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FOR MY CHILDREN, PAOLA AND NICOLÁS…
 SO THEY CAN LEARN A LITTLE MORE ABOUT ME












We shall not cease from exploration And the end of all our exploring Will be to arrive where we started And know the place for the first time.


—T. S. ELIOT




…each day I long for home, long for the sight of home.


—HOMER (THE ODYSSEY)




What other occupation allows one to live history at the very same moment it is occurring and also to be a direct witness to it?


Journalism is an extraordinary and terrible privilege.


—ORIANA FALLACI (INTERVIEW WITH HISTORY)




Yes we can.


—CÉSAR CHÁVEZ
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A book is a victory.


—PABLO NERUDA (ODE TO THE BOOK II)






I don’t know what it’s like to write calmly. This book came together in the midst of interruptions, trips, changing homes, contract revisions, translations, soccer games and the demands put on my time from my other jobs as television news anchor, radio commentator, newspaper columnist and Internet contributor. Considering all this, the mere fact that I finished it is a victory in itself. Hence, the quote from Neruda.


What I regret most about writing this book is the time it stole from my son, Nicolás. My first thanks go to him. Nicolás is three years old, and he has brought new life into the house; his toys, his new words, his energy and his wonderful amazement at all things new fill every corner of the house. Sometimes Nicolás would sit patiently with me, watching TV while I wrote. Those who say that writing is a lonely occupation are mistaken. In my case I wrote these memoirs to background music that included songs from Barney, Sesame Street and the Teletubbies, and under the glare of the restless eyes of Nicolás, who waited for the happy moment when I would turn off the lousy computer so we could horse around. Even though you can’t read yet, thank you, Nicolás. I want you to know how much I liked the way you sang the ABC’s in English as I recalled my childhood years. You were a great help in putting me in touch with that little boy in Mexico who my aunts would call “ejote verde” (string bean), and who I ceased to be so long ago.


My daughter, Paola, has kept me young with her dreams and adventures, and she has kept me awake after eleven o’clock at night. Without you, Paoli, I would be behind the times.


Lisa, my wife, opened the spaces I needed in my already limited and busy family schedule in order to write. Thank you for understanding, and forgive me for the constant distractions. I hope this book captures the result of so many mental absences. Your love and your joy have been the greatest gift in my life.


This book is extremely unfair to my siblings, Alejandro, Eduardo, Gerardo and Lourdes, and to my parents, Lourdes and Jorge. It is impossible for me to recall my life without them; after all, we were inseparable for the first twenty-five years of my life in Mexico. They were my compasses. However, what I am relating herein are very personal impressions about the history that we shared. Surely my siblings and parents may have seen these experiences in a different light. But thanks to them I have never felt lonely, no matter where I’ve been.


I can’t say enough about Patsy Loris, who knows my work better than anyone. She spots my good and bad moods from a distance and criticizes what she doesn’t like with an irresistible smile. Without her, my career as a television journalist would not have taken off quite so easily. Many of the events and interviews I describe here I either lived through with her or they were a result of her invaluable collaboration. First and foremost, however, she is my friend.


Univision has been extraordinarily generous to me. Workwise, I am like the Japanese employees of old who worked for the same company their entire lives. I have been with Univision since 1984, and still counting. Univision bought my ticket to witness history, and then it lent me the stage to tell what I saw. Their support of my work and understanding of my many journalistic concerns are priceless. A special thanks to Jerry Perenchio, Ray Rodríguez, Frank Pirozzi and Alina Falcón.


Tony Hernández and Gustavo Pombo of the Latino Broadcasting Company (LBC) have been extremely generous for allowing me to explore on radio several of the topics that I cover in this book. My voice, my real voice, was first heard on the radio thanks to Tony and Gustavo.


Rosaura Rodríguez encouraged me to write my first book, and since the day we met she has not lost track of me. Along with Patsy, she read the first draft of this book. She knows how to listen like a magician, and she is an incorrigible freethinker. Her piercing observations have kept me honest with myself.


It may surprise my childhood friends Gloria Meckel and Benjamín Beckhart to receive a mention here. “What did I have to do with this book?” they might wonder. “A lot,” I would reply. We have lived parallel lives since high school, and they are my confidants. They help me change course when I am flying low, and like skilled air traffic controllers, they are always there at the most critical moments. Because of them, too, I do not feel lonely. They heard many of the stories in this book long ago.


Ever since I met her at a summer camp in Cuernavaca, Mexico, Kela Terán has been the greatest example of what it means to love life. Sometimes I felt that without her energy the world would come to a stop. No illness has been able to stop her, and her enormous, solid faith is still something I do not comprehend. Thank you for the encouragement, Kelita.


Bill Adler, my agent, sent me a very tempting letter full of possibilities. He didn’t know me, but was up to the challenge. That letter would eventually prove to be a springboard for me, allowing me to jump from Spanish to my first two books in English.


Rene Alegria of HarperCollins was quick to seize the idea of showing the rest of America what an immigrant journalist or a journalist immigrant does and what he thinks. He has guided me in this editorial adventure gently but firmly. When I handed Rene the first draft of the book, he returned it to me with hundreds of comments and some words of advice: “Now write all that you are holding back.” Thanks to his intuition and his almost psychological ability to analyze, not to mention his sharp eye, I discovered things about myself that I had hardly thought about before. Rene opened the doors that I wanted to keep shut.


My very intense yet gentle conversations with Teresa Rioné left their mark, from the very beginning, on what I have written herein. She opened pathways to feelings that I didn’t even know existed. These pages represent the times that she was there and those that she wasn’t: some of them tender, and some of them very difficult to handle. As far as they concern me, they were all of the essence.


