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And for Abi.
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We will forever be known by the tracks we leave.


—Dakota proverb















PROLOGUE



THE PROMISE


I’M GONNA KEEP it real with you.


This was the unspoken promise I made to an auditorium full of students at Harvard University’s 2016 Latinx Graduation. As I approached the podium at my alma mater, I had planned to give remarks of the I-did-it-so-you-can-too variety. But as I stared out at hundreds of earnest faces in identical black gowns, many of them with PRODUCTO DE INMIGRANTES stenciled in white letters across the top of their caps, something about that narrative suddenly felt unfair and incomplete. My gut told me that the moment called for something more truthful. If anything, out of respect. These weren’t just any students, after all. They were cycle breakers.


These young people had just white-knuckled their way through school guided solely by the possibility of a better life than their parents’. They personified single-minded tenacity and blind faith in the American Dream. And yet, having stood in their shoes over a decade earlier, I knew that many of the unique struggles they’d faced had likely not been validated. They might’ve even been glossed over or minimized as worthy sacrifices for a greater cause. I was also well aware of the tough realities that were crouching in the wings as these graduates launched themselves into their lives and careers. They hung in the air between us like unidentified mutual ancestors. How could my words of encouragement be helpful to them if I didn’t point out the ghosts?


After all, it’s not easy to be what I refer to as a First and Only—those of us who are the “first generation” or the “only” person in our family, community, or social demographic group to cross a threshold. Some of us are first-generation Americans, first-generation college students, first-generation professionals. Or we’re the only person of color, woman, or LGBTQ+ person at the table or in the room. The specific borders we breach are different, but what unites us is a shared familiarity with a particular set of experiences, challenges, and expectations that come with the territory. What I call the Trailblazer Toll.


My life to date has been a balancing act on a razor’s edge of paradox. In heels. I’ve been a child on welfare, a White House aide to President Barack Obama, a gang member’s girlfriend, and a candidate for the United States Congress. I’ve ridden on Air Force One and in G-rides. I’ve been featured in Maxim magazine and had a double mastectomy. I recognize how incredibly fortunate I am to have had access to these opportunities—educational, professional, and health-related. And I am grateful for the added perspective and empathy that come with living a life of contradictory extremes. It is a beautiful thing to be a First and Only, the one who disrupts deep-rooted generational patterns to become our ancestors’ wildest dreams. And it also comes at a price.


To be a First and Only in America is a delicate balance of surviving where you come from while acting like you belong where you’re going. Success in the former does not make the latter any easier. In fact, the more effective you are at surviving, the larger the experience gap there is to bridge. But in reality, First and Onlys aren’t crossing a bridge at all. We are the bridge—painstakingly stretched from where we come from to where we hope to arrive.


The Trailblazer Toll is the emotional cost of social and economic mobility. It’s the tax we pay to become the proverbial bridge. I conceived of the phrase because up until now, I’ve seen surprisingly little about the comprehensive emotional experiences of First and Onlys. Some aspects receive a lot of attention while others are rarely publicly acknowledged, despite being widespread, normal, and even expected. And therein lies the problem. Shifting a paradigm is isolating and terrifying work, and we rarely talk about that part. We focus on the victory lap instead.


It would have been easy, standing at the podium that day at Harvard, to share the glossy version of my life, neatly packaged into six words: from welfare to the White House. But using such an oversimplified shorthand would have been incomplete at best, and misleading at worst—and all too often we’re conditioned to do just that. To be so grateful for our opportunities and so protective of our fragile new status that we leave no room for questions, doubts, or our own humanity. But it’s unreasonable to create the expectation that any of us can navigate social mobility unscathed.


Certainly, the circumstances of being a First and Only vary, defy simple categorization, and evolve over time. And the eight components of the Trailblazer Toll that I identify in the pages that follow—drawn from terms and ideas from psychology, sociology, and my own personal experiences—are by no means meant to be exhaustive. Yet by exploring pervasive themes I’ve seen come up repeatedly in the lives of First and Onlys, I hope to ignite a conversation that is long overdue. My guess is that many of us have at some point come up against one or more of these dynamics:




• The bearing of emotional and behavioral patterns passed down by our ancestors—our Invisible Inheritances


• The tendency of First and Onlys to take on the role of an adult—serving as the family translator, doctor go-between, form filler, dictionary, or psychologist—becoming a Parentified Child along the way


• The exhaustion of engaging in a Bicultural Balancing Act, navigating different cultures, ethnicities, social classes, and communities to become all things to all people


