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For you, my readers



FOREWORD FOR THE 20TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION


Nearly twenty years ago, a bullet claimed the life of the queen of Tejano music, Selena Quintanilla Pérez, turning the singer’s life into that of a legend. Her story is one that resembles, in many ways, a Spanish telenovela, one that left her fans from around the world both sad and wanting to know more about her. After her death, Selena’s name spelled success: Television programs dedicated to her shattered ratings records; magazines with her on the cover sold out; her music albums sold more copies than ever before and the movie Selena produced by her father, Abraham Quintanilla, broke records at the box office. The film looks at the life of the beloved singer from the time she started in the music world at a very young age to her days as a renowned singer, and concludes with the news of her murder.

I confess that when I wrote these pages twenty years ago, I did so with Selena’s music playing in the background. I did not want to lose my perspective and forget who she really was. Her voice and songs will always keep me in touch with the human side of this tragedy. While I was writing, they kept me from going too far in one direction in my struggle to remain objective. After all, Selena is no longer here to speak for herself. The music was also a shield. It protected me from Yolanda, who ended Selena’s life. During our conversations, Yolanda could be charming and open, but the songs helped me to remember that it was she who silenced a beautiful voice.

This book picks up right where the movie ends and tells a much more complex, profound, and controversial story of what actually happened in the last days of Selena’s life.

I know Selena’s secret.

María Celeste


CHAPTER



1

March 31, 1995: A Star Has Died

“Selena’s been shot!” someone yelled. I heard the announcement shortly after 2 P.M. on that Friday afternoon as I walked through a hallway at Univision, on my way to the newsroom of the network’s news division. That is where the offices of my show, Primer Impacto, are located. At first I mistakenly thought that the victim of the gunshot had been Selegna, a well-known Miami psychic who often appears on television. As incredible as this may sound now, my first thought was that the shooting was part of a conspiracy, an organized plan to finish off psychics and astrologers; two weeks earlier an astrologer who had a radio show had been shot to death in Miami, where our show is based. Perhaps the murderer was a serial killer unhappy with his astrological forecasts. New York City already had its own zodiac killer—a name assigned to him after he threatened to kill one person on the first day of each astrological cycle.

I flew into the newsroom on an adrenaline high and asked the producers to immediately contact Walter Mercado, the internationally famous astrologer who hosts the horoscope segment of our show, to get his reaction on what was happening. They all gave me puzzled looks, clearly wondering what I was talking about. But María López, the executive producer of Primer Impacto, had been watching me and seemed to know exactly what was going through my head without my having to explain myself. I think her brain and mine work alike. She told me that I had misunderstood what I had heard and made the victim’s identity clear: “It’s not Selegna. It’s Selena, the queen of Tejano music . . . and it’s looking pretty serious.”

As soon as María finished her words we all fell into deep silence. My colleagues had found out the news just a few moments before I had and had yet to catch their breath. Selena had been a guest on our show several times. Her last appearance had taken place barely three weeks earlier. This time the victim was not a name without a face. It was someone we knew. We all liked her because despite her fame, she never put on airs of being a superstar. On the contrary, she was quite down to earth.

Within seconds we swung into action. We had to immediately interrupt regular programming to report the event. At that moment our professional commitment had priority over any of our personal feelings.

A powerful charge filled the air and took hold of our group—that special current that flows through every journalist who realizes they’ve come across a truly major piece of news. That energy becomes our fuel, allowing us to work long hours with enthusiasm, without thought of food or sleep. That day we were going to need it.

Moved by that unusual force, we leaped to our tasks. Within fifteen seconds, I was seated at the Univision news desk in front of the standing cameras. I did not have the time to run to the studio on the other side of the building where Primer Impacto is taped. With news like this, you cannot afford to waste one single second. As I hastily put on my mike and earpiece, arrangements were being made to interrupt our regular programming. The earpiece, which we call the IFB, is connected to a cable line that allows us to receive instructions from the producer and director who work from the control room. The technological magic of this little device has come to our rescue innumerable times like this one, when we receive late-breaking news and we are forced to improvise.