Dennis Farney will never know what his article in the Wall Street Journal meant for my career in the United States. Thanks to him, I decided to write this book.


Lastly, the chapter about the war against terrorism was written in memory of those journalists who died in Afghanistan in 2001, when I was covering the conflict: Johanne Sutton, Pierre Billaud, Volker Handloik, Harry Burton, Maria Grazia Cutuli, Julio Fuentes, Aziz Haidari and Ulf Stormberg.











INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION





Writing an autobiography is an undertaking that is both courageous and stupid: Courageous for the effort needed to tell things as they are, without embellishments or omissions, for the inevitability of having very personal experiences publicized, and for revealing yourself to the world exactly as you are. Stupid for believing that we can present an accurate image of who we are and for hoping that the person who appears in the book is the same person who is writing it.


After having set my autobiography aside for several months, I am now comforted to find that I did not overlook the most important people and events in my life. The actual importance they had in my life may not be conveyed, and maybe they aren’t given the attention they deserve, but they are there.


My greatest fear in undertaking this adventure was omitting people, moments and journeys that have defined me but that, strangely, have escaped my memory. My primitive method of carrying around a notebook and pen for more than a year so I could jot down whatever popped into my head worked well. The notes of my life are captured in that notebook, as are the notes I would scribble shortly after waking up each morning.


I usually wake my son, Nicolás, each morning with the question, “What did you dream about?” Still in his bed, stretching and rubbing his eyes, he tells me the most amazing and wonderful stories. Flying horses, children climbing up buildings, kind-hearted giants, cruel girls and mosquitoes the size of houses fill his dreams and my mornings. That exercise of rescuing dreams before they are washed away with toothpaste or flushed down the toilet helped me realize that my home, my real home, exists only in my mind.


Many times when I wake I try to remember what I dreamed about, and I often find that I have spent the night in that house where I grew up in Mexico City. It’s not a story; they are my dreams. I go there at night to rest. In that house, I’m not afraid. In that house I have everything I need: brothers to play with, a sister and a mother I can talk to and share things with, a protective father with a tough exterior but a soft heart, delicious food, a bed molded to my body, a universe under my control. The problem occurs when I wake up.


When I wake up I immediately feel out of place. I feel uncentered, off balance, far away from where I grew up. I feel alone. When I wake up after having dreamed about my house in Mexico, it takes a few seconds to realize that, yes, I am far away, and yes, I do have gray hair, a new family, and that I am a different person. I am no longer that five-, ten-, or fifteen-year-old boy. In my dreams I don’t grow old.


If I could change something about this autobiography, I would include more dreams and emotion, and fewer facts and details. I think I did a good job, maybe too good, of telling my story, and in doing so I left out some of the motivations, aspirations, and fears behind my actions. I would have liked to let more people know how much I love them, that their lives changed mine, and that without them I wouldn’t be who I am today. I fell short. When writing about my love life I was afraid of saying too much and winding up on the cover of a magazine. When writing about adversarial situations, I was kinder in tone than the situation deserved, and the hidden stories remained hidden. Maybe that’s what novels are: secret stories that a writer doesn’t dare put in his autobiography.


Maybe I wrote the story of my life as if it were a news report, or maybe you just can’t write about forty-two or forty-three years in just one. I wrote quickly, and it shows. My words need air. There are paragraphs that seem to have been formed while I held my breath. There are entire pages completed in a single sitting. There are chapters in which emotions are lost amid a jumble of facts. But I don’t know how to write any other way. I work for television, radio, the Internet and countless newspapers, and I don’t have time. I prefer to write quickly than to not write at all.


If I had a choice, I would write more slowly, without pressure, schedules, deadlines, editors, proofreaders, translators, an office, a computer, a telephone, a watch, without bathing, without socks, without birthdays or baptisms, without religion, without parties, without lunch or dinner commitments, without shaving, without thinking about who I am hurting, without a dictionary, without worrying about reviews, without paying attention to praise, without fear or cowardice, without waiting for the monthly check, without royalties or advances, without all those stupid things you have to do that eat up your time. But I have no choice. I write quickly, burdened by schedules, victimized by commitments, and with the pressure to produce a book that will sell and people will want to read. I’m not blaming anyone. It’s the life I have chosen, and even so, I prefer writing this way than to not writing at all.


I write in secret, as if I didn’t want anyone to know I write. I write with the guilt of knowing that there are other more important things to do. I write when no one can see me, so I don’t have to justify every moment I enjoy writing. I write without inspiration. I don’t recall ever drawing a blank in front of a sheet of paper. That’s why I don’t write literature. For me, writing is one hundred percent effort and zero percent inspiration. Divine inspiration has never touched me. At times I get writer’s block, as all writers do, but then I remember I just have to write as if I am speaking, and that’s like turning on the faucet. The words come flowing out without much order, but they flow: It’s the James Joyce in me (there is one in all of us) pouring out.


I can no longer live without writing. If I were unable to write I would have to run more marathons and do more newscasts and I would get into more trouble and be even more unbearable. But fortunately I learned that writing organizes my mind, recaptures the past, and gives meaning to my life, at least on paper. My life was a mess…until I saw it in writing. Then, and only then, did it have order. Artificial order, but order, finally.


Maybe there will come a time when I will have more time, but for now I live in a hurry, like my friend Felix Sordo. There are times when I want to devour the world, and there is no better profession for devouring the world than that of journalist. I write quickly because that is the only way journalists know how to write. If I had time to write, my first book would never have been published.


