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CHAPTER ONE

EVERYONE CALLED HIM PANCHITO. His name was Francisco Bojado and he was a young, up-and-coming fighter with a lot of promise. One morning, he walked into my gym and said, “It’s a beautiful day, today. The sun is shining!” Panchito had signed with Main Events, a well-respected group that promotes boxers and matches. He was a friend of Fernando Vargas, a two-time light middleweight champion. Panchito had just started training with my trainers, Eduardo and Roberto Garcia, the much sought-after father-and-son duo. For such a young kid, he possessed the insight of an old soul. He was the kind of guy whose bright smile melted hearts, and he uplifted everyone around him with his fun-loving demeanor. Every time I saw him, he would come in and say the same thing: “It’s a beautiful day and the sun is shining.”

I was not much of a talker. I preferred to keep to myself and focus on the training drill in front of me. I would smile back and say, “Yeah, it’s a beautiful day.” I wasn’t even sure if I really meant it. It was polite and allowed me to move on.

One day he asked me, “Do you know why I always say that?” I stopped working out to focus on him. I confessed that I didn’t. He leaned in as if to tell me a secret. He said the world of boxing was an intense place and a dark world. It’s true—it’s filled with shadowy deals, foreboding figures, and near-death experiences. “It’s so depressing,” he said, “that whenever I see the sun shining, I remember the world is a bright place.” And as long as the sun was out, he always remembered that.

Those words hung in the gym’s stagnant air long after he walked away. And they’ve travelled with me ever since. He summed up what I had been feeling throughout my career as a fighter. I could never verbalize what it meant to be a fighter until now. I couldn’t believe it. Here was an eighteen-year-old boxer whose career was just getting started and he knocked me out with his wisdom. I never saw Panchito after that day. He left for a new gym and went on to represent his country, Mexico, at the Summer Olympics in Australia. I didn’t realize the impact his words would have on me, but it was such a relief to know that there was another person in this world who felt the pain and heartache I felt every day in the ring. It’s a feeling that’s difficult to explain to a person who has never fought for their life. When I step into that ring, I walk into the darkest part of my soul. And when I leave, the dark cloud follows me. There have been moments when the cloud disappears, like on a beautiful, sunny day, or the days I gave birth to my two precious babies, or when I dream about the people I’ve lost. For those brief periods, I forget my dark world.

It’s difficult for me to let go of the darkness that I’ve carried with me for so long. It may be one of the main reasons I turned to the ring, where I could unload the baggage filled with years of pain I endured throughout my childhood. I felt powerful whenever I took a hit, or better yet, when I gave one. Winning was all I ever wanted, and I chased it for a long time. It’s the feeling I live for, and something I can’t live without. Losing is a completely different animal. When I lose, I come back stronger and I hit harder, so you won’t ever hurt me again. My opponent was a victim of all my dysfunction. My opponent, unknowingly, paid the price for all of my pain.

To know my pain is to learn how I came to be.

I can remember the green, red, and white flags flapping in the wind across the top of the bridge that read “Mexico” each time my family and I crossed the border. I’d sit quietly in the back seat of our car and I’d leave my American world and transport into my mother’s. It was hard to believe that a simple bridge connected completely opposite worlds, yet I lived in both. My mother’s world began in Juchipila, a small barrio in the state of Zacatecas where she was born and raised.

The word Zacatecas comes from the Nahuas word zacti, or grass, and tecatl means people—people of the grass. There was no running water and no electricity. Her house was nothing more than a mud hut. I was two years old, and my sister was almost four. Sometimes, I could almost feel my mother’s heart pound when we would cross the border. Even though she had her papers to legally live in the States, the anxiety was palpable. In order to get to Juchipila, it required a brutal four-day train ride deep into an unfamiliar and almost untouched part of the country. It was called Barrio de la Cantera. Rosales was the family name that dominated the town. Everyone knew everybody and were probably related.

We never went for long weekends. When we’d visit, we’d spend long stretches of time there and settle in. Every morning, my sister and I waited outside for the breadbasket lady, who lumbered down the street with a basket of pan dulce on her head. It was about six o’clock in the morning and the town’s colors would begin to twinkle as the sun began to rise. The sweet bread in her basket came in an array of colors too—pink, coffee, chocolate, and some came dotted with vanilla sprinkles. I can still smell the pastries. When we’d reach for our favorite one, unsurprisingly, ants trailed across the top. We didn’t care. We brushed them off and ate our sweet bites of heaven. We weren’t picky because we never knew when we’d see treats like this again. The nearest mercado, or supermarket, required a burro ride into the city, which rarely happened. If we didn’t get pan dulce, we devoured delicious guava we’d picked from the trees. Before we ate them, we’d have to pick out the worms nestled inside. Mexico was a hard life, but we never complained.

