the job.”

—Loretta

On Giving 110 Percent: “I frequently underestimate myself and what I’m capable of. However, throw me into a situation where I’m forced to produce out of my comfort zone and I can do it. You just have to believe you can rise to the occasion.”

—Linda

On the Woman Who Inspired Them the Most: “If Mom saw kids in the neighborhood who didn’t have a jacket — kids who were much poorer than ourselves — she would go door-to-door, sell tamales, and raise the money to ensure these kids had galoshes and jackets. We were one of the poorest families in the area of Anaheim where we grew up, yet Mom always thought that others had far larger needs than we did.”

—Loretta

 . . .  NOW LET THEM EMPOWER YOU!


To the strong women in our lives

who made us the women we are,

especially our grandmother, Amalia,

and our mother, Maria

To the girls who are developing their strength,

And the women who are still discovering theirs  . . . 


Foreword

The story of Loretta and Linda Sánchez is one of perseverance and achievement. It renews my optimism in America’s future.

The Congress I entered in 1987 was a different place from the one that serves the nation today. There were only eighteen women in both the House and Senate, compared to ninety today. There were fourteen members of Hispanic descent in the Congress, but not a single Hispanic woman. Congress looked little like the nation that it was elected to represent.

We have made great progress since then, thanks to the tenacity and determination of women and minorities who have fought to bring our nation closer to the ideal of equality which is both our heritage and our hope.

Loretta and Linda Sánchez are two of those tenacious fighters. Their story is one of many firsts. They are the first sisters — indeed the first women of any relation — to serve in Congress together. Loretta is the first woman and minority person to represent a district in Orange County, California; the first Head Start child to be elected to Congress; and the first woman to reach the highest positions on the Armed Services and Homeland Security committees in the House. Linda is the first Latina to serve on the House Judiciary Committee and the first woman ever to chair its Subcommittee on Commercial and Administrative Law.

Their story, however, is about more than electoral success and titles. Their story, and their family’s story, is a quintessential American story. Their parents, who came to this country speaking almost no English, and without much money in their pockets, worked hard and eventually raised a family of seven. Their seven children went on to earn not only college degrees, but advanced degrees in business, finance, and law. This is essentially the same story as that of my Italian predecessors; it is the same story as that of the German, Irish, Polish, and other immigrants who came to our shores and enriched and strengthened our nation.

Ignorance, generalizations, and bigotry are sometimes allowed to obscure the tremendous contributions of immigrants. Instead, I choose to think of the story of a young Mexican immigrant, Alfredo Quinones-Hinojosa, who grew up picking fruit in California, eventually made his way to Harvard Medical School, and today works as a surgeon in my native Baltimore, dedicated to finding a cure for brain cancer. He is just one success story among so many.

Though Loretta and Linda each met resistance from those who said their dreams weren’t rightfully theirs to dream, they defied the naysayers and blazed their own paths. Just as their parents enriched our nation, they are enriching the work of Congress — Loretta as a leader on issues of defense and homeland security, and Linda as a leader for social justice and civil rights.

Read on and enjoy getting to know Loretta and Linda, just as I have during my years working with them. They are two of the most dynamic women in Congress today. Their stories are candid, funny, and motivating. With this book, they have given us a great gift.

NANCY PELOSI

Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives
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Mi Casa Es Su Casa

In 1851, Israel Washburn was elected to Congress. Two years later, Elihu Washburne joined him in the House of Representatives. Perhaps the extra e at the end of Elihu’s last name prevented people from realizing it at the time, but these were the first brothers ever to serve in Congress.

About a century later, a young Mexican woman made the decision to head north in pursuit of a better life. If she had been informed during that exhausting journey, when her future was just a giant question mark, that two of her seven yet-to-be-born children would become the first sisters in the American Congress, she would have been incredulous. And yet, that’s exactly what happened.

In January 2003, precisely 150 years after the aforementioned brothers’ names were written into the history books, Loretta and Linda Sánchez, daughters of immigrants Maria Macias and Ignacio Sánchez, became the first sisters in Congress. Before this, 1,881 relatives had served in the House, but never sisters. Why did it take so long? And what enabled us to finally break through this most resilient of barriers?

