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I dedicate this book to YOU. I hope it inspires and empowers you. Through pain, loss, and love, may you find the best version of yourself.






INTRODUCTION

In December 2012, my world came to a standstill with the sudden loss of my momma. I was left gasping for air, wondering if life was still worth living without her. But there was no real time to grieve, no space to make sense of this sudden and excruciating void she’d left behind because my brothers and sisters needed me. So I sprang into action to help piece back some sense of family for the five of us. I knew that’s what my momma would’ve wanted. I had to help heal their bleeding hearts—mine would have to wait. That’s when I wrote my first book, Forgiveness. In those pages, I felt the need to share my story, to clear the air, to tell my truth. It also gave me the chance to forgive others, forgive myself, and pick up the broken pieces of my life. But what happened after that?

Having to continue life without the force of nature that was Jenni Rivera at times felt paralyzing. Stepping into her shoes and taking on a mother figure role for my youngest brother and sister, Johnny and Jenicka, was a challenge on its own. But giving up was not an option. In these pages, I share with you the lessons that taught me how to stand on my own two feet like never before. This is my journey from nerve-rattled singer to Grammy-winning performer, from first-time business owner to full-blown Boss Bee entrepreneur; it’s how I navigated the turmoil of my relationships, how I figured out the balance between satisfying my family’s needs while no longer putting my own dreams on hold, and how I became a wife and then watched it all crumble before my eyes.

Yeah, I’ve been through hell and back a few times, but I’m still standing. I survived. I figured it out. I learned that nothing and no one will ever stop me from following my heart and my dreams, and becoming the best version of myself possible. Unstoppable is a new chance to speak the truth about the last five years of my life, but it’s also my chance to inspire you. No matter what you face, no matter what people say, no matter how defeated you may feel, I’m living proof that we have the power to get back up, dust ourselves off, and become unstoppable.
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An eerie feeling crept over me as the long and fiery days of summer softened into the nostalgic autumnal glow of 2020. I usually love this time of year, when the weather begins to turn and the crisp, cool nights beg for me to do a deep dive into my closet and pull out the sweaters and cozy layers that have been patiently waiting for their seasonal turn. But this time, it was different. My heart was fractured. Simple day-to-day activities demanded every last ounce of strength I carried in my exhausted mind and body. As I switched off the lights in my home and slowly walked upstairs to my bedroom, I just couldn’t shake this feeling, a déjà vu of sorts, that I was reliving the fall of 2012 all over again. After brushing my teeth, washing my face, and mindlessly motioning through the rest of my nightly routine, I climbed into my king-size bed, curled up under the soft white covers with my fluffy pillow, and then slowly turned to the empty spot beside me. My stomach tied up in a thousand knots and the agonizing pressure on my chest was unbearable. I… felt… so… alone.

I had already survived the worst possible unimaginable loss. The pillar in my life, the one person I had relied on, trusted, adored, and forgiven beyond the grave, was long gone. And now, the person I believed was my soul mate, my ride or die, the one who vowed to love and cherish me, was gone too. Surely I’d get through this type of crushing devastation again. My mind was telling me that I’d been through worse, that I could and would handle this too, but somehow I was back to square one emotionally. WTF? How did I get here?



After my mom passed away in a plane accident on December 9, 2012, it was as if someone had said “Kill the lights” in my life. I patted my bleeding heart dry and blubbered through that first year, trying to figure out how to fill the gaping hole she left in our family.

“Do you guys ever wonder what Momma is doing?” I asked my brothers and sisters during our first sibling getaway about a year after she passed.

In honor of a promise we’d made to take a yearly family vacation, I rented an RV and invited my brothers and sisters on a road trip to the Grand Canyon. In the past year, I had dealt with anger, frustration, and excruciating pain, and then I forgave… I vowed not to hold any resentment toward those who hurt or left me, I gracefully accepted all that had gone down, as I detailed in my first book, Forgiveness, and reconciled with the idea that, although I didn’t quite understand why the glue that kept us together was gone, I knew it was up to me, as the eldest sibling, the one who had already been taking care of my brothers and sisters throughout their lives, to step into my mom’s shoes and push us forward.

“I do all the time,” said Jacqie, my younger sister, who was twenty-four at the time and living in her own house with her husband, Michael, whom she’d married about a year earlier, and her daughter, Jaylah.

“I dream about her a lot,” said Johnny.

“What do you dream about her?” I asked.

“Just her laughing,” said Johnny in a hushed tone.

Johnny was twelve years old back then, my youngest brother, but really, he’ll forever be my little kid. When he was born, Momma, who was determined not to put her career on hold, handed me her baby and said, “Mija, I really need you. Now more than ever.” And just like that, Johnny became my son. I remember like it was yesterday, standing in the backstage area with this little baby boy in my arms, feeding and cuddling him, while my mom rocked the house onstage. She toured nonstop during the following years, focused on making something of her career and giving us all a better life, and I stayed home with my four siblings, taking care of them as best I could, while being barely seventeen years old myself.

“I wish I could be like you guys,” interjected my bighearted brother Mikey, then twenty-two years old, who had become a father only a year earlier to beautiful little Luna.

“What do you mean?” I asked, as we sat around a firepit on the last night of our Grand Canyon vacation, staring up at the endless sky swarming with flickering stars.