My mother grew up with orange, lime, and lemon trees. She often described the oranges becoming so ripe that they looked gold in the sunlight. She thought it was magic, and so did I. The barrio was filled with obeliscos romero flowers, and a guayacan tree that bloomed with bright yellow flowers that smelled like summer. The plant would climb across the trees like a winding rope. My mother would swing from them and imagine she was in a jungle only found in fairy tales. It was during these moments that she admitted she felt incredibly alone, wondering if there was more beyond her barrio.

My sister and I would play in the sugar cane fields while the women walked to the nearby river to wash the clothes and dishes. Everything was lush and green in Juchipila. The days were beautiful, and the nights were unforgettable. In the neighboring city, there were carnivals blanketed with countless strings of lights, but in the barrio, there were bonfires. The fire would get so high, I was sure the flames could touch the stars. We’d laugh and dance while drinking our Cokes, as the grown-ups sat around drinking their beer and wine. Once when we were visiting, I walked into a store and heard Neil Diamond’s “Cracklin’ Rosie” in Spanish. It became my favorite song, and I learned every word in Spanish. It would be many years later that I’d finally learn that Neil Diamond wasn’t Mexican, and that he was Jewish.

For the longest time, I didn’t know much about other religions beyond Catholicism. Everyone I knew was Catholic. As children, we were taught to fear God, and the churches used to scare my sister. Whenever you walked inside, you’re confronted with a looming statue of Jesus nailed to the cross, fake blood dripping from his crown of thorns, and anguish washed across his face. I’m surprised it lures anyone to church, but it had such an impact on my sister that she refuses to go near them to this day. My sister was the older, wiser one. She always questioned the world, our society, and its rules. “How do we even know there is a God?” she would ask. I think she was born an atheist.

Before my sister and I were born, my mother Maria Elena Socorro Rosales grew up in Juchipila. She was the oldest of her siblings. Her mother left for Mexicali, which was closer to the border, so she could make more money to send home. Once my mother’s siblings were old enough to take care of themselves, she left to join her mother. She had a desire to find out if there was indeed a bigger world.

My father, who lived in San Diego, would drive two hours to visit my mother’s restaurant. He was more than six feet tall and appeared larger than life. He’d walk through the door like an extra from a John Wayne movie. He’d saunter to his favorite table with all eyes on him, including my mother’s. He’d order a plate of huevos rancheros, a popular style of scrambled eggs with salsa, and chat with my mom.

I don’t know much about my father’s family history, but this is what I do know. He was born in Washington, DC, to Gerald and Noel Richardson. My grandfather, who I never knew, supposedly left his family when my father was very young. My grandmother, who I met only a few times, relinquished custody of her three children. The kids were separated and sent to Catholic orphanages, which my father continually ran away from and eventually escaped. By the time he was nine years old, he had already learned to fend for himself. I heard stories that he began drinking before he was ten, and often got into trouble. At the age of sixteen, he joined the US Navy. I wasn’t very close to him, and since he was gone the majority of my life, I never learned much about him.

When my father visited my mother, she would practice her English with him, and she eventually asked him out. My mother was a feminist before anyone knew what it meant. She just knew what she wanted and went for it. Eight months later, against my grandmother’s wishes, they were married in secret. My grandmother, a wise Indian woman, could see what my mother couldn’t. She knew the pain and heartache that man would inevitably cause her daughter. A year later, my mother moved to the United States with my father.

My mother had never stepped on American soil before. She was in awe as she embarked on her new adventure. The country was so clean and modern. She discovered hamburgers and French fries, the ultimate American meal. It was the ’60s in Southern California and everything buzzed with electricity, like someone had plugged in the city and turned on the neon lights. There were towering buildings everywhere and everyone who walked among them was dressed to impress with their pressed suits and golden baubles draped around their neck and wrists. She was a fairy princess who married her Prince Charming and was swept away to an electric wonderland.

Before she got married, she was a poor, uneducated Mexican woman who couldn’t speak English. But as reality began to slowly set in, she realized her prince wasn’t much better off. He was poor and working as an airline mechanic, but he was going to college, where he studied engineering. My parents planted themselves in Palo Alto, California, just outside the city of San Francisco.

My sister was born in 1965 and they named her Leslie Marie. My sister was born with light skin and light brown hair just like our father. She looked nothing like our mother, whose prominent Aztec features meant toasted, dark skin and jet-black hair. My sister not only resembled my father, but also inherited his personality and characteristics. She got his horrible eyesight, his introverted nature, but also his smarts. My sister and father had this incredible, natural intelligence that never ceased to amaze me. But unlike my father, she’s insightful, compassionate, and tolerant. She’s also kind and rarely passes judgment on anyone. She possessed strength and could be very opinionated, which resulted in her and my father often butting heads. There were times they could debate for hours. I never chimed in because I never had any interest in whatever they were discussing, plus I never had enough knowledge on the subjects they discussed.