• The unpredictability of our access to opportunity and social hierarchy, which can feel like a game of Chutes and Social Ladders


• The isolation of our Lonely Hustle, as the chasm between the experiences we share with our family and loved ones becomes wider and our relentless drive to advance becomes less relatable


• The fear that comes with taking financial and career risks with no safety net, akin to Blindfolded Cliff Jumping


• The inadequacy we may feel penetrating rooms, workplaces, and systems that have traditionally excluded us, and how these same systems actively reinforce our perceived inferiority regardless of our confidence, leading us to experience Impostor Syndrome Plus


• The responsibility to prove that our family’s sacrifices were worth it, as well as the self-consciousness of having more financial security than our loved ones, which can lead to Breakaway Guilt




These were just some of my emotional reference points when I spoke at Harvard that day.


After the ceremony, students lined up to share their personal stories, many of them with tears in their eyes. I recognized the pain alongside the pride on their faces, because I looked the same at my own graduation. Before that moment, I hadn’t realized the extent to which the conflicting emotions I’d felt were actually a prevalent phenomenon. How common it is that those who smash through glass ceilings are then left to clean up the shards on their own.


So then why are we still sold a one-dimensional narrative of what it takes to achieve the American Dream? All the way back to elementary school, we learn about groundbreakers and their rags-to-riches ascents that shatter any limitation. Read the profiles of First and Onlys at the highest levels of government, entertainment, sports, or business, and you will undoubtedly encounter seemingly linear narratives of defying the odds. It’s one of the reasons I used to think that I, too, had to be perfect in order to be successful, or even worthy. But I have plenty of scars; I have made many missteps. And pretending I don’t doesn’t serve me or anyone coming up after me.


Beating the odds is already hard enough: We live in a time of rising income inequality and declining social mobility. There is only a 7.5 percent probability that a child born to parents in the bottom fifth of the income distribution will reach the top fifth. How do we change this? We can start by arming ourselves with the truth. Not a rose-colored Disneyland version of social mobility, but the lived reality that many of us face. How else are we to know that we are not alone, that we are not broken, and that our shared experiences are to be expected? Being seen is a powerful gift, and First and Onlys deserve every fighting chance we can get.


In my own ascent from the bottom 5 percent of Latina earners to the top 5 percent, one thing has become crystal clear: Pain and poverty may travel through generations, but owning one’s entire journey can be a radical act of healing. It’s what compelled me to examine my own experiences—as a Mexican American woman raised by a single mother in Los Angeles—through new eyes. I retraced past versions of myself and followed their steps like a road map, stopping at pivotal forks along the way. In the process, I discovered that the story of my life—our lives—can’t be told neatly in a résumé or with bullet points. And that’s the intention of this book: not to center the tidy bullet points but to shine a light on the spaces between them.


Which is why my promise to you now is the same as it was to Harvard’s class of 2016: I’m gonna keep it real with you. Because I’m committed to correcting the sugarcoated, stereotypical narrative about social mobility and the American Dream. Because I believe that by revealing our wounds to one another, we are all a little more free and a little less alone. And because the first step on any emotional journey is to own the truth. To reclaim the parts of ourselves we sacrificed in order to survive.


Identifying the emotional scar tissue of being a First and Only is not meant to be discouraging; on the contrary, it is essential. Because we can’t heal from that which we can’t name. It’s perhaps our best hope to ensure that we aren’t set up for a life lived with outward success but emotional isolation. We can and must hold space for it all. Pain alongside pride. Trauma next to hope. Guilt and success.


To my fellow First and Onlys, we have blazed trails and broken ground for countless others throughout our lives. It’s now our time… to heal.















CHAPTER ONE



FAST CAR


WHEN I WAS four, I imagined I was Cinderella. Poor, yet only temporarily. Unknown, yet soon to be discovered. I’d slip into this fantasy whenever my grandmother Abi and I would sweep leaves off the sidewalk in front of our drab apartment building. It gave purpose to every pointless stroke of my broom.


I spent many afternoons on that public sidewalk. I’d shadow Abi (short for abuelita) down the stairs from our second-floor apartment, mirroring every move her creased hands made, as fast cars whizzed by and the California sun warmed our necks. We each had a broom—the cheap kind with wooden handles and plastic bristles that you can find at any local drugstore. Only mine was pint-sized and pink. I didn’t realize until many years later that this was considered a “You know you’re Mexican American when…” kind of thing to do, like blasting Juan Gabriel’s music, celebrating Christmas on December 24, or preferring pan dulce to donuts.