When I read about myself I don’t always recognize myself. Sometimes when I’m reading my book I feel so removed, as if the life I’m reading about is someone else’s. I read about myself in Afghanistan and I think what an idiot I was to risk so much. I was literally inches away from having my head blown off by one of Osama bin Laden’s followers. I read about myself at the Berlin Wall and I’m bothered by the fact that at the time I didn’t understand that a world was falling to pieces, stone by stone, in front of my eyes. I read about myself eating with my family in Mexico City and it makes me sad I didn’t realize that happiness is hidden in after-dinner conversations, chewing on a roll with cajeta. I read about myself at the Los Angeles Airport saying good-bye to my daughter, Paola, as she leaves for Madrid, and I get a knot in my stomach, like the very one I got that same morning. The strange thing is that when I read about what I have done, I’m detached; it’s as if I were reading about someone else.


I like my life, even if it is poorly written. It was up to me to describe it with my own grammar, mistakes in spelling and mistakes in life, avoiding unfinished sentences when possible and confronting lows with a period. There are few “I would haves” after the colons, but there is plenty inside the parentheses too. There can’t be anything sadder than wanting to be someone else, or anything more frustrating than going through life doing something you don’t like to do. I admit: I am neither sad nor frustrated. I am doing what I like most and I am living the life I chose.


Like most, at times I am happy. Happy about ice cream, unhappy about war; happy about a kiss, unhappy about an ingrown nail; happy about a reunion, unhappy when apart; happy about the game, unhappy about the final whistle; happy about a phone call or an e-mail from a distant friend, unhappy about the dead we couldn’t bury; happy about this time spent in front of the computer, unhappy about having to stop writing.


Just like one’s life, an autobiography needs corrections. I always thought I had swallowed the candy that I almost choked on at a movie theater once, but my mother reminded me that it popped out of my mouth after my father shook me frantically. My three brothers, my sister and several people close to our family believe that I exaggerated the economic hardship we endured when I was young. They thought, for example, that the time I had to sell nuts to the neighbors in order to earn a few pesos for the family was nothing more than a fun experience and not a big deal. Not for me. The shame I felt ringing every doorbell offering nuts still makes me blush. From that moment on I have been a terrible salesman; I wouldn’t dare ask anyone to buy anything they didn’t want.


The story of the beating I got as a child from the Catholic priests at the elementary school I attended in Mexico alienated me irreparably from my former classmates. “How could you write that?” asked one in an e-mail. “Don’t you realize you are damaging the reputation of the school and the parents and making us all look bad?” Yes, I see that. But that is exactly why I wrote about it; so that no one thinks that hitting a child will go unpunished, even if it happened thirty years ago or more. I write about it so that others who have had similar or worse experiences realize they aren’t alone and to give them the courage to speak out.


The most important sins of my autobiography are those of omission. It is unbelievable that I didn’t write about the wonderful times I spent with my aunts and uncles, cousins, friends Luis Miguel, Jesica and Lourdes Cue. Forgive me. For years Luis Miguel was my idol, and I wanted to have his life, his friends, his band, his happiness, his jokes and his stories. He played the guitar like I never could. It’s because of him I began to listen to James Taylor and John Denver. There was no greater gift than having him at the house on weekends. He was the uncle who made me feel big, important.


Jesica and Lourdes are two of the most loving figures from my childhood. I spent years by their sides. They took care of me, listened to me, and drove away my boredom, but they never made me feel like I was their younger cousin. For years Jesica and her husband “el abuelo” were the best example I had of a fun couple. Lourdes introduced me to the fascinating world of art and painting. And when the Cue’s got together with the rest of the family—Rocio, Luis Javier, Nanina, Jorge Lopez, Tere, Miguel, my two aunt Martas, Raquel and Luz Maria and the Gomez de la Llata’s—at my grandfather Miguel’s house, it was always a party. There was no vacation that was more fun than when the whole family went to the house or to my uncle Jose’s ranch in Valle de Bravo. The order that prevailed in my house was shattered during those reunions.


Luis and Elsa, the Cue’s parents, were always there when we needed them. Losing my aunt Elsita to cancer was the first time I truly experienced death. I never could understand how her laughter and her happiness were taken from us just like that. Luis Cue taught me how to make the same Bloody Mary I still make on weekends, he took me to the racetrack for the first time, and he was the first one to talk to me about sex. He told me, and I don’t know why, that applying ice after ejaculating would allow you to have a second erection. Decades went by before I would attempt his lessons.


That was my family in Mexico: big, loving, talkative, connected by the ear, the heart, meals and Saturdays. My extended family was like an embrace, and I left that embrace in Mexico when I came to live in the United States. I often miss that collective embrace and fear that I will never experience it again. Sometimes I doubt whether leaving Mexico was the right thing to do.


In fact, the greatest regret I have about my autobiography is not having written more about those wonderful family reunions. I’m sure I could have written volumes. Who would care? I would, of course. That family that I complained about so much as a teenager—“We’re going to grandpa Miguel’s house again?”—I now miss terribly as an adult. Without them it’s as if I were alone.


One of the wonders of writing an autobiography is that it gives you the chance to reestablish contacts you thought were lost. Friends I had lost track of for more than a decade have come back into my life. The voices haven’t changed much; it’s in the photos and the experiences—“I have two children,” “I got divorced,” “I’m not living in Mexico,” “I’ve taken up painting”—where I had to catch up. Through reunions, telephone calls, and e-mails I have gotten back in touch with people whom I thought I would never see again. That is the greatest gift this book has given me.


“But you didn’t tell everything!” is the most frequent complaint I hear from friends who have read the book. “Tell the truth.” To be honest, many of those relationships would require their own book. Indeed, it’s unfair that someone who touched my life in such a special way receives only a passing mention or three measly paragraphs in the book. I am guilty. I didn’t know any other way to do it. The wonderful thing has been the dialogue that the book has generated among those who know me. Long after the book was published, I continue to have heated discussions with family members and coworkers about things I wrote. I truly appreciate the fact that someone is interested in what I have to say, and now I feel that it’s my turn to listen to their stories.


