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This book is dedicated to my mother, Lydia Gonzalez Santos, who gave me milk and honey.

Mami, you taught me the most important lesson any woman ever needs:

That I am the owner of my body and future. Bendición. Te amo.








INTRODUCTION:

THE JOYS OF BEING A MODERN LATINA


When I despair, I remember that all through history the way of truth and love have always won. There have been tyrants and murderers, and for a time, they can seem invincible, but in the end, they always fail. Think of it—always.

—MAHATMA GANDHI




DON’T FOR A minute let the hate you are hearing over the airwaves about Latino immigrants seep into your ears and infest your soul, my beautiful señoritas. Latinos and Latinas are an exquisite and elegant people, with a rich and dazzling culture. It’s not about convincing others of this fact, rather, it’s knowing it yourself.

Haters are trying to suck my joy out of being Latina. And it’s left me feeling a bit like Kermit the Frog. Remember how the Sesame Street muppet lamented how it was not easy being green? I feel you, Kermit baby! It’s difficult being Latina in America today. How can I find pleasure in all the beauty that I am, that we, collectively are, when we are under constant attack? Laws that stand to violate the very core of the country’s foundation are being enacted. A group of U.S. senators are seeking to amend the constitution so that all those Latinas who “drop and leave” babies, to quote South Carolina Senator Lindsey Graham, will stop coming to this country to birth their brown children.

The voices of hate and intolerance speaking over the airwaves want us to go away. It doesn’t matter if your grandparents called this land home before the Mayflower landed; if you are a Gonzalez or a Garcia, a Lopez or a Martinez, you—we—are being ethnically and racially profiled. The attacks are worse in some pockets of the nation than in others. If you are not feeling the ire of the xenophobes, perhaps because you “pass” as someone who does not “look” Mexican, count yourself lucky, because pretty much everyone else does feel it. In this beautiful nation of ours, Latinos are seen as invaders, and that is not good for the individual or collective soul.

Today, more than ever before, it’s important to surround yourself with people, media, films, books, and moments that uplift you. I am elated that you picked up this book—my ode to you, to us, to our individual and collective exquisiteness. I want you to understand that your heritage, looks, culture, intellect, and our Pan-Latino nation is filled with beauty and talent, power and intelligence. This is not my opinion. It is a fact. You are not what the haters say you are; rather, you are what you believe you are.

Nine years ago, when the first version of the book you are holding in your hands was first published, America seemed like such a different place. Today, America has moved passed the color line and elected a black President, Barack Obama, the son of an immigrant. And, upon his first opportunity to fill a vacancy in the highest court of the land, he picked an intellectual rock star, Puerto Rican New Yorker Sonia Sotomayor. We have universal healthcare and there is a gender parity law in the books! So while on the one hand, the airwaves are clogged up with intolerance, the ball is being moved forward more and more toward fulfilling America’s promise.

Sentiments I wrote in the original version of this book continue to ring true: I am a proud Latina. I am a proud American. I am not exotic. I am two cultures in one café-con-leche body. I own English. I dream in Spanish. On most days, I’m delighted to explain this marvelous heritage to the curious and clueless who ask questions like, “So Sandra, what are you?” Other days I just repeat to myself, “I am what I am.”

I decided that this book needed to be updated, and what you are holding in your hands is a new and improved version of my original Latina’s Bible. Yet the core of its message is the same: to love yourself deeply is the beginning of a healthy, joyous experience on earth.

As a Puerto Rico–born and U.S.–raised woman, I am layers of history that speak of beaches and snowflakes, rain forests and tenements, Spanish and English, spicy food and fast food, hip-hop and congas, apple pie and flan. I have two homes—an America that sometimes refuses to accept me as a legitimate daughter, and a Puerto Rico that sometimes denies me when my Spanish fails me.

For as long as I can remember, I always yearned to belong neatly to just one of them. But greater forces were at play. Puerto Rico is a U.S. territory with unresolved political and identity issues that date back to the moment Columbus and his gang of henchmen landed on the beautiful Borinquen. Puerto Rico is neither a state nor a sovereign nation, but an in-between political entity called a “commonwealth”—a euphemism for “colony.” The island is still trying to answer profound political questions about who it is as a nation—as a people and as a collection of individuals. We are simultaneously part of the United States and a member nation of the twenty countries that make up Spanish-speaking Latin America. When I think of Puerto Rico’s political dilemma, I am reminded of an old Mexican saying: “Poor Mexico—so close to the U.S., so far from God.”


Immigrant parents send their children to school (simply, they think) to acquire the skills to “survive” in America. But the child returns home as America.


 


—RICHARD RODRÍGUEZ, DAYS OF OBLIGATION: AN ARGUMENT WITH MY MEXICAN FATHER




I am a Latina who was born into a borderland and raised in a cultural middle. When I was a little girl, my family—my mom, two sisters, and two brothers—made its way north. My mother was a seamstress, but when the factory where she made sneakers (Pro-Keds) closed down, she packed up suitcases full of tropical clothes and we left El Tuque, the small fishing village we called home. We moved to the immigrant working-class town of Jersey City, New Jersey, where some of our other relatives had settled years earlier. Some say that the best thing Jersey City  has to offer is a view of Manhattan, but it was there that I became a Jerseyrican—a combination of American and Boricua from New Jersey.

There was no such thing as bilingual education in my public school, or even English as a Second Language; it was strictly sink or swim. (Ironically, the school was named in honor of Rafael Cordero, a Puerto Rican artist and educator. Go figure!) But as the daughter of strong and clever people, I learned English quickly. Unfortunately, I also learned to forget Spanish—though I picked up a lot of Spanglish. Lunch, for example, became lonche; roof, rufo; the building’s superintendent, el super.


COMADRE CONNECTION

There are a total of 140,154,000 women in the United States
• 98,584,000 are non-Hispanic white

• 25,201,000 are non-Hispanic other

• 16,369,000 are Latinas.





There are 16,369,000 Latinas
• 10,582,000 are Mexican

• 2,526,000 are Central and South American

• 1,496,000 are Puerto Rican

• 669,000 are Cuban

• 1,095,000 are other Hispanic





30% of the Latina population is under fifteen years old

 



70% of the Latina population is fifteen years and older

 



The biggest single group is thirty-five- to forty-four-year-old Latinas who comprise 15.2% (2,493,000) of the Latina population.



Though I was quickly absorbing mainstream Americana ways, everything in my Jersey home spoke fluent Latino. The food, the music, the language, the family’s deep religious fervor, the fiestas, telenovelas, and traditions. Even the house decor screamed Latino—from the plastic-covered sofas and the pictures of virgins to the thousands of ceramic figurines of elephants, angels, and coquís, Puerto Rico’s thumb-size singing frogs.

My barrio friends were fellow Boricuas, Dominicans, Cubans, Ecuadorians, and other South and Central Americans, but also Irish, Polish, Asians, and Italians. It wasn’t so much a melting pot as a big mixed salad.

My Latino friends and I had different accents when we spoke our broken Spanish, but we shared the same basic cultural Latino customs: family is blood; have faith in God and church; all elders are respected; girls are of the home, boys not. English acted as glue for us; it held the different Latin American flags together.  I remember a lot of warmth and tenderness in this very diverse Latino immigrant community.

Before long, I became the family translator. And just as quickly as I was learning to own the English language, I was embracing American behaviors—the attitude, the fashions, the music, and, ay, Dios mio, the independent and “unbecoming” gringita habit of always expressing my opinion! Growing up, I found it a challenging task to explain myself to Mom. It didn’t help that she never really learned English and I was quickly losing my Spanish; she never accepted what she called this “Americana” in me. She wanted me to be her idea of a good Puerto Rican girl forever.