We lived in a dingy beige building along a heavily trafficked boulevard on the border of Santa Monica and Venice, nestled against a car wash and a parking lot. But we were devoted to that sidewalk as if we owned it. Abi had extreme pride of place. She kept our home impeccably, not fazed by the fact that seven of us were crammed into a three-bedroom apartment. What could be better than having her husband, four of her six adult children, and me, her only grandchild, all under the same (albeit small) roof?


Barely standing five foot four, with cropped white hair, warm eyes, and a pudgy body that I affectionately called “my pillow,” Abi took her role as family matriarch seriously. She could solve any problem with her daily prayers to la Virgen, her handmade flour tortillas, or a bowl of her famous chicken soup. And she lived to help—her family especially, but really anyone who was weak or vulnerable. The homeless man who stood in front of my elementary school received a thermos of coffee every morning. Once, in the middle of the night, hearing a woman scream outside her window, Abi grabbed her broom and ran out the door without hesitation. She chased the man who was assaulting our neighbor down the block in her nightgown, waving the broom in the air like a sword.


I can still see her steeping tea for my grandfather, making sure it reached the ideal saturation point before transferring the depleted tea bag to her own cup of hot water. This was a woman who had seriously considered becoming a nun and would’ve probably led a convent, had she not dreamed of having children. She brought grace and order everywhere she went. Too bad the two large leafy trees that flanked our front door never cooperated.


Despite our best efforts to regularly sweep dry leaves and twigs into neat piles, we’d wake up the next day to a freshly blanketed sidewalk. We never made any lasting progress—and it felt that way inside our home too. There never seemed to be enough money, food, or time to go around—no matter how hard anyone worked. To distract myself from the leaves and our lives, I’d escape into a fantasy world all of my own.


I may have been just a shy kid in a bathrobe, but while sweeping the gum-laden sidewalk with Abi, I was a Disney princess waiting for her glass slipper. When I was Cinderella, I didn’t mind sweeping the sidewalk. I’d grip the pink handle tighter; my broom would move faster.


“Great job,” Abi would say, looking over at my freshly swept gray cement squares. “Now do this side.”


I was happy to. Working hard had always been a part of the fairy tale; it was how I’d earn my destiny. One day, I’d be a part of something that truly mattered in the world, and then I, too, would matter. I just had to struggle a bit longer to get there, that’s all. Sweep a little harder. One day, I’d walk into the Grand Ball, just like Cinderella, and become the person I was always meant to be.
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Twenty-five years later, I finally made it to that ball, in a dress Walt Disney himself would’ve approved of. I stood at the entrance of a gilded neoclassical auditorium in the heart of our nation’s capital wearing a custom-designed gown with thirty yards of black taffeta ruffles and pleats that spilled onto the floor like a waterfall. The last time I’d worn a dress halfway that nice was to my junior prom, but my mom took that one back to Nordstrom the very next day (tags expertly reattached). Now, surrounded by gold-leaf-adorned columns and smiling so hard my cheeks hurt, the reality was a million times better than any childhood fantasy. I was attending President Obama’s inaugural ball.


I looked around the well-heeled crowd and thought, I made it. I’m finally here. The very next morning, I’d be starting my new job in the West Wing of the White House, working for a president who had just made history after an unprecedented campaign that I had been a part of. What’s more, I’d be the special assistant to the first Black woman to ever serve as White House deputy chief of staff for policy. I spent the evening mingling around CNN anchors, members of Congress, and Hollywood stars, while holding a sleek champagne flute and pinching myself. In a far corner of the internet, there’s even a random photo of me next to Google’s Larry Page. I was twenty-nine years old.


For several reasons, I was probably the least likely person in the room to be at the ball. And that made it all the more special. Five years earlier, I was working as a waitress, making minimum wage. Two years after that, I had taken out student loans in the six figures for graduate school. And over the previous year, I had racked up five figures of credit card debt to pay my living expenses so I could work on the Obama campaign. But now I would finally have an opportunity to act toward meaningful change at the highest level and to champion my community in the process. We’d have a seat at the most powerful table. It was everything I dreamed I could do, and more than I ever dreamed I could be.


Despite the glamour of the night and getting only four hours of sleep, I could not wait for my first day of work. Butterflies woke me up well before my alarm went off. As I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, getting ready, I thought about all the ways that my life was about to change. After years of being underestimated, I felt like I was stepping into my personal power—as a woman and as a professional. Smoothing my black blazer and pencil skirt, I realized that underneath my excitement there was also a sense of relief. From this point on, it was likely that I’d have the kind of career that could support my family if and when anyone fell on bad times. It was a goal that I’d set for myself since I was a child.


