






LEADING BETWEEN TWO WORLDS










[image: img]1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2007 by Marín & Marín LLC

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Atria Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ATRIABOOKS is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Marín, Rosario.

Leading between two worlds: lessions from the first

Mexican-born treasurer of the United States / by Rosario Marín.

p. cm.

1. Marín, Rosario. 2. California—Officials and

employees—Biography. 3. Politicians—California—

Biography. 4. United States. Dept. of the Treasury—Biography. 5. Hispanic American women—

California—Biography. 6. Hispanic Americans—

California—Biography. I. Title.

F866. 4.M37A3 2007

324.2092—dc22           2007002717

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-4607-8
ISBN-10: 1-4165-4607-3

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com






To my children, Eric, Carmen, and Alex, for they are my inspiration.

To my husband, Alvaro Alejandro, for he is my rock.

To my parents, Carmen and Mariano, for they are my strength.

And to God, for my life is His.






Preface



Some people are certain they have a book boiling inside them ready to spill out onto the page. I was not one of those people. The way I saw it, the main ingredients of my life were more or less like anybody else’s. And yet, over the years I continued to hear many versions of the same question: “Have you ever thought of writing down your life story?” I was flattered by the suggestion but never envisioned myself as an author. I had played many roles in my life: daughter, mother, wife, banker, advocate, and politician. All of these I could handle, but being an author? My first language isn’t even English. Besides, where would I find the time to even begin inscribing my life onto the page? Perhaps one day, I thought, but there was just too much going on right now.

Then, one day it happened. Johanna Castillo, an editor, called and asked me the same question I had been asked for years. Here was a young ambitious Latina asking me to share my life with readers. Like me, she wasn’t born in this country and, like me, she was constantly striving for success. If my story could reach other Latinas like her then it would certainly be worth the effort. I had to be honest with myself; there most likely would never be an ideal time to write a book. As I have often said, the best time is now because that is all we have.

I didn’t know how an “author” began writing a book, but I thought pecking at my computer’s keyboard might be a good place to start. At first I was hesitant to be as honest as I knew was necessary, but before long there was no stopping me. It turns out that everyone was right, I did have a book boiling inside of me and it was spilling out onto my keyboard; my fingers frantically tapped in an attempt to keep up with my thoughts. I never did find that large chunk of time I imagined needing to write. Instead, I was able to take advantage of stolen minutes while waiting for connecting flights and meetings to begin, and in the early mornings before going off to work. Soon the pages began to accumulate and I was faced with a sizable pile of paper that—through the efforts of many individuals—evolved into the bound book you hold in your hands. To all those people throughout the years who urged me to write down the story of my life, here it is. It was a process that often felt like I was describing a dream.

I suspect this is because I was capturing a dream that could only have sprouted on American soil. The American Dream that is fueled by a pursuit of happiness is the fundamental story of this country, and my life is a grateful reflection of its reality. It’s a story worth retelling because it serves as an example for others—especially Hispanic immigrants who are now members of the fastest growing minority in this nation. When I arrived in this country over thirty years ago, I could never have imagined that I’d one day sign my name onto its national currency as the forty-first treasurer of the United States. I have often said that becoming the treasurer during President George W. Bush’s first administration is more telling of the possibilities of this country than of my abilities. Had my parents decided to immigrate to any other nation, it is doubtful that I would’ve become its treasurer. In 1972, as a fourteen-year-old girl sandwiched between her mother and sister on a bus heading to the U.S., all I could think about were the family and friends I was leaving behind in Mexico. Little did I know the adventure that lay just around the bend.

I firmly believe that the United States is still a great land of opportunities. It pains me when I hear the lack of appreciation that some of our citizens—many of whom were born here—display for the freedoms we are granted. As a nation, we do have our problems, but the fundamental values this country was founded on still hold it strongly together. When I hear this ingratitude, I only wish I could buy these people plane tickets to witness what it’s like to live in other countries and not just vacation in them. I’ve had the opportunity to visit many great nations and I’d never consider leaving the United States. What other country has citizens who speak over one hundred languages and come from every imaginable corner of the earth? Although we may speak many languages, the one that binds us together is expressed as hope, opportunity, and optimism. I know that for every person who has achieved the American Dream, there are several who may not. There are myriad reasons this is the case, but I believe America, at the very least, provides the opportunities to create a life worth living and worth capturing in a book.

The story you are about to read takes place in several countries and has characters that I love and hate. It is filled with anecdotes, lessons learned, and both painful and joyous memories. In short, it’s filled with the material that is life. For every page written there were five left unwritten. Few lives could fit within the confines of a book. I had to be judicious in choosing which events to share with you; if I erred in any of my decisions it was on the side of conveying the moments that best revealed who I am. My story begins with sharing what was once my most closely guarded secret. Although this book is far from a confessional, I was honest—whether telling you about my fears before making love for the first time or how I dealt with political betrayal. You’ll be right alongside me as an event divides my life in two, I struggle through depression, I create my family, I participate for years in local politics, and I become the U.S. treasurer. Life isn’t neat and tidy. With me, the political and personal often overlap and, due to my convictions, are often one and the same. My hope is that you will find the main character in the pages that follow interesting enough to stick with her as she relives the good times and the bad.

What drove me during the entire writing of the book was not a need to share my life story or bare my soul, but an ulterior motive that fully reveals itself in the final section of the book. It is my attempt to reach a broader audience than would ever be possible from speaking engagements or personal interactions. Yes, it’s advice from me to you. Although I would never claim to have all the answers, I do think I have something to offer—especially to young Latinas and immigrants who too often don’t dare to dream the American Dream. I always tell them that if I could do it, so can you. What I’ve been able to achieve in my life is not due to luck, charm, beauty, or anything else that is often attributed to quick success. I did, however, have values that were expressed in the seven actions that I share with you; they have made my life one that I’m proud to share. No matter who you are or where you find yourself at this exact moment, know that you can do it, too. ¡Si se puede!









