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Aren’t You El Cinco’s Lady?

Ahora estoy, entre luces hermosas

mas cuando estaba sola, sé que Dios me cuidó.

(Now I am among the beautiful lights,

but when I was alone,

it was God who took care of me.)

—from “Mariposa de Barrio”

Sunday, January 26, 1997

The night began at El Farallon, a popular nightclub in Lynwood, California. El Farallon was where you went to hang out with your friends and get lost in the music, forgetting everything else for just a few hours. It was where I met Juan López, my second husband, after locking eyes with him across the dance floor. Most important, it was where many regional Mexican singers launched their careers. And it was where I decided to shoot my first music video, for my song “La Chacalosa” (The Jackal Woman).

My father had done business with the owner of El Farallon, Emilio Franco. Franco said we could shoot the video before the doors opened at 9:00 p.m. At the time, my dad, known to many as Don Pedro Rivera, was one of the biggest producers of regional Mexican music. He had always been my biggest supporter, especially in those early days when I was struggling to break out. He had plans to buy commercial airtime for this video to promote “La Chacalosa.”

I wasn’t making much money with my music. It was difficult to get my songs on the radio because I refused to fit into the mold of the typical Latina singer. I should have been younger, thinner, softer, quieter, dumber. In the Latino community, female singers were supposed to be beautiful and superskinny, and their music was supposed to be silly. Latina singers were meant to be looked at and not really heard. But I wasn’t eye candy. I was considered overweight. I was considered not to have vocal talent. And I was singing strong, ballsy corridos (folk tales, often involving drug dealers). I probably intimidated the men. No other women were singing corridos. It was like a woman rapping. Women weren’t thought to be tough enough, or real enough, to be singing about the gritty world of drug dealers. The people in the industry tried to make me change. If you want to make it in this genre, they said, you have to do this or that. A lot of women had to do sexual favors to get played on the radio. Fuck that. I wouldn’t do it. I wanted to make it based on my talent or not at all.

At the time we shot the video for “La Chacalosa,” I was working as a Realtor to support my three children and myself. Music was secondary. Juan López, the man I later married, was serving a seven-month prison sentence after being charged with smuggling immigrants. He was set to be released in three weeks. Because I didn’t want to be alone, my sister, Rosie, and her friend Gladyz came with me when I would go out at night for a music gig. On this night they sat in the nearly empty club watching me do several takes of the song. I thought we would be done by nine, but by the time we finished taping at around nine thirty, a few customers had started to trickle into the bar area. Before we left I went to the ladies’ room. As I exited the restroom, a man grabbed my right arm to make sure he had my attention. “Aren’t you El Cinco’s lady?” he said. El Cinco (The Five) was Juan López’s nickname. I distinctly remember looking into this man’s green eyes as he tugged roughly at my arm. He was making me upset and he knew it. “Leave me the fuck alone,” I told him as I broke away, wondering how he knew Juan and why he cared if I was Juan’s lady.

I picked up my things and walked out of the club with Rosie and Gladyz. I was in a bit of a rush because they were both still in high school, and this was a school night. I wanted to get them home as quickly as possible so we wouldn’t get in trouble and they would be allowed to hang out with me whenever they wanted. I was never one to have many friends, especially since Juan scared many of them away with his temper and his rude behavior. Now that he was incarcerated, I was a loner. Hanging out with the girls was fun and helped keep me busy until his release.

First I dropped Gladyz off at her house on Walnut Avenue in North Long Beach, then I dropped Rosie off at our parents’ house on Ellis Street, just a few blocks away. It was only 10:30, so we were in the clear. Once I made sure Rosie was in the house, I turned up the music and began the drive back home. I was living in beautiful, gangsteriffic Compton. Being a Realtor, I had bought a house there as an investment and decided to live in it for a while. It wasn’t the best neighborhood, but I was happy to have a place to call my own. I couldn’t wait to get to my bed that night. I was singing along to my all-time favorite CD, 15 Éxitos, by Marisela, as I drove down the 91 freeway west.