The walk to the White House was a straight shot down 16th Street NW, and with each step, my nerves grew. I’d been warned that working in the White House was like drinking from a fire hose—a frenetic pace, sixteen-hour days, crushing stress, and little to no sleep. I tried to reassure myself that I was used to a brutal grind, having worked nonstop since I was in my early teens. But nothing could’ve prepared me for what I was about to experience. Not the campaign, not even Harvard.


I reported to the Eisenhower Executive Office Building before 8 a.m. for orientation and to receive my work badge. It’s hard to imagine a building as awe-inspiring as the White House itself, yet the EEOB stood next door with a grandeur all its own. Built in the late 1880s, the building holds over 550 rooms on ten acres of ornately tiled floors. It’s where the majority of White House staff work, given how little office space there is inside the actual White House.


I was handed a navy blue badge with a white W on it—something of a coveted status symbol, but I wasn’t aware of that yet. I hadn’t come up on campaigns or previously worked on Capitol Hill, like many of my new colleagues. The 2008 presidential campaign had been my very first job in politics, driven solely by my belief in then senator Obama. Before orientation day, I had seen the White House only once, at a distance, through a tall black metal gate.


As I walked through the grounds to find my office, each moment was more surreal than the last. My first stop was a Secret Service checkpoint at the entrance to the lower West Wing. A uniformed man with a buzz cut looked me up and down as I tried my best to not seem suspicious.


“Badge?” he said, with a hint of annoyance that I wasn’t wearing one.


“Oh, yes. Sorry.” I fumbled through the stack of folders in my arms for the lanyard I’d just been given.


“You need to keep that around your neck at all times, ma’am.”


“I will. Sorry,” I responded, pulling the badge over my head with one hand and resting it faceup.


When he nodded for me to walk through, I stood there dumbfounded for a few seconds. That was it? I was in?


I entered the West Wing and walked up to the lobby, passing the Roosevelt Room and FDR’s portrait staring back at me. I turned the corner and stopped in my tracks in front of a broad doorway that revealed a full view of… the Oval Office. Just ahead of me, at twelve o’clock, was the historic Resolute Desk—empty, but imposing all the same. I had been told that the air was different in the Oval, but I wouldn’t know. I was holding my breath.


Past the Oval was a passageway that led to six offices, including those of the chief of staff, a senior advisor to the president, and the vice president. It was a dim, narrow hall with no windows, but this was prime real estate because of its location. You can imagine my shock when this is where I was told I’d sit—ten steps from the Oval Office.


My boss, Mona, was already at her desk when I walked in. I overheard her discussing the most recent job growth numbers on the phone as I passed by, noticing her smart suit and heels. Mona was who I aspired to be—effortlessly polished and brilliant. I immediately promised myself that she’d never beat me to the office again. I would make sure to be in my seat when she arrived and still be sitting there when she left for the day. And I would get to know everything about her. That was the loose job description of a White House special assistant: Be one step ahead of all of your principal’s needs. From meetings to briefing materials to the toppings she liked on her oatmeal (brown sugar and raisins).


I settled into my desk, ready to work around the clock and validate her decision to hire me. We had met only days before, in the flurry of hiring right before Inauguration Day. After waiting around DC for a month, I’d been interviewed and offered the position all at once, and I was nervous about living up to her expectations. I spent my first day trying to anticipate the wishes of a stranger, as well as figuring out how the secure phones worked, where we could find some food (the White House Mess), and meeting my new colleagues.


The West Wing housed only a few hundred staff in mostly two cohorts—the bold-faced names you read about in the paper and the young aides who were their assistants, fresh off the campaign and convinced we would change the world. We were all onboarding at the same time, leaving us little room to get to know each other, but I figured there would be plenty of opportunities for that as we settled into the coming weeks and months.


Watching my peers mill around gathering supplies and setting up their secure computers, I couldn’t believe how lucky I was that these talented young people would soon be my friends. Everyone seemed so confident and accomplished. And I wasn’t the only one fascinated by them. Politico was reporting on the comings and goings of White House staffers like it was DeuxMoi.


By the time my boss went home that first day and I had quadruple-checked that her briefing materials for the next day were prepped and on her desk, the sky had turned pitch-black. I left through the West Wing lobby’s double doors and took a dark path across the North Lawn to Pennsylvania Avenue. When I reached the black metal fence, something told me to turn around. Bathed in bright white light under the moon, the White House was breathtaking.