I remember turning around and seeing an army of people glued to their phones, frenetically hunting for any details of what was happening to Selena. The room was tense. We were working against the clock, trying to break the news before anyone else. The goal was to provide the greatest amount of information possible in that first bulletin. We knew Selena had been shot in a motel in Texas and had been taken to a hospital where she was undergoing emergency surgery. Other than that we had no clue.

Less than ten minutes after we’d learned of the shooting, I went on the air live to report what we had managed to verify up to that moment: “Good afternoon. I’m María Celeste Arrarás. We interrupt the program you are watching to inform you that Selena Quintanilla Pérez, the lead singer for Los Dinos, has been shot and is now in critical condition at Corpus Christi Memorial Medical Center. Right at this moment she’s undergoing surgery. Selena was shot at the Days Inn motel of that city, and details of the incident are still unknown. We are getting news bit by bit. As soon as we learn more about what happened at the motel and the singer’s condition, we will bring you an update.”

We did it. We were first with the news. Normally, this is cause for celebration and congratulations. In the world of news reporting, timeliness and credibility are of utmost importance and are achieved only by being first on the air with the most precise account of an event. But this victory was a bittersweet one. The news could not have been sadder or touched us more deeply.

After the news brief, I turned to my computer. There still was nothing to be found on the wire services about this event in Texas, which meant that we were way ahead of the other news media.

The phones at Univision would not stop ringing. Viewers were calling in disbelief, hoping we would tell them we had made a mistake. At that moment, even we did not imagine that we were facing the most important news of the year for Hispanics.

Our news team had its hands full: searching for videos of Selena, calling the Days Inn, the hospital, the singer’s home, her boutiques, her friends, her relatives. The information we were getting was contradictory, and there were no reliable sources we could count on to keep our public informed.

Again I sat down at the Univision news desk. Once more I hooked myself up to all the electronic tools that helped me stay in touch. I started writing down all the details that I knew about Selena’s musical career. I wanted to be prepared in case of an important development, and thanks to that effort what happened next did not catch me off guard. After a couple of minutes, the show’s associate producer told me, “There’s bad news. We’re on the line with the hospital and it looks like Selena’s condition is worse.” Alina Falcón, the vice president of the news department, gave orders to interrupt regular programming once again. Tragically, it was the right decision. At the very moment when I opened my mouth to report on the late-breaking developments, and just when I was about to say that Selena had been wounded, the news we had all feared reached my ears through the IFB: “She’s dead.”

These words left me chilled to the core, as though someone had drenched me in ice water. In those thousandths of a second, many thoughts and feelings raced through my mind, but the habits of my profession helped me respond rapidly. Neither my expression nor my words betrayed me. I heard myself announce that Selena had died.

When the special bulletin was over, I thought of how young Selena was. She was only twenty-three years old! What could possibly have happened? A wave of terrible rumors rocked us in the minutes that followed. Someone heard a conversation on the internal radio frequency used by the Corpus Christi police. One officer was saying that it was all due to a love triangle between Selena and the Tejano music singer Emilio Navaira, who was also married. Supposedly his wife had shot Selena after surprising the two in each other’s arms. The rumor was reported on some local radio stations but was quickly dismissed. Then there was gossip that Selena’s assistant had killed her in a confrontation that hinted at a lesbian affair. But we aired nothing of what we heard until we were able to ascertain what was true. We avoided the temptation of repeating unsubstantiated rumors just to make the news more impressive. For that reason, I feel proud that nothing was ever said on our show that did not adhere strictly to the truth. My team shares those journalistic ethics, and although there are those who say that our show smacks of sensationalism, on that day we proved, once again and above all, that Primer Impacto is a responsible show.

In the middle of the afternoon I really felt the absence of my cohost, Myrka Dellanos-Loynaz. Of all days to have off! When there are two anchors and there is breaking news like this, the pressure is not as intense because it is being shared. Not only is the actual workload carried by two people, but also when you go live on the air, it is much easier to squeeze out of a tight spot. As one of us is speaking, the other one is mentally rehearsing what she will say next or is listening to instructions via the IFB. When you are alone in front of the camera and have to improvise because there are last-minute changes or new information, you are forced to simultaneously concentrate on what you are saying and pay attention to whatever it is you are being told from the control booth. Believe me, there is an art to talking and listening at the same time and to being able to make what you are saying come across as logical and coherent. It takes years of training to learn this skill.