“I’m not at peace at all about it,” said Mikey, referring to our still-recent loss.

“Me neither,” murmured my little sister Jenicka.

For the first time in our lives, my siblings and I had to start learning how to live without the force that was Jenni Rivera, yet the mere idea of moving on without her felt absolutely paralyzing.

“I don’t think I’ll ever understand it,” I said.

“I still don’t understand why my dad’s gone, and it’s been four years,” said Jenicka movingly.

My heart dropped when I heard Jenicka express herself so openly. That night, I saw my two youngest siblings in a different light. Johnny was eleven and Jenicka was fifteen when our mom passed away. They’d lost their dad only a few years earlier, so on that unimaginable day they’d also become orphans. Ever since then, I was determined to make sure they knew I would never abandon them. I switched into full-on protective momma bear mode.

My mom’s trust apparently determined that the kids’ guardian had to live in the house with the children. Tía Rosie had been appointed their legal guardian—a pill that was hard to swallow for me, given that I had raised those kids since they came into this world—but I was still their emotional guardian. So when the kids asked me to move back to the house, I was very hesitant because I had finally begun to get used to being on my own, and I knew the situation was less than ideal. But they needed me. That’s why, despite the awkward custody arrangement, where I had to ask my aunt for permission for something as menial as picking them up at school, I said yes to Johnny and Jenicka, determined to make it work for them.

These kids were so strong—they were my heroes, and honestly, the key ingredients to my survival. While I was fighting to keep them alive, they were keeping me alive, inspiring me to stay strong, hold it together, and pull through no matter what.

By September 2, 2014, about a year after this sibling road trip, once tía Rosie and I had come to an agreement, I was made their official legal guardian and she and her family moved out. “Congratulations,” Johnny said in a serious tone on the day we received the all-important documents, “you just gave birth to a couple of teenagers.” They were no longer just my siblings, they were now officially my kids, and everything I did from then on wouldn’t be just for me, it would be for them too. I vowed to never turn my back on them.

Although we easily fell into our old routines, stepping in to raise a preteen and teen was not easy. Where I was once spending quiet evenings decompressing in my tiny garage apartment in Van Nuys, I now worried about getting the kids to school on time, making sure they made it to their doctor appointments, and going to their parent-teacher conferences—you name it, I was doing it. I’d take Johnny on my Target runs, then we’d hit up his favorite GameStop shop. We went to the movies or watched them at home and ordered pizza. I’d also bring him along with me to my boyfriend Angel’s place. He was basically glued to my hip during those first couple of years, and so was Jenicka.

I made sure she had driving lessons so she could get a permit and eventually her driver’s license. That was a game-changer for me because Jenicka was then able to help by going to the grocery store and dropping Johnny off or picking him up from any scheduled appointments. Even though the two of them would fight a lot—as most siblings do—Jenicka has always been an incredibly mature and wise young lady, and her support was absolutely invaluable. She gave me a little extra space to breathe.

Jenicka was going to a public high school at the time, but since there was a strong Latino population there, everyone and their mother knew about our mom’s passing, and it was really affecting her sensitive soul.

“Pretty please,” she finally said to me one day at home, “can I go to Johnny’s school?”

Johnny had recently started at Fusion Academy in Woodland Hills, a private school dedicated to one-to-one teaching, meaning one teacher for every student. Although he was still reeling from losing our mom, the personalized attention did wonders for him. They were used to seeing and dealing with celebrity children—Paris Jackson, Michael Jackson’s daughter, also attended that school—so I thought it would be a good fit for Jenicka too. She was so relieved to finally be able to focus on school instead of the outside chatter that had been bogging her down that she even graduated a year ahead of her class.

This move meant not only that both my kids were doing better at school, it also meant I had to drive them to just one school in the morning, cutting my time on the road significantly—I relished any spare minutes I could get.

Although I had been their mother figure in the past, this was different because I was quietly devastated and still trying to process my own grief. When I moved back to my momma’s house to take care of the kids, Mikey was sleeping in my room, so I took Jacqie’s old room, which meant that every time I walked to and from my new bedroom—every freakin’ day—I had to pass by my mom’s room, which we had left untouched since she died. The flap of the sheet on the left side of her bed was folded over from when she’d last climbed out. The cute striped pajamas she had worn the night before were by the sink in the bathroom with her undies, and there was a dress she’d taken off in her closet and left on the floor. Everything else was clean and tidy. But those few items remained as they were for a few years. Sometimes I was fine with it; other times I had to close the door to avoid the constant reminder of her absence. And there were moments when I would step inside, sit on her bed, and simply let the tears gush out, gathering whatever strength I could from her waning presence.

It was difficult and awkward, but, ultimately, I knew I was doing the right thing by being there for my siblings. I knew how much Momma loved these children, how much she loved all of her children, so moving back home with them was also my way of honoring her legacy, and it was allowing me to slowly heal. I chose to stick it out and put on a strong face for my kids. Jacqie was married and had a daughter, Mikey had a daughter too, so it was just me, Jenicka, and Johnny now, and I needed them to be all right.