Remember this moment, I said to myself. Remember how you feel right this very moment.


Taking stock of every road that had led to this instant, I thought of the arc of my family’s story. My great-grandmother’s factory job as a single mother in Mexico. My grandmother’s struggle to raise six kids in Mexico, mostly alone and broke. My mother’s first job in the US, making car mats in Compton. And now, I was working in the White House. Generations’ worth of Firsts. Generations’ worth of Onlys. I would be the one to make everyone’s sacrifices worth it.


A picture-perfect story of the American Dream, right? Not exactly.


Four days later, it all came crashing down.
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My life is over. That was the thought running in a loop through my mind as I careened into hyperventilating panic. I finally had everything. Career, stability, and, most of all, respectability. The last part may not sound all that significant, but to a First and Only who had never felt like she fully belonged in the spaces she occupied, it was the brass ring of social mobility. Class and belonging. And I had it all. For four days.


It was late at night, and I had been lying in bed scrolling through my phone when a Google Alert appeared at the top of my inbox. During White House orientation, it was suggested that staffers create a Google Alert for our names so that we’d know any time we were mentioned in the media and there would be no surprises. Rumor had it that the White House also created Google Alerts for our names to keep tabs on us. I hadn’t expected to see my name in the press at all, let alone during the wall-to-wall national news coverage of the administration’s first week. And then I read the words in the email subject line:




WHITE HOUSE’S MAXIM BABE





I bolted upright in the dark and gasped. Clicking through the link, I saw her. Early-twenties me leaning awkwardly against a wall, wearing a black corset, with the worst haircut/color I’ve had in my life. Views of the story were in the hundreds of thousands and rapidly climbing.


Babe.


I winced reading the word. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not in front of all of my new colleagues. I quickly read the article, each line cutting a little deeper.


There were photos of me in Maxim juxtaposed right next to photos of me in a gown at the inaugural ball. And then the stab of betrayal. The reporter covering the story referenced anonymous sources who had provided him with personal details about me, including a tidbit of information that only one of my new colleagues would have known. Someone had done this on purpose.


Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, I got to the comments section. My hands were shaking as I scrolled down with dread, not reading through them at first but staring horror-struck at how many there were. Page after page after page. I knew I shouldn’t read them, but the self-destructive desire to understand just how badly I had ruined my life was overpowering. I scrolled back up and started from the top. Every comment was more awful than the last.


Her grandmother must be so ashamed of her, read one. It was the worst thing anyone could ever say to me.


There is no way I won’t be fired over this, I thought. Why would anyone, let alone the White House, want to be associated with me now? If the photos weren’t enough to do me in, the snarky implication throughout the story—that I didn’t deserve what I’d accomplished—would. I felt as if every sexist stereotype had been projected onto me at once. I might as well have a scarlet M stamped across my chest. I was tainted.


I wasn’t ashamed of my time as a model, but the narrative was wrong and the context was missing. I had initially started modeling and acting while I was an undergrad at the University of Southern California. Even though I had received grants, loans, and financial aid, it wasn’t enough to cover tuition—let alone housing, gas, and food. So I worked. A lot. Swiping ID cards at the campus gym and hostessing at Miyagi’s on Sunset Boulevard until two o’clock in the morning. Yet after being scouted by a talent agent, I discovered a much more efficient way to pay my bills. Acting provided a generous new stream of income; the pay from just one day’s work on a Pepsi commercial with Ricky Martin was enough to buy my new computer for school.


After college, I struggled to find a job as a journalist but kept booking acting and modeling gigs. And then Maxim called. They wanted to interview me in the magazine as a featured “rising star,” and my agent was adamant I couldn’t pass it up. I reluctantly agreed to do it, thinking it might lead to a break I desperately needed.


Back in early 2000s Los Angeles, appearing in Maxim meant you were an “it girl.” But now in late ’00s Washington, DC, any overt display of sexiness was a reputation killer. Smart women couldn’t—or at least shouldn’t—be sexy. Female sexuality and intelligence were made to feel like they were inversely related. “Watch out for the ‘skin-terns,’” I had heard around DC, referring to young women who wore fitted skirts or dresses. They weren’t considered smart, and they certainly weren’t respected. I could only imagine what people would be whispering about me now.