PART ONE

La Familia










1. Articulating Darkness



Lean in close, I need to share a secret with you. To fully understand it, I’ll need to take you back to 1963, to the root of the darkness: a place where one of the most painful experiences in my life once festered. I was a bubbling five-year-old in Mexico City and, like many children, I was afraid of the dark. Nightfall unfurled itself like a vast canvas on which I painted my troubling thoughts. I’d nudge awake my younger sister Margarita, already soundly sleeping next to me, and ask her to accompany me to the bathroom. I’d pray and pray for the fears to go away, but they remained my constant companions. I didn’t fear some unidentifiable bogeyman lurking in the shadows; no, he was a lot more real than that. While I struggled to fall asleep, the source of my fears was most likely roaming the streets. Night after night, I’d consume the darkness of my secret like a vial of poison, waking up with an acrid taste still stinging my tongue. The morning sunlight would play on my face—signaling the start of another school day—and the sweet smell of my mother’s cooking would waft through our small house. The spell would be suspended until the following night when the vicious cycle began again like a deeply scratched record that only I could hear.

My grandmother was eighty-seven years old when she passed away in 1996; she would never know the secret that swelled inside me, her beloved nieta. At the time, I believed the revelation would have been too heavy for her to bear—crushing not only her, but also my entire family. It was a cross that, unfortunately, didn’t become lighter with the years. I dragged it around so that no one else would have to. Now I know that some crosses were never meant to be carried alone, especially not through darkness. It would be eighteen years before I would gather enough courage to share the secret for the first time, tearing through the dark canvas of the night to set down my cross. It was only then that the healing would begin.

Casting Off the Cross

His beautiful mustache twitched to life as articulate words flowed from his mouth. To my nineteen-year-old heart, this was not only love at first sight, but I was certain I’d marry this man. Alex didn’t know it at the time, but he had captured my heart during the closing ceremony of Encuentros (Encounters), a religious retreat.

Flash forward four years: it’s a week before our wedding, a time when I should’ve been a carefree twenty-three-year-old about to marry her first love. The darkness that had plagued me since I was a child began to come to life in my dreams. I’d wake up in the middle of the night drenched in sweat, feeling as though someone was suffocating me with a pillow. These weren’t prewedding jitters, I couldn’t be surer of anything. My body was telling me it could no longer carry on with the weight that had grown on me like a tumor. If I was going to live the rest of my life with Alex, I’d have to find the words to share my darkest secret. He was the first person I’d tell and no amount of rehearsing could’ve helped. I was plagued with doubts about how he would handle the news. I worried about how I’d change in his eyes. I knew I could lose him.

It ended up coming out in one long monologue, punctuated by guttural sobs. I took a deep breath and…

“I was five years old. I had already learned my letters and numbers, so my mother was able to get me into the first grade by telling the school that my birth certificate had been lost. It seemed to do the trick. At our school, first graders were released an hour earlier than other students. My mother didn’t want me to cross the busy main boulevard to reach our house, so I waited for her at my grandmother’s place near the school. One day my grandmother’s brother—a slovenly, perpetually unshaved man in his late forties—came out of the cramped room that connected to the house and told me that my grandmother wouldn’t be home for some time. I didn’t know much about him other than he’d always leave early in the morning and return late at night. Anyway, he told me to come and sit on his lap, but I said no, that I’d just wait for my mother. He insisted, grabbing me by the shoulder. Then, then…”

Alex held me close, sensing how difficult this was for me. He waited calmly for me to continue.

“Then, he started to touch me down there and all I could do was shout no, no. I cried and cried. It didn’t make a difference to him. Sometimes at night, I could still feel his breath on my ear, whispering that this was our secret. I was confused, but each time I resisted more. He then tried to lure me with chocolates or a few cents. I told him that I didn’t want them. It didn’t matter; his hands would creep down again. One time I went to the bathroom and through a small crack in the window, I could see his feet pacing, waiting. I began to fabricate any excuse possible for my mother to pick me up at school. Then I started to stay at my aunt’s house that was even closer to the school. I felt like this was somehow my fault. I was deeply ashamed.”

I looked up from my knotted hands into Alex’s eyes and prepared myself for the worst. Although it was probably only a few seconds of silence, it felt like an eternity. My mind raced with the concerns that had weighed on me since our engagement: What if I wasn’t a virgin and he didn’t want to marry me? What if he’d look down on me? What if he was angry that I hadn’t told him sooner? What if he did marry me out of pity, then divorce me? Oh my God!

“You have the right to leave me, I might not be a virgin,” I said, breaking the silence, while attempting to steady my breathing. Tears continued to drench my cheeks.

With gentleness and caring true to his nature, Alex wiped my warm tears away, reassuring me that none of this had been my fault. He was sorry that I had lived with this burden for so long. He held me close, telling me that he loved me for who I was; something horrible that had happened to me when I was a mere child could not change that.

I realized then that I would forever be in love with this gentle soul. I felt an indescribable, almost physical lightness after sharing my secret for the first time. It was one of the most painful, but ultimately cathartic experiences of my life. It had taken years to gather the inner strength to shed light on what I had believed would remain a repressed and inarticulate darkness until the day I died.



A week later, on September 19, 1981, we were married in Saint Matthias Catholic Church (our local church) in Huntington Park, California. It was a beautiful ceremony that I will forever remember. I never felt more certain about anything in my life as I did on that day. Nothing else seemed to matter. I imagined creating a family with Alex. Although he was only twenty-four at the time, I knew he’d be a wonderful father. The future it turns out would be full of surprises—some of them wonderful and others devastating. At that moment, however, surrounded by the most important people in my life and linked arm-in-arm with this wonderful man, I couldn’t imagine being any happier.

That night and for many nights that followed, we would not consummate our marriage. Everything was smooth sailing up until a certain point when I’d get too tense and couldn’t go on. No amount of coaxing seemed to work. The fact that I had the blessings of my family, the church, and the state didn’t make a difference: I could not share this wonderful experience with my husband. One month passed, then another, and another. Three months had gone by and we were both frustrated and upset. My husband tenderly suggested that I see a doctor and I promptly made an appointment. The doctor said that, physically, there was absolutely nothing wrong. His expert advice: a couple of glasses of wine to relax me. Not surprisingly, the wine didn’t have the intended effect. I continued to freeze. The doctor suggested I see a therapist. I couldn’t have agreed more.