Of course, we’re delighted to be the first and, so far, only sisters on Capitol Hill, but we’re also disheartened. As we stride down the halls of the Longworth Building, racing to the next vote, why don’t we see more faces like our own, female or Latino? Anyone who’s glanced at recent U.S. population statistics knows that the word minority is rapidly becoming a misnomer, as 35 million Hispanics certainly don’t sound all that minor to us. Okay, so we’re the exception. But we shouldn’t be. And that’s why we want to tell our story — to inspire others to pursue a career in public service, and to ultimately speed up the sluggish transition to a more representative government.

Step into our world, both political and personal, and take a behind-the-scenes look at our joint and individual experiences. After all, despite sharing the same background and many similar views, we’re also two very distinct individuals: Loretta the businesswoman, Linda the lawyer; Loretta the neat freak, Linda the leave-it-where-it-drops specialist; Loretta the exercise-conscious early riser, Linda the late stop-out who’s returning home just as her big sister is getting up. It would make for some engaging interaction if we shared a home together in Washington, D.C.

LORETTA

To a certain extent we grew up together, but in many ways we didn’t. I’m the second among seven kids, Linda’s number six, and the older siblings usually stayed together and the younger ones played together. However, the older ones also had to take care of the younger ones, so from changing Linda’s diapers when she was a baby to watching over her and our youngest brother, Michael, when our mom had to work or run errands, I served as a sort of surrogate mother.

LINDA

She always had her soapbox and was preaching about eating the right food, doing chores, and taking care of ourselves to the point where sometimes I felt like I might as well be living in a convent. She was not only a caregiver, but a disciplinarian as well. While our parents were stricter with the older siblings and more lenient by the time they got around to us, it was the older siblings who were super strict with the younger. Still, I don’t think I ever consciously thought about defying them. In Latino families, there’s a lot of deference given by younger kids to older siblings, because you’re supposed to respect authority. So, while Loretta might recall me disobeying her, I didn’t ever purposely resist what she told me to do.

LORETTA

I’d agree with that. When there are seven kids, you have to keep control or chaos will ensue, and so there was a lot of discipline in our home. Having been raised strictly myself, I was the same with the younger set when I was in charge. I was responsible for them, and I tried to use the same parenting techniques that I saw my mom use. I think Linda used to call me the Witch.

LINDA

Actually, it was the Warden. While Henry was the firstborn among the siblings, for all intents and purposes Loretta was the eldest. She was the one who took charge.

LORETTA

That’s largely because Henry is an artist and a dreamer. As the head guy he always took the brunt of our parents’ discipline. He was expected to do everything right, and for the most part he did. But at the same time, being a dreamer, he didn’t want to be in control of the younger kids, so he handed that responsibility to me.

LINDA

On Saturdays we had to get up and do chores. I think our parents’ philosophy was that if we were busy we’d be too tired to get into trouble. So, they pushed us to study, to be involved in sports, and, on Saturday mornings, to do chores around the house. Mom would go into the kitchen at some ungodly hour and quite literally rattle the pots and pans as an alarm clock, and then Loretta would act as the overseer, checking to make sure we weren’t goofing off, then reporting back on our performance! That’s why she was the Warden.

LORETTA

I was the one with white gloves. I did my own chores, but I also had to make sure everyone else stayed in line.

LINDA

We didn’t actually rebel, but revenge was sometimes exacted on her. We knew, for example, that Loretta was deathly afraid of June bugs, so we’d place them on her face while she was asleep or tangle them in her hair, and then watch as she screamed and Dad held her down, trying to pull each of them out.

LORETTA

Initially, my role was to help prevent chaos, account for everybody, and keep the home orderly, because my mother had so many things to do. But eventually, as I began experiencing things that our parents had never experienced, I turned into a sort of advance scout for the younger siblings.

For example, right from the start our parents wanted all of their kids to go to college, but when I had to decide which college to attend, Dad said it should be USC, where Henry was already going. The reason? “They have a good football team!” He had no idea about choosing a college based on our interests and what classes were being offered. He could only relate to it in the way that he knew. I didn’t know much either, because my school counselors hardly acknowledged that I’d even make it to college.

There was no one to advise me which place would be best suited to what I wanted to do and how I wanted to do it, whereas by the time Linda got to that same point and was thinking of applying to Cal State Fullerton, I said, “What are you talking about? You can go to Cal Berkeley, you can go to Brown University, you can go to Harvard.” She said, “But I’m not smart enough to get into those colleges,” to which I rolled my eyes and responded, “You’re smart enough to get into all of those colleges! It’s just a matter of what you want to study.” I asked her what she liked about school, and after that, I gave her a list of about ten different schools to which she should apply.

