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	***

	 “Life is a question

	and how we live it

	is our answer.”
- Gary Keller
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	“Most things that happen

	to us are a reflection

	of our self-worth.”
- HCJ
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	***

	“Comparisons, criticisms,

	and lies, are an affront

	against oneself.”
- HCJ

	 


Prologue

	 

	This book is my story. It is meant to be an uplifting and true account of many of the challenges, opportunities, people, and my philosophy of life.  A life empowered and facilitated by discipline, perseverance, patience, courage, and most importantly, love.

	   Throughout my life, and the content within this journal will attest, I, not unlike like many, have had my share of life’s struggles, defeats, achievements, and “victories.” It is also evident that through it all, in my journey, as likely in yours, many have played or will play a significant role, as we do not operate in a vacuum.

	   A fundamental tenet expressed throughout the writings of this memoir is that we each have the wherewithal to make the best out of most situations and that we are social beings with an intrinsic need for giving, affirmation, companionship, and love. That to grow and prosper as human beings, we must learn and share from the circumstances, and people life bestows upon us. It is what life and my predicament have taught me, and what I share with you throughout these writings.

	   It is my hope that you read this book in its entirety, and at the very least, find it enjoyable. And that at its best, my life account serves as an inspiration, or partial guide to the attainable success that can be achieved by following and applying some of the thoughts, concepts, and diligence expressed throughout the collective text of this book.

	   As you work your way through the words, quotes, and chapters, keep in mind that I am just a regular “Joe,” who has made the best possible use of my life’s experiences to provide for myself, family and friends the very best version of me.

	   As I have done, so can anyone. Nothing special is required, but the openness and willingness to embrace change, and the gumption to never feel sorry for ourselves, for any perceived lacks or adverse situations that we might have encountered or will experience. 

	  Lastly, when you feel tired, exhausted, beaten, remember that there is always a new day in our horizons, with an endless supply of gifts and opportunities awaiting us. All we need do is let go of our misgivings, whatever we are bound to, and embrace the present moment.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	***

	“The two most important

	days of your life are the

	day you were born,

	and the day you

	find out why.”
- Mark Twain



	
 

	____________{Chapter 1}____________

	 

	Family Origins

	 

	“Our families are the bedrock of our lives.”
- HCJ

	 

	 

	Gouverneur Hospital

	New York City

	11:59 p.m.

	 

	I


	t was April 13, 1955, when I made my entrance into the world. Not a minute too late, as I was born for my father’s birthday. My mother Julia was twenty-two years young, and my father Hermenegildo, for who I am named, was twenty-seven. 

	   Eleven months later, on March 26, 1956, my brother Ivan, was born. My parents would try a third and fourth time for another child, with both attempts sadly resulting in a late-term miscarriage. Fate would intervene and cut their aspirations for a larger family short as another pregnancy would put my mother’s health in jeopardy.

	   As I learned, my mom’s mother, Margarita, had also lost several pregnancies. I do not know if this was a hereditary condition, coincidence, poor nutrition, or lack of medical follow up. Those were different times, with lesser knowledge, technology, and resources. 

	   US citizens in search of a better life, my parents migrated to the borough of Manhattan, in New York City, from the small Caribbean city and island of San Sebastian, Puerto Rico. They would find this the land of opportunity, along with their fair share of heartaches and adversity, “Just life.”

	   They would make the best of both the opportunities and tribulations they encountered. Through their living examples, they would teach their sons to be diligent, optimistic, self-motivated individuals.

	   My father, born in 1928, and mother in 1932, grew up during the Great Depression of 1929 through 1939. The surviving hardships experienced by the masses living through this period in history is well documented. As the economic recovery in Puerto Rico through the 1940s was slow and challenging, my father would have to drop out of school after the eighth grade and go to work to help his parents put food on the table for his six younger siblings. 

	   When my father would share with us in Spanish, “Coman, mis hijos, que yo sé lo que es pasar hambre,” in English, “Eat my children for I know what it is like to go hungry,” he was not joking. He was referring to the fact that his mother, my paternal grandmother, would cry herself to sleep, due to the passing of three of her infant children, Irene, Amelia and Ana, who died from hunger.

	   In the fourth grade, my mom was withdrawn from school by her parents and taught to sew to help her family survive. Those were truly difficult times. This kind of predicament can make or break you. Like many having lived through this era, my parents were remarkable people.

	   In 1948, at the tender age of twenty, my father, for the first time, would leave his island and migrate to Nebraska as an agricultural worker. During those times in Puerto Rico, the core public elementary school grades curriculum was in Spanish, with the distinct exception of English textbooks, and an English class. Despite his limited English skills, he would tell us how during his first job in America, he was able to become an unofficial translator for some of his coworkers, thus begin his ascent up the progress ladder.