But I was becoming something else: a new breed, a new woman, a confluence of Pan-Latino consciousness and American influences; I became a new Latina.

Identifying as Latina was a politically conscious move on my part. I understood “Hispanic” to be a term made up by the U.S. government so that they can count people like us, so I didn’t want anyone labeling me that way. On the other hand, the friendlier “puertorriqueña” and “Jerseyrican” described only parts of me, not the whole.


THE COMPADRE CONNECTION

There are 133,933,000 men in the United States
• 95,049,000 are non-Hispanic white

• 22,448,000 are non-Hispanic other

• 16,435,000 are Hispanic





There are 16,435,000 Latinos
• 11,120,000 are Mexican

• 2,216,000 are Central and South American

• 1,463,000 are Puerto Rica

• 631,000 are Cuban

• 1,005,000 are other Hispanic





31.1% (5,108,000) of Latino men are under fifteen years old

 



68.9% (11,327,000) of Latino men are fifteen years old and over



As a new Latina I am a combination of all of the Latinos I came of age with: Mexican Americans, Cuban Americans, Tejanas, Chicanas, Dominicans, and Central and South Americans, as well as the African Americans, Asian Americans, and Anglos who I call friends. As a Nueva Latina, I am three languages: English, Spanish, and Spanglish. While I embrace some fast food, more often than not I revel in home-cooked feasts. My opinion counts—within my family and outside it. I stand up to authority when I need to, with my eyes firmly planted on those  I challenge. I refuse to look away in shame or fear. I never walk with my head bowed, like those peasants made so famous by the great artist Diego Rivera.

Blood is sacred. I honor it by honoring me. I own my body; it is not the church’s place to tell me when and with whom I shall share it. I am neither a martyr nor a servant. I refuse to be defined solely by how well I cook a plate of arroz con pollo or how nicely I can keep house. My Latina femaleness is beyond the walls of my home and womb. Are you feeling me yet? I am—we are—indeed a new breed. We are new women. Calling myself Latina (instead of, say, “Puerto Rican” or—no lo quiera Dios—“Puerto Rican American”) means validating and celebrating the fact that I feel closer kinship with a Chicana raised in Los Angeles or a Tejana raised in San Antonio than I do with a Puerto Rican woman raised in Ponce, where I was born. Everything, from our survival in America’s schools to Univision and the “Real Housewives” (name the City), has made us sisters. Not long ago my son reminded me of this powerful reality experienced by so many of us.

He was watching a kids’ show on television and started screaming that the Puerto Rican kid had won a pie-eating contest. I rushed to the living room and saw that a boy named Luis Jiménez, draped in a Mexican flag, had devoured fifteen pies in two minutes.

I said, “Listen, baby, this kid isn’t Puerto Rican. He has the Mexican flag draped over him, so I think we can safely assume that he’s Mexican American.”

My son looked at me with a cocked eye, as only a little kid can, and said, “It’s the same thing, Mom!” He understood the difference—he knows the colors of both the Cuban flag (his dad’s side) and the Puerto Rican flag—but he saw parts of himself in that other little brown boy, and he could celebrate the boy’s victory as his own. This is what has happened to us, the sons and daughters of Latin America’s immigrants—a feeling of Pan-Latino consciousness and kinship. New Latinas and Latinos are an hecho en América reality.

So sure, as I said at the get-go, Latinas in the United States battle racism, discrimination, border harassment, racial profiling, police brutality, invisibility, and exploitation. We battle old-country traditions that sometimes stifle us. Yet despite—or maybe because of—all the external and internal struggles, U.S. Latinas are  among the fiercest and strongest women I know. Our foremothers, or we, crossed oceans, rivers, and time zones and survived nightmares to get to America, and we continue to survive and thrive in América. We raise families in homes and neighborhoods deemed dysfunctional by society, and we look great while we’re doing

it. We’ve made up a new language, Spanglish. We’ve made up a new culture with a synergy of rhythms old and new. We’ve made up new rules that combine Mom’s and Abuela’s old ways with new and more modern ones. We are true survivors. And that is because U.S. Latinas—those of us who speak Spanish and those of us who don’t—are a new breed, and the diversity of our faces, values, and traditions is at the heart of the American future.

As a new Latina I pledge allegiance to both parts of my soul, the “American” and the Latin American within. But no matter how warmly I embrace my inner white or African American chick, there are some things that I can do only in my native tongue: I curse, dream, and make love in español. And it’s physical, too—I can go only so many days before my body craves pasteles, arroz con habichuelas, mole chicken, and anything with chiles; or my soul yearns for a Marc Anthony salsa or Juan Gabriel ballad.

Coming to terms with my cultural identity—and feeling comfortable with the different parts of me that make me who I am—has been an emotional roller-coaster ride. During my adolescence, surrounded by my very Latino neighborhood and family, identity was a nonissue; my struggles then were around acculturation. I was not allowed to date, unlike my non-Latina friends; I was expected to stay a virgin until I married. And even if I went to college and embarked on some fabulous career, if I ever hoped to be a complete woman I’d have to marry, have kids, and cook a mean rice and beans.


PORTRAIT OF OUR LATINO NATION: ADDING FLAVOR TO THE U. S. OF A

According to early Census 2010 estimates, out of a total U.S. population of about 307 million, Hispanics comprised 16% of the population, or about 50 million people. That means one in every six U.S. residents is Hispanic.

 



There are:
• 200 million whites;

• 50 million Hispanics; and

• 40 million African Americans





WATCH US GROW

The number of Latinos increased by a whopping 42% from 2000 to 2010! Of course, this takes into account only those the government counted. Depending on the source, there are about 12 million undocumented people residing in the US. According the Pew Hispanic Center, 57% of the illegal immigrants are from Mexico, followed by 24% of Central and South America, 9% from Asia and 4% from the rest of the world.



It wasn’t until I got to college, when I encountered a larger America, that being a Latina came to feel like a burden. I continually had to explain myself to strangers. I often felt that I had to choose sides: white or black. This country’s obsession with race and nationality didn’t allow me to celebrate the joy of being Latina.

Many of us go around unaware that we carry baggage that prevents us from being proud of our heritage and feeling entitled to the riches this country has to offer. Too many of us adopt a form of cultural denial—for instance, by not using an accent on our name, either because we never knew it carried one or because “it doesn’t look right.” We even go to lengths to Americanize our Latino surnames: Garcia becomes something that sounds more like Garsha, or Jiménez is pronounced “JIMUH-NEZ.” We are quick to claim our Spaniard grandma and deny the indigenous or African one. And for those of us who grow up in the suburbs with very few Latino families around, the burden to fit in, the discomfort that sometimes we are made to feel because we are Latino, is even greater.


LATINOS IN THE U.S.A.

Top countries of origin that make up the U.S. Hispanic nation:
• 29 million Mexican

• 4.2 million Puerto Rican

• 1.6 million Cuban

• 1.5 million Salvadoran

• 1.2 million Dominican

• 986,000 Guatemalans

• 882,000 Colombians

• 608,000 Hondurans

• 591,000 Ecuadorians

• 519,000 Peruvians





From Pew Hispanic Center 2007 demographic survey



I understand why some of us have trouble being proud of our heritage. We’ve grown up in an America that sees us in terms of negative stereotypes or doesn’t see us at all. And it doesn’t matter how much our families hammer on about “ethnic pride” either. At some point or another, we start to doubt that our heritage is all that great.

I have a friend who grew up in a border town in Texas, the state we all know was once part of Mexico. When she was growing up, her parents did not want  her to speak Spanish outside the home. They didn’t want her to be a victim of the vicious discrimination that they had to endure, so Spanish became a secret family language that no one besides the family should know about. Ultimately, she was taught to forget her people’s language, but her parents’ good intentions didn’t spare her anything. Gringos assumed she could speak Spanish; Latinos questioned her identity because she couldn’t roll her r’s. Today my friend is in Spanish-language immersion classes, trying to claim a heritage that was denied her. And what happened to her is far from unique.