LINDA

Although Dad wanted his girls to go to college, he also wanted us to go to Cal State Fullerton down the street — which he described as “one of the best universities in the country” — so that we’d still be living at home, where he could keep an eye on us. It didn’t matter where the boys went. That’s why, when I eventually decided to go to a college in San Francisco, we didn’t even tell my father. Mom and I supposedly went “on vacation” to visit some relatives up north, but what we really did was drive up to Berkeley to find me an apartment. Then, two days before classes were due to begin, as I packed everything into my little car, Dad asked, “Where are you going?” I said, “I’m going to college.” When he learned it was Berkeley he was not happy, but it was too late. I’d already enrolled and paid my tuition, so there was no way I could back out. Mom, Loretta, and I had conspired to do this, and we all got an earful, but what could he do? I was going to one of the best schools in California, and since my father’s extremely thrifty with a dollar he’d never waste the money by saying I couldn’t go there.

LORETTA

I wanted Linda, and the rest of my brothers and sisters, to not have to reinvent the wheel. I’d walked around blindly, trying to figure out many of those things, and I didn’t want them to have the same experience. In my case, when Dad initially told me to go to USC like my older brother Henry, I took a look and didn’t believe it fit me well. When I got home I told Dad and he said, “That’s okay, Loretta. There’s this great little community college that I pass every single day on the way home. Its name is Chapman, and it looks so nice, I think you should check it out.” So, I did go and check it out, and I immediately discovered it wasn’t a community college, it was a private four-year university. That meant instead of costing $5 per unit, as Dad thought it would, the annual fee was $8,000. That was a lot of money in 1978, and didn’t exactly fit the plan to work and pay for it all by myself.

When I arrived home, I told Dad, “I really, really like that school. I think it’s a good fit for me and I want to go there  . . .  Oh, and by the way, it’s not a community college, and it costs eight thousand dollars a year.” He about choked. Still, I did end up going there. I received a federal Pell grant, a state grant, and a private scholarship from a family, the Pralles, that helped kids attend college, and so it cost my parents nothing. Some people go to Harvard or Stanford or Cal Berkeley because their parents have already gone there, other relatives have already gone there, and family money has resulted in their names being given to some of the halls. We didn’t have that kind of background, so we had to make it on our own, usually with the help of families we didn’t know but who understood how important education was for everyone.

It was much the same with politics. I went through the experience of running for Congress first, although politics is much more in Linda’s blood than it is in mine. However, it obviously helped that, by the time she decided to run for Congress, I was already there and I already knew the ropes. In fact, when she said, “I want to do this,” one of the deciding factors was that I had developed an infrastructure — what I call the good ol’ girl network — that she could use to set up her campaign and win.

LINDA

I remember the day I called Loretta and said, “Are you sitting down?” “What’s up?” she asked, to which I replied, “The new congressional seat that’s just been created in my area — I want to run for it.” There was this pregnant pause at the other end of the line. Then she said, “Well, I don’t know, Linda. What’s your strategy for winning? How are you going to raise the money? There’s that assemblywoman who represents a large portion of the district.” As she herself has since decribed it, it was like having your best friend hire your child — you want your kid to understand there’ll be no easy treatment just because of the friendship.

Loretta was basically saying, “Do you realize what this involves?” and my response was “Look, you travel all over the United States, and you campaign for candidates who, in some cases, you’ve barely met. You’re always talking about how we need more qualified women in office, and how we need more Latinos in office to reflect this country’s diversity, and you know my background. You know I’m qualified, with all my legal training and experience working for the labor movement.”

She said, “Okay, well, let me think about it.” Then, the next day, she called and said, “You know what, Linda, you’re right. I’m going to help you.” Which she did, of course. She continued to help even after I’d entered the House, assisting in my effort to secure a slot on the Judiciary Committee, making recommendations when I was setting up my office, and generally showing me the lay of the land. Then again, there were also times when my big sister still brought along her soapbox  . . . 

One time, I was sitting on the floor of the House, and between votes I was talking trade with a couple of male colleagues when Loretta came up, stood right in front of me, and said, “Linda, have you had your flu shot yet?” I was in midsentence, talking to these guys, so I signaled no, only for her to then wag her finger at me and say, “Today’s the last day that the House physician is giving the flu shot, and you have a tendency to get sick when you’re flying back and forth. You’d better get your shot right away!” There I was, discussing a serious issue with my colleagues, and I felt like a kid being told to put on clean underwear. But that’s Loretta — part mother, part sister.