But I didn’t do it all alone. First, I rehired Mercedes, the same babysitter we had when my mom was alive. Johnny really loved her and felt comfortable around her, so, although Momma had let her go, I made an executive decision to bring her back, knowing the reason they’d parted ways was more of a misunderstanding than anything else. She was a godsend, helping with the cooking and the kids during the day, which offered me a few precious hours to figure out what I was going to do with my life, something I barely had time to think about during those first few mom-less years.

Then, when Rosie and her family moved out of the house, my boyfriend Angel really stepped up for us. We had been together for a few years, and although at times it had been a rocky ride emotionally, which led us to break up and get back together more than once, when my world came undone, he was there, steadfast by my side, providing me with love and support, pushing me to succeed and offering priceless advice.

First, he started spending more nights with us to make sure we were safe.

“You guys are all alone,” he said, worried. “It’s just you and them.” He actually wanted us to move out of the house and go live with him, but I didn’t feel any of us had the bandwidth to deal with yet another big upheaval in our lives.

“Let’s just take it little by little,” I replied. We were all craving some sense of normalcy and stability, and he got that; he was okay with it.

A lot of people never quite understood my choice to stay with him—including some of my family—given the feud he’d had with my mom before she died. But I knew that, although mishandled, it had all been to protect me and come to my defense. He was a solid guy, not the gangster many made him out to be.

Angel never moved any of his stuff to the house or left anything there other than a toothbrush because he really didn’t want to live in my mom’s house—it just didn’t feel right to him. He was determined not to let anyone think that he was taking advantage of the situation in any way. This meant that sometimes he’d head off to work early just to get ready for the day in his office, yet he always came back, night after night, to make sure we weren’t alone.

“Here, take it,” he’d often say, handing me a wad of cash. “I use electricity and water when I’m here with you. Please, pay for whatever you need; go buy groceries.” He was an innate provider and, although the current arrangements weren’t what he’d wished for, he rolled with it, giving us the space and time to heal, while also lending me the love and care I desperately needed.

As if that wasn’t enough, he also stepped in and gave me a hand with Johnny. Angel would help me comfort Johnny when he crept into our room in the middle of the night scared or sad. He made Johnny feel safe and slowly became a true father figure in his life. Angel wouldn’t scold him, but when Johnny was acting up or doing something that was stressing me out, Angel would step in and say, “Come here, Johnny, let’s go for a ride,” and he’d guide him to his car and give me the breather I needed to get my head back in the game.

“Hey, your sister’s going through a lot,” he’d say to Johnny in the car. “So, if you need to talk to someone, you can talk to me.” Angel would take him to the office or they’d simply go for a spin while listening to music, and Johnny felt at ease and at home with him.

Those were difficult years because Johnny was smack in the middle of puberty and exploring his sexuality, and I had only recently discovered that he liked boys at the time. Even though Angel didn’t quite relate to this because it was something so new and different to him, he didn’t judge Johnny and never made him feel bad. On the contrary, Angel was there for him, willing to listen, understand, and talk to him, and that meant the world to a little boy who’d lost both his parents and was now trying to figure himself out. I think this also factored into why Johnny was so close to Angel and looked up to him so much, and still does to this day.

Although our relationship was tumultuous—likely because we were both going through so much and had a lot of growing up to do in different ways—Angel always took care of me and made sure I felt safe. Every relationship is a master teacher in our lives, and I learned so much from him and will be forever grateful for his presence during those years of inexplicable heartache as we adjusted to our mom’s permanent absence.

I truly believe that nothing God sends our way is something we can’t handle. That’s why I always say, Dios nunca se equivoca (God is never wrong). Everything comes our way for a reason. It may sound cliché, but I live by that saying.

I don’t wish this type of pain on anyone—losing a parent, losing a partner, losing friends, whether it be through death or the end of a relationship, can drive anyone to a dark place. I know, I’ve lost them all. But I think that people are meant to be in our lives for a certain number of seasons to teach us the lessons we need so we can enter the following years of our lives with some evolution under our belt. Easier said than done, right? Especially when it comes to the death of a parent. When you’re in the thick of it, you feel like that sense of devastation will never truly go away. But I always tell myself and those around me going through a rough time: This too shall pass. Maybe not right now, maybe not as quick as we’d like, but it will eventually, especially if you’re intentional about getting through it. It’s never going to be easy, it’s just going to get easier. You eventually learn to live with that void.

These are the questions I began to ask myself when I was going through that painful turning point in my life: What am I supposed to learn from this? How am I supposed to grow? How can I be a better friend? How can I be a better daughter? How can I represent my mother’s legacy? What can I learn from her, mimic, do differently? How can I improve my life through this pain? When you start searching for the answers to these profound questions, you are opening the door to growing and evolving into the person you’re meant to be. You’ll see my answers flourish in these pages and become an essential learning: Each and every loss adds up to an emotional, physical, and mental gain. And one day, you’ll wake up from that dreary black-and-white movie and see the colors shine again.

I’ve always had to grow up faster than people my age, but those first years without my momma taught me how to be a full-blown woman. She had been my advocator, my cheerleader, my biggest critic, and my protector, but now I had to stand up and protect myself and my siblings. I realized I couldn’t depend on anyone but myself, and I learned to be strong in every way imaginable. Pain provides lessons. It helps us grow and become more aware of our surroundings. It’s a gateway to change and evolution.

So, now what?

