[bookmark: _xv79ykc50k39] BOOK TITLE (Working) BEYOND SURVIVAL
[bookmark: _qy08zmg9sdny]How Community, Connection, and School-Based Care Saved My Life—and How We Can Save Our Kids
“This work is rooted first in the love, sacrifice, and laughter of my grandmother, whom I called Mama. Everything I know about service, community, and resilience began in her garden in Watts.”
This book is rooted in a single truth I learned in a tiny garden in Watts: love, service, and community can save a life.
To Mama, my grandmother, my first source of safety, joy, and belonging—
 your garden of gladiolas, roses, carnations, guava trees, butterflies, and jasmine-scented air
 was my first classroom, my first sanctuary, and my first world.
 Everything I know about resilience, service, and connection began at your side.
 This book is your legacy in written form.
To the families who held me when home was not safe—
 my uncle Jaime, my aunt Maria Elena, Tia Luz Helena, Tio Fabio, the neighbors, tio Javier and Mrs. Stowell, the second homes,
 and my best friend Karina who has been my chosen sister since childhood—
her parents and sisters,  your love sustained me during the darkest years.
 You were my Positive Childhood Experiences before the research existed.
To my husband Daniel,
 Thank you for being the love story I never imagined possible.
 Your steadiness, your kindness, and your partnership built the life I once prayed for and for the endless days you have had to wait extra hours after work waiting patiently for me whenever there was a crisis.
 To my sons, Nicholas and Mateo,
 you healed parts of me no one else could.
 You are my miracles, my joy, and the proof that cycles can be broken.
 My life with you is the peace I longed for as a child.
To the community of Watts, who unknowingly protected me—
 and to the community of San Bernardino, who shaped the second half of my life—
 your parallels, your struggles, and your strength taught me that healing is a collective act.
To Dr. Rose Ann Bomentre,
 My dear friend and sister, your vision for school-based health centers laid the foundation for a districtwide movement that gave educators like me a place to grow this work.
 Your mentorship, sisterhood, and belief in wellness-centered schools
 became a compass in my own journey.
To Hector Murrieta, Thank you for trusting me, for asking and acting on the “What ifs?”, and for building Sun Valley Continuation School into a place where students could finally breathe and be seen.
 Your hands-on leadership, vision and willingness to say yes allowed our shared project to take root.
To every student who ever voiced the heart wrenching words, “Miss… I’m tired,” your words have stayed with me.
 You are the reason I fight for better systems, safer schools, and deeper community.
To my colleagues, interns, cofounders, and partners.  We built something powerful together.
 Your dedication made Sun Valley not just a school, but a place of healing, hope, and second chances.
And finally, to every healer, educator, and community member who has ever chosen compassion over judgment, this book is for you. Your work matters. Your connection matters. Your presence saves lives.






















[bookmark: _gyponynuhy6p] CHAPTER ONE — The Day She Screamed, “I’m Tired.”
(Sun Valley Continuation School — Before Wellness Services Existed)
People think continuation schools are where the “bad kids” go. They have no idea. They have no idea how wrong they are.
Sun Valley Continuation School is not a place of last chances.It is a place where the walking wounded arrive at sixteen, still carrying the wreckage of their childhoods on their backs .Some days those stories arrive quietly.Some days they erupt like storms.
It was during lunch, in our cramped office where the only privacy we had were cubicles, before we had therapy rooms, before we had screening tools, before any wellness systems existed when a student came to my desk, trembling. She tried to hold herself together until she couldn’t anymore.
“MISS , I’M TIRED!” she screamed.
It wasn’t anger. It wasn’t drama. It wasn’t a teenager having a bad day. It was raw, guttural, almost primal, the sound of a childhood collapsing under the weight of survival.
“I’M TIRED!” she yelled again, her voice cracking open as years of pain spilled out all at once.
And then her body gave out. She fell into my arms, not like a student seeking comfort, but like a child who had finally reached the edge of her strength.She sobbed into my shoulder, her tears soaking my blouse, her body shaking with the force of grief she had been forced to carry alone.
And her scream pulled me back in time to the years I hid bruises under long sleeves, to nights of chaos I tried to outrun, to moments I stood between violence and the people I loved.
It pulled me back to thirteen, when I was cooking, cleaning, soothing, protecting and parenting my first baby brother long before anyone should have that responsibility and again to eighteen, warming bottles for my second baby brother, getting up at dawn for school or work, shielding him from the same chaos I had once tried to shield the other from.H er scream was every version of me I had been: The child with fear tucked under her ribs. The girl who became a mother twice before she was grown. The teenager navigating danger with no roadmap. The young woman trying to build a life in a world that kept trying to break her.
Her voice ,raw, ancestral, soul-deep  was the sound of my own past echoing back at me. And as I held her, in a cubicle with no privacy, no systems, no training beyond the basics of school counseling, I felt something shift inside me.
Because I realized  with a clarity that shook me that I did not yet have the tools to hold this kind of pain. Not safely .Not fully . Not in the way she deserved. Her scream wasn’t just her breaking point. It was my turning point.
Her “I’m tired” became the reason I decided to go back to school, to learn the clinical skills and trauma knowledge that no credential had ever provided me.
That afternoon marked the beginning of my path to becoming a licensed professional clinical counselor; the path that eventually led to everything we built at Sun Valley a year later.
But to explain why her pain cut so deeply, why it cracked open something old and unhealed, I need to begin where my story truly began:
In a 700-square-foot house in Watts, in a backyard overflowing with flowers and fruit and faith, in the arms of a woman whose love would shape my entire life, a woman I called Mama.


