	
   Reminiscing on his youth, my dad would tell us how he would save most of the money he earned. And when job conditions were unfavorable or coming to an end, he would pack his scarce belongings in a duffle bag and catch the next Greyhound bus, often during the middle of the night and in the dead of winter, to the next city or state, wherever he could find employment. Always vigilant for a better opportunity and most of the time by himself. What courage!

	   In 1950 my dad would return to his native island where he would come to meet his bride, my mom Julia. They would marry in 1951. Shortly afterward, the US Army would come calling and take him away from his homeland, family, and wife.

	   After his stint in the army, my father would return to New York City, still in pursuit of a better life. Although, this time, it was not only for himself, as he would promptly send for his wife and parents. My dad, one of the most resourceful and intelligent persons I have known, with limited formal education, would work during his lifetime at whatever it took to make sure that his family would lack little.

	   Throughout his employable lifetime, he worked as a farm picker, translator, truck driver, machine operator, pharmaceutical drug aid, carpenter, bookkeeper and who knows what else. Regardless of the job, he took pride in doing it well. He has also possessed the innate ability to adjust to whatever life sent his way.

	    He is presently ninety-one years of age, in relatively good health, and with a mind as sharp and keen as ever. From him, I learned the “Never throw in the towel” attitude, explore all possibilities, and never complain.

	   My mom worked all her life as a seamstress. She was quiet and warm with a strong love and devotion to her family and friends, and a beautiful smile to go with her wherever she went. She was my father’s soul mate and pillar of strength. We lost her in 2013, at the age of eighty, to cancer. 

	   From mom, I learned to listen, work hard, and love. My parents were married for sixty-two years. To my brother and I, family and friends, they were a testament of love, perseverance, devotion to each other, and the American dream.

	   I will not forget the phrase they drilled my brother and me with during our formative years: “We have worked all our lives to provide you with a better life than we were afforded; it is your sole responsibility to study and become better than we ever could.” It is in no short measure due to their youthful experience, why they assigned such a high premium to education.

	   When all is said and done, my parents’ proudest accomplishments have not only been their long-term marriage, but most importantly to see both their sons grow up and acquire their formal education, become productive members of society, marry excellent spouses, and prosper.
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	“A mind,

	 when stretched by

	a new idea never regains its

	original dimensions.”
- Anonymous

	
____________{Chapter 2}____________

	 

	Early Years

	 

	“Like a sponge, we soak it all in.”
- HCJ

	 

	 

	T


	he first several years of my life were lived in New York City. One of my earliest memories of this time is how on my first day in kindergarten, the blonde-haired teacher looked at her classroom roster and struggled to pronounce my name, Hermenegildo.

	   To her credit, and as I remember without delay or much thought, she came up with a shortened version of my name that I would use for the rest of my life. “From now on, we will call you Herman.” Unaware of the implication of her action, this teacher inadvertently saved me from a great deal of awkwardness and embarrassment over the pronunciation of my name in the predominantly Anglo-Saxon environment of the 50s and 60s in New York City.

	* * * * *

	I was about eight years old when my family and I moved to Puerto Rico. Although Spanish was the primary language at home, it was in the third and fourth grade at “Ruiz Belvis” elementary school in Santurce, Puerto Rico that I would learn to read and write the language.

	   At age nine, I would have my first experience with death with the unexpected passing of my maternal grandfather, Agustin. I remember him as a kind, slender, dark-complexioned man who always wore a straw hat. I fondly recall my mom’s parents’ smiles, hugs, and kisses, as they welcomed us for our monthly visits to their home, from the city of Santurce where we lived,  an almost four-hour car drive away. 

	   Although financially challenged, my grandparent’s almost always had a small gift ready for my brother and me upon arrival. This was certainly so during “Los Tres Reyes Magos,” the Three Kings Day celebrated in most Spanish-speaking countries right after the Christmas holiday.

	   While in his early fifties, my grandfather would go into the hospital for a surgical procedure, “scraping of his throat,” as he had been a tobacco chewer, and this had adversely affected his health. He made it through the surgery fine, but while recuperating a nurse found that he had drowned, from a hemorrhage in his throat.

	   Even as a child, I wondered how my grandfather could die from what I perceived to be a lack of care or attention. I can still vividly remember the expressions registered on my mother’s face, the emotional pain and anguish she suffered by her dad’s loss. For the first time in my life, I witnessed how a loved one could hurt, and nothing could ease that pain. Only the passing of time would eventually provide relief.