That’s what I kept thinking while navigating those first few years with the kids. Shit, now what do I do? I thought when I found out that Johnny had been exchanging explicit photos with a guy and misusing his Instagram account, where he had hundreds of thousands of followers.

“First of all, why are you sending pictures with your face in them?” I asked Johnny. “I can’t stop you from sending pictures of your penis, but don’t put your face in them because you’re the son of a famous woman and part of a well-known family.”

He stared back at me with a blank face. He knew he was in trouble, and as his mom, I had to teach him a lesson so he could fully understand the gravity of the situation. I mean, come on, the only reason those photos didn’t get out was because he was underage and publishing them would be considered child pornography. That really saved our asses, but I was furious. I realized he was too young to handle his own social media account, so I shut it down, deleting absolutely everything, and he was fuming, but I didn’t care.

“Look, you’re a little boy,” I said to him firmly, “and you don’t need this, plus it’s causing you problems.”

Then, to make sure he didn’t keep doing any stupid shit, I moved him to the office area located directly across from my room. I removed the door and placed his mattress in the hallway so I could keep a close eye on him at night.

OMG, what am I going to do? Who do I run to now? How am I going to take care of all of this, of them? I thought as this situation unraveled along with countless other freak-outs that came with raising two teens.

And then it happened. I heard my mom’s voice loud and clear: “Figure it out,” a phrase she often used. When I was growing up, there was no babying in my house. Momma always threw me into the deep end of anything in life, and then said, “Swim.” Figuring it out was the rule we lived by. That’s when it hit me, I know who I am. I know who raised me. And I will get through this.


You may not see the way out just yet,

but if you stay focused on the light,

you will make it to the other side

without even realizing it.
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When you don’t grow up with much, it makes you value everything that comes your way so much more. As a child, I saw my mom fight for us, fight to survive, fight to become a singer, a performer. That grit was my example—it’s all I’ve ever known—that’s how she raised me, throwing me into the sea of life, where I either swam or I drowned. And you better believe I swam. I swam through the ups and downs, the loss, the devastation, figuring it out, because giving up was not an option, at least not in our house. Momma always said, “When you fall, you have to get back up, dust yourself off, and keep going.” There was no room for victims, no time to feel sorry for ourselves.

I don’t stop to wallow in the fear of endings because I know they make way for new beginnings. And I know how to fend for myself. I’m not afraid of failure. If my career ever ends, I am ready to grab a cart and sell oranges on the side of the freeway. And I will take pride in my stand and strive to sell the juiciest oranges in the city. I’ll make them shine because I’m determined to do all I can to be successful at whatever I set my mind to. I will make it work, no matter what. Deep inside, I know I will be okay. My momma never quit, and neither will I.

Another driving force in my don’t-give-up mentality is my siblings. I’m the eldest of the five of us, and I was taught since the very beginning that I must set the example for them. I constantly strive to make my mother proud, to make my siblings proud, to make myself proud, and to do what’s best for all of us, even when that means facing our fears head-on and making the tough calls.

“Jenicka,” I called out to my youngest sister from the tufted cream-colored sofa next to the grand piano in the formal living room of what had been our home since 2009.

“Yes, sister,” she replied, in that soft and peaceful tone that makes everything feel better.

“Come here, and call your brothers for me, please,” I asked my sweet and oh-so-mature baby sister, who was now a full-blown eighteen-year-old.

“Are we in trouble?” asked Johnny as he walked over to the couch, where we’d had so many talks in the past as a family.

Johnny was fifteen going on thirty, but he will forever be my little kid.

“You and your meetings, Chiquis! You take this Boss Bee thing way too seriously,” said Mikey, as he walked down the stairs to join us, who in the spring of 2016 was twenty-four years old.

“I am a boss!” I snapped back. I love Mikey. He’s a supersmart, all-around great guy with a huge heart, but he always has something to say about everything.

“I wanted to call this meeting because it’s important,” I said, once they’d all sat down. “I was talking to tía Rosie. I don’t know… there’s no easy way to say this, but we have decided that it’s time to sell the house.”

Their eyes shot down, and in an instant their expressions went from relaxed and cheerful to straight-up glum. My heart was beating fast. I knew this would be a tough talk, but I also believed Momma wouldn’t have wanted us to remain stuck within those walls, immersed in her memories and constantly living in the past for years to come.

“Why, though?” asked Johnny, breaking the beat of silence among us.

“Because I feel bad having to pay for this house and taking that from what’s in the trust. That money can be used for other things—for your school, for your college—and realistically, I can’t afford this house.”

Up until then, money from Mikey, Jenicka, and Johnny’s trust funds was used to pay for the mortgage, but I didn’t want to do that anymore. That money was meant for their future, their educations, their survival, not to pay for a $15,000-dollar-a-month mortgage. Listen, my mom was Jenni Rivera, the top-selling female artist in Regional Mexican music, aka a banda superstar, who Billboard called the “top Latin artist of 2013,” but I was just getting my feet wet when it came to my singing career. I still had a long road ahead of me before music would become a profitable business in my life. So, as much as I would’ve loved to pay for that house and keep it going, I wasn’t making nearly enough to step in and make it happen—it just wasn’t within my means.