[bookmark: _7bpi97u6wy0x]
[bookmark: _vumy14z2r1qi] CHAPTER TWO — Mama’s Garden
[bookmark: _tsh8bukkfj3f]Mama’s Garden
Before I ever understood trauma, before I knew the language of survival, before I ever hugged a crying teenager in a school cubicle, I was a little girl in Mama’s garden.
It wasn’t a big garden. Just a patch of earth on the side of our tiny 700-square-foot house in Watts. But to me, it was a whole world — full of flowers, fruit, scent, color, and magic.
Gladiolas stretching tall like guardians. Roses in every shade. Carnations planted with care. A guava tree heavy with fruit. Butterflies floating like small blessings.

This was Mama’s kingdom.
And Mama… Mama was light itself.
She was strong, deeply faithful, fiercely loving, and utterly unafraid of standing for what she believed in.
When she was young, she used to say she wanted to die a martyr for her Catholic faith, shouting, “¡Que viva Cristo Rey! ¡Que viva la Virgen de Guadalupe! She meant it, too.
 Mama was the kind of woman who would have stood in front of soldiers
to protect the priests behind her.
She came from humble beginnings in Guadalajara, one of ten siblings, a middle child with fierce loyalty.She had been a teacher in a little schoolhouse —“like Little House on the Prairie,” she always said— before coming to the United States to help her family after her father died.
English never came easily to her, but service did. Generosity did. Justice did. Faith did. Love did.
Mama didn’t need English to lead.
She lived in Los Angeles for fifty years and was honored eleven times by the City for her community work — despite barely speaking the language.
Had she been born in another era, she would have been unstoppable — a leader, an organizer, an elected official, a force. But for me, she already was.
Her laughter filled rooms. Her humor was mischievous. Her fairness was unwavering. Her strength was quiet but absolute. And her love… her love was the kind of love that builds a child from the inside out.
Mama loved me unconditionally.
 Not perfectly — but fiercely, completely, without hesitation.
And I loved her the same way.
Everything I know about community,
 about service,
 about caring for others,
 about showing up —
 began in that yard,
 with her hands in the soil,
 her voice in prayer,
 her laughter in the air.
Mama didn’t just raise me. She rooted me.
And long before I knew what trauma was, long before psychology textbooks explained resilience and protective factors, Mama lived them.
Her garden wasn’t just flowers.
 It was a sanctuary.
 A shield.
 A school.
 A womb.
 A world of safety inside a neighborhood full of danger.
If Sun Valley became my students’ haven decades later, Mama’s garden was mine.
The hours I remember most were the afternoons that stretch of time after lunch but before dusk, when the light turned honey-colored and our yard glowed like it had been dipped in gold.
Our house sat on the corner of 108th Street and Wiegand Avenue,facing north, with the sun setting to the left. Even now, if I close my eyes, I can see that familiar angle of light pouring in across the yard, warming the side of the house, catching on the petals of the roses, glinting off the avocado leaves.
It was a long, rectangular lot  almost like two mobile-home spaces placed side by side but to me, it felt enormous. Magical. Endless.
You entered through a short walkway and the moment you stepped in the butterflies greeted you, dozens of them  because Mama planted daisies and dandelions everywhere. The kind of flowers that attract life without asking for much.
The yard became my universe. I’d run across it pretending to be Wonder Woman, my aunt unwillingly cast as Bigfoot or the villain, while Mama sat on a blanket, enjoying whatever cool breeze the afternoon offered.
She loved those golden hours.That was when she talked the most. Her voice would move through stories like a current, pulling me into worlds she carried inside her: Tales of her nine siblings in Guadalajara, of her days teaching in a one-room schoolhouse, of her father, her faith, her mischief, of dreams she once had before life demanded sacrifice.
When the house was too hot; that kind of suffocating Los Angeles summer heat she would escape outside and sit with me in the shade of the guava trees. Two or three of them stood on the side of the house, their branches heavy with fruit, their scent mixing with the sweetness of carnations and roses.
All along the perimeter of the grassy area, Mama arranged her flowers like a protective ring: Gladiolas standing tall like quiet soldiers. Roses in reds, pinks, whites, yellows. Carnations in rows, sturdy and bright. Each one tended with devotion.
The fruit trees were in the back part of the yard, right near where my grandfather kept his green vegetable truck. The avocado trees towered above everything, their shade cool and deep,
 the perfect place for imagining entire worlds.
By the time the sun began to lean west, Mama would stand with the hose in her hands, watering her garden.
I can see her even now  in that fading light, the sky shifting from blue to amber,
her silhouette framed against the flowers she loved so fiercely.
She always looked pensive at that hour, her mind somewhere between prayer and memory. Then she’d turn toward me and smile  that bright, mischievous smile that made her eyes disappear and left only warmth.
“Mí niña,” (Quien vino Tatomasa) she’d call me and I’d run to her, my hair pulled so tightly from the braids she’d made that morning that my forehead practically shined.
At night, when the house was too cold, she warmed the house with an empty can of Yuban coffee on the burner to project the heat. In the morning she would tuck my uniform under the blanket so I wouldn’t shiver when I changed. She made sure my hair was dry and my body warm before bed because she hated the way cold crept into bones.
And before I went to sleep every night, she told me a story.
Not just any stories but stories of our ancestors, her childhood and her favorite; a saint story.
Santa Cecilia, because I loved music. El Padre Pío. La Virgen.
Whoever she had read about, admired, or thought I needed to know.
She made the saints sound like old friends, like people who lived just down the street.
 Her storytelling was captivating,a deep, feminine, melodic sound that wrapped around me like a blanket.
After the story came a game of words that started with certain letters, countries, continents, objects always in Spanish, always building my vocabulary, my brain, my imagination.
We’d pray together. Always. Her faith was stitched into every corner of her life. Every night, I’d tell her, “Mama, yo te quiero mucho.”
She’d smile  that mischievous, sparkly smile  and answer every time “Yo más, mija. Yo más.”
She didn’t need English to raise me. 
She raised me with presence.
 With action.
 With service.
 With stories.
 With strength.
 With quiet protection.
She knew what was happening in my mother’s house. She knew more than anyone ever said out loud. But she never forced me to speak before I was ready.She kept the peace. She kept the secrets that weren’t safe to reveal. She shielded me in ways only a woman who has seen too much can. Even as an adult, when I worried or feared what was coming next, all I had to do was tell her.
And she’d say, without fail:
“No te preocupes, mija. Voy a rezarle a la virgen y
 Vas a ver que todo va a ir bien.”
And she was right.  Every time.
Mama stood in the doorway, her face brave but trembling, and as my mother pulled me toward the car, I felt my fingers slipping from the only hands that had ever made me feel safe.
The sun was gone. The yard was dark. And everything in me knew I wasn’t coming home.When the door closed, and my mother told me to get in the backseat, I felt a pain in my chest I had no words for yet. This was the night my childhood cracked open and everything that happened afterward began here.