As I exited right onto Central Avenue, I noticed the car behind me flashing its high beams. It got closer and closer as I slowed down to see if I knew who it was. I didn’t recognize the small white sports car and I couldn’t see who was driving. The driver flashed his high beams again. What the fuck? Was I driving too slow? Did I forget to turn on my signal? Suddenly, the car sped up alongside my green Ford Explorer, purposely trying to sideswipe me. That’s when I realized not just one but three men were in the car, and I started to get scared. I sped up, hoping that they were just messing around with me. They weren’t. They would drive behind me, then speed up and try to run me off the road and into the parked cars on Central Avenue. “Shit. What the hell am I going to do?” I said to myself.

I was approaching my house on Keene Avenue and didn’t want these men to know where I lived. I was living alone with my three young children. Our house had been broken into just two months earlier, and everything had been stolen. That’s how the neighbors had found out that my husband was locked up and wasn’t there to protect us. All of this was running through my mind as I kept driving around the block, hoping these guys would magically disappear. My whole body was shaking. Finally, I stopped close to my house, though not in front of it. “Maybe they’ll just leave,” I kept saying to myself. How foolish.

Their car stopped behind me and I could see that the men were ready to step out. I didn’t know what to do, and fear took over. I decided that I would make a run for it. I would run as fast as I could, the way my brothers had taught me to when we played baseball as kids.

I opened my car door and started sprinting in my high heels, screaming at the top of my lungs. I did not look back. I could hear the sound of their boots running after me. I ran, I screamed louder. I cried. I prayed that someone would hear me. If they did, nobody came to my rescue. The boot steps were gaining on me. My high heels were slowing me down. Suddenly I felt two pairs of strong arms grab me. I had been caught. I tried to fight back. I kicked and screamed. I wasn’t going out easy. I was the gangsta bitch from Long Beach. The Rivera rebel who never lost a fight.

But I was outnumbered. One man had stayed in the car. One covered my mouth with his huge hand. One dragged me by the hair and pulled at my arms until I was thrown in the backseat of the car. That’s when I saw those green eyes again. The prominent chin. The man from the club.

He raped me in the backseat of the vehicle. Over and over he repeated the words I had said to him at the club: “Leave me the fuck alone. Leave me the fuck alone.” He mocked me as he raped me. As the tears streamed down my face, I decided not to fight back anymore. All I could think about was my kids. I was so afraid that I was going to be killed and they would be left without a mother. Maybe the men would let me live if I “behaved.” I felt that I was losing myself. I could feel the strength seeping out of my body and mind. I was afraid that they were going to take turns on me, but when the man was finished, he told his friend, “Throw this bitch out my car.” I silently thanked God as I was slammed onto the sidewalk, realizing that it was finally over. But the damage was done.

I sat on the curb, numb. I couldn’t cry. I was just relieved to be alive.

I vowed that I would never tell anyone of my shame. They say that when you keep a secret, it eats you up inside, but I felt that it was better that way. I wanted to appear strong in front of my children and my family. I didn’t want anybody to know. And I wanted to maintain my persona as Jenni, the Rivera rebel who had never lost a fight. But deep down inside I knew I had lost a piece of myself that I would never recover. My soul had been shattered, but to the outside world I did just as I had been taught since I was a little girl: I kept my head up and continued forward. It is, after all, the Rivera way.
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The Rivera Way

Que no hay que llegar primero

Pero hay que saber llegar.

(You don’t have to arrive first

but to know how to arrive.)

—from “El Rey”

My father, Pedro Rivera, first came to the United States in the sixties. He left my mother, Rosa, and my two brothers, Pilly (Pedro) and Gus (Gustavo), behind in Sonora, Mexico, with the promise to return for them when he had enough money. He headed to California in hopes that he would find work. He crossed the border illegally with three other men in a dangerous and risky passage. When they finally made it to San Diego, the other men wanted to sleep, but my dad is one of those people who always has to keep working. If there is one thing he doesn’t know how to do, it’s rest.