It was soon to be New Year’s Eve—the first one Alex and I would celebrate as a married couple—and I wanted that night to be “the” night. When we returned home after bringing in 1982, I began to sob uncontrollably. I told Alex how horrible it made me feel that I couldn’t show him how much I loved him.

“Rosario, if all I wanted from you was sex, I would not have married you,” he said, pushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “I love you for who you are.”

Those words permanently engraved themselves into my heart; it felt as though something deep inside me shifted. Alex had validated me with pure, simple, and loving words. My fears dissolved as though a spell had been broken. That night, I became Alex’s wife. It turned out that despite my worries, I gave my virginity to Alex.

Afterward, I turned off the bedroom light. I felt a sense of peace as I wrapped the once-frightening darkness around me like a warm blanket. I slept more soundly than I had in years.

Now Is the Time

So now, at forty-eight, why have I chosen to publicly reveal such a private part of my life? Maybe because the more we talk about such atrocities, the less they will happen. Maybe it’s so at night, when I wonder how many children and now-adult victims are also awake at this moment, they will have a bit more courage to tell someone their own dark secrets. Maybe it’s a reminder to others that no matter what traumatizing event they’ve had to endure, time and support can help them move beyond it.

I have accepted that certain scars will always mark me and I’ve vowed that I’ll no longer go out of my way to hide them. That would be playing the true victim. Healing takes time and love from the people in your life you can trust. Until the moment I shared with Alex what happened, I had been living a double life. Telling just one person made all the difference. I do have one major regret: keeping it hidden for so long. To think that I carried such a weight on my shoulders for nineteen years now seems unfathomable. Once I conquered my fear of revealing my secret, it became increasingly cathartic to share it with people. Each time I share my experience with someone, I feel a bit lighter.

This will be the first time that most of my family, friends, and colleagues will learn about what happened to me as a child. People whom I have known my entire life will be reading about it at the same time as people I will never meet. Many will be shocked, having never suspected a thing; this is a testament to how hard I’ve tried my entire life to appear worry-free and happy, especially when I was a child.

Everyone has always seen me as such a strong person that the last thing I have ever wanted to do was let them down, or be seen as a victim, even if that is exactly what I was. I never wanted people to pity me. Later, I entered politics and did not want to risk politicizing something so painful. I marched on as long as I could, head held high, trying hard to never look back and to rationalize my continued silence.

My reasons for silence varied. Life seemed difficult enough for my family and finding out that their daughter had been molested was the last thing they needed. I was afraid that something bad would happen to my family, or some sort of scandal would erupt. I wished death on the man who molested me many times—and then one day he did die. The pain of what he did to me lived on, but I had been taught never to speak ill of the dead. Then I convinced myself that it would just go away. It happened so long ago that it would somehow fade into the recesses of memory. At the very least, I predicted, the pain would diminish.

Now I know that such traumatizing events should not be forgotten. I also know that it isn’t just one thing that helps with the healing. It started with my believing that what happened to me was nothing to be ashamed or embarrassed about. There is a world of difference between saying something isn’t your fault and that you shouldn’t be ashamed and truly feeling it and moving on. It continued with my sharing my experience as a lesson for others. After I initially talked about what happened with Alex, it was another four years before I could bring myself to tell my mother what her uncle did to me. The silence that surrounds these social taboos, especially in the Latino community, is deafening and rests on the collective shoulders of thousands of children and adults. I have met many people who have shared their experiences with me and, unfortunately, their stories are variations on the same theme. In almost all cases, it’s a family member or someone close to the family who abuses a child’s trust. There is no way around it: when something this devastating happens so early on in life, it fundamentally alters the way a child will perceive the world. Often the marks are even evident well into adulthood.

Not too long ago I met a voice coach who, upon hearing my voice, gently suggested I had been molested. I was shocked. How could he know? It became evident that the scars that wounded my spirit were recognizable to those trained to see or hear them. All hope is obviously not lost. Millions, like me, are proof that early adversity—in any form—can be overcome successfully, but the burden should not be carried alone.

The memories of my childhood are otherwise pleasant. My family’s abundance of love was enough to carry me through the other comparatively mundane pangs of growing up. I have always spoken about the two gifts my parents gave me: work ethic and faith. My father’s work ethic knew no bounds and my mother’s faith always gave the family hope. These were two gifts that would need to keep on giving in order to meet the challenges of our voyage to the United States.








2. The Voyage



We were poor. Of course, as a child I had no idea this was the case. My parents sheltered us in more ways than one within a three-hundred-square-foot, two-room house in Mexico City. All seven of us—three brothers, a sister, Mom, Dad, and myself—were literally quite close. We slept in one room that contained three beds. The second room did triple duty as dining room, living room, and kitchen. We made sure to squeeze the potential out of each square foot and, with no remaining space, the bathroom went where it logically could fit: outside. I was five when the house seemingly came to life, shaking as water pumped through its pipes for the first time. As we continued to grow, so did the house, creaking as it reached its full maturation with the addition of a tiny kitchen and small bathroom. The conveniences of a telephone, refrigerator, and car—which I now take for granted—existed only in the realm of fiction.

And, we counted ourselves among the lucky. My grandfather had given my dad a plot of land to build our two-room abode, along with two additional separate rooms that we rented out. My dad’s salary from working at Byron Jackson (a water pump factory) coupled with the rent money was just enough for us to live from week to week. For my dad, this meant, come rain or shine, he was out the door by five-thirty A.M. six days a week, with Saturday being a half-day. Every morning, my mom would rise before him to make his coffee. They tried as hard as they could not to wake us, but that proved difficult with everyone sleeping in the same room. No matter what, even when sick, my dad would force himself to go to work. It was a simple formula, really: one missed day of work equaled one evening with seven empty plates on the dinner table.