At one point, we received a call from the reporter we had sent to the Days Inn. She had verified that Selena had been shot by the woman who managed her clothing business. Her name was Yolanda Saldívar. But there was more: The suspect had holed up inside a pickup truck in the motel’s parking lot. At that exact moment, she was holding a gun to her head, threatening to kill herself.

The show’s producers flew into a frenzy. They were immediately trying to get a satellite feed from Corpus Christi to obtain live coverage from the Days Inn. In order to save time—we were in the midst of preparing for our 5:00 edition of Primer Impacto—we moved a TV camera to my desk in the newsroom, where I had my computer and the wire service updates at my fingertips. I would be able to continue working on my script for that evening’s broadcast while at the same time updating viewers with special bulletins as I received information through the wires.

Just a few minutes before the start of Primer Impacto, I passed the control room on the way to the set. Madness reigned. There were so many reports coming in from the news wire at the same time that a river of paper was flowing from the printer. The telephones rang incessantly. The director shouted instructions nonstop. On the various TV monitors I could see half a dozen of our correspondents getting ready to go live during the show. They awaited their turns in front of Selena’s boutique in Corpus Christi, in front of her store in San Antonio, at the hospital and in front of the singer’s house. Our Los Angeles correspondent already had several people lined up, waiting for their reaction to the tragedy. María López talked into two phones at the same time, giving instructions to each of the Primer Impacto bureaus in Texas that she had on the line. She slammed down one receiver and continued the other conversation. “I want live coverage [of Yolanda Saldívar] right now!” she hollered, pounding the table with her fist. “We have to start with that!” In order to get the job done, an executive producer has to be strong-willed. Luckily for us, María could more than handle the job.

I rushed to our set with the script notes that I had made that afternoon in hand, knowing they might be useless. You cannot plan a show when the news takes on a life of its own. As I reached the Primer Impacto desk, I took a deep breath. I was ready for what awaited me. These moments of tension and uncertainty are the most powerful ones of our profession. For me, they are also a fascinating challenge. It was a great shame that all this energy stemmed from such a sad event. Unfortunately, that is not uncommon. News of this magnitude is often tragic.

At the top of the hour we began our broadcast. As the opening headlines rolled, María warned me that we were having an audio problem with the satellite signal from Corpus Christi. If we could not correct it in time, we would lead off with our correspondent in San Antonio. It was not what we wanted but we had no other choice. When I started my report on the afternoon’s events, I received cues through the IFB to “stretch” my opening comments. The audio signal was about to be corrected. “Stretching” is TV slang for improvising, for killing time by talking; it allows the technical crew more time to fix the existing problem. Lucky for us, we needed only a few seconds. As soon as I heard the producer’s magic words, “We’re rolling; let’s go to the motel,” I introduced our reporter at the scene. It was riveting to watch the action unfolding there. Dozens of police officers, armed to the teeth, surrounded a pickup truck. From far away, the cameras could barely make out the figure of the woman inside who had turned herself into her own hostage.

Police were keeping reporters and their crews from getting too close to the scene. Now I understand why: The negotiations to obtain Yolanda’s surrender were going nowhere. Using a cellular phone installed in the truck, she kept in contact with the agents, but her other hand kept the gun barrel pressed to her temple. On more than one occasion she requested that all TV cameras be removed from the area. Months later during the trial against her, it became clear how tense and dramatic the conversations between the suspect and the officers truly had been. But on this afternoon, no one imagined that Yolanda was disclosing powerful information from inside the truck and that her words were being recorded.

In Corpus Christi, we went live to another location where a press conference was being held by someone who was not well known at this point: Abraham Quintanilla, Selena’s father. Beaten down by his pain, barely able to maintain his composure, he confirmed what we already knew and answered a few questions from reporters. He acknowledged that the prime suspect had been employed by his daughter and declared that for some time they had had problems with her because she was stealing from them. At first glance it all seemed very simple. The truth would prove to be far more complicated.