Dad left his three companions sleeping in the shade and walked to the nearest gas station. He asked the man at the counter if there was somewhere he could work. The man told him to go to Fresno; that was where the work was at the time. “Great,” my dad said. “How do I get there?” The man told him to take the Greyhound bus. The problem was, by the time my father made it to San Diego he had only sixty cents in his pocket, which was not enough to pay the Greyhound fare. When he told the man that he had no money, the man paid for his bus ticket and gave him an extra $20. To this day, my dad cries when he remembers that moment. It changed his life.

So my father followed the man’s advice and went to Fresno, where he started to pursue the American dream. He worked in the fields, picking grapes and strawberries. For the first few months, he lived with friends he had met there. He finally saved enough to rent a little apartment and then return to Mexico to get my mother and brothers.

But while my parents were in Mexico getting ready to leave for the United States, my mother became pregnant with me. She was twenty years old and terrified. She was leaving for this new country where she didn’t speak the language, they didn’t have money, and she already had two young children. The last thing she wanted or needed was another mouth to feed. So she tried, in every way possible, to abort me. She threw herself into burning-hot water. She moved the refrigerator and other heavy furniture, hoping that the pressure and strain would terminate the pregnancy. She drank teas and other home remedies that friends told her about. Nothing worked. Many years later, when I was sitting at her kitchen table and telling her I was about to give up on life, she told me this story. She said that back then she knew that I was a fighter, that I would always be a fighter.

I was born on July 2, 1969, in the UCLA hospital, the first Rivera born on US soil. The hospital was new and they had a program through which it only cost $84 to have a baby. Thank God, since my parents did not have health insurance. When I was growing up, my father would always say I was their cheapest baby. They named me Dolores, after my maternal grandmother. My middle name was going to be Juana, after my paternal grandmother. Dolores Juana. Can you imagine? Ugliest name ever! My mother had the good sense to say, “We can’t do this to her. Isn’t there an English version of Juana we can use? Or what about using your cousin’s name, Janney?” My father caved and I was christened Dolores Janney. Still not exactly the most beautiful name you’ve ever heard. I never let my parents off the hook for that one. “I was a baby! How do you give a child a grown woman’s name?” I would say. I never went by the name Dolores (though if my brothers and sister wanted to piss me off, that’s what they would call me, or Lola). As a child, I was always Janney or Chay.

I was a fair-skinned, redheaded baby. My parents said that when they brought me home my older brothers, who were five and three, instantly fell in love with me. Pilly and Gus were instructed to protect me and care for me. I was “the queen of the house” and “la Reina de Long Beach,” as my father said. If anything bad ever happened to me, it was on them. So they treated me as if I were another little boy. Since they had to protect me, they wanted to make sure I was tough enough to defend myself.

Financially, things were not good during those first few years. My parents moved us from Culver City to Carson to Wilmington and then to Long Beach. We were constantly on the move because we were always being evicted. My mother told my father that she would not have another baby until she had her own house. That’s when they bought the small two-bedroom on Gale Avenue near Hill Street on Long Beach’s West Side. The area was known for gang warfare, but it was the first place where the Riveras finally had a plot of American land to call their own. It was home.

I was almost two when we moved into that house, and my mother immediately became pregnant with her fourth child. Soon after she found out that she was pregnant, she got the news that her father was dying in Mexico. She couldn’t go back to see him because there was no money, and because if she crossed over the border again, she might not have been able to come back. One of the dilemmas of pursuing the American dream is that you sacrifice being able to ever see the friends and family you left behind. Back then I never realized how hard it must have been for my mother to be living in this new country, barely getting by financially, with three young children and another on the way. But how could I have known? My mother never let on that anything was wrong. She kept her chin up and acted as if everything were just fine, so we did too.

Mommy would have me rub her belly to get me acquainted with the little girl that was on the way. She wanted to have a baby girl so I could have a sister and we could grow up together and be lifelong friends, just like her and her sisters. It would be perfect. Two boys and two girls. But my mother’s wishes didn’t come true. She ended up having a little boy with huge brown eyes and beautifully formed lips. They named him Guadalupe Martin Rivera, and he was born on January 30, 1972. As a little boy we called him Pupi, and then later on we called him Lupe.