[bookmark: _yx0yvflyb67q]✨ CHAPTER THREE — TAKEN AT NINE
[bookmark: _ojew8hqkmcpc](Opening Scene — as you lived it)
The moment the car door slammed shut, I lunged toward the window, pressing my palms against the glass, crying out with everything in me:
“¡MAMA! ¡MAMA!”
She was still on the porch, her hand reaching toward me, her body leaning forward as if she could somehow stop the car with nothing but love.She was crying, too but even through her tears, she did what she always did when someone she loved was leaving:
She prayed.
Her lips were moving, soft and urgent, whispering the Padre Nuestro, the words familiar and sacred “Padre nuestro, que estás en el cielo…”
And then, with her trembling hand, she traced the Sign of the Cross in the air ,blessing me, protecting me,sending me away with every ounce of faith she had.
I screamed her name again  ¡Mama!”  as the car reversed down the driveway,
 The headlights swept across the front of the house, illuminating her one last time.Her hand stayed up, still blessing me, even as her face blurred behind my tears and then  we turned onto 108th Street,and she disappeared.
I buried my face into the backseat and sobbed so hard my head hurt.The kind of sobbing that doesn’t stop to breathe.The kind that comes from a place older than language.I don’t remember the drive. I don’t remember arriving. I don’t remember being shown my new room or where my clothes were put or what anyone said.
Trauma does that. It erases the details you don’t need and burns the ones you can never forget.
I only remember the loss.
The only mother I had ever known was standing alone on a porch in Watts, praying over me
 as I was taken away.
And in the backseat of that car,with my face pressed against my knees and tears soaking my clothes, I learned a kind of heartbreak that would follow me for years.


[bookmark: _qoyj8tme5hgt]✨ CHAPTER FOUR — The House Where Nothing Was Mine
Final revised version — matching Chapters 1–3 in tone and style)
I don’t remember the drive. Not the turns. Not the streetlights. Not the sound of the tires.I only remember the feeling. A hollow ache. A darkness that felt too big for me.When we arrived at the new house in Baldwin Park, everything felt wrong.The house was quiet in a way that didn’t feel peaceful. It felt tense. Still. Like the walls were holding their breath.
My mother acted cheerful. Her voice was higher than usual, almost fake. She tried to smile, but the smile didn’t feel warm. It felt like a performance. She kept saying how nice the house was, how beautiful the neighborhood was, as if putting me in a “better” ZIP code made this a blessing. My stepfather, Anzicar, seemed proud as he showed me my room.
 “You’re lucky,” he said. “You have your own room now. This is better than Watts.” Better.
 He said it like it was an absolute truth.  Like a clean sidewalk made up for everything I had left behind.  Like safety was something you could measure by how far you were from 108th Street.
My room faced the backyard. There was a dead plum tree right behind the house, its branches twisted and skeletal. At night, the shadows stretched across the closet door and moved whenever a car passed or the wind shifted. It terrified me.
That first night I lay there watching the shadows crawl across the wood. Everything inside me felt cold. I felt small. I felt empty. I felt alone. No scent of jasmine. No warm clothes from under the covers. No bedtime stories about saints. No prayers whispered while holding my hand. No tight braids. No hummingbird magic. No “yo te quiero más, mija, yo más.”
My mother never came in to check on me. Not that night. Rarely the nights after. She knew I missed Mama. She didn’t like it. Later on, that jealousy grew into something sharper, but even then, at nine, I felt it.  A coldness. A distance. A resentment she didn’t have words for, but I could feel.
A week later she taped a door-sized poster of Shaun Cassidy over the closet door, thinking it would help me sleep. He was my first star crush, and maybe she thought that was enough. But Shaun Cassidy was not Mama. He wasn’t her stories or her laughter. He wasn’t her hugs or her prayers. He wasn’t her warmth or her love.
I curled up in the bed that first night and cried quietly. I didn’t want them to hear me. Part of me knew it wouldn’t matter if they did. Comfort wasn’t coming.Somewhere in the silence of that house, I understood something without having the words.
I wasn’t here to be loved. I was here to adapt. To adjust. To play a role.
A daughter on paper. A niece or cousin in the way I was treated. A child expected to be grateful for things that were never mine. This house wasn’t home. It was a place I had been moved to.Lying there, watching the shadows shift across Shaun Cassidy’s smile a week later, I pulled my knees to my chest and cried until I couldn’t cry anymore.
Mama’s house had light. This house had darkness.I didn’t understand everything yet, but I understood that.Darkness isn’t about the absence of the sun. It is the absence of love. And love had been left behind on 108th Street.