Among those who did not know me, the response has been very positive, particularly among other immigrants. At the readings I did in Miami, New York, Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington, Mexico City and Guadalajara, I met many people who identified with my experience as an immigrant: how hard it is to leave your native country, how complicated it is adapting to a new land, and the hopes that our children will have a better life than ours. “I experienced that too” and “I identify a lot with what you wrote” are two sentences I read often in the letters I receive.


What has given me the most encouragement after writing the book is hearing what some children and teenagers have said after learning about my story as an immigrant in the United States: If he could succeed, so can I. Yes, you can. César Chávez was right.


I’m not used to talking about myself. My training as a journalist requires that I ask questions and listen. But this book has opened many windows for others to stick their noses into my personal life. I knew that would happen and I have no regrets. With very few exceptions, I was treated with complete respect in regards to family and intimate matters. I went from interviewer to interviewee and I had to put aside that unbearable habit of firing off questions and not saying anything about myself. That was a very good learning experience for me.


In this book I talk a lot about myself, and when I see it on paper I understand myself better. This book is not just about summarizing the most important moments in my life, but rather it’s about realizing that I have to learn to live with my conflicts and that it’s sometimes impossible to resolve my inner contradictions. It’s absurd to pretend that there’s a reason for everything I do. I am full of waves that often crash into each other, and I make no attempt to organize what flows so chaotically through me. For me, this is the best way.


When all is said and done, I have to admit that the one who benefited most from writing this book was me.













PROLOGUE





I do not feel at home. Never. Anywhere.


Anyone who watches me anchoring the evening news, dressed in a suit and tie, might think that I have it made and that I’m not missing out on anything. But in fact I have yet to find a place where I belong, either tangible or emotional.


I have lived in the United States for almost twenty years, and I still feel like an immigrant. In fact, if one day I decided to make the United States my permanent residence, I suspect I would die feeling like an immigrant. It is an idea that makes me shudder.


Being an immigrant inevitably implies feeling of out place. No, it does not necessarily mean feeling discriminated against in another country. It is knowing, as the song by Facundo Cabral goes, “que no soy de aquí ni soy de allá.” It means having the awareness that you will never feel completely at peace, because you are far from the country where you were born. However, when you return to that country, you find it changed, strange and different from the one you left.


In Miami, where I live, I am a Mexican. In other words, I am a member of a minority in the midst of another minority, the Cuban American minority, which itself exists in the midst of another minority, the Latino minority. In Mexico, I am the one who left, the Americanized one, and even—some may say—the traitor. The neutral form of Spanish that I use is understood throughout Latin America, but it infuriates my relatives and childhood friends. And when I speak English, anyone can tell that I am dogged by a long-standing accent that is beyond repair. I’m criticized for not speaking the standard form of Spanish approved by the Royal Academy of the Spanish Language (my Spanish is peppered with Spanglish), and for enunciating all the vowels when I say “Shakespeare” or “Beatles.” And sometimes, they ask me where am I from. I was born in Mexico, but my children are American. I lived twenty-five years in Mexico and have lived twenty in the United States. What am I, a Latino, a Hispanic, a Latin American immigrant or a Mexican? It’s not that I suffer from an identity crisis. Not at all. I know myself very well. What I don’t know is in which world I belong. But maybe I belong, a little bit, in all of them.


I am an exiled light: I was not forced to flee a dictatorship but decided, on my own will, to leave a political system and a society that suffocated me. It was a personal decision. Nobody forced me to leave for the United States. But I did not get there; I stayed on the road.


I live without a home and without borders.


These are very interesting and good times to be a citizen of the world and a journalist. Not having defined borders has given me the flexibility and perspective a journalist needs to see things and analyze them. Not having a home, however, compels me—like Ulysses in Homer’s Odyssey—to think constantly about going back.


The journey has changed me. I am not the same person who left Mexico on January 2, 1983. At the same time, I am exactly who I was and what I wanted to be. The past and the land—Mexico—continue to beckon me, but the United States and its obsession with what is new has taught me to look ahead and to reinvent myself. I have done just that, yet being comfortable with the notion that change is good has taken a lot out of me.


Now, the obvious question is, “Why write my memoirs at the age of forty-four when, ideally, half my life lies ahead?” I come from a part of the world where only the wise, the old, the rich and the powerful write their memoirs. And I am not wise, old, rich or powerful. But the simplest answer I can give as to why is because I have something to say and to share. Millions share this road in this country. In a sense, I am surrounded by wanderers.


Looking back at my life has also been an extraordinary exercise. It has allowed me to organize it, to recapture memories that I barely knew I had and to give direction to what still lies ahead.


I must admit, however, that the opportunity to write these memoirs halfway down the road—or, rather, as I travel on the road—has brought me great personal pleasure. In many instances, remembering has been like living it all over again. For someone who left so much behind—friends, houses, family and love—remembering is to not lose one’s way, but rather reexperience it, and in some ways enjoy it all through a more mature point of view.


I also write because I am frustrated with television. After so many years of anchoring the news and not being allowed to give my own opinion, I have loads of things stuck in my throat. How can you explain a war, the death of an immigrant or the fall of the Berlin Wall in two minutes?


Writing has freed me and has given me a new voice. After the publication of my first book in English, The Other Face of America, I suddenly and unintentionally became an advocate for immigrants, for the use of the Spanish language in the United States and for Latinos in general. It’s interesting that both people who know me and my television audience have generally accepted the notion that I should verbalize my opinions outside of the evening news, and in some cases, that I do so in a very direct manner without any pretense of journalistic objectivity. It’s obvious that hosting the evening news or reporting a newsworthy event does not mean that one doesn’t have one’s own opinion. In fact, I sometimes think that many people who see me on television—especially immigrants, such as I—expect me to come to their defense. This book is about them as much as it is about me.