When Pupi was a baby, I didn’t want anything to do with him. When he cried, my mom would say, “Jenni, can you calm the baby?” I would go over to his crib, pat him for a few seconds, and say, “No ores, no ores,” which means “Don’t pray. Don’t pray.” I was trying to say “No llores” (Don’t cry), but I couldn’t pronounce my l’s. Either way it didn’t matter what I was saying, he would never listen to me. He just kept on crying. I’d get frustrated and I would storm out of the room and yell, “Fine! Pray then!” And that’s pretty much how our relationship has always been. Because we were so close in age, we shared a special bond. We would get frustrated with one another, we would torture each other (I used to get him naked and lock him outside the house quite often), but in the end we always came together as partners in crime.

My new little brother was an attractive child with a special charm. My mother always reminded us that even though Pupi had my father’s body type and character, he looked like her handsome brothers, especially Tío Ramón. I sometimes think that this was why Pupi was her favorite, or at least that’s what we all thought. He always received tons of attention from my mom and the rest of us because he was the baby for so long. He was the reigning king for six years until my mother was pregnant once more.

At that point I was nine years old and I was so sick of boys. I told my mother, “You better have a girl.” On the day she left for the hospital I said, “If you don’t have a girl, don’t bother coming back.” But out came this beautiful, ten-pound baby boy.

My mother called the house and said to me, “Mija, I’m sorry, but the hospital we came to only had boys.”

I screamed at her, “Well then, why didn’t you go to a different hospital?”

“It was too far away. We didn’t have time.”

That wasn’t a good enough explanation for me. “Don’t come back!” I told her, and hung up the phone.

Two days later she returned home with this bundle in her arms, my brother Juan. Lupe didn’t want him either. How dare anyone take his title as the baby of the family? Lupe wouldn’t even look at him, but I eventually gave in and said, “Fine. Let me see him.”

Mom knelt down and pulled the blanket back.

I saw this gorgeous little face. I fell completely in love. “He’s beautiful! I’m going to call him Angel Face.”

“So we can keep him?” Mom asked.

“Yes, we can keep him.”

He was so perfect that I fully forgave him for being a boy, even though this meant I was the only girl in a family of four boys. I became a tomboy by necessity. I never played with dolls because my brothers would ruin them if I even tried. For a while my mother bought me every new doll that she could afford, and within a day or two the boys would cut off its head or arms. They would hide the dolls or bury them in the backyard. My mother would ask me where they went, but I’d never tell. We never told on each other. That was an unwritten rule. Instead, I asked for cars and marbles, just like the boys. One year I even asked for a lawn mower. I learned to play baseball, just like the boys. And I learned to fight, stick up for myself, and take no shit, just like the boys.

By the time I turned eleven, my mother was pregnant once more. On July 2, 1981, the day I turned twelve, I was having my birthday party. It was not exactly a huge affair since the only guests were my parents, my brothers, and two girls from the neighborhood. I was always the oddball and the bookworm, so I didn’t have a group of friends to invite. We were just about to cut the cake when my mother’s water broke. Everyone sprang into action to get mom out the door while I sat there with my cake and made my wish. “Please, God, bring me a sister,” I begged. Hours later, we got the phone call. My wish had come true. I finally got my real-life sister, my baby doll that my brothers could not destroy. At that moment, Rosie was the greatest birthday present that God had ever given me. I adored Rosie like no other and spoiled her in every way that I could. When she was a little girl, she hated to brush her hair and wear clothes, and it would make my mother upset. I would say, “Leave her. Let her be naked. Who cares if her hair is uncombed? It only matters that she is happy.” I was her protector and she was my shadow, following me everywhere I went. I made it my mission to shield her from anything bad and give her everything I hadn’t had as a child.

[image: butterfly]

We grew up on the West Side of a racially divided Long Beach, and that meant fighting was a part of life. It was the only way to survive in the barrio. From an early age I remember witnessing the rumbles in the streets. I also remember being aware of the way girls were treated and perceived in the neighborhood.