THE COCONUT I WAS, THE MANGO I’VE BECOME 

As a college student, I tried changing my name to Sandi Rodgers (Rodríguez is my maiden name). When I told my mom of my decision, I think she thought alien professors had abducted her daughter. My brothers and sisters, who’d stayed in Jersey City, thought I was trying to “go white.” In the pain and process of finding myself, I just wanted to blend in. I thought with a different name, a less Latino name, I could erase history and everything that made me feel “less than.” I hated always being “other” or “exotic.” (I certainly never saw myself as exotic, even though others did, and still do!) Any of these feelings sound familiar?

So for several years I was a coconut—brown on the outside, “white” on the inside. In other words, I had a serious white girl complex. I even picked up a silly California Valley girl accent to cover up my Spanish-Jersey-urban rhythm. Can you imagine? All this because I wanted to “fit in.” Later, still trying to find my way, I adopted a so-called black attitude and embraced everything urban and black. I felt closer to the cause and pain of my African American sisters. And, of course, since my father is a black Boricua, it felt truth to me. Thing is, I claimed anything but Puerto Rican heritage, anything but Latino roots.

Thank God my mother, friends, and family finally knocked some sense into me! Through them, I got history lessons; doses of my native culture through art, music, and storytelling; trips to my homeland and other Latin American destinations; and, more important than anything, love—love of myself and my people,  which helped me heal the wounds of cultural battle. Today I can proudly reclaim my culture, and I do—every day.

I finally came to understand that this cultural amalgam is a gift, a marvelous and exquisite joy. I can take pleasure in this Pan-Latino joy within and all around me: the music, the families, the racial diversity—las indias, las mestizas, las negras, las rubias, las morenas, las bajitas, las flacas, las gorditas—the novelas, the food. Ay, que rico, our food! Driving in my car, I flip from salsa to rock ’n’ roll to boleros to salsa, to jazz and reggaeton, to hip-hop and bachata, and it feels great that a little of me lives in of all these diverse worlds. I find joy in the laughter, the ancient spirits, the chisme, the cadence, the tenderness, and the chistes of our people.

For so many years I worried that my latinidad was a handicap, an obstacle I’d have to climb over or walk around every day in my career. Now I see that accepting myself—Latina hips, skin, accent, and everything else—has been the key to my personal and professional success. The power that self-affirmation has had in my career and personal life is nothing less than remarkable. There is extraordinary power in embracing—openly, publicly, and proudly—one’s Latino heritage. An Argentinian friend recently told me straight faced: Argentinians have a reputation for being arrogant, and that is not really true. It’s just that the rest of Latino America has an inferiority complex. Don’t blame us for feeling great about ourselves.

I am Latina, sí—but I’m different from Latinas a generation ago. My lifestyle reflects a combination of Old World beliefs and new American ways. I light candles to my santos and virgencitas, and I have parties for my dead ancestors. I’ve taught my sons to leave grass and water for pretend camels and their Three Kings, who in turn leave presents under their beds. While I celebrate the individual warrior in me—as the “me generation” was taught to do—my family is still like a fortress. They lift me and ground me; they’re as important to my life as racial divisiveness is to the modern-day Republican Party. Mom, sisters, brothers, and best friends go into the equation when I have to make major life decisions. Sometimes blood comes first, even at the expense of my personal priorities. So much of me is comfortable with Old World values.


SO, YOU DON’T SPEAK ESPAÑOL?

Maybe you are a Latina who does not speak Spanish. And because of this, purists have penalized you and refuse to accept you as a legitimate Latina daughter. Maybe you have been called a “fake Latina” because your last name is Rodríguez but you can’t roll your r’s. Too many of us have accepted the line put out by the cultural police that it’s sad or even disgusting that a Latina doesn’t speak Spanish. But here is the truth: You alone have the power to define yourself a genuine Latina. No one else is entitled to make that judgment. It’s your right to feel included in the larger family of Latinos and to claim that heritage. It doesn’t matter how many generations your family has been here, how much of an accent you have or don’t have, what corner of America you were born or raised in, or how much Latino blood makes up your lineage—a quarter, half, or the whole enchilada! The bottom line is that our Latina-ness goes beyond borders and the ability to speak Spanish.

Sometimes it’s our own people who seek to divide, to define who can rightly claim Latino heritage. Those arrogant traditionalists have it all wrong. Spanish is indeed a way to connect with your heritage. It unlocks family, cultural, and soulful secrets. But as special and important as speaking Spanish is, too much hurt and discomfort has been doled out on those of us who, for reasons that can fill another book, simply don’t speak it. Spanish is only one among a slew of cultural connections.

To me, the question of language is a personal one. If you want to speak it, to better connect to your lineage or to discover the joy of reading Gabriel García Márquez in Spanish, go for it with gusto—I guarantee you a new world of personal joy. (There is also an economic benefit to speaking Spanish. The United States is currently the second-largest Spanish-speaking nation in the world after Mexico. Spanish is the second most natively spoken language on the planet, second only to Mandarin Chinese. Therefore, speaking, reading, writing, and understanding Spanish will open new career doors—see Chapter 12.) But if you don’t want to take it up, or you have tried and “failed,” or you want to but don’t have the time right now, you are still as legitimately part of the familia as those who speak the mother tongue. This book is not about who doesn’t belong; it’s about who belongs. And if you have picked up this book and it speaks to you, you belong.



But the schizophrenia kicks in when that Old World clashes with my New World. I am an unabashed feminist. I employ a cleaning lady. I have hired a nanny. I am not defined by the house that I keep nor a man nor the children that I so deeply love. I am not my mother or abuelas, nor do I want to be, though I love and respect them dearly. I do not believe that being a sacrificada is a noble thing. I am deeply spiritual, but I don’t go to church three times a week, as Mom does. I have  learned to challenge those in positions of power over me (first teachers, then college professors, and finally bosses) when I’m not treated fairly. When I worked in television, if I hadn’t looked my boss in the eye and told her why I should produce the next special, I would not have won an Emmy in 1995.


THE LATINO POPULATION IS THE YOUNGEST . . .

The median age for Hispanics is 27. The median age for the entire U.S. population is 36. Within our group, the oldest are the Cubans and Colombians:



	Mexican
	25 years



	Guatemalans
	28 years



	Honduran
	28 years



	Puerto Rican
	29 years



	Salvadoran
	29 years



	Dominican
	29 years



	Ecuadorians
	32 years



	Peruvians
	35 years



	Colombians
	36 years



	Cuban
	41 years









I see ways in which old Latino traditions and values have morphed with my new Latina American lifestyle in almost every area of my life. And as uncomfortable and challenging as that constant reconciling can be, I have no desire to reject it—that daily synthesizing makes me me; and it makes you you. You are a special blend of tradition and the modern. Today’s Latinas are blessed to live in a time when it doesn’t have to be either/or, because it can be both: American y Latina, career woman and good daughter. We have choices and can carve out lifestyles that fulfill our individual dreams and goals without buts or, ay, bendito, shame or guilt.

We are so racially diverse that for non-Latinos, and surprisingly even some Latinos, this diversity can be confusing. Our skin color ranges from the whitest shade of pale to the darkest shade of ebony, including everything in between. I happen to be a dark chai latte shade. What are you? And then there’s the range of our body shapes. From the Selena and Jennifer Lopez big nalgonas type to the plumpness you see in Botero’s paintings to the flacas you see in some women’s magazines and on TV (if not in real life!). And our hair texture is just as varied: it is Chinese-straight to African curly; it is blond, red, brown, black, and any shade made by Clairol!