“Mikey wants to move out,” I continued as they stared back at me sullenly, “which means it would just be us three—”

“Jenicka is getting a little grown now too. Are you dealing with that well?” interrupted Mikey.

“Yeah, but she’s not planning to move out anytime soon,” I replied. “She has to go to college.” Then I turned to Jenicka. “There’s no reason for you to move out. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because, what if there’s a chance that I do?” she said, shyly.

“All I want you to do is go to school, I’ll take care of you—”

“Wait,” said Mikey, raising his hand. “What about what she wants to do?”

“What do you mean?” I said, a little annoyed.

“Have you heard yourself? You said, ‘All I want you to do…’ ” pointed out Mikey.

“But what I want for myself is the best for her,” I replied with a half smile. I knew what he was getting at, but I just wasn’t ready to accept it.

“You sound just like mom,” said Johnny.

Mikey continued, “Johnny’s going to want to go to college too and—”

“No, I can’t be on my own,” interrupted Johnny. I can’t imagine staying at the college dorm by myself.”

“Are you going to live with your sister when you’re thirty, though?” asked Mikey.

“Yeah,” replied Johnny somewhat defiantly.

Picturing change was hard for all of us at the time. I knew it was time to move on, but, honestly, it scared me shitless.

“They’re both going to stay with me until they’re like twenty-nine,” I said, knowing this was wishful thinking.

I finally understood why Momma always said, “It’s us against the world.” Making sure my siblings and I stayed close and stuck together during those first three-plus years after she died had been super important for our healing process. But for me, there was an added layer of why I didn’t want to part from them: I felt that they were all I had left of her. I had come to terms with selling the house, I had gotten used to Jacqie living in her own home with her growing family, and I knew Mikey would fly the nest soon to make a home for himself and his four-year-old daughter, but I was far from ready to let my babies go. Johnny and Jenicka had been my lighthouse, shining the rays of hope that carried me through that tempest in our lives.

I shook off these thoughts and attempted to steer the conversation back to the main point: moving out of Momma’s house.

“Nothing is going to change,” I said, “it’s just going to be a different house.”

“We’re really not going to have this house anymore, are we,” said Johnny, with sad eyes, realizing this was actually happening. “It’s hard for me to envision it belonging to anyone else.”

“I know,” I said in a softer tone. “I know this is hard.”

That house was more than just a building. It represented Momma’s tireless work and sacrifice, the countless tours, the never-ending TV and radio shows and promotional interviews, all of which made her miss important moments in our lives, like birthdays. She did all that to take care of us and give us a life she had only dreamed of while growing up in the gang-ridden streets of Long Beach, California, then struggling to survive as a teenage mom. Hell, I went from calling a garage my home as a kid and sleeping with my mom on a mattress on the floor, to having my own room and a two-story custom-made closet in a sprawling 10,000-square-foot mansion resting on four acres in Encino. She didn’t just buy this house, she turned it into our home, our little oasis where we could take shelter from the outside racket. In the short time we spent there, we filled each room with memories: family meals, arguments, laughter, and tears. You name it, we did it. That’s why it took me three years to finally decide it was time for us to move on. And that’s why this conversation and the idea of closing this chapter in our lives was so excruciatingly difficult to swallow for all of us.

“Don’t look at me like that, Jenicka. I’m not crying,” I said as I dabbed the inner corners of my eyes with my fingertips. “Oh my god, why am I crying? I was expecting you to cry, Johnny. I don’t know why I’m crying. I think about you, Johnny, a lot, because I know how hard all of this has been on you.”

Johnny was about nine when we moved into this new home—many of his most heartfelt memories with our mom had taken place within those walls during the last three years before she passed. It hurt me to think of how painful this transition would be for him.

“We’re just going to find something for us, and you, Mikey. You’re more than welcome to come.”

“We’ll see,” said Mikey.

“Me too,” added Jenicka. “We’ll see.”

“Jenicka, no,” I replied, shutting that idea down. “Alright, so the meeting is over.”

“This sucks, dude,” said Johnny as he slowly got up from the sofa.

“I know, I’m sorry,” I said, “but you’re going to thank me later—I hope.”

In the following days, I spoke to the real estate agents and set up times for them to start showing the house. That’s when Johnny realized this wasn’t just talk, this wasn’t just a plan, this was for real. And he wasn’t happy about it. When the first round of prospective buyers came to the house, he tagged along the showings adding his own commentary to the tours. He told a couple who was doing a walk-through with their dog in the lady’s arms, “We had three dogs, two of them ran away and one of them went missing, and then we heard coyote screeches.” “Oh my gosh,” said the woman, clutching her dog a little tighter. When this same couple was viewing the master suite, he blurted out, “We had a poltergeist upstairs a few years back.” They looked at him, slightly taken aback. He was being rude and a little obnoxious, hoping to scare them away so he could cling to the house a little longer.

When Jenicka came to one of the rooms I was frantically cleaning before the prospective buyers walked in to check it out and told me what was going on, I called Johnny over.

“Are you doing this on purpose?” I asked him.

“Maybe a little,” he said with a nervous giggle.

“Johnny, this isn’t funny.”

Regardless of his efforts, within a month, we had a solid offer, and the house was in escrow.