My mom made the best of our situation and never let on how much we were truly struggling. There was only enough money for the real necessities: food, water, electricity, and gas. Every now and then we bought an article of clothing, but mostly our wardrobes consisted of hand-me-downs from our aunts and ourselves. Each one of us had exactly two pairs of shoes—one fancy pair for school and church and the other for daily wearing. We never needed shoes for events like dining out because the farthest we went to satisfy our palates was to a lady in the neighborhood who sold food outside her house on Friday and Saturday nights. But somehow, my mom managed to make that trip seem like an adventure whose reward was an almost forbidden pleasure. What made those outings so special was that my mom would choose only one of her children to accompany her on her errands. When it was my turn, she’d pull me aside and furtively whisper, “Because you’ve been such a good girl, I’m going to treat you to your choice of a pozole, tostada, or taco.” The first bite always beamed me up to childhood heaven. The ear-to-ear smile on my mom’s face said it all: she was content to see us enjoying food that she did not have to cook. I’m certain that she re-created the adventure with each of my siblings, but by taking us one at a time, she made each of us feel special. In retrospect, I know that the sad truth is that she could not afford to treat all her children at once. Today, as a mother myself, I can fully appreciate the lengths she went to in order to make sure we felt like the center of her universe.

As time wore on, I noticed that our culinary adventures started to dwindle and eventually the childhood illusion that we were doing okay began to dissipate. What remained was a grimmer reality. The walls of our house seemed to be closing in on us. There wasn’t enough money to make needed repairs. My parents’ faces grew longer. It became obvious that something needed to be done to remedy our situation, and soon. Any way we sliced it, my dad’s salary was simply not enough. My mom taught catechism and managed the household, but that didn’t pay the bills. My parents knew that even if they continued to make enough to just get by, the future still looked bleak. Staying in Mexico would mean that we couldn’t afford to extend our education beyond the ninth grade. Like most people we knew, we’d have to start working immediately. The vicious cycle of financial despondency would continue. We were in dire straits, and like millions before us, we decided to seek out a better life by embarking on a voyage that, at the very least, gave hope for a better life.

The Pursuit of Happiness

It was 1969 and I was an eleven-year-old being torn from her father. My parents decided that it would be best if my dad went to the United States first before we made the commitment to transplant the whole family. His compadre (close friend) Eusebio Peralta had been in the U.S. for a few years and was, after a short time, able to bring over the rest of his family; the expectation was that my dad would do the same. He’d live with the Peralta family who had previously rented from us in Mexico and, eventually, save up enough money working at a factory that embroidered labels to rent a place spacious enough for the entire family. A few days before my dad was scheduled to leave us, I saw mixed emotions manifest themselves on his face. While he was excited about a new beginning, the weight of not being able to see his family for at least a year was becoming harder to bear as the day of his departure approached.

Even though we knew he was leaving, when the day actually arrived, it was still shocking. A constant stream of people flowed through our house to bid him farewell. At first it felt like any other gathering, but soon the two rooms of our house looked as though they’d burst at the seams. Each additional person who arrived made his imminent departure more concrete. While we knew of people who had moved to the States, no one from our family had done it before. It involved a certain amount of unsettling risk.

Although the spotlight was on my dad that day, my mom’s presence was heard, her feet shuffling over the concrete floor. Always the perfect hostess, she busied her hands with making sure guests’ needs were attended to; she must have known that pausing for too long would invite someone to rope her into a conversation that could lead to choking back tears. Surely this was a sacrifice worth making…right?

Then the inevitable happened: it was time to take my dad to the bus depot. Thoughts buzzed menacingly around me: What if we never see him again? What if the bus has an accident? What if he forgets about us? We knew some men who abandoned their families after falling for some other woman in the U.S., forgetting about their previous life as though it were a bad dream. Surely my dad could never do such a thing. I tried to muster up the right combination of words that would change his mind about leaving and keep us together as a family. I hugged him as strongly as I could and told him we’d wait for him. A chorus of crying erupted with my mom as the leading soprano. Any emotional restraint that had been exercised earlier was gone; people began to stare and nod their heads knowingly. The discord of pain made it clear that we had never said good-bye to a loved one. The bus engine roared, coughed, and then enveloped us in its exhaust. The plan was for my dad to visit in a year, which for a child is like saying that you’ll never see your dad again.

Although I knew he had left, I half expected to see my dad the following morning. I had hoped that as soon as the bus pulled away, he’d realize that moving to the U.S. was an ill-conceived plan. He’d tap the bus driver’s shoulder and demand that he turn the infernal metallic beast around. That morning, the bathroom mirror surprised me with a reflection of a blotchy blowfish that bore only slight resemblance to me—evidence that the previous day’s crying and what brought it about were real. Our mother’s brothers (our uncles), sensing that we might need emotional support during my dad’s absence, began to visit more often. Sometimes we’d accidentally call them Papi, Dad, and immediately correct ourselves. Where there had once been my dad, there was now an uneasy silence that we carefully stepped around. We now take the technologies that keep us in touch for granted. In 1970s Mexico, we had no telephone, no e-mail, no fax machine. Postal mail acted as a lifeline to our dad. A new ritual replaced the early-morning routine of my mom preparing coffee for my dad. Now, my mom planted herself in front of the window, waiting patiently for the postman. The hope of any news from my dad was what kept us going. Soon, like clockwork every other Friday, we expected a handwritten letter whose unfolding revealed a check that got us through the next two weeks. Although we ate plentifully on those days, no amount of food could substitute for my dad. We’d often talk about him and imagine what his days were like and speculate about our future in another country. We prayed for his healthy return. Each bite was filled with gratitude for my dad who, even from afar, was able to put food on the table.

There was no denying that we were financially better off than when my dad was in Mexico. The money that he was earning was enough for him to live in the U.S. and for us to enjoy a higher standard of living in Mexico. The emotional cost of the move, however, was wearing on my mom, who was left to raise five children on her own while profoundly missing my dad.



His homecoming a year later will forever be etched in my memory. We had missed him so much and his arrival eased our minds. Like past explorers, he returned bearing exotic riches: clusters of clothes, throngs of toys, and stacks of Wrigley’s spearmint gum. He offered me a piece of gum and I chewed it for hours until it became a flavorless mass and my jaw ached. With his savings, we were able to go on our first family vacation. I was twelve years old, and as far as I was concerned, life couldn’t have been better.