It’s by way of this book that I am trying to both find inner peace and a home that I can call my own.


 



WHO ARE WE: what we remember or what we are hiding?


Both.


“There are many people who would prefer to forget or even to expunge from their lives certain events and certain experiences, those knots in the large net of experience that ultimately bind together all people who find themselves caught in the same web of time,” wrote Pramoedya Ananta Toer, the Indonesian writer and politician, in his memoirs. In this book I have not wanted to forget or expunge the knots that bind my life. My intention, rather, is to reveal the driving forces that have brought me to where I am today.


The process has been somewhat strange. I have spent close to two years digging into my memories, searching for what defines me. In the process, I recaptured a part of my life that would otherwise have been lost for my children and me. When I was young, I was impressed by Marcel Proust’s quest to recover lost time. His quest is also mine.


Living without borders has its advantages. In my case it implies being tied to two countries. The experience, therefore, is much richer and also means being able to talk about my professional life without nationalistic, partisan, religious or sectarian concerns. I don’t have to please anyone.


In fact, never before have I spoken about such personal matters so candidly or written so freely. Doing so has relieved me of a great burden. Actors, I maintain, explore other lives through their theater or movie roles. Journalists, on the other hand, can only live one, but it vibrates with great intensity. An intensity that at times leave me mystified and energized. As life should be.















ONE |  MY HOUSE















MY HOUSE



I wanted only to try to live in accordance with the promptings that came from my true self. Why was that so very difficult?


—HERMANN HESSE




The past is indestructible.


—JORGE LUIS BORGES






“What do you dream about?” journalist Dennis Farney asked me. “I dream about my house,” I replied, “my house in Mexico.” Farney’s front-page article for the Wall Street Journal was published prior to the 2000 presidential elections, and it introduced me to many non-Spanish-speaking Americans who would otherwise never have heard of me. The article, however, did not include my response about my house. Fortunately, politics—not my dreams—dominated the country.


Unlike my days, which are filled with news of wars, violence, assassinations and coup d’états, and the constant traveling and stressful, unstructured schedules, my dreams are almost boring. They are my refuge. Those dreams, in fact, are a desperate search for balance. For someone whose profession—journalism, what else?—does not allow him to be certain in the morning where he’s going to be sleeping that night, dreaming is an escape. One day I woke up in Los Angeles and I went to bed amid the ruins of a city in Mexico that had just been devastated by an earthquake; another day I woke up in Miami and went to sleep opposite a Berlin wall that was falling to pieces; one morning I opened my eyes in Madrid, and only exhaustion drove me to collapse in a rickety bed just a few feet from the bombing in Kosovo.


These are the reasons I live without tranquility, without inner peace, and why in my mind I often escape to the house in Mexico, to that house where I lived most of my childhood and adolescence and which still represents stability and serenity. That is my real home, my only home.


Sometimes I dream I am walking calmly from one side of that two-story house to the other. I climb the stairs as if I were floating to the room I share with my brother Alejandro, and I glance over at my other brothers Eduardo and Gerardo, who are playing in their bedroom behind an arch that never had a door. I smile without opening my mouth. I hear my sister, Lourdes, placing her dolls on the high, white, squeaky bed. I leave my room and see the small bathroom with its blue tiles; it’s open, the sink is stained with toothpaste, the hamper of dirty clothes overflowing and the lid is thrown on the floor. The television is on in the background, but no one is watching it. A few steps away is my parents’ room, its giant bed covered with a green and gold bedspread. I never did find out how many meters long that bed was! I look out the window and there is the garden, a bit neglected but still green, which my father waters when he comes home from work. My mother is downstairs in the kitchen. On the left side of the kitchen there is an enormous stainless steel counter with five glasses of chocolate milk lined up. It is the metal plank that my father brought home from one of his construction jobs. The stoves emit a white, rich and comforting steam; it’s coming from the pressure cooker for the frijoles. The tomato sauce for the cheese stew is simmering next to it, and in the center of the stove is a pile of tortillas, puffed up by the warm air. I cross the kitchen, go out to the patio and smell the clean white sheets that are hanging in the sun. When I get to this point, I almost always wake up. Sometimes I open my eyes ever so slowly, trying to return to the dream. When I am successful, I see myself playing soccer with my brothers in the garden or hanging from a green handrail next to a tree that never bore any avocadoes. I can’t always return to my dream. It doesn’t matter; I was in my house. I am calm. I know where I come from.


I come from that house on 10 Hacienda de Piedras Negras Street. Bosque de Echegaray, Estado de México: I can still remember my phone number. Really. 560-51-20. I might forget many things, but not that address and my telephone number. If I were to forget them. I would lose my center; I wouldn’t know where to go when I get lost, when I am confused, when the world seems too big for me.


When I return to Mexico I like to go by the house and look at it from afar. The last time I went, it still had a green gate and a red roof. Interestingly enough, that same house—located just a few feet from a noisy superhighway and smothered by pollution, surrounded by a hardware store, a hospital and a homeopathic pharmacy—produced a wonderful internal peace in me.


I have often been on the verge of getting out of the car, ringing the yellowish bell and asking whoever lived there—my parents sold the house and moved to an apartment—to let me in to see the house. I admit that I have felt like climbing over the gate the way I used to when I was a child and had forgotten the key. That movement, that metallic rattle, reminds me of those days when nothing—not even a gate—could stop me.