Unfortunately, many of us still have superficial prejudices about who “qualifies” as Latina. My friend, a psychologist, told me that after she dyed her hair  blond, someone called the office asking to speak to a Latina doctor and the receptionist told the caller that there were no Latinas in the office—my friend did not qualify as Latina since she was a “blond.” Dark Latinas get it in other ways. Another friend, a marketing director, gets so frustrated when she meets fellow Latinos who marvel at how this “black woman” speaks such great Spanish—they think it’s so cool that a “sister” has learned their tongue! My friend constantly has to explain, “But I am Latina!”

The fact is, Latinas embody every uniqueness in the world. Some of us are married (to men or to women), some are single and happy, some are housewives, some are single moms, and some are childless by choice. We are straight, gay, bi, or undecided. Some of us live in the barrio where our great-grandparents settled; others have moved to the suburbs or across the country. We are descendants of people who were here before this country was a country, or we just recently arrived from south of the border. Some of our parents speak no English, some speak not a lick of español, and many others switch easily between Spanish and English. (I fall into that last category. Where are you in the language spectrum?) We are many women, with many faces and many languages. But as different as we are, there are some things nearly all Latinas share no matter where we came from or when: family (think how much we love our abuelitas); faith (think how much we love our virgen and santos and papa Dios); love of food; love of music; and the gender politics that insists women are of the home and men of the street (no matter how much our lives as new Latinas disprove of this). ¿Understand?

Another thing we share is a particular ignorance of our own place and value in “the big picture.” The truth is that Latinas and Latinos have inspired America. We have been instrumental in making it the powerful nation it is today, and we have changed American culture—not just since the “Latin Explosion,” but also from the very beginning. From California to New York, to Texas, Illinois, and Florida, our contributions to this nation in the arenas of politics, entertainment, sports, food, music, fashion, literature, and style have been enormous.

We are the largest ethnic group in this nation. Demographers predict that by the year 2050, four out of every ten Americans will be of Latino descent. But we  don’t have to wait until then to be influential. Our buying power is already in the trillions. Politically we can swing national elections. (Have you noticed how Anglo politicians love to drag out their one distant Latino relative to get our attention and—they think—our votes? Yep, you saw Barack Obama dancing merengue when he was campaigning in Puerto Rico, while McCain bragged about Daddy Yankee’s support!) There is no need or reason to reject our language, culture, looks, music, or heritage, because all those things are America!




HOW TO USE THIS “BIBLE” 

I first dreamed of having a book like this to turn to when I was in my teens. I felt that the Church was stifling me, I had ongoing battles with my mom, and I wanted to do all the normal things my non-Latina friends were doing: hanging out, dating, and wearing what my mom considered wild clothes. I felt as if I was different from everyone, all alone, and since I have always been a reader, I wished there were a book to show me I wasn’t; to show me that I was one of many, and that I belonged. This is the book I wished for.

In this bible, I share my experiences, the experiences of other Latinas, and the “rules” I’ve come up with for living a rich and rewarding Latina life. There’s no “right way” to read this book: You can pick and choose chapters that interest you most or read from cover to cover. Along the way, you will find inspiring quotes, sidebars, quizzes, and interesting information about our Latino and Latina population. I suggest that you have a pen handy for making notes, and don’t be afraid to write in this book. Make it yours by highlighting, underlining, and circling anything you want. Many of us don’t write in our books because that was a cardinal rule in our public school days, but girl, this book is yours—for growth, for fun, and for reference. You can also keep a journal while reading it—there’s no better way to see yourself grow than when you put pen to paper and reflect on your life. Because your Latina experience, like mine, is unique, this book can only guide you to the path of understanding and relishing that experience; only you can make the experience your own.

You will also find recipes, remedios, and special baños of all sorts included in the various chapters. Many of these home remedies were shared by elders, neighbors, friends, and family members alive and gone, so I’ve given these recipes the names of the women who shared them with me. (Check out Fragancia’s hair-growth recipe on page 69, which uses shoe sole and cinnamon. I know it sounds gross, but I’ve used it and it works!) There are also source lists and references to books I love, all at your fingertips. There are many regional and universal Spanish words and dichos peppered throughout the text. You know that there are some things that only Spanish can capture—those wonderful “abuela-isms” and bits of folk wisdom we all grew up with.

The first chapter of this “bible” is all about the generation gap between our parents—especially our mothers—and us, their grown-up, independent, and Americanized daughters. If your mother is still alive, then you know how much Latina mothers meddle in their daughters’ lives. You understand how challenging it can be to choose a lifestyle that may be very different from what they expect or want for us, and you know the role that “el que dirán,” or “what will they say,” plays in their lives, and thus, yours. You’ve probably wondered at least once how you can be true to yourself without having to ban your disapproving mother (father, family) from your life. And while most of us ultimately survive the pressures of acculturation, a growing number  of teenage Latinas feel themselves alone, not understood by their families and the larger society. This chapter addresses all these issues and offers suggestions for dealing with them; it also relates stories of women who’ve dealt with this, and what worked for them.


WHERE WE HANG OUR HATS, BY STATE


• Mexicans live in California, 38%, and Texas, 25%.

• Puerto Ricans live in the northeast, mostly in New York, 26%, and Florida, 18%.

• Cubans are the most geographically concentrated; 70% live in Florida.

• Colombians live in the South: Florida, 32%, New York, 16%, and New Jersey, 13%.

• Salvadorans live in California, 37%, followed by Texas, 15%.

• Ecuadorians live in the northeast, 68%, mostly in New York, 43%.

• Hondurans live in the South, 55%, mostly in Florida, 32%, Texas, 13%, and New York, 12%.

• Dominicans live in the northeast, 79%, but mostly in New York, 51%.

• Guatemalans live in California, 34%, and in the South, 33%.

• Peruvians are the most dispersed: Florida, 20%, California, 17%, and 13% in New York and New Jersey.





The second chapter explores the subject of beauty. Yes, Latinas are beautiful, not just in the racial and ethnic diversity I mentioned earlier but also in our much-imitated and admired sense of style. Yet so many of us still grow up feeling ugly. This chapter looks at the ways our sense of our own beauty is undermined and offers perspectives to help you fill in those potholes in your self-esteem. You also get my six-step soulful beauty makeover, an easy, doit-yourself beauty treatment that works from the inside out and the outside in.


THE SPANISH- SPEAKING NATIONS OF THE AMERICAS AT A GLANCE . . .


Argentina 
Belize 
Bolivia 
Chile 
Colombia 
Costa Rica 
Cuba 
Dominican Republic 
Ecuador 
El Salvador 
Guatemala 
Honduras 
Mexico 
Nicaragua 
Panama 
Paraguay 
Peru 
Puerto Rico 
Uruguay 
Venezuela



I know you know this, but just in case, Spain, of course, is part of Europe, not Latin America, which is why it was not included in the list above.



The third chapter is all about our health. Did you know that the more time we spend in this country, the worse our collective health gets? We top the charts for obesity, sexually transmitted diseases, and cancer, and it’s all related to cultural taboos and lifestyle choices. Luckily, each of us has the power to change, and this chapter offers a gift basket of tried-and-true ways to make those changes. I’m living proof that they work, and if you aren’t yet, you will be soon.

Chapter Four is a new chapter, and it’s all about the blues. In it I explore another topic that is too seldom talked about, but many times it is the elephant in our living rooms: depression. To be depressed is not to be a loca, but oh, you’d be surprised how misunderstood this condition is in our Latino homes.