On my first day of school at Garfield Elementary I saw the boys coming up behind the girls as they bent over to drink from the water fountain. They would grab them by the waist and pretend to hump them. It looked a lot like what the male dogs did to the female dogs in our neighborhood. How gross! That the girls didn’t do anything about it made it even worse. I told myself that if any boy ever tried to do that to me, I would knock him out, just as my brothers had ordered.

When I was in first grade, Arturo, the boy I had a crush on, asked me if it was okay to put his hand up my dress. His daddy had told him that was why girls wore dresses and skirts. That was the end of my crush on that little punk and the last time I wore a dress to school. For years my mother would fuss over my tomboy clothes, but I never told her why I refused to wear girlie skirts and dresses. I did tell my older brothers, Pilly and Gus, about Arturo’s request. They warned me that they didn’t want to hear from their friends that their sister was being “felt up on” by the boys at school. “If we’re going to be hearing rumors, it better be that you socked them or kicked them in the balls!” they warned me. “And don’t you dare come home crying either!”

I remembered their words one afternoon when I was walking home from school with my mom and Pupi. I was nine and my little brother was seven. My mother was holding Pupi’s hand and I was next to them. All of the sudden I felt a hand swipe the bottom of my butt and then work its way up before I turned around to face Cedric, a black boy from the neighborhood. I didn’t even think about it. I was swift. All the wrestling my brothers had taught me came in handy. I grabbed him by his Jheri curls and slammed him to the ground, sat on him, and got to punching. I could hear Pupi’s cheering and my mother screaming for me to stop. No way! I was enjoying it too much. “Say you’re sorry, punk,” I demanded. I didn’t stop punching until Cedric finally apologized. When I got up, Pupi yelled, “Now stomp on his balls!” So I did.

I soon developed a reputation as “the girl who beats up the boys.” But I also fought with girls quite a bit. I was an equal-opportunity brawler. My dad and brothers loved it. Usually whenever a fight started, one of the boys would run into our house and scream to the rest of the family, “Chay is fighting! Come outside.” Dad would run outside with my brothers, and all of them would be very scared. Mom would run outside with Rosie, and both of them would be very scared. Mom would be screaming for somebody to stop the fight, but Dad wouldn’t let anyone step in. He would say, “Let her learn how to defend herself.” I was not a girl who picked fights. I was a nerd, a straight-A student. I usually got along with everyone, but if a boy touched my butt, it was on. I would turn right around and sock him in the mouth and then get him down on the ground and start punching. Nobody was going to touch my ass and get away with it.

And that was precisely what started the big drama of 1983.

One evening in early November, I could hear my mother shouting at my father: “That’s it, Pedro. I’m done with Janney. I can’t even begin to count how many times I’ve had to pick her up from school for fighting. It’s so embarrassing!”

My mother was furious. I could hear her all the way from the kitchen as she heated up tortillas for my father’s dinner. He was sitting in the dining room, listening to Mom’s rant while eating. I was in my bedroom right next to them, staring at all the Menudo posters I had pinned to my walls. I loved spending time in there with Rosie and telling her how one day I was going to French-kiss Ricky Meléndez and get my lips stuck on his braces, as if she could really understand what I was talking about at the tender age of two.

Mom wasn’t letting up. “Everyone expects a mother to pick up her teenage gangster son for getting in trouble. But who do I walk out of that office with? My daughter. This time she has gone too far. This time she got into a fight with a black boy and it’s created a racial problem at school. Everyone is talking about it, and it’s causing more trouble than the school officials can handle. They’re having a directors’ meeting tomorrow and will decide if she will be expelled or transferred to another school. ¡Qué vergüenza! How embarrassing! I’m not going to show my face this time.”

Rosie looked at me. Even she knew Mom was mad at me and something serious was bound to happen. Her beautiful brown eyes were wide open as I told her to shush with one finger over my lips. I didn’t want to miss my dad’s response.