Terrible things could have occurred in that house. I can still remember down to the last detail the secret plans I had to throw myself from the roof into the imaginary pool in the middle of the yard—a five-meter free fall at least—and the dreams I had of putting lots of chinampinas, which were really small amounts of gunpowder, on the soles of my shoes so I could fly like Batman or Superman. For lack of a few pesos, I didn’t break my neck or burn my feet.


Truthfully, I don’t really need to see that house. I have it recorded inside. I lived there for twenty years. In contrast, the next twenty years I lived in at least sixteen different houses, apartments or hotels.


Almost everything about me has its origin, its reason for being, in the time I lived in that house. For example, sleeping next to a highway for such a long time has caused me to have a serious aversion to noise. Now that I can choose where I live, it would never occur to me to buy or rent a home where you can hear cars go by. I can still recall, with a mixture of excitement and fear, when the sirens of the new patrol cars and ambulances sounded like flying saucers to me. For several nights I slept with a camera next to the bed so I could photograph the aliens who were coming to visit me. I quickly lost the extraordinary tolerance for noise I had during those two decades as soon as I was able to make a choice. Back then, it would never have occurred to me to complain.


Many of the things that I was forced to eat as a child—meat with gristle, cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, tapioca soup—are now absent from my diet. When I turned forty, I promised myself that I wouldn’t do anything that I didn’t want to do. (A little late, I suppose.) Back then, neither my brothers nor I would dare protest, or rather, we protested but we had to eat what was on our plate anyway. “Try it and then tell me if you like it or not,” my mother would always say.


Just as there are now foods that I refuse to eat almost automatically, there are others that I try to eat whenever I need an emotional boost. The noodle soup and filete frito in butter accompanied by slices of avocado that my grandmother Raquel would make for us on Sundays—a real luxury in those days for a family that had to tighten its belt as much as ours—are flavors that even today transport me to a world far from mine but one that is utterly safe.


Despite the financial limitations, once or twice a year my parents would take us out to a nice restaurant, “so we could learn how to behave at the table,” they told us. My mamá assures me today that it was much more often, but to me it didn’t seem so. What I learned was to eat what we almost never had at home: shrimp.


My notion of what it means to live well seems to be tied to shrimp. In the early seventies, shrimp were extremely expensive in Mexico. They usually came from the Gulf coast, so they had to be shipped frozen to the capital city. They were transported along the same route—Veracruz to Mexico City—that the Aztecs used to supply fresh fish for the emperor’s diet. For example, I became aware that if I ordered shrimp in a restaurant, neither one of my parents would order the same so that the check wouldn’t get too big. Only people with lots of money or power could afford to eat shrimp…or so I thought. And in those days, when pesos were hard to get, a shrimp cocktail with avocado or an order of shrimp in garlic sauce was a real luxury for a family of our means. You had to savor each shrimp individually. You would never even think of filling your stomach with the few shrimp that there were on the table. “When I grow up.” I began to think, “one day I will eat only shrimp until I can’t eat any more.” Many years had to come and go before I was able to afford myself such a luxury. Many years.


In the end, my taste for shrimp turned into sort of an obsession. I associated having shrimp with either a party or the celebration of an important event. My mother and my aunts would make a wonderful shrimp stew for Christmas or New Year’s, and we only had shrimp in the house when we had guests. The few times when all my siblings and I were able to have shrimp at home, we knew that it had something to do with a special event, or that my papi had landed a new construction contract. I still find that smell that remains on your fingers after cleaning shrimp a delight.


 


SOMETIMES WE WOULD GO to the movies. One time, however, I almost suffocated, and due to that tragic experience we stopped going to the movies. I was eating some sugar-covered lemon candies as we watched the beginning of 2001: A Space Odyssey when one of the candies got stuck in my throat. It got stuck right when the monkey in the movie threw a bone into the air. I remember the moment perfectly.


My siblings and I were seated in the row in front of my parents. Desperate, I turned around and said to my father, “I can’t breathe.” At first they didn’t hear me since I could barely get the words out. I repeated them as best I could. “I can’t breathe.” I must have been eight or nine years old. My papá carried me to the back of the movie theater. Then he picked me up by the feet with my head hanging down, almost touching the floor. As he shook me, forcefully, I practically stopped breathing, and I went limp like a rag doll.



I remember that my anguish disappeared for a moment, and with my eyes half open several scenes from my short life came to mind just like the stories of people who are about to die. Violent coughing and an intensely painful burning in my throat, however, broke the strange sense of calm of one who is resigned to the inevitable.


My papá laid me on the ground and I was able to breathe in some air, the first in a couple of minutes. The lemon candy coated with tart sugar never came out. All the shaking had caused me to swallow it. My papá and other adults who were worried about what was happening gave me some water. After the scare was over, we went back to our seats to finish watching the movie. My mamá took the bag of candies from me and put it away forever. I haven’t eaten that kind of candy since. I was so young; I had never thought about death, but I was very close to it. Years later, in Los Angeles, I went to see the same movie just to see the scene where the monkey throws a bone into the air. I watched it with my sweaty hands stuck to the seat. When the bone fell to the ground, I left the theater. I had to remind myself that I could live through that moment and live, one more time.


At around that time, we took a trip to Acapulco that also almost ended in tragedy. As my parents were getting comfortable in their beach chairs at the seashore, I got into the water and I began playing with a boy who was a little older than I. In those days, I thought that I was indestructible, and despite the incident at the movies, I didn’t have a clear idea of what it meant to die. Well, the boy said: “If you’re brave, follow me,” and I wasn’t about to stay behind. I began following him out to sea until the waves started to cover me and I could not touch bottom. I barely knew how to swim, and I swallowed a lot of seawater; I couldn’t even yell out for help. That’s when I lost my courage. I struggled to get back to the beach, and when I finally reached the shore, terrified, I realized that my parents hadn’t noticed that I had gone. These events are how, before the age of ten, death became a tangible reality for me: with a piece of candy and the waters of the Pacific.