My White House badge on the bedside table suddenly caught my eye. There I was, smiling and oblivious, in a photo taken less than a week earlier. It already seemed like an artifact of a past life I’d never experience again. A life I was now disqualified from living. I ran to the bathroom and heaved into the toilet.
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Early the next morning, I walked to work in the frigid cold, wearing my boxiest Ann Taylor and expecting the worst. I imagined holding up my badge to the Secret Service agent and it no longer granting me access onto the White House grounds. Maybe someone would meet me at the gate and confiscate it right then and there, like a bad fake ID.


And if, by some chance, my badge still worked, then I’d still need to figure out how to explain this to Mona. I ran through various scenarios in my head. If she called me into her office and asked me about it, I would make sure she knew that the pictures were taken a long time ago. If she fired me on the spot, I would beg her to give me a probationary period instead. Either way, I would apologize to her for the embarrassment of wasting her time during one of the busiest weeks of her life. Tensions were already sky-high to ensure that the president’s transition went smoothly.


A thought crept into my mind that the president or first lady might hear about the story, but I pushed it quickly away after a fresh wave of nausea coursed through my body. Puking on the sidewalk outside of the White House was where I drew the line.


In the distance, I saw some of my colleagues walking toward the gate to the West Wing. Were they staring at me? I pictured other staffers—who I had previously thought would be my future friends—gossiping and laughing about the article. Most of them would now see me in my underwear before even shaking my hand.


I had tried to convince myself that everything would blow over quickly in a news cycle that had far more important stories to report on, but Google Alerts were repeatedly pinging my phone. The Daily Mail: MEET THE NEW GIRL AT THE WHITE HOUSE (GOOD JOB CLINTON’S NOT STILL PRESIDENT)! Perez Hilton: IT’S GETTING HOT IN THE WHITE HOUSE! Fox News even covered it. The hits—and the stories—kept coming.


Standing on Pennsylvania Avenue at the black metal White House gate, I wondered if maybe this was the side where I belonged. Maybe the commenters were right. I had dreamed too big. It was 11:59, and Cinderella was about to turn back into a pumpkin.


I held up my blue badge to the Secret Service agent inside the checkpoint booth and waited. What felt like several excruciating minutes passed, and then I heard it—click—the unmistakable sound of a latch unlocking.


Passing the white-gloved Marine Sentry guarding the West Wing lobby doors, I made a beeline past the Oval to my desk, eyes glued to the floor the whole time.


As planned, I was already there when my boss walked in.


“Good morning,” she said, continuing to her office without stopping.


I waited for her to say something, anything, to me over our shared wall, but instead the only sound I heard was papers rustling. An hour passed. Then another. It occurred to me that maybe she was waiting for me to initiate the conversation.


“Do you have a minute?” I asked, sliding into the chair in front of her nervously.


She had a Top Secret national security briefing book open on her desk. Was I really about to bring up something as ridiculous as Maxim? But I had to. I was now trending worldwide on Google.


“Sure, what is it?” she said, closing the book.


“I’m sure you saw the story, and I want to explain,” I said.


She looked at me with a blank expression on her face, and I realized that she had no idea what I was talking about. That was the one scenario I hadn’t prepared for. I told her everything as fast as I could, while my face burned with humiliation. So much for the great first impression I’d planned to make.


“I’m really sorry about this. I don’t want to be a distraction for the White House at such a critical time,” I said, bracing myself for her response.


Her expression remained unchanged. She paused for a moment before leaning forward in her chair. What she said next would determine the trajectory of my life.


“As far as I’m concerned, you’ll be judged by the quality of your work. Period. Do the work, and you will be fine.” And then she reached for her briefing book.


I took the cue.


“Thank you so much,” I told her, rising to leave. I was too stunned and relieved to say much more. I was safe. For now.


On one hand, it felt like I’d just been rescued from the brink. There was nothing I wouldn’t do now to make her job easier. Yet on the other hand, I was as anxious as ever.


Do the work. It sounded straightforward enough, but would the work ever really be enough?


In the weeks that followed, the knot in my stomach remained. I had never felt so isolated. I was walking the halls alone, eating alone, riding the Metro alone. It was hard for any of my friends to relate to being the recipient of a national media onslaught, so I mostly kept my misery to myself.


“I was told to keep my distance from you,” one of my male colleagues said as we stood in line one day to pick up lunch from the White House Mess. Over his shoulder, the door to the Situation Room swung open. There I was, feet away from one of the most powerful spaces in the world, and I felt so small.


I had been trying to convince myself that every cold shoulder and judgmental look was just in my head, but here was the confirmation. Someone had pulled him aside to say it would reflect badly on him to be seen with me. And the rejection wasn’t coming from only within the White House.