We inundated our dad with questions about his new life. Sadly, sometimes when addressing him, we’d slip and call him tío, uncle, and quickly attempt to correct ourselves by calling him Papi, Dad. It was embarrassing for everyone. He’d pretend not to notice, but we knew that our slips of tongue lacerated his face like tiny whips. A year away from a growing child is equivalent to many more, as I, too, would later find out. Despite our best efforts, there was a widening rift forming between us. Even though he was physically present, we had never felt more distant from our dad. We needed to be together again as a family. My dad described the beauty of California and its calming sun. He tapped his thumbs against his chest, proclaiming: “I’m proof of how many opportunities we’ll have if we work hard.” It was a done deal. Plans for our move were set into motion. My dad would return to Mexico to work through the piles of paperwork necessary to uproot a family. If all went smoothly, we’d be reunited in a year.

But…Wait!

I was doing very well in school. Other than not having my dad with me, I couldn’t have been happier, surrounded by my friends and cousins. I couldn’t imagine leaving them. And what about my grandmother? What was I going to do in a country that was not mine? How would I learn English? The question marks pounded into my gut and left me breathless. And of course, the daily double question remained: What about my Quinceañera?

From an early age, every girl in Mexico dreams about what her Quinceañera will be like. I was no exception. It’s a lavish event that celebrates a girl’s turning fifteen and entering into womanhood; it’s similar to a debutante’s coming-out party. I had played through even the smallest details in my mind, orchestrated the whole affair. It began—as was the custom—with a mariachi band serenading me in front of my house the night before the celebration. The next morning I’d step into a most beautiful full-length white gown, carefully place my matching headdress upon my head, and gingerly hold the beautiful bouquet that had been prepared especially for the occasion. Then onto the church with my parents, godparents, and members of my court, consisting of carefully chosen young women and men. It’s a beautiful ceremony that ends with placing my bouquet on the altar. And just when I thought the day couldn’t get any better, we’d skip off to a banquet hall for dinner and dancing. The highlights would be waltzing with my dad, followed by his long toast to me. There is a wonderful predictability to the rite of passage that, as a Mexican girl, I felt entitled to. It was settled in my mind: we would not go to the U.S. until after my Quinceañera.

Unfortunately, I was just a child and certainly not the one laying down the rules. If events proceeded as planned, we’d leave in December of 1972; my Quinceañera would take place in August of the following year. I came up with possible solutions. The best one involved staying behind with family members in Mexico and having my parents come back to visit on my special day. Of course, I’d miss them, but it would be worth it. After my party they could take me anywhere they wanted, but not before. I was determined to have my Quinceañera dream become a reality. Meanwhile, planning for our departure was going along smoothly, and I secretly wished that something would happen to delay or maybe even cancel our trip. Representatives from my dad’s company visited our house to help us fill out paperwork. We visited the Mexican Foreign Relations Department to get our passports (I’m sure I didn’t smile for that picture), and then we were off to the U.S. embassy for our visas. My optimism for our staying in Mexico began to fade.

But then came a faint glimmer of hope during a meeting with the U.S. consul. She informed my mom that there was no way green cards could be issued to all her children because my dad didn’t earn enough money to support the entire family. My immediate reaction was excitement, followed quickly by disbelief. It didn’t make sense. For the past year, my dad had been making enough money to support himself in the U.S. and us in Mexico. I honestly thought we were rolling in money. My mom tried to convince the consul that we could make it on my dad’s salary. We knew how to stretch an American dollar. My mom promised to start working as soon as her feet touched U.S. soil. The consul was unrelenting, shaking her head no to each suggestion. My mom wrung her hands in response, cried, and begged her not to tear our family apart once again. The consul, while seemingly touched, threw her hands up. “Four green cards, that’s my best offer, nothing else I can do.” The green cards would be distributed among my mother, my older brother Fernando, my little sister Margarita, and myself. My mom’s two youngest children, my two brothers Mariano and Daniel, would stay behind. The plan was for my mom, my brother, and myself to earn the additional income to meet the minimum requirements for my two brothers to join us as soon as possible.

Once we arrived home, I set into motion my own plan by suggesting that I stay behind in Mexico to take care of my two younger brothers, aged ten and twelve. This would grant my mom peace of mind and allow me to celebrate my Quinceañera. Could the plan be any more perfect? My mom didn’t seem to think so, not even pausing to entertain my plan for a second. She agreed with the consul that it would be best if I worked a part-time job in the U.S. in order to have the family reunited sooner. “Don’t forget that you’re a girl, Rosario, and you need more protection than your brothers,” she often reminded me. Now as a mother myself, I can only imagine the strength it took for my mom to choose among her children. It was a decision no mother should ever have to make. It was clearly killing her on the inside. As our departure date approached, there was a shift in plans. My older brother would stay behind to look after my two younger brothers. I tried to hide how jealous I was of Fernando’s staying in Mexico. I didn’t want to make this any more difficult than it already was for my mom. In the end, the three women of the family were to take the voyage.

Everything was, sadly, set. The end of December 1972 was our departure date. This would allow us to start a new year in a new country in a new school. Everything we had known and loved our entire lives would be left behind. The timing couldn’t have been any more painful. In Mexico we celebrate nine days of posadas leading up to Christmas and then, like the entire world, we celebrate New Year’s. These were festivities that everyone looked forward to all year long. I wanted my mom to leave me behind. I cried. I begged. I began to lose hope. My mom, while understanding, assured me that I’d make new friends, that it would be worth it when I saw how much better our life would be. I tried to explain that I didn’t need an improved life. I didn’t need new friends. I didn’t need anything to change. My life was perfect as is. How could I leave my friends, cousins…and what about my grandma?