“You don’t seem to fuss much when you go to the awards assemblies and she’s getting her outstanding-student awards, do you?” my father said. “You’re full of joy when you get notices in the mail letting you know your daughter is the only Hispanic female on the honor roll, aren’t you? I don’t think you should come down on her so hard when she gets in a little trouble.”

“A little trouble!” Mom shouted. “Didn’t you just hear me when I said she will most likely be expelled?”

“I know my daughter. I’m sure she had a reason for slapping the crap out of that boy.”

That’s my daddy, I thought to myself. He always had my back.

So what had happened, exactly? On Halloween Day 1983, a black boy grabbed my ass and I turned around and popped him one right on the mouth. He socked me right back and busted my lower lip. Eddie, a friend of mine who lived on the same street, saw it all. Eddie did what any other boy from our barrio would have done: He punched the black boy in the face and knocked the living daylights out of him. That’s the way it was in the hood. We had each other’s back. The Mexicans defended the Mexicans. Besides, it was a female who had been hit. It was on now. The racial war at Stephens Junior High had begun. The blacks against the Mexicans. Within weeks it grew into a citywide issue. Blacks and Mexicans were caught in rumbles in all the major junior high and high schools. There were fights throughout the city streets, especially on the West Side. All of this happened for grabbing a girl’s ass. Janney Rivera’s ass.

I headed to school the following morning wondering what they would do with me. I had a feeling that I wasn’t going to be able to finish my ninth-grade year with my best friends, Ruby and Alma, and the rest of our homegirls. The counselors and decision makers at our school were all black. That I was a straight-A student and on the honor roll wasn’t going to matter. What mattered was that a Mexican dared mess with one of their own. Sure enough, that morning I was kicked out. And sure enough, my proud father came to get me. We didn’t say a word about it on the way home. Instead, my father played the car radio full blast as we listened to Vicente Fernández’s “El Rey.” We stopped at our favorite place: 31 Flavors. I got a scoop of Jamoca Almond Fudge on a sugar cone as a reward.

I was transferred to Bancroft Junior High in Lakewood Village to complete the rest of my ninth-grade year. Academically, I remained a straight-A student. My behavior, however, changed quite a bit. I found myself surrounded by white girls whose main concerns were their looks and not who was the better fighter. I soon wanted to be, and look, more feminine. My mother was happy to see that her daughter was looking and acting like the young lady she had always wanted. The change also brought on something I wasn’t at all used to—attention from boys. My parents weren’t familiar with this either. At Stephens, I was the nerd. My friends were all beautiful, and they were the ones getting all the attention from the boys. I was considered the bookworm that everyone respected, but not the girl anyone hit on. At Bancroft, this was no longer the case.

Suddenly I wanted to wear the same Jordache jeans, the Vans, and the Nike Cortez that the other girls were wearing. I mentioned it to my mother and she said we couldn’t afford it. For years my mother shopped at the Purple Heart Thrift Store, a secondhand-clothing store on the West Side of Long Beach. But that wasn’t what I wanted anymore. With six kids it was not easy to dress us all, and if I wanted to buy expensive clothes, I would have to pay for them myself. However, Mom wouldn’t allow me to have a part-time job during the school year. Maintaining good grades was highly important in our house, and nothing was to get in the way of that. I would have to wait until summer vacation to have a job and save up for my new wardrobe.

We didn’t have a lot of money growing up. I don’t know what kind of person I might have turned out to be if my parents hadn’t been so economically challenged. Our financial difficulties and our being such a large family forced my parents to work nonstop to give us a better future.

My father often reminded us that we had to work harder, longer, and smarter than everyone else in this life if we wanted to be successful. He talked almost every day about reaching for the Mexican American dream. Because of this I always knew that there was not just one American dream. In a nation of immigrants, there are countless versions of the dream: the Mexican American dream, the African American dream, the Cuban American dream, etc. I’ve always thought that was such a beautiful lesson and I’ve carried it with me throughout my life.