With the exception of those dramatic experiences, outings were real celebrations. We would put on our finest clothes, slick back our hair with gel and race toward Papá, who would have come home early from work for the occasion. Whenever the Ramos family entered a restaurant or mass on Sundays it never failed to attract attention; we were five well-behaved blond kids—four boys and a girl.


The tumultuous entrances, however, always made me a bit anxious, especially when we would go to Sunday mass at the church in Polanco. I liked being the first or the last to enter, but it bothered me to enter in a single pack, for people would stare at us. Being stared at was more than just a matter of race, although we were five young blond-haired green-eyed children, and that is why my grandfather called the boys “pollitos” and my sister “polla.” We attracted attention because we were all only one year apart from one another. The incline in height from the oldest to the youngest was perfect. Furthermore, it was a period of time when we were dressed almost identically. That was until I became aware of it and I started to pick my own clothes. Now, though, I understand that, with so many siblings, I was looking, unsuccessfully, for a way to stand out. I am the oldest, and it mustn’t have been easy to see a new sibling take a little more of my parents’ and relatives’ attention away from me each year. The story goes that my father was looking for a girl and he didn’t stop until he found her. My three brothers and I are irrefutable proof of that.


The distancing from my siblings that I longed for finally happened when I was sent to kindergarten. But I didn’t like the experience. It caused me a great deal of pain. I still remember that horrible sensation caused by the separation from my mother. The image is still vivid: I am standing in the school’s courtyard, crying, alone, as I can see my mother leave through the gates of the main door. That was the first time that I felt different.


I obviously never fully appreciated how wonderful it was to have so many siblings until I left them to live abroad. The earliest childhood memory that I recall is of me playing with my siblings with toy soldiers that I called “señoritos.” Every time I remember this, I feel happy. Later on, the soccer games, the games of hide and seek, and even the fistfights were organized with ease. Alejandro, Eduardo, Gerardo and I had an osmosis-like childhood; their experiences were mine, and my experiences, I’m sure, were theirs. When I was a child I never imagined my life without them, and interestingly, after I left Mexico to live in the United States, and now years later, I still feel the same about them. Nowadays we are all in our forties, but it’s funny that when we’re all together we don’t make a big fuss about it; it’s as if we just woke up in our house on Piedras Negras Street. What would be surprising is if one of us were missing.


I spent most of my early days with my four brothers—first at school, and later playing in the street—while Lourdes, my sister, went to another school and had another group of friends. She remained in a world apart until, as the years passed, she began to integrate into our eminently male existence.


My relationship with Lourdes has played a pivotal role in my life. We are more alike than either one of us wants to admit: we are both shy, we both avoid publicity and having to speak in public. But ironically, we both ended up being television journalists, she in Mexico and I in the United States. We both hold very strong beliefs, some of which are written in stone. It’s not easy (or very pleasant) to argue with us. We also share a highly developed degree of self-consciousness; it has helped us avoid missing our footing in life.


Whatever we didn’t share as children, we have more than made up for as adults. It’s not just sibling love that we feel for one another. It goes much further than that. We call one another almost every day, and we keep ourselves informed—in extraordinary detail—about both our public and private lives. I can never say this enough: Lourdes is my main critic and she never lets me get away with anything. When she doesn’t like one of my articles or news reports, or my clothes, she lets me know immediately, with such honesty that if I didn’t know how much she loves me, it would hurt. And when I talk to her about my future projects or my desire to get involved in politics, she is the one who quickly brings me down to earth. Nobody speaks to me like she does. Nobody. And nobody loves me in the unique way that she does, either.


My aunts and uncles and grandparents who we would see religiously—Saturdays at the Avaloses and Sundays at the Ramoses—used to call me “el ejote verde,” or string bean; there was no better way to describe me in my early years. I was skinny, asthmatic and had a greenish tint to my skin. My head was too big and bony for my body. Many people said to my mother, “Poor Yuyú, such an ugly child.”


The photographs from that time, mostly in black and white, show me looking sad, or in the best of cases, very serious. I don’t remember having felt that way though; I was a very loved child. I didn’t like being so skinny, however, and as soon as I entered high school I decided to do something about it. A friend of mine had changed his physique dramatically by following the exercises of Charles Atlas. I had no difficulty getting the money I needed and I ordered the exercise regimen that would end my life as a string bean forever, just as the advertisements in the comic books that I devoured promised. For three months I followed Mister Atlas’s exercises to the letter, and to my surprise I developed muscles in my arms and abdomen that I never knew existed. Although it may have been frivolous, this had an enormous impact on my self-image. It showed me, for the first time, that I could be the architect not only of my stomach muscles, but of my own destiny too.


Regardless, my siblings never called me “Charles Atlas.” Instead, they nicknamed me “Pote.” Nowadays, no one in the family can tell me what exactly “Pote” means nor who gave me this nickname. I think that it comes from “potrillo” (Spanish for “colt”), since I was always running around. No matter what it means, they still call me “Pote.”


Another nickname that my mother gave me, and that thankfully did not stick, was “Inutilito Ramos” (“Little Useless Ramos”). In fact, I have always had an almost physical inability to fix things. Hammering nails or fixing a simple problem with an electric appliance was a virtually impossible task for me to do. I never understood why my friends would get so excited when they took a look at a car’s engine, and much less when they fixed it.