To this day, I can still play back my grandmother’s departing words with great clarity: “Bless you my child. I trust that you’ll continue to be an upright lady and make me proud.” Her eyes that day were bloodshot from crying and her face contorted in anguish. She ordered me to never veer from our family values and to stay in school, succeed, and ensure that this sacrifice was not in vain. She prayed with me, asking the Virgen de Guadalupe (the symbolic mother of Mexicans) to guide and shield me with her manto sagrado, her sacred gown. My grandmother hugged me tightly, wrapping me in her shawl, and then slowly unraveled me into an uncertain future. I wept loudly while trying not to think about things like how much longer she would “be” with us. Of course, at the time, I didn’t stop to think about how difficult it was for my mom to be leaving her mom. Over the years, the two of them had worked as a team to raise us. They did such a great job that I never realized how poor and limited our resources were. They had given us so much love and attention that it made up for whatever material wealth we may have lacked. I guess when you aren’t aware of what you don’t have, you can’t exactly miss it. But even then, my grandma and my mom had instilled a sense of fate in us and this was in the plan, and, as painful as it seemed, it was meant to be.

And then, like a recurring nightmare, we were at the bus depot again. This time we were the ones leaving. It turned out that it was even more difficult then being the ones left behind. I imagined that this must’ve been what my dad had felt when he left us. This time the metallic beast would carry us in its belly. By the time of our actual departure, I was an emotional zombie, unable to cry anymore. It was as though my tear ducts had shriveled and refused to express what I was feeling. No amount of tears could change events, so what was the point? My three brothers waved good-bye; my grandma waved good-bye; my cousins waved good-bye. I’ll never forget the flurry of hands, the quivering of lips, and the feeling of vertigo that overtook me as our bus pulled away from the depot.

The next two days of our voyage to Tijuana went by with painful slowness. I’d wake up and go back to sleep and somehow we were still on the bus. Drifting in and out of consciousness, I never bothered to see if it was day or night. My sister and I played games, but we soon tired of them. Time suspended, leaving me to dangle alone in an abyss, heavy with my thoughts. I imagined the posadas leading up to New Year’s. Before drifting off to sleep, my mind would always arrive at the same summoned scene of my Quinceañera, the party of all parties, the party I resigned myself to never having. The ceaseless bus engine lulled me to sleep again and again—until I awoke to a new vista.

A Whole New World

My mom yawned loudly, tearing me away from the flashing scenery outside the window. The weariness of the two-day voyage was evident on my mom’s and sister’s faces. Then it hit me: we’d soon see my dad. I had been so absorbed in the emotional turmoil of leaving Mexico that I forgot we would be reunited with him.

And what a reunion it was! My dad met us at the bus depot in Tijuana and hand-in-hand we walked across the border to catch a Greyhound bus to our new home. I was happy to see my dad alive and well (and slightly plumper, too).

I rubbed my eyes as we crossed the border and entered the freeway. The same sun that had bathed California gold rushers crossing the border in the 1800s greeted us upon our arrival in California on December 22, 1972—just two days prior to Christmas Eve. Breaking free from the traffic of the border, our bus reflected sunlight and must’ve looked like a shiny silver bullet. All around me, everything looked serene, beautiful, and clean. The sharp edges of the scenery popped with luminous colors. My senses came back to life after two days of mostly listening to the hum of a bus engine and the occasional hiccup of wheels hitting a bump in the road. I was in a new country; my senses were on high alert. The only thing that was certain was that everything was different. The distraction of my new surroundings was a welcome change after two days of living within the stuffy confines of my head.

I couldn’t help but be distracted by what I saw when we opened the door of his apartment in Huntington Park. I stepped into what looked like a luxury apartment built sometime in the distant future. Surely this wasn’t my dad’s place. How could he afford everything I saw around me? There would be time for questions later. My sister and I joined hands and bounded over a couch. Our legs after the two days of bus-seat contortion couldn’t have felt more free if they had been wings. We left my parents in each other’s arms while we explored a fully furnished, fully assembled, fully unexplored apartment. It looked like a stage set for The Brady Bunch—which we would certainly be able to watch on one of the two color television sets! I lifted a phone from its receiver and heard a dial tone. I must have been holding it for some time because the operator came on and spoke in a language I didn’t understand. I turned on the kitchen sink knobs to wash my hands and almost burned myself with the water. How was this possible if no one had turned on a boiler? In the U.S. I found we could turn on any faucet and hot water would gush forth; if that wasn’t incredible enough, we no longer needed to buy gas tanks for the stove. There was a large refrigerator filled with food. All around me were gizmos I had yet to tinker with. Everything was geared toward making cooking easy, convenient, and comfortable. I also found that I was nice and toasty, although it was a bit chilly outside. My dad, amused by my wonderment, explained that a heater kept the apartment at a comfortable temperature, even during the winter. I lamentably imagined my brothers and grandma bundled in blankets in Mexico.

Once the newness of the apartment wore off, just two days later, we celebrated our first Christmas in California. It was awful. My dad’s coworker invited us to her family’s home to spend Christmas Eve. It was a very small gathering. We met a handful of strangers and tried to make the best of it. Back home the gathering would have numbered at least thirty family members—a true fiesta that led up to a midnight mass. I may have been physically present in California that night, but my heart was in Mexico.

New Year’s was just as bad; in fact it, was worse. It was my little brother Mariano’s eleventh birthday and not being in Mexico to celebrate it with him made the reality of our new life painfully obvious. At the very least, I hoped he was having a better time than I was in the U.S. I felt so vulnerable, emotionally stripped down, and, for the first time in my life, I was suddenly shy. As much as I tried to keep an open mind, I missed Mexico. I resisted resignation, but as time wore on it came thundering along. There was no way around it, this was my new life and there was nothing I could do to change that. I had to accept this new reality in order to move on. I mourned leaving Mexico by alternating between weeping ceaselessly during the day and muffling my cries in a pillow at night. I didn’t want my parents to feel any more guilt. They couldn’t stand to see the anguish I was going through and, even when I tried to hide it, my mom knew that I was not okay.

One night I was quietly weeping when my mom peeled me from my pillow. “I don’t know exactly how, but we’ll return to Mexico for your Quinceañera,” she said, wiping away my tears. “I promise you, mi’jita, you’ll have your day.” I tried to say that it wasn’t necessary, that I’d be okay, but my mom has always been able to see through me. When she insisted, I couldn’t help but smile. It was a huge sacrifice that required both of my parents to work overtime to afford four round-trip tickets to Mexico and, of course, the celebration itself.