I thought that despite the lack of acceptance in my new world, I could at least rely on a sense of belonging from those in my old world. But a couple of weeks later, while eating Stouffer’s lasagna out of the carton in my apartment, I realized that, like many First and Onlys, I felt like an outsider in both my past and my present.


Since I’d started working at the White House, I hadn’t had a chance to connect with many of my close friends or family. I had decided to write a group email letting everyone know about my new job and that I was thinking of them. Maybe a few words of encouragement will make me feel better, I thought. Minutes after hitting SEND, I received a reply from my best friend of fifteen years. It was one word and in all caps: UNSUBSCRIBE.


My stomach hit the floor when I read it. What did that mean? Unsubscribe from me? My life? Our friendship?


Alma and I had been close since we met as preteens in the early ’90s. We had seen each other through our baggy-pants phase when we were both in “crews,” through our college days at USC (me) and LMU (her). In some ways we were opposites—we went to rival schools, we had few friends in common, and she was petite while I’d grown to a lanky five foot seven by age twelve—yet in the ways that mattered most, we were kindred spirits.


We were both Latinas who had immigrant moms, similar upbringings, and a drive to break out of whatever predetermined paths our fraught childhoods may have pointed toward. She had been my touchstone—someone who had seen every identity permutation I had twisted myself into. And I liked to believe that I was hers, by her side through difficult moments in high school, and cheering her on at every step since.


I immediately reread my original email. Had I come off like I was bragging? I didn’t see anything that could elicit that kind of response. Over the previous weeks, I had interviewed for jobs, started work, and dealt with the media storm around my old modeling photos. My note was more of a mea culpa for going MIA while in crisis mode. So what was going on? The only thing that made sense was that our lives had finally diverged one step too far. I had suspected as much through the years, but I didn’t want to believe it. Or face it.


Our friendship had first started to show strain when I moved away to attend Harvard. I invited Alma to come visit several times, hoping to introduce her to my classmates and sightsee around Boston together.


“I don’t want to meet your snobby friends,” she finally blurted out on the phone.


Alma never visited during the two years I was in Cambridge, and I rarely went back to LA. I avoided mentioning anything about school or my classmates when we spoke after that. Since there was an entire part of my life that was seemingly off-limits, our calls gradually became more awkward and less frequent. I was at a loss, wondering what I’d done wrong to cause the ever-growing rift between us. She never told me.


I was pretty sure she convinced herself that I had changed. It’s a maddening dig First and Onlys often hear from our friends or family back home: “You’ve changed.” I was still the same person inside, but aren’t we all meant to change throughout our lives? Evolve and become more experienced? The more she pulled away, the more betrayed I felt.


It didn’t help that I hadn’t received the kind of enthusiasm you’d expect from my family either. As is sometimes the case for First and Onlys, my family didn’t seem to have a lot of curiosity about my accomplishments. They were glad I was doing well, but beyond a general “How’s it going?” there didn’t seem to be a lot of interest in learning more about the experiences I was having. Not at USC. Not at Harvard. Not even at the White House. I told myself that they were just unsure of what to ask and felt out of their depth—and I believe that to be true to this day—but I still felt bummed to be asked about my health, who I was dating, or if I was getting enough sleep, but never about the aspects of my life I had worked so hard to realize.


At the time, I didn’t fully grasp that for First and Onlys, our efforts to recalibrate and survive in new spaces can often be misunderstood as leaving our friends, our culture, or our families behind. We face dual rejection—in our new environments and in our old ones—for opposite reasons. I missed my best friend and wanted to tell her how out of place and inferior I was feeling. But ironically, she wasn’t talking to me because she probably thought I felt superior. I wanted my family to be excited to hear about my life in DC, but other than my mom and my sister, no one else seemed to have much interest.


As my first freezing winter in DC dragged on, I hid at home every weekend and ate more frozen lasagna than I’d like to admit. I lay awake most nights with anxiety-induced insomnia. I reread nasty comments online. I had suicidal thoughts. No matter how many pep talks I gave myself, I still felt like I didn’t belong in my own life. They say you shouldn’t let other people decide who you are. But with each passing day, it was becoming a little harder not to.


Still, I kept doing my job, Mona’s words—You’ll be judged by the quality of your work—in my head. Showing up to work early, getting things done, being polite and friendly, staying away from drama, leaving work late, and generally keeping my head down. Rinse and repeat for months. My boss seemed happy, and that was all I really cared about.