I am the exact opposite of a handyman. My inability to fix anything is still part of my life. Everyone at home, including my children, knows that if something breaks down, I’m the last person to call. It’s very hard for me to program a VCR, to figure out how to leave a message on my answering machine, to make my cellular phone work in a city other than Miami or to operate the most simple of computer programs. I am always—and I mean always!—asking someone how to do the simplest things in life. And now as a reporter, it seems to me to be a magic trick how my interviews and reports travel from any part of the world via satellite back to the studio in Miami. I admit that without the experienced, patient and creative producers at Univision I would have no chance as an anchorman or a correspondent.


A pair of computers has replaced my old typewriter, on which I wrote with bare fingers my excessively long thesis at the Iberoamerican University of Mexico. But computers, which have simplified my life tremendously, are helpful to me for the only thing that interests me: writing. All the other programs are a terrible waste.


It’s true, surfing the Internet has saved me from spending countless hours in archives and libraries. But this doesn’t erase my obvious clumsiness when it comes to manual skills or my pathetic inability to decipher even the most simple of mechanical processes.


It was obvious from childhood that I was not going to be an engineer, and that’s why I worked on my other personality traits—such as writing and debating—that would allow me to compensate for my lack of understanding of the machines that surround me. I suppose that deep down inside I will always be “Little Useless Ramos.”


At school I was a leader, at home I always had someone to play with, and in the street I took part in an unending Olympiad centered on, what else, soccer games. “Vamos a echarnos un fut,” was the battle cry. When we got home from school, my brothers and I would cry, “maaaaaa” to be sure that she was home, and after that wonderful confirmation we would eat something—I ate bread most of the time—do our homework, and then fly out the door to play in the street. My knees, always bruised and covered with scabs, were proof of my street life.


That street was the extension of my house. I can’t imagine my children having that experience today. In the house next door there were four sisters who everyone wanted to pair off with the Ramos brothers. Our first encounter, however, was a very early lesson in sexual education that resulted in the surprising discovery that the two oldest were not exactly like Alex and me. We went into a room, and without much further ado, all four of us lowered our pants. We didn’t even laugh; we just stood there in absolute silence. I suppose we were in shock. Upon realizing that my brother and I had plenty of something that our female neighbors did not have, I divided the world between men and women for the first time. It goes without saying that after this anatomical exploration, our unsupervised visits to our neighbor’s house came to an end: I never did find out who told, but I know it wasn’t me.


That first encounter with sex only fed my curiosity. We were not used to discussing these topics at home, so instead, the whole issue was shrouded in silence. I couldn’t talk to my friends about it either. I didn’t want them to find out about what we had done, although I never felt guilty. What did impact me from that first sexual encounter was the realization that sex is closely related to eyesight, a realization that shaped more sexual experiences as an adult than I’d like to admit.


Sergio and Alejandro Aceves lived two houses down from us, and they were the only ones on the entire block who had a pool. That instantly made them as popular as the little store on the corner where we would buy all kinds of sweets: chamois, zansitos, exploding chewing gum and tamarindos. When the Aceveses went swimming, my brothers and I would climb up the wall surrounding their property so they would see us, hoping they would feel some pity and thereby extend an invitation to go swimming. It was healthy envy.


Piff and Sassa Plaza read as many books as their father smoked cigarettes. When they weren’t reading, however, they participated in “fut,” roller skating races and games of hide-and-seek. Of all the stories of the block there is one that stands out: the day Leandrito, Piff and Sassa’s father, left home. His wife was an imposing, authoritative but warmhearted French woman who we called Oui Mamá, because when she told her children to do something, that is how they responded. One day, Leandrito said, “I’ll be right back, I’m going to buy cigarettes,” and Leandrito, many kilos lighter and several centimeters shorter than Oui Mamá, never came back.



It was very traumatizing for me just to think that someday my father would disappear and never return. Leandrito’s departure was funny to me then. At that time I never thought of the sadness that Leandrito’s actions caused my friends Sassa and Piff. But I understood very well that an important part of being a father was simply being there, always there, always strong. (This ideal would be seriously put to the test when I, as a father, had to be separated from my daughter, Paola.)


Our friends on the block also included the Hallivis—Luciano was the first one on the block to own a car, and Beto was the good-looking one of the group; the Mier y Teráns, who were involved with the very conservative Catholic organization of the Opus Dei and were overly protective of the first girl I liked; the Del Valles, who organized some incredible parties; the Prietos, my cousins and a countless number of relatives, hangers-on and acquaintances who would join in our games and adventures every afternoon and weekend. We were proud to be “los de Piedra Negra,” and I would have loved for my children to have grown up in a neighborhood like that.


We used to spend hours sitting in Luciano’s car listening to music and talking about school and our plans for the future. But we only listened to music with English-language lyrics. In the early seventies, Mexico was extremely influenced by the following dichotomy: anything that came from outside Mexico was good, and anything Mexican was, in the best of cases, questionable. This was especially felt with music. That’s why radio stations spent hours airing contests to see which one of the most popular groups of the moment—the Beatles and the Monkees—would get the most telephone votes from listeners. We used to listen to a radio station called “La Pantera” (“The Panther”), which never played a single song in Spanish. That was my first introduction to the United States; from afar and through the waves of a radio station that called the group from Liverpool “Beet-les.”


No one could have imagined a world without trade barriers in the mid-seventies, since economic protectionism was the rule in Latin America. There was even an objective to create a block of the southern and developing countries that could face up to the giant of the north in cultural, business and political arenas. Mexican Pres. Luis Echeverría—whose hands were still bloodied from the massacre of students of Tlatelolco in 1968 that took place under his watch as minister of the interior and from the repression that was a hallmark of his regime—wanted to create a new information and cultural order that would oppose American influence. But the more that Mexico tried to close itself off from the United States, the more my friends
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