I slept soundly that night. It was only after my mom made that promise that I felt I could take a deep breath and begin my life in this new country. The days didn’t seem so torturous, knowing that I’d be reunited with all of my family and friends in six months. With each passing day, my anticipation grew.

School Days

The culture shock began with the clattering of the school bell. My parents knew that an education in the U.S. would be the key to their children’s success. Our education was one of the main reasons we left Mexico and my parents stressed the importance of making them proud. If anything could rival the feeling of disbelief when I entered our U.S. apartment, it was the grandiosity of my new junior high school. I imagined this school looking down at my former school, tapping it on the head as though it were its small foreign cousin. I was beginning the ninth grade even though I had already completed it months ago in Mexico. At that time, you were placed in a grade based solely on your age. Since I wasn’t fifteen yet, I’d have to attend the last semester of junior high school.

Oddly enough, it looked as though everything inside was gratis, from the food at lunch to school supplies to books. I thought it strange, but I didn’t want to mention anything. I thought that they might make my parents pay for everything. In Mexico, only elementary school books were free; after that everything came at a hefty price. Here, not only was the food free; but it was delicious. Even after all these years, I can still taste the coffee cake, pizza, and fish sticks. The books and the writing paper were of the best quality; rarely did they rip when I made an erasure.

Since I didn’t know anyone, I was free to fully absorb my surroundings. And what I saw appalled me. I saw student after student line up to throw out food that they had barely touched. Unopened chocolate milk cartons met the same fate. Sometimes, after making a silly error, an entire sheet of paper was crumpled and thrown out. What kind of country was this where students threw away food and supplies that my parents couldn’t afford to pay for? How could my classmates be so ungrateful? Not only could I not believe my eyes, but my ears must have been playing tricks on me, too. In more than one class, I heard students get angry and actually talk back to teachers. Students wouldn’t even think about doing something so disrespectful in Mexico, unless they were eager to be punished by teachers and parents. And what was everyone wearing? I was accustomed to seeing male teachers donning coat and tie and female teachers with high heels and makeup. Didn’t these people care about the way they presented themselves? Some teachers even showed up in T-shirts and sandals. It became obvious that it was okay for students to not comb their hair or iron their pants. I had worn a uniform during the past nine years and would never dare to leave the house with wrinkled clothing and disheveled hair. As a newcomer, I was looking for the security of rules that didn’t seem to exist. Even for parties, people stayed in their jeans. In my family, every outing merited skirts, jackets, and ties. Since we so seldom went to parties, my parents dressed us up to go to the movies. In the theater, swarms of people clad in jeans and shorts surrounded us. We stuck out like sore thumbs. And not just in the theater, for that matter; the whole country seemed so casual. If anything was certain, it was that we weren’t in Kansas—err, Mexico—any longer.

The dark underbelly of life both inside and outside of school was soon exposed. Classmates younger than myself—mostly Chicano boys and girls—were already in gangs. Their traditional garb included: khakis or jeans that were at least five sizes too big, white T-shirts covered by plaid flannel shirts (often rolled up strategically to show off tattoos), and hickies that formed bruised necklaces. I could only imagine what my dad would have done if I had ever come home with anything that even resembled a hickie. To make sure we didn’t stray from the course, my dad wasn’t above using scare tactics by describing things he had seen not only on television, but with his own eyes: gang killings, drugs, crime, and prostitution. Things that may have existed in Mexico, but we had never seen.

Our response was to cling together. The collective learning curve was steep. Being in the same boat, as it were, we grew even stronger as a family. Although we were not a complete family with my brothers back in Mexico, the four of us knew that we could rely on one another. Even when my little sister and I would have a fight, we’d still walk to and from school together. For that matter, we did everything together.

Life began to settle into some semblance of a routine. Monday through Friday flew by with classes, homework, and cleaning the house. And the weekends came to be what we lived for. On Saturdays, my sister and I would make sure that the entire apartment was spotless and our homework was complete before my parents arrived home from work. Our reward: eating out at a restaurant! Sundays were even better. The only day my parents didn’t work began with a mile-long walk to catch a bus that would drop us off thirty minutes later in downtown Los Angeles. Once there, we’d attend Spanish mass at the church of La Placita Olvera. It was comforting to end the week with a mass spoken in Spanish, after being besieged by English all week. I also found that I was able to connect to the same God I prayed to in Mexico. I prayed for a lot of things back then, but mostly for the safe reunion of our family.

After filing out of church, we’d head over to Clifton’s Cafeteria, our mouths already watering with anticipation. The first time we ate there, my mouth dropped in awe. I had never been to a buffet-style restaurant. The food was endless and tantalizing. Rest would not come until my palate had tasted every possible food. “It’s okay, Rosario. Get whatever and as much as you want,” my dad said, amused at my disbelief. These Americans sure know how to eat, I thought. Determined to stretch my family’s dollars as far as they could go, I loaded up my plate. My arms trembled under the weight of my tray. I rolled up my sleeves, looked across from me, and saw that my dad had a simple chicken breast in the center of his plate. It was a typical case of my eyes having a more voracious appetite than my belly. I was unable to finish my food and asked my dad to help me out because I felt bad about throwing food away. My dad also helped out my sister with her overburdened plate. I buffed my satisfied belly and stared down at it like a large crystal ball that showed the past, when electrifying excitement would flood through me, knowing it was my turn to visit the neighborhood lady who sold pozoles, tostadas, and tacos outside her home. How quickly life could change.

But then there were the times when we were just about to dig in and there would be an eerie silence, the clinking of our silverware amplified. My mom hesitated and a few bites into her meal would start crying, a lump of food getting caught in her throat. This would strike randomly and often, both at home and in restaurants. “How could I just sit here and eat when your hermanos could be starving?” she’d ask the table. Of course, it was always difficult to eat after that. We’d slowly and sheepishly fork food into our mouths.