I told myself that I could get by on my own and tried to detach myself from wanting to be embraced or accepted. But every time I heard of a birthday party I wasn’t invited to or a happy hour I was left out of, I felt like a pariah all over again. And then, a moment of kindness.


There was a young woman who sat in the office next to mine who would sometimes stop by while looking for her boss or to ask a question. Kristin was from Montana, with wavy blond hair that she tucked neatly behind her ears, and when she smiled at me, I could tell it was genuine. I looked forward to her random drop-ins every day. Even though we hardly knew each other, she was the closest thing I had to a work friend.


One morning in late March, when the cold was finally beginning to show signs of lifting and the cherry blossoms were about to bloom, Kristin walked up to my desk unexpectedly.


“Hey, wanna go grab our lunch together?” she said.


I thought she was messing with me at first, but then I realized she was being sincere.


I steadied my voice before I answered. “Yeah, I’d love to,” I said, trying to play it cool.


It took all that I had not to jump out of my chair and throw my arms around her in a grateful hug.


We walked side by side to the White House Mess, passing colleagues ranging from senior staff to special assistants. I self-consciously studied Kristin and tried to detect any embarrassment she might have about being seen with me, but she smiled and greeted everyone like usual.


When we arrived at the pickup window—where staffers hurriedly grabbed their lunches before heading back to eat at their desks—there wasn’t a hint of uneasiness on her face.


“So what did you order?” she asked as we stood in line.


“A tuna sandwich,” I said, watching as one of our peers from the chief of staff’s office who had picked up her salad from the window walked toward us.


“Hey, Kristin.” Pause. “Hi, Alejandra,” she said, smiling at us as she passed. It was the first time she had ever acknowledged me in public.


When Kristin and I got back to our adjacent offices, paper plates in hand, she called out to me from the doorway.


“Let me know when you head down to the Mess tomorrow.”


“For sure,” I said, feeling the urge to hug her again.


Kristin’s friendship was a life raft that first winter at the White House. Her solidarity helped disarm the balled-up fist that had lodged itself protectively in my gut. Someone else in my position might have been able to shake off all the silent treatment. But a wound inside me had been triggered, and it was old and familiar. Yearning for belonging.


I had been chasing it for decades; the Maxim fiasco was only the most recent—and extreme—example of my failure. It went all the way back to my childhood and the feeling that I didn’t even belong in my own family. I was different; I wanted different things. It took me many years to realize that when you are a First and Only, you are set up to advance alone. You often don’t belong, by definition.


Many of my peers were fortunate to move through new experiences in a familiar pack, with others who could relate and sympathize. I didn’t have a network of individuals who could understand both where I came from and where I’d arrived. Or help me make sense of why every time I “leveled up” after an achievement—meaning I reached a new threshold in my social or economic mobility—there also seemed to be a related emotional cost.


Sometimes it sucker punched me like Maxim did, but most of the time it was more subtle. Disengagement from family. Anxiety. Friendships lost. Sadness. Debt incurred. Numbness. A romantic relationship challenged. Insomnia.


For most of my life, I had rarely stopped to take account of what I had gone through or how it was affecting me. I felt pressure to keep up the pace. It’s said that when you’re skating on thin ice, your speed is your safety. And I took that to heart; many of us First and Onlys do.


But now, here I was at the height of success—the actual White House—and my emotional pain was also at its absolute pinnacle. What was going on? I had been the first in my family to have a number of life-altering experiences. I was supposed to feel free and liberated. So why did it still hurt so much?


I didn’t understand back then that the pain was a sign that there were parts of me that remained unhealed. I could work hard and climb high, but no amount of success could reverse the emotional toll that social and economic mobility had taken. In order to move through it—to find my peace and heal—I’d first need to acknowledge it. Admit to how I’d tussled with it. This book is my attempt to dig up those bones at long last. Lay them all across the table. For myself and for any other First and Only who finds themselves blazing trails yet burning inside.


Motivated by the idea that history doesn’t repeat itself but it often rhymes, I decided to take stock of not only where but also who I came from. Because achieving societal measures of success wouldn’t be enough to keep me from repeating our ancestral patterns. I could feel my family’s influence looming over me—even as my experiences moved farther and farther away from theirs—and I wasn’t satisfied with summing up their lives using the broad brush of “immigrants seeking a better life.” There was more there, and I wanted to know what it was. So I started with a question: What were the generational cycles I was born to break?


I found an answer within my family’s rhyme.
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