From there we went live to several other locations in Texas and California, finding people already in tears over Selena. From the control room we used different satellite feeds to capture the mournful reactions from across the country. We spoke with a tearful member of the musical group the Barrio Boyzz, a Latin group with whom Selena had recently taped a music video. We found him in Puerto Rico. His quaking voice made it obvious that he had just found out the news.

In the middle of the buzz and frenzy a producer rushed into the control room with a video exclusive—one never seen before—for us to air. Someone in our affiliate station in Corpus Christi had unearthed it in their video library and sent it to us via satellite. The tape shows Selena and Yolanda on the day the singer opened one of her two clothing boutiques, Selena Etc., a few months before the murder. The images barely fill twelve seconds of airtime, but during those moments the two characters appear to be displaying a wide range of emotions. They stand alone in a corner, whispering in each other’s ears. Selena appears to be sharing a secret with Yolanda. We see how at first Yolanda’s reaction is serious, then surprised and finally amused. Seeing them like this, gossiping and laughing, it was obvious there was a great camaraderie between them. But what secret were they sharing? What were they talking about? We watched the video in slow motion and the effect was chilling. They seemed so inseparable, such close friends. And to think that just a few hours earlier one of them had put an end to the other’s life. Who would have imagined it? Even now, after all this time, when I watch those images I get goose bumps.

After we aired the brief video, the lesbian rumors increased. Those who did not know the protagonists of this drama reached their own dirty-minded conclusions merely because the shooting involved two women in a motel room. During a commercial break, I heard one of the studio cameramen say suggestively, “Seems to me that something very strange happened there.” This disturbed me. It wasn’t just the comment by itself; it was the innuendo and the morbid joy in his tone. I sensed that another cameraman standing nearby had read my thoughts because he cut him off brusquely: “Hey, guy, give it a rest . . . What a pervert!”

In short, we dedicated the entire program to the topic of Selena’s death. Even our meteorologist, John Morales, who usually was caught up in his weather satellites and forecasts and who had yet to learn of the events, had to do a last-minute weather forecast for Corpus Christi. It would rain that night.

To close the show we repeated part of the interview we had done with Selena weeks earlier. Ironically, it had become the last live interview Selena would ever give. Watching her talk about her plans for the future gave the show an unforeseen dimension. It would chill anyone’s blood. I remember her describing her dream home. She had bought ten acres of land in Corpus near some botanical gardens and described how in the early evening hundreds of birds would fly by. She wanted to build the house overlooking a lake because “it was the most romantic view of the property.” Now this would never be.

Thankfully, the show came out “clean,” without technical errors, as we say in our business. Our viewers would never know we had been walking on eggshells from beginning to end. And we had never looked down.

The standoff seemed endless. We were ready for a resolution at any moment. Since our national edition is not seen in California until three hours later, we stay at the studio whenever there are new developments in a major news story so we can air them live on the West Coast. In this case, it was absolutely necessary. So we produced an entirely new edition for our West Coast audience. Yet when we finished at 9:00 P.M. Miami time, negotiations between Yolanda and the police were still in the works.

Although it was a Friday night, we immediately had to start preparing a special show dealing with the events for the following Tuesday’s regular late-night edition of Primer Impacto. The first thing we did was to send our then host in charge of the entertainment segment of our show, Mauricio Zeilic, to Corpus Christi to cover the funeral and its related events. Mauricio is much happier when you give him plenty of time to get ready for a plane trip. He needs the time to prepare himself mentally against his panic-level fear of flying. But on this occasion, despite the short notice, he was able to manage his fears in light of the magnitude of what was happening. “What time’s my flight?” he asked gently. In a few hours he was on board a jet like a true professional.

Without a moment’s break, we contacted all our correspondents in Mexico and the United States so they’d be available to work the weekend. The storm of events required that we have the widest coverage possible.