Meanwhile, Jenicka was still determined to pursue the idea of living alone. She didn’t quite know how to talk to me about it because she knew it wouldn’t be easy, but one afternoon, she finally gathered the courage to walk into the ground-floor office—a place where I had had so many talks with our mom, including the time I wanted to bring my boyfriend Angel to Jacqie’s wedding and she said no—where I was holding a meeting with my manager and assistant.

“Hi sister, can we talk?” she said, as they left the room, and she pulled out a chair and sat down across from me, the enormous wooden desk between us giving the moment an extra air of formality.

I flashed back to all the times I had sat there with my momma: planning her wardrobe, coordinating her schedules, figuring out what to do with the kids, sharing big laughs as well as having some tough confrontations, like the time I overheard her telling Jacqie that she shouldn’t invite my boyfriend to her wedding and I burst in demanding that Angel be there by my side. It was the last big argument we had in that room before she kicked me out of the house in March 2012.

“So, what do you want to talk about, Jenicka?” I asked, already suspecting where this conversation was heading.

She took a deep breath and said, “I’m going to move out. I’m not going to go with you and—”

“Okay, wait. You’re asking me to move out or you’re saying you’re going to move out?” I said, interrupting her.

She locked her hands and replied with a soft, yet determined tone, “I’m saying I’m going to move out.”

“This is a decision that you’ve already made,” I replied, trying to hide the pain I felt in the pit of my stomach.

“Yes, I thought—”

“Wait,” I interrupted her. “So, because you’re eighteen, you feel that you need to move out.”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Why?”

“I want to go explore and be able to take care of myself,” she said quietly.

“But you don’t have to take care of yourself. I can help you take care of yourself,” I said to my baby sister, hoping to change her mind.

“I know, but I want to take care of myself,” she said in that sweet voice of hers.

Taking care of herself… I felt she had no idea what she was stepping into.

“I don’t know exactly where I’m going. I thought about San Diego—”

“What?” Hold the phone. She wasn’t just considering moving out of the house, she was thinking about moving to another city? Aw, hell no.

“Sister, listen,” she said calmly, as she read the mini freak-out on my face, “I don’t want you to have to take care of me.”

“I don’t feel that you’re thinking this through all the way, Jenicka. You have to think about it.”

“I have thought about it,” she replied, “and I think I can handle it.”

“There’s no changing your mind at all?” I said, scrunching my face and giving away the hurt I felt inside.

“You’re going to make me cry,” she said with a nervous smile.

“I know you’re a good girl. You’re responsible… but if you’re living on your own, you could get into a lot of trouble.”

“Yeah, but I’m smart, sister. I’m not going to go get pregnant.”

“Jacqie came home with a piercing on her tongue, all kinds of tattoos, and a kid in her uterus. I don’t think Mom would like this idea. You know how Mom was,” I said, still trying to get her to see this wasn’t necessary just yet.

I still had the memory of Jacqie leaving the house a couple of hours shy of her eighteenth birthday fresh in my mind, even though it had happened nine years earlier, in the fall of 2007. I was dating Karla at the time, whom I talk about in Forgiveness, which made Jacqie really jealous and overprotective, emotions that were likely boosted further because she had to keep it under wraps for me—my mom wasn’t aware of my relationship at the time, although she could sense something was up. After being so close for years, this caused a lot of tension between Jacqie and me, and it exploded into a huge fight that night in November, a blowup that drove Jacqie to pack her things up and leave the house. She was going through a major rebellious streak and yearned for her independence, and now that she was practically eighteen, there was no stopping her.

As she stormed toward the door with her bags, I was so upset at how bratty and extreme she was being that I grabbed her hair and pulled her back inside.

“Where are you going?” I yelled. “Don’t you disrespect me like that!”

But she wriggled away and continued stomping over to her car, stashing her stuff in the back. Then, as she fixed her ponytail, she turned to me and said, “People like me make it in life. People like you are remembered.” She honestly thought she was going to get out there and do her thing. We laugh about the drama of that phrase now, but it stung back then.

Nevertheless, soon after she left, we made up, and I continued to see her in secret because Momma wasn’t having it. No one disrespects her like that and comes out unscathed. So I’d send Jacqie money and keep an eye on her as much as I could. It was hard because, as a mother figure, I knew how she’d handled leaving home was wrong, but I also wanted to be a good sister and have her back.

What Jacqie didn’t realize when she left home was that her new life would involve rooming with a friend, working at Denny’s, and returning home a year later, all tatted up, pierced, and pregnant.

“How do I tell Mom?” she asked me shortly after reconciling with our mom.

“Just tell her. She’s so happy you’re back home, I’m sure she won’t be upset.”

Jacqie had a special place in our mom’s heart because she was rebellious, and Momma could see herself in her. She’d always say, “Jacqie’s like me.”

So, that day I pushed her into our mom’s bedroom and followed her in.

“What’s going on?” Momma asked, waking up from a power nap.

“Go ahead,” I said to Jacqie, “tell Mom what you have to tell her.”

Mom sat up in her bed.

Jacqie started crying.

“Mom, I’m pregnant,” she finally blurted out.

“Oh my goodness, okay,” said Momma, and then she took Jacqie in her arms and hugged her.

“It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” said Momma in a soft and comforting voice filled with love and patience.

“We’re going to be fine,” I said.