LORETTA

Hey, what’s wrong with that? When we were growing up, our dad used whatever was going on to teach us very, very valuable lessons, and as a result the siblings would never discount things that could be learned from each other. We have always learned from each other and helped each other. So, as much as I look out for Linda, I also often go to her for advice. She, after all, is the real lawyer. I just watch Law & Order. And although I generally understand how things work from a legal standpoint, I still consult her when it gets down to the nitty-gritty of interpreting the law. That’s her background, that’s her training  . . .  and I also go to her when she has better contacts to a House member that I need to reach out to. We’re not competitive with one another or with any of our siblings. On the contrary, I’m her biggest cheerleader, and she’s mine.

That having been said, for Linda and me to share a home together in Washington, D.C., it would have to be one of those places that, in addition to a common area, has an east wing and a west wing, enabling us to reside as far apart as possible!

LINDA

Because of all the years I was in law school, my favorite, most productive time is usually from about nine in the evening until one or two in the morning.

LORETTA

And that’s my favorite, most productive time to sleep.

LINDA

Loretta is one of those crazy, fanatical early morning people who gets up at five, which I think is unnatural. So, heaven help her if I were to get to bed at two in the morning and then hear her rattling around the house at five.

LORETTA

I’ve often thought we could share a single bedroom. I would use the bed while she’s up, and as I’d be rolling out she’d be coming in.

LINDA

Since Loretta’s not a real late-night person, if I’m grabbing dinner with a colleague at 8:30 in the evening, that’s about the same time she’s ready to walk home, do some reading, and go to bed.

LORETTA

Dinner always sounds like a good idea at 8:15 when we’re about to vote. But then, after the vote, when it’s 8:45 and we’re standing around, I’m like, “Man, I need to go home and sleep now.”

Right after the vote my on switch turns to off. And that means while I’m chilling out at home, Linda’s socializing, making friends, and talking to our colleagues.

I have a different set of friends, because they’re the ones who get up at five in the morning to go for a run, before getting to the gym at 6:00 a.m. And you can also get a lot of business done at the gym in the morning with your colleagues, because again it’s a different set of people. So, if Linda doesn’t know somebody, I probably do, and vice versa. Between us, we know them all, and that’s really good in Washington, where work takes place all the time. People there don’t have another topic of conversation!

LINDA

Well, that’s not entirely true. I’m on the Democrats’ baseball team, and when I’m with those guys we might talk ball for ten minutes.

LORETTA

Yes, and in my case we might talk about the musical I saw last night. There are a lot of renaissance people in the Congress, and I pretty much consider myself to be a source for what’s going on. However, usually when we’re together it’s a time for us to bounce ideas off each other, talk politics at home — “How should I handle this?” “What do you think of that?” “How do we get to the eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds who are in rehab right now?” So much of it is shop talk.

LINDA

It definitely gets to a point where I’ve had enough talking about politics. In fact, when I go back to California and I catch up with my cousins or my friends, over dinner they’ll ask me what I’m working on and at first I won’t mind telling them. However, after about thirty minutes I’ll suddenly stop that conversation by saying, “So, are you dating anybody?” I don’t want to stay on the subject of politics all the time, and if the conversation returns there I’ll then ask someone, “How are your parents?”

LORETTA

Of course, there are many times when we discover that someone at a social get-together is actually there because of his or her political agenda. I try to tell them, “I’m not going to remember whatever it is you’re saying. Call my staff. They know much more about this subject than I do.” They somehow think that, at the office the next morning, you’re going to remember the hundred different things that people asked you to do the night before, even if it’s arranging a tour for visiting D.C.

LINDA

What bothers me a lot is that some people who know me want to talk about my job all the time but never ask, “How are you doing, Linda?” or “How’s your family?” Those who’ve known me a long time generally will, but not all the new friends I’ve acquired since being elected. Some are only interested in my professional life; they never consider I might have other interests in addition to politics.

LORETTA

Some people are just curious, I think, and that’s understandable. We’re very accessible, and so it’s natural for them to ask questions. I usually just handle it in a different way from Linda. I’ll start off by regaling them with a couple of really funny stories relating to the Congress so they can have a good laugh and feel like they’ve got that tidbit of inside information. Then, after that, they can get on with just being themselves and not have to ask anything else. I think they just want the “inside scoop” on Congress. Actually, every day is exciting in Congress. So, why not?