As always, once we were finished with our broadcast, we were still wired. But once we were back to our relatively normal pace, I had time to process events. I could not rid my mind of the picture of Selena and Yolanda, talking privately and laughing like the best of friends. I kept asking myself the same questions over and over: Who was this mysterious woman and why had she shot such a sweet and charismatic girl? What had happened inside room 158 of the Days Inn motel? What was the one event that set off this tragedy? At that moment, I became determined to find the answers. I never expected that it would take me so many long months to find them.

Shortly after 10:30 P.M. that evening, I heard a yell as disturbing as the one that first told me Selena had been shot. “She’s turned herself in!” I turned to the twenty monitors that cover our newsroom wall and I saw a whole gang of Yolandas, one on every screen. One policeman was covering her with a jacket to protect her from the cameras and the rain. John Morales had been right: It was pouring.

Although the officers moved Yolanda into the patrol car as fast as they could and sped her away, the seconds seemed to trickle by in slow motion.

It was at that moment that I had the instinctive feeling that this was not the end, but the beginning of the story.
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Special Coverage

“Selena? Her music is awful. I don’t know what Mexicans are into. If you’re going to sing about what’s going on in Mexico, what can you say? . . . You can’t grow crops, you got a cardboard house, your eleven-year-old daughter is a prostitute . . . This is music to perform abortions to!” As these words were being broadcast on the radio—and adding insult to injury—Selena’s music could be heard playing in the background interspersed with the sounds of gunshots.

The monster who made these pronouncements—just hours before Selena was buried on Monday, April 3—is none other than the radio talk show host Howard Stern. I cannot understand why he is popular among Anglo listeners, considering what idiotic things he says. But this time he’d crossed the line. He was rubbing salt deep into the wounds of the Hispanic community.

Stern had had problems in the past because of his penchant for insulting certain ethnic groups, women, gays and lesbians, and others. But this time he wasn’t going to get away with it. Though I am not Mexican (I am Puerto Rican), I lived in Los Angeles for a long time while I was bureau chief for the Univision News division in that city. There, I learned to identify with them, to enjoy their sense of humor, to appreciate their culture. That’s why I took Stern’s insult as something even more personal.

In an editorial meeting for the show, I suggested that in order to support our people we carry out a crusade against this shameless man; that we join LULAC (League of United Latin American Citizens), a national organization that defends the rights of Hispanic Americans in the United States.

LULAC had broadcast messages to the Hispanic community to boycott the products of the sponsors of Stern’s radio show. “We need to close ranks with LULAC and all the organizations that support the boycott,” I said, indignant, and added, “We’ve got to put the pressure on so that we get respect and people realize that Hispanics, by their sheer number and purchasing power, are powerful.” I was determined to support the boycott through my show.

I sensed that this cause would arouse strong emotions and I hit the nail on the head. Sofía Rodríguez, a Hispanic woman from Los Angeles, said on my show as we interviewed her on the street, “I wish I had him here in front of me so I could hit him.” Francisco Cruz, another Hispanic from the same city, put it all very simply, “He is incredibly ignorant.” When I heard people talking this way, I took the risk that afternoon of editorializing on the show. “His words should be repudiated. Even if he were to take them back, he could not undo the damage that has already been done. There’s no excuse for this.”

I called LULAC in order to get a list of advertisers whose products were to be boycotted if they didn’t pull their ads off Stern’s show. Unfortunately, they did not have available a list of national sponsors. LULAC had good intentions, but due to a lack of resources, its members were poorly organized.

The next morning, I listened carefully to Stern’s show to find out precisely who his sponsors were. The show is heard all over the United States, but the advertisers change depending on the section of the country where the show is being broadcast. After it ended, I called Sears. They answered me with a strong letter: “Our corporate policy is that we are not associated with Howard Stern’s show. We don’t want Sears’ name to be associated with his in any fashion. Selena had many admirers in our stores.”