“I’m kind of ready to be a grandma,” said Momma.

My mom knew what it was like to be a teenage mom, and I knew what it was like to be the daughter of a teenage mom, so we were very supportive throughout the whole process. At the end of the day, we were just happy Jacqie was back home with us.

But it wasn’t easy, and like any parent, I wanted to prevent Jenicka from traveling down the same difficult paths some of the women in our family had to experience.

Back in the office, I stared at Jenicka in disbelief and sat back in my chair, quietly trying to process this conversation. I wanted to support her decision, but it felt like she had drop-kicked my heart. At the time, I felt like I had given up my life for Jenicka—well, I did, I put things on hold just to raise her and Johnny—and with so much change on the horizon, I wasn’t ready to let her go. I didn’t want our trio to break up. She and Johnny were my rocks.

“I want you to be my sister now, not my mother,” Jenicka said honestly. She thought I had become a little overbearing in my mom role. “I want to be able to do my own thing and figure out what I’m going to do with my life without Mom,” she added in that mature tone that makes me think she’s wise beyond her years.

That made my heart stop. I understood. It was one of the reasons we were selling the house to begin with—we all needed to figure out our lives and move on.

“This breaks my heart into a billion pieces,” I said to her as I took a deep breath to control my emotions. But I respected her decision.

“I’m going to be around,” she said, trying to comfort me.

“Just know that it hurts me very much, and that whenever you want to come back home to live with me, the door will always be open.”

Jenicka stood up, walked around the massive desk and, as I peeled away from my chair to face this new reality, we fell into each other’s arms.

“It’s okay,” she said, after hugging me long and hard. “It’ll be fine, I promise.”

Jenicka was a good girl, mature, and smart. She’d been open and honest and done everything right by approaching me with her plan. Even though I was broken by this decision, I got it. She wanted to follow her path, and I wasn’t going to stand in her way. So I swept my hurt aside and decided to trust that she would be okay.



Once we accepted the offer for the house, we only had two weeks to move out. I honestly thought it would all take a little longer, but the buyers, Nick and Vanessa Lachey, offered to give us above the asking price on the condition that they could move in as soon as possible. The deal was struck and the clock was ticking. That’s when it hit me, Oh shit, we need to get out of here.

Reality was starting to sink in. We had two weeks to not only pack up all of our things, but to also finally confront something we had been avoiding for the previous two-plus years: the storage containers in the garage, the ones that had all of our mom’s things.

Jacqie came over one afternoon, and the five of us hesitantly walked over to the garage. We stood there quietly as the door slid up and revealed stack after stack of clear plastic containers.

We took a collective deep breath, and I said, “Alright, guys, let’s get to it.”

“What are we going to do with all of this?” asked Mikey, somewhat overwhelmed.

“Well, we have to look through it, we have to pick and choose what we’re going to store, what’s going to be in the Grammy Museum, and what you guys are going to take,” I said as I approached one of the bins and pulled off the lid.

Although our hearts felt tight and we were filled with dread, we did our best to keep it lighthearted as we began to unpack the containers filled with memories. Suddenly, I pulled out a bright fuchsia wide-brimmed hat and yelled, “Oh my god, see? I get it from Mom. She still has tags on her stuff too!”

“Sixty-eight dollars,” said Jacqie, reading the price out loud and shaking her head.

“Thank you, Momma,” I said, looking up to heaven. “I was feeling really bad about myself.”

“Would she even wear this?” said Jacqie, grabbing the hat from me and playfully putting it on her head. “Oh my god, this is my new Sunday church hat. Praise the Lord!”

“You know what,” I said, “why don’t we give some of Mom’s hats to Grandma?”

“Grandma does like hats,” said Jacqie, removing the hat and placing it back in the bin.

We started moving some containers to one corner, while opening others, trying to quickly sort through her stuff, because as cheerful as we were trying to be, it was incredibly difficult. I mean, her bedroom had remained the way she had left it up until a few weeks earlier when we cleaned up a bit for the house showings, and even then, we left her last change of clothes intact. But we powered through a little while longer.

“Oh, this is pretty,” I said, pulling out one of Momma’s glam black-sequined dresses and holding it up to my body to get an idea of how it might look on me.

“I think she wore that on a red carpet,” said Jenicka.

Each piece brought back a memory. It hurt to see Momma’s stuff, remember the moments, and then come to terms with the reality that she was no longer there with us.

I grabbed a red halter dress from another bin, and Jenicka said, “She wore that dress to tía Rosie’s wedding and then I wore it to a gala. I want that one.”

The air was growing heavier, together with our hearts.

I gave the red dress to Jenicka and pulled out a simple red romper with a front zipper and held it against my body to see if it would fit, thinking I could maybe even wear it one day. That’s when I looked over at Jenicka and noticed her expression change.

“Are you going to cry?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said softly, looking down.

“It’s okay,” said Jacqie. “She never cries. She needs to let it out.”

Meanwhile, Johnny and Mikey had been on the quiet side, making only small comments here and there. I guess they were trying to cope with this moment as best as they could.