Thank you.
 These corrections are essential because they reveal the psychological truth of your childhood:
 that your mother wasn’t just neglectful or cold — she weaponized your abilities, used you for validation, and created a public façade that erased your reality.
This adds tremendous depth and accuracy to Chapter Five.
I have now rewritten Chapter Five to include:
· Your stepfather as the strict enforcer of cleanliness

· Your mother’s performative “perfect mom” persona

· The forced perm

· The bullying and nickname “Fifi”

· Her obsession with being seen as the fun, perfect, involved parent

· The hypocrisy between home and public presentation

· The beginning of your arts involvement (choir, Alice, singing)

· Your mother hijacking your talents

· The karaoke incident

· The shift to a “stage mom,”

· The distortion of something you loved into something you dreaded

· You being used as her source of external validation

· The loss of your autonomy and identity

All revised in the exact voice of Chapters 1–4 — grounded, emotional, literary, honest, and without em dashes.
Below is the corrected, final version of Chapter Five.

[bookmark: _ujaijukegrc8]✨ CHAPTER FIVE — Becoming the Adult at Nine
(Revised with your corrections, matching the established voice)
The first morning in that house felt strange.
 Heavy.
 Quiet in a way that made my stomach tighten.
 Nothing felt familiar.
 Nothing felt like it belonged to me.
I learned very quickly that the rules in this house were not spoken.
 They were expected.
My stepfather, not my mother, was the one who wanted everything perfect.
 He inspected every corner, every surface, every detail.
 If something was out of place, he caught it.
 If something wasn’t cleaned the way he wanted, he corrected me.
 He had a tone that carried disappointment in every word.
“You missed a spot.”
 “This isn’t clean.”
 “Do it again.”
I was nine.
My mother said almost nothing about my tears.
 She didn’t forbid crying, but she didn’t care either.
 Silence was her version of parenting.
 Unless she was performing.
Because that year, she performed.
She came to school with me almost every day.
 Volunteered in my classroom.
 Acted like the perfect, energetic room mom who brought snacks
 and helped with crafts
 and made every other parent think she was wonderful.
People loved her.
 Teachers adored her.
 She smiled constantly, laughed loudly, clapped her hands with excitement.
 She fooled everyone.
I watched her become the mother she never was with me.
 It was a show.
 Every bit of it.
At home, that version of her didn’t exist.
 At home she was tired, irritated, asleep for hours, or short-tempered.
 But at school, she was everything she thought a “good mother” looked like.
And she loved the attention.
 She thrived on it.
 She wanted everyone to think she was proud of me, devoted to me, connected to me.
The truth was the opposite.
The only time she behaved like a mother
 was when my success made her look good.
That year I joined the choir.
 I had always loved music.
 I always wanted to sing.
 It came naturally, the way things do when they come from the heart.
I auditioned for the school play, Alice in Wonderland,
 and got the lead.
 Alice.
She acted like I had handed her an award.
 She told everyone.
 Every teacher, every parent, every stranger.
 Her pride wasn’t about me.
 It was about her.
I became a reflection of the version of herself she wished she could be.
She was brilliant in math and science,
 but she had no connection to the arts.
 I did.
 And once she realized I had a little talent,
 she took it over.
She put me into acting classes.
 Singing classes.
 Workshops at the community college.
 I had an agent by the time I was ten.
 I started going on calls for theater and commercials.
It should have been exciting.
 It should have been fun.
 It should have been mine.
But it wasn’t.
She made it about her.
 She became a stage mom,
 and not the proud, supportive kind.
 The kind who used her child as a mirror,
 who wanted to shine through me
 because she couldn’t shine on her own.
Any audition I went on,
 she made me perform again at home
 in front of her
 and the family
 so she could critique, correct, brag, and control.
She took what I loved
 and made it something I dreaded.
There’s one memory that still stings.
 We were at a fair, and she pushed me into a karaoke booth.
 I didn’t want to sing.
 I didn’t want attention.
 But she insisted.
She chose “I Love You Just the Way You Are” by Billy Joel.
 She made me sing it to her.
 Then she took the recording
 and shared it with the whole family,
 telling them I dedicated the song to her.
I hadn’t.
 I never would have.
It was a perfect example of her.
 Taking something I felt,
 twisting it,
 and turning it into something she could show off.
Even my hair became part of the performance.
 She decided a perm would make things “easier.”
 It didn’t.
 It made me look like a small, frizzy poodle.
 Kids at school called me “Fifi.”
 She didn’t care.
 She laughed sometimes.
Everything about that year felt like losing pieces of myself.
 My hair.
 My identity.
 My voice.
 My confidence.
 My childhood.
And while she built a perfect image for the world,
 inside that house,
 I was already learning the truth:
I wasn’t her child.
 I was her project.
 Her accessory.
 Her proof she could be admired.
 Her chance to be seen.
My stepfather expected perfection.
 My mother expected performance.
Somewhere in that year,
 between the chores
 and the singing lessons
 and the auditions
 and the silence
 and the forced smiles
 and the poodle perm
 I stopped being a child.
I learned to read faces.
 To anticipate moods.
 To clean without missing anything.
 To perform on cue.
 To swallow resentment.
 To disappear when necessary.This was the year I became the adult in my own life. Far too early. Far too young.And deep down, I already knew: whatever was coming next was going to be worse.