Next I called McDonald’s. At that time I knew the company’s public relations spokeswoman and I called her in Chicago. “How could a company with such a great reputation tarnish its image by advertising with Stern?” I asked her with a tone of reprimand. All my dear friend managed to say was that she could not explain how the ad wound up there. Later, McDonald’s also sent me a letter explaining its position of disapproval toward Stern’s show. Both letters were read on Primer Impacto. I also managed to broadcast the address and phone numbers of Stern’s offices so that the public would overwhelm him with complaints. Shortly after that, a demonstration was held in front of the New York station from which he broadcasts his show. All signals indicated that the boycott was gaining strength.

In an attempt to placate the protesters, the radio show host sent out a video to the press in which he appeared apologizing in heavily accented Spanish. On the tape Stern said, “As you know, I’m a satirist . . . my comments were not intended to cause more pain.”

LULAC’s representatives did not accept this explanation. Their national spokesperson came back with a strong reaction: “We want him off the air. We want to shut him up.”

We broadcast his apology, but we made it clear it was unacceptable. Stern’s attempts to pacify Hispanics after his unforgivable insults were “too little, too late,” I said that day. Shortly afterward I found out that Univision’s president agreed with our decision to hit Stern hard.

The owners of a well-known chain of Texas supermarkets pulled from their shelves any products advertised on Stern’s show. Unfortunately, except for this action and a few others, the effort had no major impact. At the moment our community was much more involved in mourning than in fighting.

During the days following the murder, thousands of persons flooded the streets of Corpus Christi and San Antonio. They carried lighted candles in their vigil. They prayed, cried, and sang Selena’s songs together. At the funeral something similar happened. On that gray day when even the sun would not shine, the condolences book was signed by seventy-five thousand people. The crowd was so large that at the last minute, the wake was moved from a local funeral home to Corpus Christi’s convention center. The line to get in was so long that it wrapped around the building. Within hours, Selena’s coffin was covered with more than eight thousand white roses, her favorite flower. Many of the mourners took a flower with them as a final memento.

Her loss was deeply felt. Perhaps what one of our Corpus Christi viewers, Estela Hernández, said on our show is what best reflects what everyone was feeling: “You feel like you’ve lost part of yourself.”

The news of her death found its way around the world. The New York Times put her on the front page, and the BBC gave it extensive coverage.

The Los Angeles sport arena, the Colosseum, where Selena had been scheduled to sing on the weekend of her death, was transformed into a gigantic church where four thousand fans prayed for her during a Mass. “The good ones are the first to go,” said one of the assistants.

During the months immediately after her death, about twelve hundred people visited her grave in Corpus Christi every week; an equal number went to the Days Inn, which became a tourist attraction. The exterior walls of the room where Selena had been shot were covered with handwritten messages for her. One of them said, “Rest in peace, my queen.” The public trooped through the room as though it were some macabre attraction. There was no longer any blood on the carpet, but one could easily see where it had spilled—the bleached-out sections made it obvious that someone had put great effort into cleaning it up. Eventually, the space became an ordinary motel room once more. But the number 158 was changed—in fact, all the rooms in that section of the motel were renumbered to discourage curiosity seekers. It’s unlikely that motel management would have been able to rent out the room again had it not taken such measures.

In front of the singer’s house her fans assembled a shrine in her honor. I could not help but notice a letter from a group of young brothers who were deaf. They had hung it on the fence. It said, “Selena, we were never able to hear your voice, but we could appreciate the beauty of your music just by watching you.” From the window of a nearby house a tearful neighborhood boy observed the scene. Selena had invited the nine-year-old to lunch at McDonald’s as a reward for having helped her rescue her lost dog. Her death had come just two days before their date.

In front of our eyes and our camera lenses a new cultural phenomenon was coming to life all over the country—Selenamania. People hungered for Selena. They all wanted to know more about her. And the more, the better. It was as though her death had left an emptiness that could only be filled with information. They needed facts about her life, about what had led to this tragedy and about the pain all Hispanics were suffering together. Responding to these needs, Primer Impacto produced a special show titled “Selena, A Star Is Dimmed,” which we aired April 4, the day after her funeral.