Less than two years later, in 1967, I was born at San Mateo County Hospital and they named me Maria Elena. Unlike my sister, I was born with dark skin and jet-black hair, just like my mother. She used to call me her little negrita, which in Spanish is a cariño, or a loving term. But it just made me self-conscious. I had large lips and a big nose to go with it. I was without a doubt my mother’s daughter and our personalities definitely matched too. I was very temperamental and fiercely independent. I always wanted to do things on my own without help from anyone. This particular trait drove my father crazy. I wasn’t as naturally intelligent as my sister. Throughout school, I struggled to make Cs and Ds. No one ever taught me how to study, but luckily, like my sister, I loved to read. My problem was that I could never retain the information for long. My sister, on the other hand, could recite the Declaration of Independence if she had to.

We were constantly on the move. I was a shy kid who stayed close to my sister. After my father graduated from college, we moved wherever his job took us. Paradise didn’t last long for my mother. She had two children and still no money. Her husband would patronize the bars every night after work. There were numerous occasions that my mother dragged me along as she stormed into the go-go bars searching for my drunken father.

She told me life was never as idyllic as she thought it was in the beginning, she says she just didn’t want to see it. She had always dreamed of coming to America and living amongst the rich. She wanted the American Dream that she’d heard so much about. Living with an alcoholic in an apartment with barely enough money for food was not the dream she wanted. My mother, however, had her own way of dealing with her situation. She was a compulsive cleaner. As a child, I have very few memories of my mother. They mostly consist of images of her with her hair tied back, cleaning every nook and cranny of our shoebox apartment, and the smell of Pine-Sol permeating the air. I guess it was her way of forgetting her miserable life.

As much as I loved my mother, she had her faults. Being from another country and unable to speak the language was especially difficult for her. Cleaning was her way of not having to interact with her children, of not having to interact with anything. In the frontera, on the farms, kids were simply a product of life. There wasn’t anyone around to speak to women about birth control or family planning. Once children were born, as soon as they could walk, they helped their parents on the farms and in the fields. Children became workers. They grew up and had children of their own who also became workers. And on and on. But this didn’t mean they didn’t have dreams. Even in America, my mother wasn’t any different from the women raised in the barrio. Instead of going to the Gymboree or scheduling mother-and-child play dates, we worked in the house and cleaned with my mom. But we were not your typical Mexican children. We were not grateful just to have food on the table or accept our place in life as workers. We were from America and we wanted to do what all of the other American children were doing—playing, playing, and more playing. I wanted to sing and dance, but my mother never let me take lessons. She told me that I would never need those skills in life. There were no ballet classes or even a Girl Scout troop.

My mother didn’t speak English, but she tried, so we spoke a sort of Spanglish—a terrible mix of Spanish and English. I grew up feeling like I didn’t really belong to either group. My mother wanted us to blend into the white population around us. But it was never going to happen, especially for me. I never felt like a part of white America. The girls around me had names like Jenny and Melanie with their blonde ponytails bopping to their favorite hits on the radio. I grew more isolated. In fact, I felt like an outcast. Meanwhile, I never felt fully Mexican either because I couldn’t fluently speak the language. The barrier prevented me from fully connecting with my own mother. If you and your mother don’t speak the same language, how can you communicate on a deeper level? I connected with her spiritually and emotionally, but I could never fully express myself. And she couldn’t either. There was always a gap between us whenever we tried to meet each other in the middle. We viewed the world through different lenses. I resented her for not making me a part of her world, leaving me in a world where I couldn’t relate to anyone.

Most of the places we lived while growing up were in white, middle America, where Mexicans stayed with Mexicans and whites stayed with whites. There wasn’t any room for the ones in the middle. I hated being in my own skin. To the Anglos, I was a poor Mexican girl, and to the Mexicans, I was a disgrace.

My mother believed that not only was the glass never half full, but it always had a hole in it. We were never good enough, which included me. I now know she felt this deep inside of herself: she wasn’t good enough and those feelings of self-hatred inevitably trickled down to her children. My mother deserved better than this life offered her, but she didn’t believe it for herself. What other explanation is there for staying with a cheating alcoholic for more than twenty years? My mother was often an angry person, and rarely did I ever see her happy, laughing, or smiling. She’d ask, “What is there to be happy about?” A lot of Mexican women like my mother believed they were helping their children when they cut them down, believed it would prevent the disappointment that
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