LINDA

As you can tell, Loretta and I have quite distinct personalities. But then, we also share several traits: optimism, an affinity for risk taking, a sense of adventure, and a work ethic that I think we and our siblings inherited from our parents, the immigrant work ethic.

LORETTA

Recently I was standing in the lobby of a building in the city of Orange, where I was scheduled to speak in front of the Orange County women judges, and there were other people attending a meeting of the city’s Heritage Foundation in the next room, which by definition is fairly Anglo, conservative, and wealthy. Anyway, some senior guy came over to me and asked, “Are you Loretta Sánchez?” I said, “Yes, sir, I am,” and he said, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you for a while.” I was thinking, “Great. Okay, let me have it,” assuming he wanted to discuss immigration or something like that, but instead he said, “I used to own a company in the rubber-plastics industry and I know your father, Ignacio, and I just want to tell you he was the hardest-working man I’ve ever known in my entire life.”

It was humbling. He went on and on about how my dad gave 100 percent every day, how you could call him at five in the morning and he’d be there right away, and how he always got the job done. He asked, “Is your dad still alive?” and I said, “Yes, he’s got Alzheimer’s.” It really gets to me emotionally when people I’ve never met before describe the impact my father has made on their lives. And I’m also moved by how respectful they are of him, even though he was a blue-collar worker.

LINDA

With this book I hope we, too, can make an impact, inspiring people and helping them understand what it takes to get things done.

LORETTA

It’s also about the self-belief that our mom and dad instilled in us. They thought we could be whatever we wanted to be — Madame Curie on a spaceship! That applies to everyone. You’ve got to allow yourself to dream, and then you must exploit the ways in which to achieve that. The people who realize their goals are the people who outlast all the naysayers and any negativity that surrounds them. And you also have to be yourself. Washington is very stifling in terms of the way others want you to act  . . . 

LINDA

 . . .  and want you to look and want you to speak. One thing that people are invariably attracted to is confidence. There’s a theory that you’re not born lucky or unlucky, but that you make your own luck. Well, when you have confidence in terms of knowing who you are, what you’re about, and what you want to accomplish, people are drawn to that, so long as you’re not cocky or arrogant. One thing I’ve learned in Washington is that you don’t have to conform to other people’s ideas of what you should be. That will only erode your confidence, whereas by being yourself and being unorthodox you’ll stand out for all the right reasons. Not only will you attract attention for being a little out of the ordinary, but your confidence will be infectious.

In a million subtle and not-so-subtle ways you’re constantly being told what you should be like. Fashion magazines tell you what you should look like and self-help books tell you how you should think, and everything’s built around this expectation that you will be — or aspire to be — something that other people envision for you. Lord knows, this is true for me. I’m not a size 4, nor, probably, will I ever be, but I have a lot to offer in terms of intellect and passion and compassion. And even if I’m unfamiliar with a particular situation or environment, I know who I am, what my values are, and what I want to do, and I’ll persevere until I get it done. I hope that’s one of the messages our story conveys — you don’t have to be a supermodel to stand out from the crowd. Everyone can make an incredible difference in this world, and it doesn’t matter if you’re part of a minority, from humble beginnings, or started out with more obstacles than the average person. Loretta and I have had to overcome all those challenges, and we’ve learned as young women who got elected to Congress just how important it is to be the person that you fundamentally are.
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Let Your Roots Show

Many people work hard to conceal their back-ground, conforming or projecting themselves in ways that are deemed socially acceptable, politically correct, physically desirable, or otherwise in vogue. And women and minorities are often more prone to this, partly because they’re taught to aspire to some mythical ideal. Not us.

Growing up in a traditional Mexican family, we learned about the rich cultural values of our heritage, and as Latinas in Congress we draw daily strength from the lessons that our parents instilled in us. One of the strongest examples of such a lesson is the way Mom stood her ground when told by one of our grade school teachers that we should speak only English at home. She knew that being bilingual was an asset, and we have both repeatedly reaped the benefits of her foresight. After all, aside from Loretta, how many members of the House’s Armed Forces Committee can communicate directly with foreign counterparts during official missions? And, aside from Linda, how many House members have been invited to give the Spanish Democratic response to the State of the Union address only two weeks after entering Congress?

Being in the public eye isn’t easy. You’re judged and evaluated constantly. We’ve been criticized for being so open about who we are, for speaking our minds, for sisterly bickering in front of reporters, even for wearing our stiletto heels to work. However, there’s no way we’re going to change to meet others’ expectations. We are who we are — no apologies, no excuses. And if our close family bonds, our faith, and the strong work ethic we inherited from our parents all stem from our Latino roots, we’re more than proud to let them show.