Communication with my brothers in Mexico was as slow as carrier pigeons and as helpless as smoke signals. The patience and planning required seems unimaginable in today’s electronically connected world. There were no cell phones or e-mail in the 1970s. If we wanted to keep in touch, we had to set pen to paper. It would often take at least two weeks for our letters to arrive in Mexico. If we wanted to speak with my brothers, we had to specify the date, time, and phone number where we’d call them. This was required because international phone calls were absurdly expensive and my family didn’t even own a phone in Mexico. To be on the safe side, we sent our letters at least three weeks ahead of the appointed day of the phone call. It wasn’t rare for letters to arrive later than usual. To say the least, our communication with my brothers was very limited.

My mom was able to find some consolation in knowing that she’d see her children in a few months when we returned for my Quinceañera. Looking back, I wonder how she was able to bear not seeing her sons for months. When I studied the lines of my mom’s face, I saw hints of her underlying sadness, indications that suffering and motherhood were intertwined. We did grow more upbeat as the day of our return to Mexico approached. We looked forward to seeing my brothers and grandma again.

The Big Day

Looking back, I realize how simple my Quinceañera was and how much I relied on my imagination to fill in the blanks to create a day that looked and felt exactly like the day I had dreamily rehearsed in my mind’s eye. My dress—a bit too small in some areas and bunched up in others—was off a sale rack at Lerner’s. I’m sure my parents ran out of money because, instead of a fresh bouquet of flowers, I carried a hastily assembled arrangement of plastic flowers wrapped in a bakery napkin. And I couldn’t have been happier. The dress might as well have been designed by Gucci and the bouquet a kaleidoscope of exotic flowers. This was my dress, my bouquet, my party, my day. And I could smile if I wanted to! I was beaming through the incessant rain of that day. Luckily, the sky cleared just in time for the six P.M. mass and reception filled with food and dancing. It was an unforgettable evening for me. I danced and twirled with guests until I was ready to collapse. On my face was a permanently plastered smile. I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude toward my parents for making sure I experienced this rite of passage. They had made me feel like Cinderella; I was determined to show them how grateful I was by honoring their sacrifices. After my Quinceañera, I felt like I had put in place the remaining piece of the puzzle and could now return to the U.S. with my mission accomplished.

Back to School

I knew that the best way to repay my parents for the trip to Mexico was to excel in school. At that time, every student entering the tenth grade had to take an intelligence quotient test. An average IQ was set at one hundred points. My score was twenty-seven, a number I’ll never forget because it landed on my desk with a thump of a teacher’s stubby finger, circled in red. The point was made crystal clear with a degrading chuckle. The students took this as a go-ahead to also laugh at me. The classroom was lively with echoing laughter. I was not amused. Surprisingly, I didn’t respond with anger or sadness. I knew that the only thing the test proved was that I didn’t know the language it was written in. The message was clear: I needed to learn English, and quickly. That classroom filled with laughter was exactly what I’d use to fuel my efforts. I knew I was more intelligent than the IQ test would have everyone believe. I embarked on an English media diet that consisted of reading daily newspapers, listening to radio, and watching the news. Initially, I had no idea what newscasters were saying, and the newspapers may have just as well been written in Braille. Slowly, however, with the help of photos and videos, I began to understand more and more. To verify my comprehension, I tuned to channel thirty-four (the only Spanish-language station) and saw that I was grasping more each day. My progress was coming along slowly but surely.

At school, I doubled and then tripled my efforts. I was diligent about completing every homework and extra-credit assignment. All my efforts culminated in graduating from high school with honors. Although that was the school’s official confirmation of my efforts, it didn’t trump the time a U.S.-born student asked me how to spell the word beautiful. On the bottom of my high school diploma was a gold star acknowledging my good grades, and the local Rotary Club gave me a fifty-dollar savings bond for perfect attendance. It never occurred to me to miss school, even when I felt a bit sick. I had grown up watching my dad rise before the sun each morning to head to work. Although it may have been that my unflagging attendance was motivated more by fear than determination. I was convinced that the one day I was absent, the teacher would present a critical piece of information that I needed for a test.

In the meantime, my older brother had joined the family in the U.S.—along with my two younger brothers—and was able to graduate with the class of 1976, at the same time as me. My parents were so proud that their two older children were on their way to achieving the American Dream. We had been through twice the amount of school as our parents by graduating from high school. Having only an elementary education themselves, they felt that their job with us was through, that we could make it out there. I’ll never forget the sound of my dad’s voice trembling with pride, providing a soundtrack for our graduation video. More than anything else I know he was very proud of himself. After all, he took his children’s achievements to be his own.

Due to our economic situation at home, upon graduation, the family decided that I’d get a full-time job, while my brother attended college full-time. My baby sister Nancy had been born two years earlier, and it was difficult for my parents to take care of her while holding down full-time jobs. If I went to work, it would allow my mom to stay home and take care of the baby while running the household. I know what you’re thinking: How unfair! At the time I didn’t see it that way. It was the 1970s and I had been raised in a Catholic Mexican immigrant family. I wouldn’t have dared to broach the topic of equal rights with my parents. Yes, there was a double standard, but that’s just the way it was. The main governing principle was simple: you are part of this family, so you will contribute with whatever is needed for its survival. You don’t ask questions. Oh, and don’t forget to smile. Seriously, it was no problem at all. I was happy to do my part for the family. My parents’ rationale was that as a woman I’d be provided for once I got married. It followed logically that there was no need for a college education, since a man would provide for me. On the other hand, my brother was on the other side of that arrangement and would have to take on the duty of providing for his future wife and family.

I had a plan. During the summers, I had kept busy working for the city of Huntington Park under a federal program called the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act that offered paid positions to high school students. I learned about the way the city functioned from the inside by working in its various departments: building, planning, and the city administrator’s office. Typically, the CETA program was only available to high school students for two summers and once students graduated, they were no longer eligible. Over the course of the two years I worked for it, I had built a reputation for being a hard worker who was always on time and could be relied on. There was a secretary named Moanne who took a liking to me and convinced the city manager’s office to make an exception and allow me to work with them since I wasn’t eighteen yet. After some discussion, I was able to work one more summer there after my high school graduation. When the fall came, Mr. Fogel, the city personnel manager, helped me find my first job. He sung my praises to managers at Barth & Dreyfus, a towel company in Vernon, Los Angeles. A few weeks later, I was a shipping clerk.
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