The fifth chapter, on friendship, is one of my favorites. One way to soften the blows and overcome the challenges we encounter is to surround ourselves with  a strong network of Latina friends. This chapter helps you start a Latina “talk circle” in your city or town. My group is called LIPS—short for Latinas In Power, Sort of. What will you call your grupito?

Chapter Six is called “Centering Your Soul: Spirituality Latina Style.” Religion and spirituality are at the center of every Latino family, but so much has changed in the way that we, the moderns Latinas, practice religion. Do you have an altar? Have you forgotten what virgen you should pray to if you want that job? Is your spiritual path far from the mainstream? Check out the fascinating sidebars that address the concerns of our spiritual lives.

Now, I know that most of you don’t need my help in the dating scene. After all, it’s true what they say: We are Latin lovers. We know how to catch and keep a good man. But I felt that it was important to let it be known that we do have our own dating rules in the barrio. So read Chapter Seven, “Secrets of Latina Dating,” and let me know if I have missed any of your favorites.


GODDESSES OF THE AMÉRICAS


MAMA KILYA (or Mama Quilla) is an Incan goddess who regulates the festival calendar and all matters of time. She is also a prophetic goddess, often warning us of impending danger through eclipses. She is the daughter of Viracocha, the Supreme God and creator of all that is Incan. She is the wife of Inti, the sun god. When the moon was under an eclipse, the people viewed this as a time when Mama Kilya was in danger. They felt she was under attack from a mountain lion or snake, and they would scream at the top of their lungs and whip their dogs so they would bark and howl in hopes of scaring off the predator. They would also throw their spears and shoot their arrows at the moon to try to frighten away the beasts attacking her.



Sexuality plays a big role in our lives, and yet as a community, talking openly and honestly about sex is still a rare occurrence in our families. If your mother was like mine, this topic, the subject of Chapter Eight, was never discussed except for the expectation that I had to remain a virgin until marriage. My vagina was always referred to by a euphemism. Check out the sidebar of the cuchie euphemisms gathered from all over the Spanish Americas! Do popola, toto, or la cosita ring a bell? In addition, because I feel so strongly that we must start to demystify our vaginas, I included another list of street cuchie names in each of our Latin American countries. My mother thought I was being very dirty when she overheard a conversation  between my sister Mari and me about this sidebar. Mom cautioned that I should be a little more sophisticated; after all, I was writing a bible! But that is precisely my point, that we should be able to demystify and talk about our vaginas sin vergüenza or apologies.

Holy nachos, on love and relationships there is so much to discuss, and I do that in Chapter Nine. I know that most of our struggles as modern Latinas center around relationships with our mates. As Mexican author Angeles Mastretta writes, intelligent women fall in love the way all women do—like complete idiots. The servant we didn’t know we were comes out too! Yes, I have been there. Have you? However, we have made new rules. And just like there are New Latinas living the good life out there, there are our counterparts, this beast I call the New Latinos. These Hispanic men have broken tradition and become partners with their Latina girlfriends and wives. Just as we have had to relearn and discard those stifling gender politics about where women allegedly belong, so too have many of our Latino brothers. If you are part of the growing number of Latinas who are dating (or married), then Chapter Ten is for you. Make sure you give your non-Latino sweetie the quiz in this chapter.


I am blessed to be able to share my story with you; it’s my wish that more and more Latinas will be able to share theirs and that you will share yours. Send me your stories, on family, love, career, motherhood, and faith to www.thelatinasbible.com.



Chapter Eleven is another new chapter inspired by what I consider to be a national emergency: To be Latina is to be at higher risk for getting beat up or killed by a lover. And it’s a growing concern among the teenagers and the boys these young women date as well.

Chapter Twelve is chock-full of information to help you find professional success. Do you have trouble challenging authority? I did, and this is but one of the self-imposed cultural hang-ups that can potentially stymie our careers. So, go ahead: Check out how you ask for that raise and promotion without shame.

Chapter Thirteen, on going home, is really about the importance of reconnecting with your homeland—whether this land is now part of the United States  or somewhere south of the border or in the Spanish-speaking Caribbean islands. The land has a special way of allowing for profound spiritual connections. In addition, it allows you to explain yourself better to those who will undoubtedly ask, “So, where are you from?”

The final chapter is an ode to our little Latina girls and boys. As I look at how much we have accomplished, I can only be saddened by the statistics that place our younger sisters and brothers in a cycle of teenage pregnancy, violence, and despair. If each of us gives back a little of our time to one Latina boy or girl who needs to know a real-life role model, then each of us is helping in their future and our collective Latino future. In the first version, I encouraged mentoring little girls, but looking at the numbers, I am convinced that vulnerable Latino boys are just as desperate for tender love and care.

It is my hope that this book is one you will share and grow with. Whenever you get that feeling of damn, this is hard, I feel so alone, pick up this book. I guarantee you’ll find that it addresses what you’re dealing with, offers you tried-and-true suggestions, and steers you to other sources of help. Let this book offer you comfort in the knowledge that you, this Latina who lives simultaneously in two worlds, have a sister and a sisterhood of women who share your challenges, frustrations, and joys.


A FIERCE LATINA WHO MADE U.S. HISTORY


JOSEFINA FIERRO DE BRIGHT was born in a Mexican border town, Madera, California, in 1920. As the daughter of a bordera who served meals to migrant workers, she was exposed to the injustices of farm labor camps from a very early age. She abandoned her studies at UCLA to become a union organizer and soon developed a reputation as a gutsy, flamboyant, and tough-as-nails woman. In the 1930s and ’40s, the Mexican reincarnation of Harriett Tubman, Josefina organized a sophisticated and intricate underground railroad that safely returned hundreds of Mexican American citizens who had been illegally deported to Mexico by the United States. During the same time, she also served as the executive secretary of El Congreso, one of the first national Latino civil rights organizations in the United States. From this important position, she organized protests against racism in the Los Angeles school system, against the exclusion of Mexican American youths from public swimming pools, and against police brutality. In 1942, she was one of the key figures in organizing the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. This committee was formed to support seventeen Chicano youths being held without bail and on little evidence of the alleged killing of another youth. She was instrumental in the coordination of El Congreso’s support for Spanish-speaking workers in the furniture, shoe-manufacturing, electrical, garment, and longshoremen’s unions. She died in March 1998.




While the specifics of your life and mine can’t possibly be the same, you’ll find that many of our thoughts, experiences, and feelings are; I hope you’ll focus on what we share. I don’t mind at all when people think I’m Mexican, Dominican, Cuban, Colombian, Chicana, Ecuadorian, Peruvian, Salvadorean, and so on—just like my son with the pie-eating champ, I’m much more interested in what we have in common than where we differ. If we look past the surface, we can all see deep parts of ourselves in one another.

So I encourage you to read with your heart. Some women have shared their lives with me on the condition that their names remain anonymous; many of their stories deal with issues still shrouded in taboo. I respected the anonymity and encouraged them to tell others about their experiences. Read with an open heart, and I promise you that you will recognize parts of our collective story in your own life.

One last warning: Sometimes this book digs into subjects that “good” Latina girls aren’t supposed to talk about. If these subjects generate sparks, I hope they light a flame of conversation, of caring dialogue, between you and your family, friends, and lovers. Because as much as we’re a culture of talkers, I don’t believe we talk enough about what matters most. In the middle of all the lively chatter, there is a culture of silence, a refusal to talk about painful or embarrassing parts of our past. The intention of the silence is rarely to cause hurt, but secrets only make hurt go deeper. Let’s start talking with one another, really talking. Let this book and its “rules” be your mentor, your friend, and your sister—and let us show the world that what they’ve seen of the modern Latinas so far is just the tip of the iceberg!

Go forward, beautiful señorita!





1

SURVIVING YOUR MOTHER, LA FAMILIA, AND EL QUE DIRÁN WITHOUT GOING LOCA!