For that show we traveled from coast to coast and found testimonials that were real treasures and that reveal the degree of Selena’s impact on the public. In Florida, we found a Mexican lettuce farmer who told us that out in the fields he would always place a tape player on top of a nearby tractor to be able to listen to Selena’s catchy beat. Remembering her, the old man cried like a baby. His sorrow went so deep and he seemed so fragile that I felt my eyes grow watery, and I had to pull myself together before introducing the next story.

We went to Chicago, where her admirers launched hundreds of helium-filled balloons into the air. Each one was tied with a ribbon dangling a note that simply said, “Selena, we love you.”

In El Paso, Texas, a huge star of lights that brightened the slope of one of the hills that surrounds the city was specially lit in her memory. All over the United States countless radio stations played her songs nonstop for hours.

We traveled to Monterrey, Mexico, where we found Gabriela Contreras, who could have passed as Selena’s twin sister. Not only is she physically identical to her, but so are her gestures and her way of singing. A few months before March 31, she had contacted the singer, but the two never got to meet. In Miami, we discovered little Leticia Rivera, who did get to meet Selena in person. Even at the young age of eight, she imitates Selena, hoping to follow in her footsteps when she grows up.

Both of them had dreamed of playing the role of Selena as a child and as an adult in the film about the singer’s life, but this was not to be. Less than one year after the murder, during open casting calls in several U.S. cities, more than twenty-one thousand hopefuls showed up. It was unbelievable. Young women came from as far away as Mexico and Puerto Rico! Several newspapers ran the news on their front pages, with good reason. Only once before in Hollywood history had there been enthusiasm like this—during the auditions for the role of Scarlett O’Hara in the cinema classic Gone With the Wind. I remember that the headline on one newspaper in particular read: AN ARMY OF SELENAS. Underneath was a photo in which one could see an endless line of young women who appeared to be copies of the singer, carefully dressed and accessorized just like her. It was as though Selena were still alive and had been cloned thousands of times over.

Women imitated her; men worshipped her. On our special show we presented a man from Texas who went to the extreme of having Selena’s face tattooed on his arm. Ernesto Gómez proudly showed us his colorful biceps. There is no doubt that the artist who did the work was a talented one—he was able to reproduce the face of the queen of Tejano music perfectly. The one person who was not at all pleased with this homage was Ernesto’s wife. She, too, admired Selena, but she felt that everything has its limits. There is not one woman who enjoys living with her husband and “the other woman” in the middle. Over time she had no choice but to get used to it—the tattoo was permanent.

Our producers looked everywhere to keep our insatiable viewers satisfied. And they came up with some very interesting personalities, like the drag queen in San Francisco who dressed up like Selena for a cabaret show. He did it with the hope of becoming a local celebrity. Ironically, like his idol, his life ended as his star was on the rise: He was hit by a car and killed. Even more tragic is the story of Gloria de la Cruz, a California woman who was known as Selena’s double because of her amazing resemblance to the singer. She went to the casting sessions for the film about Selena, and months later her body was found in a trash dump in Los Angeles. Her killer had strangled her and then set her body on fire.

We also found Juvenal Marín, a Californian who claimed to be a medium between the star and the earthly sphere. He insisted that Selena had come to him in a vision he’d had while meditating under a tree. She floated atop a cloud, telling him that she’d chosen him especially to deliver her message to her fans: She was at peace and they need not suffer any longer for her. Perhaps some viewers took comfort in his words, but most were probably amused.

Selena’s face graced the covers of many magazines throughout the country and all over Latin America. People magazine did several major stories on her, and those editions sold out so rapidly that more printings were ordered.

People later paid homage to the singer with a special edition totally dedicated to her—a tribute that had been paid before only to Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, the former first lady of the United States, and Audrey Hepburn, the legendary Hollywood actress. More than 1.5 million copies of this edition were sold. (The magazine’s publisher was so surprised and impressed by the sales figures that it has now launched a quarterly edition of People in Spanish.)