I had been doing everything in my power to keep it together, but as soon as I saw the tears clouding Jenicka’s eyes, and while still holding that red romper in my hands, I broke. That piece of clothing was part of Momma’s loungewear. She’d wear it to go to the movies with us, to go grocery shopping, and to just hang around the house. The mariachi dresses she wore onstage make me miss her, but not as much as her everyday clothes and sneakers. That was my momma, Dolores Janney Rivera—her essence in all its beauty.

“I can’t do this,” I said, dropping the romper into the box and walking to the back of the garage, as tears welled up in my eyes. “I don’t want to do this,” I sobbed.

Mikey silently walked over and gave me a hug, and I rested my head on his shoulder.

“It’s so fucking unfair. I hate it, I hate it, I hate it,” I murmured. “I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be strong for you guys, but it’s so fucking hard.”

As I continued to let the tears roll down my face, Jenicka started to cry, then Johnny followed with his own waterworks. Jacqie came over to me and we shared a long, emotional hug.

“Where is she? Where is she?” I said softly. “I want to smell her and it pisses me off that I can’t.”

“Nothing smells like her anymore,” said Jenicka.

“It’s been a long time,” said Jacqie, trying to hold down the fort as we crumbled around her.

“I just want to know where she’s at. What she’s doing?” I said as I attempted to compose myself a little.

“She’s chilling,” said Jacqie.

“She’s sleeping,” said Jenicka.

“Resting for all the years she wasn’t able to rest,” I added. “So, what do we do with this?” I said, patting the black suitcase, the elephant in the room. That piece of luggage carried everything that had been salvaged from the plane wreck.

“It needs to go. It has really bad energy,” said Jenicka.

“A lot of it I don’t want to see ever in my life again. I just want to bury it,” I said. “But there’s that one dress, the pink-and-yellow one she wore that night.”

“[The suitcase] is perfectly fine,” said Jacqie, “which is so unfair. I hate that suitcase. Everything in it is unscratched. It makes me wonder why she couldn’t come out unscratched or alive.”

We didn’t have the emotional strength or courage to open the suitcase that afternoon, so we pushed it to the side and decided to call it a day and get the rest of our family involved. We needed their help. We couldn’t get through it all alone. As we started gathering ourselves to leave the garage, Mikey said, “Stop. Stop with the whole sadness, the crying.” He put his arm around my shoulders.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I was the one who started the fountain of tears.”

“It’s okay,” said Jacqie reassuringly. “It has to happen.”

I was doing my best to believe in destiny, in things happening for a reason, but in the garage that day stood five kids who had all lost their parents. Why did we have to lose our mom so soon? It’s hard to comprehend, to make sense of it all. What was clear, though, was that with the sale of the house, we all felt that she was slowly slipping away from us. But we realized it was up to us to reclaim her in our hearts—she would always live on with us.

The days that followed were bittersweet. I was looking forward to this new chapter and what the future held for all of us, but I dreaded having to close the door on this one.

The five of us decided to have one last family barbecue in the backyard with my uncles Juan and Pete, my aunt Rosie, my grandma and grandpa, as well as everyone’s spouses and children. It was a beautiful send-off to the house that had held us together for this long. We had a mariachi band play some music at twilight as we took in the beautiful city views for one last time.

“As much as I’m going to miss this house,” I said that evening to my family, “I’m pretty much ready. It hurts me, but I think it’s the best decision we could’ve made. And we’re going to make new memories.”

Johnny and my tío Juan, who were sitting next to each other at the other end of the backyard table, began to cry. Mikey walked over to Johnny and hugged him, and then he was also overcome with emotion.

“What makes us sad are the memories, but honestly, the house doesn’t feel the same without her,” said Jacqie, as she stood next to Juan, who remained seated at the table with tears still in his eyes. “It’s not a home.”

“It’s just the memories we live by,” added Jenicka, who was sitting by my side. “Right now, I can’t help thinking of that day she was here, sitting on Esteban’s lap and just smiling. At any party, she would be laughing and super happy to just be home.” Tears flooded her eyes as she recalled memories of our family gatherings with my momma in this backyard.

“When I was little, I never thought we’d be in this situation that we’re in,” said Johnny, between sobs. “I’m still trying to face it. It’s breaking me.”

“You’re just letting go of a physical house,” said Mikey to Johnny. “She’s always with you.”

Although more than three years had passed, we were all still sharing the pain of her loss and that had kept us close.

“You guys are overwhelmingly impressing me,” said Juan. “It’s unbelievable how strong you are as kids.”

Later that evening, we each wrote a note to Momma, taped it to a balloon, and released them into heaven, hoping our messages of love and appreciation would reach her somewhere up there.

That home was our safe place, and it was hard to accept that we wouldn’t be able to come back to it. On that last day, as we all stood in the empty living room and took one last look around, I said, “Let’s go. We have to be strong children. Children of the corn,” which was something our mom used to say to us when we misbehaved because she thought we were acting like the evil kids from that movie. It was a running joke from then on.

“That’s us,” said Jenicka as we left the house through the grand front door for the last time.

As hard as this was for all of us, letting go of the house didn’t mean letting go of her. We carried her laughter, her love, her lessons, everything within us, and no matter where we went, we’d make sure her presence and legacy lived on. We’d finally managed to pick ourselves up from the wreckage of her loss. Now it was time to dust ourselves off and move forward.


May your faith in the future be much bigger than the false illusions of the past.
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