SCENARIO 1: YOU’RE almost thirty years old, a college graduate with a nice job, your own apartment, and a love life out of Sex and the City. Your dad is coming over for a visit. Do you hide the condoms that are openly and neatly sitting in the bathroom bin, or do you leave them right where they are? You decide it’s high time that you stop pretending to be a virgin—no more mentiritas.

Scenario 2: You have been accepted by the college of your choice. The only problem is that the college is located an eight-hour drive away. Your mother begs you to stay, imploring you not to “abandon” her because she needs your help caring for your younger sisters. After her ataque de nervios, the pressure is so overwhelming that you forgo your dreams of experiencing dorm life. You end up living at home and commuting to the local college.

Scenario 3: You’re married with two children, and you and your husband don’t want to baptize either of them—you want to raise them in a less traditionally religious way. But every time you visit Mom, she reminds you that you are sinning, and Dios los cuide, if the children were to die, they wouldn’t enter the kingdom of heaven. Their souls would wander in purgatory forever because of you! Mala madre, mala hija!

Scenario 4: Your traditional parents dislike your boyfriend. First of all, they think you’re too young to have a novio, and even if you weren’t, he’s a bad influence. Despite their furious disapproval, you see him secretly. Then a gossipy vecina tells them she saw you French-kissing “that boy” two days ago. All hell breaks lose when you come home. You get a beating. You feel helpless, worthless, and ashamed. You see no escape. Though you have no place to go, you consider leaving home.


LA FAMILIA

In 2008:
• 66% of Hispanic families were marriedcouple families

• 43% of Hispanic married couples had children under 18

• 70% of Latino children lived with two married parents





Cubans and Mexicans account for the highest percentage among married Hispanic groups, or 55% and 53%, respectively.



UNFORTUNATELY, THESE ARE not Spanish telenovela scenes but real life parent-child conflicts happening to Latinas today, right here in the U.S. of A. You would think that in the forty years since the start of women’s liberation, Latino parents would be hip to their daughters’ dying their hair purple, piercing their belly buttons, having boyfriends, moving away to college, getting their own apartments, raising their kids with “new” rules, living with novios, coming out of the closet, or—yikes!—even having premarital sex at thirty. No, señorita! Intense melodramas and cantaletas are lived every day as more and more of us grow up and embrace “modern” lifestyles and costumbres that happen to offend the cultural sensibilities of our parents.

It’s a given that every young woman has to deal with the generation gap with her parents, especially her mother, when she begins to independizarse, i.e., live life as a grown up, regardless of race, ethnicity, or religion. This is the classic parent-child war, part of life’s growing pains. But for Latina daughters, these growing pains are complicated by the fact that we have to cross a cultural bridge. We have to learn to deal with mothers (and fathers) who were raised not only in a different generation but with a different set of customs.

The key to crossing the bridge and surviving the wars without going crazy, lying, or having to banish your overprotective and meddling traditional mother or father is understanding and respecting their generation and lifestyle.




UMBILICAL TIES THAT BIND 

Our families tend to baby their kids longer than non-Latinos do. The way we nurture our children is one of the things I treasure in our culture. A Latina mother never, and I mean nunca, kicks her adult daughter out of the house so she can “discover the world” or “be out on her own.” In fact, quite the opposite: A good hija is expected to live under her family’s roof, a virgin the whole time, until she is ready to marry and start a family. Latino parents are doting, loving, and very protective, especially of their girls. However, the downside of this “Latina mama nurturing” is when babying and nurturing extend through college and into our adult lives. No matter how grown up we are, they refuse to “let go.” Is your mom like that? If she is, you’re not alone—and you should know that the extended umbilical cord has an ancient tradition.

In an old custom practiced by the natives of the American Southwest and northern Mexico, the umbilical cord of a newborn girl is buried under the house so that she will never leave home or stray from her domestic duties. When I read about this, I checked with my mom to see if she’d ever heard of it. To my surprise, she told me that similar rites are performed regularly in Puerto Rico and most parts of the Spanish Caribbean, only it’s the placenta of a newborn girl that’s buried under the house to ensure that she’ll grow up to love the home! My sister Mari, the only one of us not born in a hospital, suffered the effects of this tradición. My fisherman grandpa buried her placenta under his house a few hours after she was delivered, and, as it turns out, Mari is absolutely the most hogareña of my mother’s three daughters—a real Martha Stewart type. My mom is convinced that the buried placenta is why Mari (unlike Wandi and me) is so “loving” of la casa. Mari only recently found out about the fate of her placenta and wants to plan a  trip to unearth the remains! (The running joke in my family is that my placenta was thrown into the Caribbean.)

If you or your parents were born in the old country, it might be interesting for you to find out what they did with your placenta or umbilical cord. You may also want to find out if there are any rituals in your family that are meant to keep you close to the bosom or inside the kitchen. It might shed new light on your parents’ expectations! And spark a fascinating conversation.




UNDERSTANDING MAMÁ AND CROSSING THE GAP 

If your mother’s identity is like my mother’s identity, it’s tightly woven to her kids, her grandchildren, her great-grandchildren, the food she cooks, and the house she keeps. My mother always worked outside the home, doing all kinds of odd jobs to put food on the table and clothes on our backs. At one time or another she worked as a hairstylist, a hotel maid, a pastelera (tamalera to some), and a sneaker seamstress. But her greatest sense of achievement is having raised her children—two boys and three girls—by herself, children who today have successful careers and families of their own. Her greatest joy is cooking up a storm and feeding her family in the home she built with her life’s savings.

My mother is a chingona, as my Chicana sisters would say—a fierce Boricua warrior who never takes no for an answer. Though she has a small and stocky frame, in my eyes she was always an amazona. She taught me, by her unbreakable strength, resistance, perseverance, and profound Christian faith, how to be the warrior that I am today. I have seen parts of my mother in so many Latina mothers I have met. We have been raised by truly fearless women who were in turn raised by awesome abuelas. They are emblems of our collective strength.

However—and this is a big however—I didn’t always appreciate all that my mother was. In fact, my mother and I had so many fights growing up, I thought that as soon as I hit eighteen, I’d never see her again.

As a young Latina coming of age in America, I kept making choices that went against the grain of tradition. Nothing I ever did, except excelling in school,  seemed to make her happy. The clothing I wore was ugly or weird; the way I styled my hair was freaky; the music I listened to was horrible; the friends I had were never good enough; and the “bad habits” I was picking up were offensive. Many times I felt as if I were an alien in my own home. The fact that she didn’t speak English and I was quickly losing my Spanish made our communication even more difficult. It was so hard to explain myself to mami. She didn’t cut the umbilical cord for a very, very long time, and, bless her heart, she still hasn’t stopped meddling in all of my affairs. Is your mom always in your business? Is she worried about “el que dirán” la gente, la familia, the neighbors?

When I was young I spent years resenting her and our life together. Now that age and understanding have tempered my anger and I can appreciate the wisdom of the past, I see her for who she is. More importantly, I’m peaceful enough within myself that I can accept her as she is. Are you where you want to be in your relationship with your mother? What do you think it would take for you to get there?


GODDESSES OF THE AMÉRICAS


YEMAYÁ’s name in Yoruba means “Mother Whose Children Are the Fish.” She is the sea goddess who lives and rules over the seas and lakes. She also rules over maternity, as she is the mother of all in Yoruba lore. Yemayá is the root of all the paths, or manifestations. She dresses herself in seven skirts of blue and white and, like the profound oceans, she is deep and unknowable. She is the diosa of the impenetrable, holding deep, dark, and mysterious secrets.