LINDA

From an early age, I appreciated the beauty of knowing a second language and a second culture. Our parents constantly emphasized the importance of embracing who we are, and thanks to that I developed the confidence to resist trying to be like everyone else.

One of my best memories of Mom demonstrating her strength, her pride, and her values stems from her attending “Back to School Night” and meeting my teacher when I was in first grade. During the mid-seventies, Mexican students were still discouraged from speaking Spanish at school — the emphasis was on looking, acting, and sounding just like all the other kids. So, when I showed Mom a picture that I’d painted and the two of us conversed in Spanish, my teacher was horrified: “Oh no, no, no, Mrs. Sánchez! You must speak to your children in English or they will never learn the language!”

“My children come to school to learn English,” Mom replied. “It’s your job to teach them English. At home, we speak Spanish, and that way when they grow up they will know both languages.”

That night I learned a valuable lesson: stand up for your convictions, even if they aren’t popular. And to this day, I admire Mom for bucking the system and insisting that we learn both our adopted and native languages. The French have an expression that translates as “A person who knows two languages has the value of two,” and that’s certainly been my experience. My ability to speak two languages and understand two cultures has been invaluable. It has helped me in every job I’ve ever held, and I can’t recall a single employer who wasn’t glad to have access to this kind of expertise. On the other hand, I’ve known kids who were told to learn only English, and consequently they relinquished not only the opportunity to be bilingual, but also an important connection to their heritage and their ancestry.

When people ask me what I liked best about my child-hood, I tell them, “Growing up in a large family.” I don’t even have to stop and think about that. There were, of course, times when I wished I had my own room. With so many brothers and sisters, real privacy was out of the question, and I often resented having to wear hand-me-downs or play with old toys. However, the closeness that our family shared — and still shares — was well worth the drawbacks.

As hard as they worked, our parents always ensured we spent quality time together, even if this meant sitting down to eat in shifts at our tiny, four-person kitchen table. On week- nights, we’d discuss what each of us had learned or done in school that day. And on weekends we’d always have activities that revolved around the family unit. After completing our Saturday morning chores, we’d have lunch together and then the afternoon would be ours. I loved the freedom of those afternoons, playing with other kids on our street, riding our bikes to explore the orange groves and vacant lots where we created inclines for bike jumps, and playing hide-and-seek.

Our Sunday ritual commenced with getting ready for church. Since there were so many of us and we only had one bathtub, Mom would save time by bathing us the night before. She’d set the girls’ hair in rag rollers — my sisters helped me with mine — and then select and lay our clothes out for the next morning. There was a precision and efficiency to everything she did, and the result was that all seven kids were invariably ready for eight o’clock Mass at St. Anthony’s. All nine of us would head there in our brown Dodge van, and it never ceased to amaze the priests or the regular congregants that the Sánchez family always made it to church on time, with everyone well groomed and the kids on their best behavior.

Our parents are both devout Catholics. From the time I was little, in addition to attending Sunday Mass, I also remember studying Catechism on Tuesday evenings. Mom and Dad thought it was important for us to grow up with a set of religious and moral values by which to live. But, they were also very tolerant of other religious views, and always believed that the way you live your life is far more important than religious dogma. Mom viewed her faith as a means of keeping life’s joys and hardships in perspective. She learned from her mother, Amalia, that faith is to be savored during both good times and bad. My grandmother and mother — each of whose lives had encompassed numerous difficulties — developed a belief that, without faith, there’s no hope for the future.

Amalia was the family matriarch, and, as such, she took our religious upbringing to heart. When I was old enough to drive, she asked me if I wouldn’t mind taking her to church, because by that time she was using a cane and had trouble walking. At first I resisted — it would mean getting up extra early on Sunday (never my forte) and driving an hour to her house, and an hour back. But then, realizing that my grandmother wouldn’t be around forever, I agreed.

Those Sundays with her helped shape many of the values I have today. As we sat listening to Spanish-language Mass, she’d make mental notes for later discussion. Then, after church, we’d go to lunch — usually at a Chinese restaurant or a diner where all the waitresses had beehive hairdos — and chat about what we’d just learned. The thing is, Grandma’s take on the “lesson of the day” was often a little different from what the priest had actually said, and that’s because she’d embellish the words of his sermon with the wisdom culled from her own experiences.
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