So much of what I learned from my father stayed with me forever. He was a nonconformist. He was a dreamer. He always wanted more. When he started a new job, his goal was to be recognized as an excellent employee by his superiors. He wanted to be known as the best at what he did. He aspired to get to the top of the ladder, and he always accomplished it. He always got what he wanted. For years to come, I would hear his loving but firm voice in the back of my mind as I headed out to my different jobs. That voice is still ingrained in my mind now: “Get up, kids! Find something to do. I don’t want to see you guys asleep after the sun comes up. I couldn’t care less if it’s not a school day. I don’t want lazy people living in my house. Wake up, clean the yard, rake the leaves, pick up the dog poop, wash down the walls, ask your mother if she needs help with anything. Do something! If you can’t find anything to do physically, then get up and think. Put your mind to work. The key to success in life is getting up early.”

My daddy’s words have stuck with me. The men I have been with in my life have either said I’m unstoppable, nocturnal, just plain crazy, or, as one of them put it, “a fucking machine.” They never understood why I wouldn’t stay in bed with them even when I didn’t have school, work, or anything else to do. I never understood why they wanted me to lie there and be a lazy ass like them. It just isn’t in my makeup. My daddy made sure of it.

To this day I do the same with my own kids. In the morning I go into each of their rooms clapping like a madwoman: “Time to get up, kiddies! Find something to do! The sun’s up, waiting for you!” They hate it. “Mom, what’s wrong with you? Go back to sleep!” Chiquis will tell me as she throws her blanket over her head, trying desperately to ignore me. Then Michael will scream from across the hallway, “Be a real diva. Wake up at one p.m. And let your kids do the same.” I tell them to blame their grandpa.

My father’s work ethic became my work ethic. When I was a child, I would accompany him to the Paramount Swap Meet and work at his music stand, or at the taco hut. At every job I had I always made sure to be on time and do my best. At my first real job at the purse-packing factory, I got up at 4:00 a.m. to be at the factory by 6:00 a.m. At my waitressing job at the Golden Star Restaurant, at Kentucky Fried Chicken, and as a video clerk at Video One, I worked with a passion. Just like my father.

I learned as much from my mother as I did from my father; her lessons, however, were very different. My mother, Doña Rosa, or Chamela, as I would call her to get her attention (it still pisses her off and I love it!), wasn’t too fond of my accompanying my father to his singing classes when I was ten and eleven years old. She would rather I be studying in my room and playing with other little girls in the neighborhood. But I had no interest in playing with Barbies. I much preferred sitting in on my father’s singing lessons with La Maestra Franco in Echo Park—or at the many singing competitions around Los Angeles. This did not sit well with my mother, especially because many of the competitions took place in bars. She thought I was wasting precious time. She wanted me to do something with my brain. She knew her daughter had the smarts to be a doctor, a lawyer, a teacher, anything that would give me a certificate or a degree. That was her idea of making it in life and in the United States. She knew my straight A’s and being on the honor roll would take me somewhere.

My parents got into quite a few arguments over this. Of course my daddy wanted me to be recognized as an outstanding student, but he would always remind my mother that I had a talent for singing. “My daughter can one day be like Lucha Villa, Lupita D’Alessio, Rocío Dúrcal, and all the rest of those cantantes,” he would say. “ I am sure that is what her future will be. She has it in her blood, Rosa Amelia. You always talk about how you want her to be an academic scholar, but it’s you who sets her in the middle of guests at family parties to sing and dance for everyone. I will be happy with whatever my reina turns out to be, but stop trying to fight her talent. Nobody can. Tiene demasiados huevos como para ser algo normal en esta vida. God gave her and all the rest of my kids a talent for a reason. Singing is her destiny. One day you will remember my words. You’ll see.”

My mother would give him a “whatever” look to end the discussion, but when she and I were in the kitchen cooking or washing dishes, she would impart her teachings. “Whatever you do, mija, do your best. Be different from everyone. Stand out. Asegúrate de dejar ‘huella’ donde quiera que vayas. You’re my first girl. Please try to make me happy and become something. I know your father wants you to be a famous and successful artist, but it’s a very difficult career, especially for women. I hear all the stories that go on in that dirty industry. ¡Son puras cochinadas! You’re better off being a psychologist like we’ve talked about before.”
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