[bookmark: _7f6cgpwwnbxr]✨ CHAPTER SIX — The Shadow in the House
(Revised to your exact voice: no sentence-start “And,” smoother paragraphs, richer flow)
The first time I saw them fight, I didn’t know he was drunk. I didn’t understand what alcohol could do to a person. I only knew fear.
It was a weekend afternoon, around four. I was visiting, not living with them yet. I sat on the floor in the family room with my life-size doll, lost in play, when the front door opened. My stepfather walked in with unfocused eyes and heavy steps. He didn’t speak. He couldn’t. His body swayed slightly, the way someone moves when they’re not fully present.
My mother’s voice rose immediately. She went from quiet to screaming in seconds. I froze and then ran toward the sound, clutching my doll.
The image is burned into me. My mother leaping onto his back, both hands gripping her high heels, hitting him on the head with them again and again. Her hair swung wildly, her voice sharp and frantic. He stumbled forward, unable to hold her weight or defend himself. His silence made everything worse. A grown man unable to speak or steady himself.
I stood in the doorway of the kitchen, completely still except for the shaking in my hands. Tears came fast, and I begged her to stop, but my voice didn’t change anything. She didn’t hear me. Or didn’t care.
She pushed him toward the bathroom, and I heard loud thuds, scrambling, water running. When I got close enough to see, she had filled the tub with ice water. He sat there bleeding, dazed, water splashing onto the floor. Her screaming turned to crying as quickly as the fighting had started.
She didn’t look at me or try to calm me. Her attention was entirely on him, or maybe on her own guilt. She pointed at me as if my fear was his fault.
“Look what you made Yesenia do. She’s crying because of you.”
That moment taught me more about her than anything she ever said. My fear, my tears, my shock—they weren’t about me. She could use them, twist them, weaponize them. It was the first time I saw how someone could take your pain and use it to protect themselves.
I knew then that I never wanted to live with them. I knew I would never be safe in that house. Their chaos didn’t feel like something temporary or occasional. It felt like the foundation of their relationship. It felt like a world I didn’t want to enter.
I didn’t have language for it yet, but something deep inside me knew: this was wrong. Dangerous. Not what families were supposed to be.
Before I left that day, my mother pulled me aside. Her voice was quiet now, but the sharpness was still underneath it.
“You cannot tell anyone about what happened. No one in the family. Not your uncle. Not your aunt. Not Mama. Do you understand?”
I nodded because I was scared. She didn’t explain what “or else” meant. She didn’t have to. I felt it.
It was my first ugly secret. The kind that sits heavy in the chest and doesn’t go away.
When I returned to Mama’s house that evening, she asked how the visit had gone. I tried to answer, but every part of me felt wrong. My voice didn’t sound like my own. My heart was tight and awkward. Mama watched me with soft, knowing eyes. She didn’t press, but she saw more than I said. I wasn’t good at lying, especially to her.
I felt terrible. Dirty with the secret. Torn between fear of my mother and loyalty to Mama. I already understood that telling the truth could hurt someone. I also understood silence could hurt me.
That was the beginning of my double life. One life with Mama—open, warm, honest—and another in their world, where truth was dangerous, emotions were inconvenient, and my role shifted depending on what they needed.
I was only five when those weekend visits began. Five when I learned to entertain myself for hours without supervision. Five when wandering around an apartment complex alone became normal. Adults often asked where my parents were. I always said the same thing: “In the apartment” or “At work.” They looked confused every time, but I kept going.
I knew every corner of that building. I made friends with whoever let me in—kids, a pregnant neighbor upstairs, an Asian family with a toddler I played with for hours. When my mother worked at USC, I wandered the campus by myself. I was a seven year old child walking through classrooms and courtyards, exploring hallways like I belonged there.
No one checked on me. No one noticed if I was gone too long. No one asked what I needed.
I learned early how to survive alone.
All of this lived under the surface long before they forced me to move in. The violence that day didn’t come out of nowhere. It was the first time I saw the truth clearly, and the truth changed something inside me.
Even before I was taken from Mama, the shadow of that house had already fallen over my life. Two lives. Two worlds.Two versions of me.All before I was nine years old.


[bookmark: _87195kee67fe]✨ CHAPTER SIX — The Shadow in the House
[bookmark: _zht3uoktuxnc]Part Four — The Dread Before the Move
As those years passed in the Mariana apartments, then the USC apartments, I learned every hallway, every courtyard, every place where I could breathe. The apartment itself felt tight and uncomfortable, like the walls were closing in. Being outside felt like freedom. I loved walking around the buildings, talking to neighbors, and exploring the campus at USC. I felt safer with strangers than I did with the two adults who were supposed to care for me.
Inside their world, I was a visitor. Outside of it, I could be a child.I didn’t think I would ever live with them. It wasn’t my home. It wasn’t my life. If it was discussed, I must have pushed it away, the way children push away what they can’t face. I knew I didn’t want to be with them permanently. I hoped I wouldn’t be. I hoped visiting would be enough. I hoped those weekends would be the only time I had to be there.
As a child I made bargains with myself.
 “If I’m good.”  “If nothing big happens.” “If I don’t cause trouble.” “If God is listening.”
I prayed that nothing would change. I prayed that Mama would always be the one to tuck me in. I prayed I would return to her house every Sunday night for the rest of my life.
The apartment world wasn’t safe, but it wasn’t constant. It had breaks. It had exits. It had doors I could walk through to get outside. It had people who smiled at me and asked if I wanted to play.
 It had campuses and sidewalks and stairwells and the hum of college students who didn’t even know they made me feel less alone.
The idea of living with them never felt real. It was impossible. My home was with Mama. My life was on 108th Street. My world was her garden, her stories, her voice, her warmth.
Sometimes children feel the truth before the truth arrives. I didn’t think about moving in often, but when the thought came, it brought a coldness to my stomach. A fear I didn’t want to look at. My childish response was simple and honest: I don’t want to live with them
 Please don’t let that happen. Please let me stay with Mama.
There was no preparing for what was coming. No slow conversations. No gentle transition. No explanation.Just a sudden, hollow dread when the decision was made for me. A dread that lived in my chest and told me, even at nine years old, that something was about to break.
Those last weekends visiting them in their new house in Baldwin Park felt different without me knowing why. Looking back, I think my body knew before my mind understood. I felt uneasy walking through the apartment complex. My mother looked at me in ways that made me nervous. My stepfather watched me for longer than I liked. The air felt heavier. The apartment felt smaller.A part of me sensed something was shifting.
When the day finally came, the day they told me it was time to go, my fear made perfect sense.Everything inside me had been warning me for years.
I didn’t want their house, their rules.their chaos. their secrets.and much less their anger.
I wanted Mama, safety, the life I already had.
But children don’t get to choose who they live with. Children don’t get to refuse decisions made above them. Children don’t get to keep their safe people.
The shadow that had followed me during those weekends finally caught up.
 It became my whole world.Moving in with them wasn’t a simple change of address.
 It was the moment my life turned into something else entirely.