	   As a customary tradition, and in many cases due to financial constraints, the wake was held at my grandparents’ home. This was a small two-bedroom wooden house with a porch, living room area, tiny kitchen space with a two-burner, liquid gas stove, and latrine. Although I believe it had running water, it did not have a shower or bathing tub, as my mom, brother and I paid five cents to do that at a neighbor’s house.

	   The open-casket viewing would go on through the night with family, neighbors, and friends coming to pay their last respects. Late in the evening, coffee and bread were served to those in attendance. As a last remembrance for the family and perhaps because the individual never had one, a photograph of the deceased was taken before the final closing and interment of the coffin. 

	   As a young child of age five or six, and before my grandfather’s death, I  recall having nightmares about dead people. One evening my dad helped put an end to these dreams by taking me to a neighbor’s vigil and have me touch the coffin in which the deceased laid. From that moment forward, the torment vanished! It’s amazing how our psyche works.
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	“Never mistake knowledge for wisdom.

	One helps you make a living;

	the other helps you

	make a life.”
- Eleanor Roosevelt

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
____________{Chapter 3}____________

	 

	Lens Through Which We See

	 

	“One’s outlook in life is paramount to one’s success.”
- HCJ

	 

	 

	S


	oon after my grandfather’s death and the end of my fourth grade school year, we returned to New York City. Once again, the economic condition in Puerto Rico had proved to be unfavorable for my parents to sustain their family.

	    Until my parents could find employment, my brother and I were left behind under the care of my paternal grandmother, Adriana. A while later our parents sent for us. We arrived at my Aunt Luz’s apartment, my dad’s younger sister, and would reside in her home with our parent’s for several weeks.

	   We shared a two-bedroom, one bathroom, kitchen, and living room apartment with my aunt, her husband, and their four young children; my cousins Sandy, Carla, Peter, and Vicky. Later, they would have a fifth child, Judy. These were cramp living conditions, but for children, it was a great deal of fun.

	   Shortly afterward, my parents found a separate apartment for us in Manhattan’s “seeded,” lower east side. It was on the ground floor of a six-story building. I recall that it was a cold and snowy winter when we moved in. At the time, my parents were short of funds to purchase a refrigerator, so as he was often prone to do, my father improvised. He built a small wooden platform on the outside ledge of the kitchen’s window. There, for short periods, we would keep perishable food, like milk and eggs. As the phrase goes, “Necessity is the mother of invention.” 

	   Since we had very little money and possessions, we took advantage of any opportunity, like thrown out old furniture. We would promptly lug such finds back to our apartment. I cannot make this up, such was our financial condition, although we, that is my brother and me, never felt deprived. Our parents made sure that we always had a roof over our heads, plenty to eat, clean clothes, and all the love we wanted.

	   Economic instability would prove to be a temporary circumstance for us. Within the year, my parent’s jobs and income had substantially improved and allowed us to move to a better apartment. Even though it was small and on the third floor of a six-story building, it was in a slightly safer neighborhood.

	   Next, my parents enrolled my brother and me at “Immaculate Conception,” a Catholic school just several blocks walking distance from our apartment. There, during our initial enrollment interview, the sisters in charge deemed both of us deficient in some manner. We never knew what this was. Albeit, the result was that both of us were set back a grade. 

	   At the time, I couldn’t understand that action, although it worked out for the best. From that moment forth, my brother and I would be intellectually and emotionally ahead of our classmates.  

	   We still lived in a questionable part of town and were exposed to things that children should not have to see or experience. As the incident when my brother and I were walking home from school and witnessed a woman holding a syringe in one of her hands, lift her blouse, exposing her abdomen and breast, and inject herself.

	   Moneywise, life was well enough that my father purchased a used nineteen sixty Chevrolet Impala, and over the summer would take my mom and us on short weekend drives throughout the city. 

	   But our parents were not satisfied. They wanted safer and better living conditions for us. Hence, once more they chose to pack up our belongings, and move the family across the Hudson River, to nearby Perth Amboy, New Jersey, some forty minutes south of Manhattan.

	* * * * *

	At this moment, I share with you a philosophical tenet, I have personally adhered to over the last thirty years. I came across it during a television news interview of a man who had not only lost his job but also the weathered house he, his wife and children called home, his aging car, and remaining material possessions they owned, the aftermath of a hurricane.

	   I remember the man’s response to the question posed to him by the reporter interviewing him for the evening news. To the best of my recollection, the question was something like, “How do you feel and recover from this horrific event that has now left you destitute, completely poor?” 
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