OUR MOTHERS OF THE SANDWICH GENERATION 

A few months after I became the editor in chief of Latina magazine, I received a letter from California freelance writer Juana Vázquez-Gómez. She had written an article in Spanish titled “Las mujeres de la Sandwich Generation” in an effort to explain herself and her amigas, fifty- and sixty-year-old Latina mothers, to the younger readers of the magazine. After reading the article I realized that Juana had explained my mother to me.

“My husband tries to calm me and tells me that I shouldn’t be so drastic. My hija says, ‘Oh, Mother, I don’t even want to hear it. Come on, you are strong,  you can do it.’ And my son consoles me, telling me, ‘Come on, Mom, take a big breath, otro, another. . . . ’”


EASY WAYS TO HONOR YOUR FAMILIA


• Collect recipes from your eldest relatives and make a calendar or a book with the recipes, then distribute it to your family—it makes a great gift anytime!

• Create a website with family genealogy or family tree information, pictures, funny family anecdotes, cuentos, stories of leaving the old country and coming to a new one. Update it with new births, party pictures, and the like. Take a DNA test to trace your ancestral roots and share the results with the clan.

• Grab an audio recorder and ask your parents what their all-time favorite songs are and what memories those songs inspire. Find the songs and burn a disc interspersing the songs with the “interviews.” It’s another great gift, but you’re also recording family history—and what’s a Latino family history without music?

• Make a home movie of all the elders sharing their favorite chistes, cuentos, riddles, dance moves, and so on. Nothing heavy—this is all for fun; but watch it ten years from now and see if it doesn’t bring tears to your eyes.

• Create an address book that includes the birthdays and email addresses of your entire—and I mean entire—family and extended family. Give it as a Christmas gift, or just because.





According to Juana, Latina mothers in their sixties, seventies, and above live in a perpetual state of ansiedad, pressured from five directions: by their more traditional husbands (our dads); by their mothers (our abuelas); by the culture of the country where they were born or raised (especially if they are first-generation immigrants); by their americano kids (us); and by the pressures of life in America. If you think you have it bad as a young Latina, mija, just think about what life must be like for your mom!

Juana’s eloquent piece reminded me of my mom and the many mothers her age I have met over the years. They were raised in countries where Latinas were taught to be sumisas, to be dependent on males, and to find identity in their roles as mothers, wives, and daughters. Even those who rejected this notion, as my mom did by getting divorced, had few alternative lifestyle possibilities.

Many of these women find themselves in a cultural abyss. We, the liberada generation, urge them to be stronger, to stand up to the old machista ways, to discover a world outside their homes. Yet they are also pressured by their mothers, mom-in-laws, and by husbands who don’t want them to stray too far  from the mujer tradicional. Our mothers are expected to toe the line and hold everything together, no matter what. I often wonder if we, las hijas agringadas, who have been privy to a new world of possibilities for women, really understand our mothers’ cultural plight. Do we honor their anxieties as well as their sacrifices?

Our mothers, fighters in their own right, raised us to be independent women and to take advantage of the options outside the home. They have sacrificed a lot in search of a better future for us. In the past twenty years, they have seen the possibilities available to us double before their eyes. They have lived to enjoy watching Latina daughters break new barriers and serve as a Supreme Court Justice, managers, teachers, soldiers, school principals, hospital chiefs, engineers, newspaper publishers, reporters, doctors, university professors, lawyers, judges, governors, members of Congress, and more. They secretly and openly cheer us on, to do the many things they could not do because of cultural or economic circumstances. Go for it, superate mija, they encourage, but don’t stray too far from home, the family, or the traditions. Despite how delighted they are for us, I can only imagine that these cultural changes are often scary for them. At the same time, the ones needing attention most desperately are in the generation of their granddaughters.




ADIÓS MAMÁ, I’M OFF TO LIVE LIFE AS A GROWN-UP . . . 

Some experts point to acculturation issues as central to the rising rate of attempted suicides among Hispanic teenage girls. According to the Centers for Disease Control, one out of ten Latina teenagers between the ages of fourteen and eighteen attempted suicide in 2009. (See chapter four, “Latina Blues: It’s Not in Your Head.”) When you are among the nine out of ten who do manage to survive adolescence without attempting suicide, that does not mean life is smooth sailing. When a Latina daughter is ready to leave the family nest for college, a job across the country, a pad of her own, or a live-in situation with a boyfriend, there is bound to be high melodrama. Although there is some sadness when a daughter leaves her home to be a wife, there is also much pride, excitement, and happiness. But what do we do when our departure is less than traditional? “Vete pero no me  olvides” are the words spray-painted on a wall in Tijuana, Richard Rodriguez reminds us in his memoir, Days of Obligation, a profound reminder from Mother Mexico to all of her children crossing the border to el norte not to forget her as they search for a better life in America. That is in many ways what our mothers seem to be saying to their hijas as we come into womanhood.


LOVE WORDS THAT HONOR OUR MOTHERS AND GRANDMAS

Even if you are a tenth-generation Latina who does not speak a lick of Spanish, when it comes to our madres and abuelas, many of us somehow remember the long-forgotten mother tongue, because calling them “Mom” or “Grandma” simply will not do. We make up the most beautiful nicknames for them. What do you call your mother? What about your grandma? Here is a sampling.

 




FOR MOTHER 
• Mami

• Mima

• Mamá

• Mamuchi

• Máh

• Memo

• Mamita

• Mamacita

• Madre

• Mimi

• Momo

• Vieja

• Viejita

• Progenitora

• Tutin-tanti

• Melo

• Mamucha





FOR GRANDMOTHER


• Abuela

• Guela

• Buela

• Mamagrande

• Mairande (when the little ones couldn’t fully pronounce Mamagrande)

• Viejita

• Vieja

• Ague

• Vela (from Guela)

• Aguelita

• Aweca

• Awelucha

• Mamibuela

• Lela (short for Abuela)

• Lita (short for Abuelita)

• Nana

• Nanita

• Mauder (Spanglish for Mother, from Texas)

• Melo

• Tita

• Mami or Mamá with her name





I can remember the pain in my mother’s eyes as she said good-bye, leaving me in my first dorm room in college. While I was dreaming of freedom, my mother was breathing anxiety. She whispered, “Los hijos son de Dios, no son de uno,” children belong to God, not parents . . . And with those dramatic words, she reluctantly got into the car and rode off with my uncle consoling her.

College was the first time I had been away from home, but moving to a campus two hours away was not as traumatic for me as it had been for my older sister. As the first to attend college in my family, my sister Mari had to deal with our mother’s fears about her daughter living somewhere else. My sister had never even been to a sleepover in anybody’s house. Though a welcome opportunity for her children, college was a strange place for my mom. Daughters in Latino families live in the bosom and protection of our families until they marry a good man. So by the time I was ready to leave, my mother had already survived the pain of seeing my oldest sister become pregnant at fourteen and the next oldest go away to college. Although watching us leave home was hard, my mother, who didn’t finish high school, saw college as a place of great opportunity. What she wasn’t so happy about was campus life. In her mind I was going to live with strangers. She was convinced that without her influence, we would become strangers—that we would come back hechas unas extrañas, with even stranger habits.

A college education is still a big deal in our community. Only 59 percent of Latino high school students who graduated in 2009 enrolled in a college the following fall. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, college enrollment rates for Asian graduates was 92.2 percent, 69.2 percent for white and 68.7 percent for black graduates.


CONSEJITO

TAKE THEM ON A CAMPUS VISIT

Take them on a tour of the campus. For my sister (and me), the tour made the biggest difference. For Rossana, now in her senior year at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, a campus visit was the clincher. She had been accepted to a local premed program in New York City, as well as to the more prestigious program at UMass. Her dad, a taxi driver, was dead set against his daughter going away. “De ninguna manera,” he said. “i Mi hija se queda aquí!” Rossana enlisted the help of her mother and guidance counselor and talked her dad—a first-generation Dominican—into visiting both campuses: one a run-down city campus, the other a beautiful secluded and modern facility. He changed his mind immediately when he got to see how many more resources were available to his daughter at the better school. He now proudly tells everyone that his daughter is becoming una doctora.