[bookmark: _28d6jvnd39kh]✨ CHAPTER SEVEN — Life Under Their Roof
(Revised with your personality, voice, and inner shift included)
When I first moved in, everything looked controlled on the surface.
 They tried to act like a normal family.
 For a short time the house stayed quiet, almost careful, as if they were hoping I wouldn’t notice the cracks.
There were moments that passed for normal.
 On good days, when my stepfather hadn’t been drinking, he could be steady. Almost pleasant.
 He explained things, showed me how something worked, and acted like a reasonable adult.
 It wasn’t warm, but it was easier than being around my mother.
She rarely had good days.
 Most of the time she was tired or irritated, disappearing into sleep or snapping over things that didn’t matter.
 Her moods shaped everything.
At school she transformed completely.
 Her voice rose.
 Her smile seemed permanent.
 She volunteered in my classroom and played the part of the perfect, involved mother.
 Teachers adored her.
 People believed her performance without question.
I watched her switch personas as easily as someone turning a light on and off.
 At home the light went out.
 She spoke less, sighed a lot, kept her distance unless she wanted something.
 Her attention usually came when my success gave her something to brag about.
The longer I lived there, the harder it became for them to hide who they truly were.
 By the end of the school year the drinking was obvious.
 He walked in unsteady.
 His voice slurred.
 He sat in silence in ways that made the air feel heavy.
Nothing was consistent.
 Some evenings stayed calm.
 Others carried a tension I could feel before I heard anything.
 My body always knew first.
But something else was happening too, something inside me.
Because I wasn’t a quiet child.
 Not by nature.
 Not ever.
Before Baldwin Park, I was loud and full of life.
 Funny.
 Outgoing.
 The kind of kid who talked nonstop, who made friends everywhere, who found adventure in every corner of Watts.
 I had what today would be called ADHD, but back then I was just “rambunctious.”
 I spoke my mind.
 I sang.
 I joked.
 I walked into rooms like I belonged there.
Mama’s world made space for that girl.
 She encouraged it.
 She loved that spark in me.
But Baldwin Park changed everything quickly.
 The house demanded quiet.
 It demanded perfection.
 It demanded that I read moods instead of expressing mine.
 It demanded stillness in a child who was wired for movement.
 It demanded that I shrink.
I learned to swallow my words, to soften my voice, to stay alert.
 Not because I wanted to.
 But because it felt safer.
The loud girl from Watts didn’t disappear.
 She went underground.
 She learned to wait.
 To watch.
 To protect herself.
Life at school looked good from the outside.
 Clean uniform.
 Good grades.
 Performances.
 Smiles.
 A mother who was active and involved.
But the attention she gave me at school wasn’t for my benefit.
 It was for hers.
 I could feel the difference even then.
She loved being seen as the fun mom.
 She loved compliments.
 She loved admiration.
 None of it followed us home.
By the time the school year ended I understood the truth.
 The calm days weren’t safe.
 They were breaks between storms.
 The smiles weren’t comforting.
 They were masks.
 The life I lived at home and the one I lived at school were opposites.
 I had to shapeshift constantly, adjusting myself to survive both.
Living there wasn’t life.
 It was a performance.
 It was vigilance.
 It was studying every look, every sound, every shift in the air.
It was the beginning of losing pieces of the girl I had been.
 The confident, outspoken child.
 The one who laughed loudly.
 The one who believed the world was big enough for her.
By the end of that year, I knew what my instincts had been trying to tell me from the start.
 This place wasn’t safe.
 This wasn’t a temporary change.
 This was my new reality.
I was nine years old, and the girl Mama had raised had already begun to disappear.

[bookmark: _1jkac9sv521z]✨ CHAPTER EIGHT — The Year Everything Cracked Open
[bookmark: _nnc7pv2vebos](Corrected, Expanded, Final Version of the Turning-Point Scene)
He took me everywhere because he didn’t know what else to do with a child.
 Or maybe because he believed it was normal.
 Either way, I ended up at adult parties surrounded by his friends, many of them former priests from the Carpos group.
 They drank.
 He drank heavily.
 I stood off to the side, watching him transform the way alcohol transforms certain men — slowly at first, then all at once.
His face changed when he drank.
 His expression hardened.
 His warmth disappeared.
 He turned into someone unpredictable, someone I didn’t trust.
But the danger never came during the party.
 It came after.
The drive home always carried that familiar dread. His hands were unsteady on the wheel.
 He drifted while insisting he was fine. He talked to me casually, as if nothing was wrong, completely missing the way I froze in the backseat. Other nights he cursed at the cars around us. 