Selena was honored everywhere. The governor of Texas declared April 16, 1995, to be Selena Day. She would have celebrated her twenty-fourth birthday on that date, and more than a thousand fans showed up at the cemetery carrying musical instruments to sing “Las Mañanitas,” a Mexican birthday song, in front of her grave. The Houston City Council changed the name of Houston’s Denver Harbor Park to Selena Quintanilla Pérez Park. In Washington, D.C., the Hispanic Caucus Institute of Congress honored the singer at its annual gala dinner. In Corpus Christi, the city that watched her grow up, the name of Bayfront Plaza Auditorium was changed. Now it would be known as Selena Auditorium. An effort was made in Corpus to change the name of a street to that of Selena’s, but the noble gesture became a fiasco when it was learned that the street in question would have crossed perpendicularly to another street named Yolanda. It would not have been in good taste.

The singer also received smaller but meaningful tokens of recognition. In Santa Clara County, California, the week after her death seven out of every one hundred newborn baby girls were baptized with the singer’s name. In the months that followed, at least six hundred baby girls born in Texas were baptized as Selena. In Houston, La Palapa restaurant created the Selena Special—two tacos, one enchilada, beans, and rice.

The Coca-Cola Company, which had the singer under contract as a spokesperson, immortalized Selena with a commemorative bottle that bore her name. The limited edition of the soft drink sold like hotcakes. The profits were donated to the Selena Foundation, a new nonprofit foundation that awards scholarships to youngsters with limited financial resources and lends support to other entities that help children.

The Hard Rock Café chain put her name on one of their Hall of Fame stars. In its San Antonio branch, one can see one of Selena’s favorite dresses—the beautiful white suit she wore in the music video for the song “No Me Queda Más.” Months later when I visited the city for an exclusive interview with her father, I went by the restaurant and noticed that, like me, others came by just to admire her dress.

After her death, album sales broke records. Amor Prohibido sold more than 1.5 million copies. When her first recording in English, “Dreaming of You,” was released a few months after her death, people stood in line at midnight in front of the stores. They all wanted to be the first to buy the CD. Within twenty-four hours, 75 percent of all available copies in the stores vanished, and in one week more than 300,000 CDs had been sold. Overnight Selena became the second female singer in U.S. history to sell so many records in such a short period of time. Janet Jackson is the only one to have surpassed her.

By the end of 1995, “Dreaming of You” went double platinum, selling more than two million copies.

Throughout the nation Selena’s name was heard over and over. Those who had followed her before her death had even more reason to believe in her talent. For those who did not know her, especially in the Anglo population, a new, talented, and tragically ephemeral voice was born. There is no question that one of the consequences of her death was to awaken the English-speaking public to the sounds of Tejano music.

How had she become a myth? What did people see in this unassuming girl of twenty-three years? What did they expect from her?

The border along Mexico and the United States has been home to immigrants from Mexico and their descendants for hundreds of years. Countless Mexicans leave behind their native land looking for their dream of prosperity and success. In their new homeland, these immigrants work hard and endure prejudice and economic hardships, but they do not give up. As the years go by they become the core of a new working or middle class. Not all their dreams may come true, but the hope for a better life is passed on to their children. This is why when one of them or their descendants becomes a winner, when one of them crosses the frontiers of poverty or failure, they all win in some way.

OEBPS/images/9781476766058.jpg
d . . 3 BOOKS at tne 1ic O L UG
alavery young age to R renowned singer, and con!

 MADRIA C ESTE ARRAF
'nyptr\pt‘tll\L and {

vy was. Her voic:
de of this tr-

b : clii) : ‘ i n
! dken( me [rom ¢ ic was
ctive. Afc ) <] R h% k for hers ‘o
Wolanda, 1\, .., (. W prhe @ i ould 8
nded S Miigps e our genve! + onice. This bool

Ped me mnunbu that it was e :
and tefls , much m 10%ng L i

of what act
bu Hu d‘umtd the

3 -world at a very YO i
>thm when I wrote thes€ p

jve a
ant to lose my Ptr“pea

ed
> human side of this tragel’ :

le to remain objective:
o from Yolandé

[ ?-,.
Jtec te d m e
¢ the bongs h¢‘ -

SECRET

THE REVEALING STORY
BEHIND HER TRAGIC DEATH

NOW A MAJOR TELEVISION SERIES ON
TELEMUNDO
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