While the number of Latino college-bound students slightly improved and that is a promising sign of progress, the reality is that the number accounts for a little more than a half, since a staggering 41 percent don’t attend college. (We  all know the value of a college diploma in today’s economy.) And even when we do go on to higher education, it’s not an easily navigable place. A study by the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) found that too many colleges and universities—even Hispanic-serving institutions—graduate less than half of their Hispanic students. The graduation gap was far worse for Hispanic men. For Latinas, the numbers provide a glimmer of hope. We have graduation rates higher than white men.


CONSEJITO

SHOW ’EM THAT IT’S NOT A PARTY SCHOOL

List all the reasons—academic reasons—why the college of your choice that is so far away really is the best. Erica, who wanted to be a reporter for as long as she could remember, talked about all the opportunities she would have attending a place that was renowned for its communications program. While learning to educate yourself about why a given school is indeed the best, you also have a responsibility to educate your parents. Though Erica assures me that it was no piece of cake convincing her police officer dad to let her go, because she had involved him in the decision-making process from the beginning—looking at brochures, reading the Barron’s college evaluations—he ultimately had to agree with her decision.



Still, when one of us gets the opportunity to go away, it’s a big celebration. Interestingly, that doesn’t mean that our families—especially first-generation families—necessarily understand why we need to move three cities away to make it a reality.

My friend Lee tells me that she was determined to study at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., but her father refused. He wanted her to attend a college in New York City and live at home.

She remembers the melodrama to this day. “I was in the bathroom with my acceptance letter, crying. My dad didn’t understand the difference between a city college and Georgetown. To him it was all the same,” she says. When her dad, who had worked hard as an elevator operator to pay her Catholic school tuition, wouldn’t see reason, Lee resorted to the lowest form of “compromise”: blackmail. She gave her dad an ultimatum: “It’s either Georgetown or I’m getting pregnant.” When that didn’t work, she enlisted the help of her mother, who was more understanding.

“It wasn’t that Mom wanted me to go either, but she understood what it meant for me, she knew how hard I’d worked to get into the school. I remember my  mother telling me, ‘Give me a week, but don’t say anything to your dad.’” A week later her dad relented, and Lee went to Georgetown.

“We made the college trip a family vacation. My dad, mom, and abuela went to campus. It was Abuela’s first visit to D.C., and she had a grand old time.” Today, Lee is a successful New York attorney and was the former Legal Director of the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund and an executive in the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, and her family couldn’t be prouder.


THE COLLEGE-AGE LATINA

In 2007, there were 1,807,000 Latinas between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four. Of those, 816,000 were enrolled in college. There were 1,683,000 Hispanic males, of which 560,000 were enrolled in college. Latinas have graduation rates higher than Latinos and slightly higher than those of white men. In Texas for example, white men have a 42% graduation rate and Hispanic women have a 45% rate.



Many college-bound Latinas still go through the pressure of the emotional melodrama that Lee and I lived twenty years ago. Our parents encourage a good education and a go-getter superación attitude. But when it comes down to reality, it’s get-ahead with limits. They can’t let go of their daughters, and they don’t want us to change. Going away to college is a really big issue for those of us who are first-generation daughters or the first in our families to attend university. It’s a painful battle to fight, but a deeply necessary one. So if you are in the midst of the college war, check out the tips for college-bound Latinas sprinkled throughout the rest of this chapter.




EL QUE DIRÁN AND THE GROWN-UP LATINA 

Moving away to a dorm is just the first step in living the life of a grown-up Latina. For a long time, every time I walked into Mami’s house I felt as if I were twenty-five years old going on twelve. In her eyes, I was still su hija chiquita, not a grown woman with a career, children, and a dog. ¡Qué locura!

Many of the women I’ve spoken with express the same thing. Even after they’ve moved out and started families of our own, the pressure to be a good hija doesn’t let up.

“You have to pretend a lot,” says Erica, who has been on her own since her twenty-third birthday. This is especially true, she says, about your sex life. Erica pretended that she was a virgin until the day that she was fed up and decided to leave a pack of condoms in the bathroom rather than hiding them when her father came to visit her. And all of the grown women admit that the burden of living this double life is draining.


OUR EDUCATION

The proportion of Hispanics with a bachelor’s degree was 13% in 2008, or 3.6 million. One million Hispanics twenty-five and older had advance degrees—master’s, professional, and doctorates —in the same year. Hispanics account for 15% of the general population, and 19% of the schoolage population.



“I just felt that it was time that Dad got it. I’m a grown-up. There comes a time when you get tired of living the lies for their benefit,” she said. As it turns out, her dad said nothing, choosing either to ignore his daughter’s sexual choices or to simply deny the obvious.

Another friend, Carmen, tells me that the first morning her mom called her in her new apartment, she was lying naked in bed with her man. Before she could shush her honey he said something. Her mother, with bionic ears at the other end of the line, immediately asked, “¿Y quién es ese?” “Oh, it’s the television, Má.”

“That was a very bad day,” Carmen remembers. Even now she doesn’t want me to mention her real name out of fear that her mother might read this book. “I was lying, pretending to be something I wasn’t. I felt dirty,” she says. “Not because I was having sex with my boyfriend but because I had to lie about it.”

So why do we lie? Why do we feel we have to live double lives? For Carmen, Erica, and the many of us who live secret lives, it’s because we don’t want to hurt, disappoint, or shame our mothers. We want our freedom, but we also don’t want our parents to think less of us.

But even the best-intentioned lying carries a heavy price. While we know in our hearts that there is nothing wrong with our lifestyles, whatever these may be, we have grown up being taught just the opposite.

This is why it’s so important to reiterate to yourself: “I’m not a bad daughter, or less of a daughter, for living a life that makes me happy.” It is honorable to  protect your mom’s and dad’s feelings; they don’t need to know everything about your grown-up life. What you have to watch out for is that by protecting your mother or your family’s sensibilities, you don’t feel what Carmen often does: that her feelings are being ignored and her self-respect diminished.

If you think the price of lying is too high, there is a simple enough solution: stop. Be sure you are comfortable with the lifestyle you have chosen for yourself—even when these choices have produced major mistakes and even when they provoke your parents’ traditions and ways. It’s very courageous to flip the script on your clan. Ours is not an individual-centered society; we do things with the family in mind. Sadly, Susana’s story is too typical, even today, in the twenty-first century.

She is a thirty-three-year-old Dominicana raised in New York. She hasn’t left her house because she is the only one of her seven sisters that is not married.


THE COLLEGE LATINO STUDENT

In 2007, there were a total of 3,490,000 Hispanics (both sexes) aged sixteen to twenty-four.


• Enrolled in college: 1,376,000

• Enrolled full-time, 2-year college: 329,000

• Enrolled part-time, 2-year college: 173,000

• Enrolled full-time, 4-year college: 692,000

• Enrolled part-time, 4-year college: 132,000

• Enrolled in graduate school: 51,000

• Enrolled in vocational schools: 45,000





“It would be unacceptable for me to just move out and live on my own without leaving the same way they did,” she says. All her sisters left their parents’ home to live with a husband.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/sand_9781580054058_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





OEBPS/sand_9781580054058_oeb_001_r1.jpg
menew LATINA’S
BIBLE

SANDRA GUZMAR

¢ %
2 W
Ih b
© Madery Latina’s fuide to Love, Sm\‘mm\\\\;.““‘\\\\

SSSSSSSSS