There was another night — worse than the door swinging open — the night he drove on the wrong side of the freeway.
 Headlights rushed toward us.
 Cars swerved.
 Horns blared.
 My stomach turned to stone.
 I knew we were seconds away from dying.
I held onto the seat.
 He cursed at the cars as if they were the ones at fault.
 I prayed the way Mama taught me.
 My whole body shook.
The police pulled him over . The officers walked up to the window and had him take the DUI test.
I sat there in the passenger seat praying the way only a desperate child prays.
Please arrest him.
 Please take him away.
 Please stop him.
 Please save me.
He wasn’t arrested. He wasn’t even taken in. They told him to “go home.” They let him drive away.
I remember staring at the officer, waiting for him to save me. He didn’t. I was devastated.
Once or twice he fell silent, the kind of silence that makes the air inside a car feel heavy.
Then came the night the car door swung open.We were on our way home from another party.  He didn’t close the car door well, and at some point it flew open beside me.Cold air rushed in. The ground blurred beside me. I felt my body tilt toward the dark.I grabbed the frame of the door. My heart dropped so fast I couldn’t breathe.
He yelled at me. Not out of concern. Not out of fear for my safety. He yelled at me.“Close it!”
As if I had done something wrong. He was the one who closed the door. As if he hadn’t put me in danger.That night something cracked inside me.
The fear didn’t leave. But something else rose with it. Something hotter. Something sharper.
Rage.
It was the first time I ever felt it .And once rage enters a child who’s been terrified for too long, it doesn’t leave.
But the worst was still coming.The rage inside me grew larger than my fear.
When we walked into the house that night, I turned toward him and screamed the truth that had been building inside me for years. I screamed “I hate you!”
It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t for effect.It was survival.
His face twisted, and he moved toward me with the kind of speed that makes a child understand exactly what an adult is capable of.“Run to your room before I beat you.”
The threat was clear. The danger was real. I ran.
Before he reached me, Javier stepped out. He moved between us, calm and steady, the only adult in that world who ever protected me without asking for anything in return. He told me to go to my room, and I did.
I closed the door and sat on my bed with my heart pounding so hard it hurt.
 I listened to them — my stepfather’s drunken rage, Javier’s firm voice, the sound of his door slamming. Shock moved over me like a blanket. My body went quiet, a silence I now recognize as survival mode.

Javier slept outside my bedroom door that night to make sure I wouldn’t be beaten.
He was the first person I quietly adopted as family.
 Not by blood, but by instinct.
 I began doing that without knowing it — gathering protectors to survive the unprotected places.
The girl Mama raised didn’t disappear.
 She was forced to evolve.
This was the year rage replaced innocence.
 The year fear sharpened into instinct.
 The year I learned that adults could fail you and that systems wouldn’t save you.
 The year I understood that I would have to protect myself.
It was the year everything cracked open.


[bookmark: _pfestrv1isz1]✨ CHAPTER NINE — The Year Hope Broke and Grew Back Crooked
(Ages 11–12)
Living in the van should have felt humiliating, but it didn’t.
 Not at first. Not compared to the house.
The van was cramped and uncomfortable, but it wasn’t suffocating.
 It didn’t have the heavy silence of the living room, the sharpness of his voice, the unpredictability of her moods.
 There were no footsteps to track, no doors slamming, no drunk anger simmering beneath the air.
For the first time in a long time, I felt something close to relief.
 We weren’t stuck in the house with him.
A part of me even hoped she was finally leaving him.
 That this was the break.
 That this was the moment she would put her child before her loyalty to a man.
I didn’t understand how a mother could choose someone like him over her own daughter.
 I didn’t understand how she stayed.Or why she defended him. Or why she made excuses.
 But children don’t get to choose the adults who raise them. They only feel the consequences.
I was angry by then. Deep in my bones. It wasn’t a quick anger. It was the kind that builds over years,  layer by layer, until it becomes the only part of you that feels strong.
I didn’t respect him. I didn’t respect her. I was slowly losing respect for myself. And no one in that world noticed.
After the van, things blurred.
 We went back to the house.
 Then the drinking escalated.
 Then the violence.
 Then the yelling.
 Then the fear.
My mother broke under the pressure and sent me to live with my Uncle Jaime.It was one of the few times she protected me.
Living with Jaime felt like fresh air. Like when we all lived together. He was like a big brother.
 He was fun and consistent, which was more than anything I had at home.
 He picked me up from school and took me every morning.
 He rearranged his work schedule without complaining.
 He cooked meals.
 He talked to me.
 He waited outside my school until I came out.
For a month, my life softened.
I slept without tension in my shoulders. I woke up without dread in my chest. The air in his apartment didn’t feel hostile. No one raised their voice. No one took out their frustration on me.
 No one blamed me for emotions that weren’t mine.
I loved being there. It felt safe in a simple wa yAnd then, one afternoon, everything changed.
I waited outside after school the way I always did. But it wasn’t Jaime who came to get me.
It was her.
The moment I saw her walking toward me, a cold heaviness filled my stomach. I knew what it meant before she even spoke.
I didn’t want to go home.
My teacher was standing behind me. When my mother said she was there to take me, my body reacted before my mind could catch up.
I turned and hugged my teacher as tightly as I could. I didn’t speak. I didn’t have the words. Children rarely do. But she felt what I was saying with my arms. Please don’t let me go.
 Please don’t make me go back. Please.
My mother looked irritated.
 Embarrassed. Annoyed that I wasn’t going along with her script. As always, she cared more about how it looked than how it felt.
The teacher held me for an extra second — just enough to let me know she understood —
 but she still had to release me.
My mother took my hand. She didn’t kneel down. She didn’t ask why I was scared. She didn’t comfort me. She just tugged once and expected me to follow.
That walk to the car felt like sinking.
Around that same time, he was arrested for multiple DUIs. When he went to jail, my body felt lighter than it had in a long time. I remember the moment my mother said he was being released. My heart sank.
I hadn’t realized how much of my fear was tied to him until I imagined him coming back.
And he did come back. Because he always came back. People like him always do.
My mother’s reactions during those months made no sense.
 She was grateful for Javier’s presence, then angry about it. She hated the drinking, then forgave it. She took things out on me. Then crashed. Then slept. Then disappeared into her sadness. Then expected me to act like none of it happened.
I could never understand her. I still can’t.
At eleven I had already learned that adults can break the world you live in and still expect you to hold it together. I had learned that betrayal doesn’t always come in one moment; sometimes it comes slowly, from the people you count on the most. I had learned that relief is temporary. And that safety, for me, came only in fleeting moments.
One thing stayed true through all of it: I didn’t want to live with them. Not ever. Not again.
But I did, Because children don’t get to choose  who brings them home.



✨ CHAPTER TEN — The Year I Became the Parent (Age 12–13) ✨ Corrected Passage for Chapter Ten (With your new detail integrated clearly and cleanly
) My baby brother was born when I was thirteen. They loved him instantly. He was theirs.My stepfather softened around him in ways I had never seen. My mother clung to him with a kind of fierce devotion that came from places in her that I still don’t fully understand. They wanted me to be close to him too. They encouraged it. I think it made them feel like a real family. The three of them looked like they fit together, similar features, similar coloring, similar expressions. I didn’t. Next to them I looked more like the nanny than the daughter. A helper. A caretaker. A built-in support system they never had to pay for. They never said this out loud, but they made it clear in a thousand small ways: They loved that I loved him. They loved that he loved me. They loved how naturally I cared for him. But they also took advantage of it. If I wanted to leave the house, I had to take him. If I wanted to see friends, I took him. If I went to the mall, to the park, to anyone’s house, he came too. It became my responsibility without anyone discussing it. People saw me with a baby on my hip and assumed I was a teen mom. No one knew that I was simply doing what the adults in the house refused to do consistently. They didn’t see the difference in how we were treated either. They loved him, but their love didn’t make the house safe. Their moods didn’t stop shifting. Their fights didn’t go away. Their drinking and rage didn’t disappear just because there was a new baby. So I became his protector. Not because they didn’t attach to him. They did. But because they couldn’t stay stable long enough to keep him safe. Because he needed someone who would be consistent. Because he trusted me. Because when he cried, he reached for me. I didn’t want him to live the life I had lived. I didn’t want him to carry the fear I carried. I didn’t want him to learn the silence I had learned. So I stepped in. Not as a sister. But as something closer to a mother or an aunt. Someone old enough to understand danger. Someone young enough to still hope I could protect him. They encouraged the closeness but resented the ways it exposed their failures. They loved the appearance of a bonded family but leaned on me more than they ever admitted. And somewhere in all of that, I started to disappear. 
 ✨ CHAPTER ELEVEN — Banished to Colombia (Age 15) Final Memoir Draft — Fully Integrated, Polished, Your Voice 

They never called it punishment. They used gentler words, words that made them feel like responsible parents. “Structure.” “Discipline.” “Space to separate you two before things get worse.” But I understood the truth, even if they didn’t say it out loud. I was being sent away because I stopped staying silent. Because I stopped absorbing the chaos. Because I pushed back. Because I became someone they couldn’t control. Before Colombia, there was Miami. A week disguised as a vacation. My mother traveled with me. So did my baby brother, Anthony. We stayed with my stepfather’s friends — people I didn’t know, people who welcomed us with loud laughter and big meals as if the situation was something to celebrate. They took us sightseeing. They cooked for us. They talked as if everything was normal. I couldn’t tell whether they actually believed their own story or just needed me to believe it. But I knew the truth beneath the smiles. Miami was a buffer. Colombia was the destination. I wasn’t on a trip. I was being moved out of the way. When we boarded the plane, sadness hit first. Losing my friends felt like losing the last good part of my life. Then came fear. Then anger, sharp and steady. I couldn’t understand how a mother could send her daughter away. I couldn’t understand why my disobedience made me disposable. The moment we landed in Colombia, the world shifted. The Spanish wrapped around me in a rhythm I didn’t recognize. The accent, the vocabulary, even the music felt foreign. Everything was different from the Mexico I knew through Mama, and different from home. It was disorienting at first. Then his cousin and her husband met me at the airport. Their warmth surprised me. Their eyes were gentle, their voices steady. They brought me to their two-story home in Manizales, a place that felt alive with color and sound in ways Baldwin Park never did. They had just built an additional room upstairs. That room became mine — shared with my cousin, María. I had never slept alongside someone my own age before. Never had a cousin who felt like a sister. Never had peers at home. It felt strange. And wonderful. María brought friends over almost every day for weeks. They called me la gringa in a playful, loving way. They taught me how to dance salsa in that upstairs room, moving the furniture aside, laughing as they corrected my steps. Music filled the house. Laughter filled the hallway. It felt like a scene from a movie where teenagers are allowed to be teenagers. I had never experienced anything like it. In Baldwin Park I was either alone, or around adults, or raising a baby. Teenage life wasn’t something I knew — only survival. But in Manizales, everything felt open. Alive. Safe. Afternoons meant el algo — hot chocolate, bread, and soft conversation around the table. It was simple and comforting. I didn’t know meals could feel like that — no tension, no snapping voices, no silence filled with fear. Walking the streets felt safe. People greeted each other. Neighbors smiled. Teenagers walked freely without the threat of someone asking “What are you looking at?” No vigilance. No scanning. No bracing. Something inside me eased. Not all at once, but little by little. The girl I once was — the loud, imaginative one who belonged in Mama’s garden — surfaced again. Colombia didn’t restore the old version of me. It created space for parts of her to rise again. Parts that had been buried under years of chaos. My tío and tía treated me as if I were truly theirs. They guided me gently, corrected me with care, teased me affectionately, and welcomed me into every routine and celebration. They treated me like family, not a burden. For the first time since Mama, I didn’t feel like an outsider. I felt chosen. Included. Safe. Months passed. My Spanish shifted. My steps in salsa grew confident. I fell in love with the city’s hills, its music, and its warmth. I felt myself belonging. They were ready to sponsor me. They believed I would stay with them. And so did I. Then came the day that changed the direction of my life without warning. We went to the passport and visa office expecting routine paperwork. No one was nervous. No one suspected anything. The officer explained that I had overstayed my visa. There were no extensions. No exceptions. No second chances. I had to leave the country. My tío and tía didn’t yell or cry. We were stunned. Silent. Trying to process what it meant. Talking on the way home about how irresponsible my parents had been — sending me to another country without the correct visa, with no recourse for me to stay. I felt the ground shift beneath me. A few weeks later, I packed the life I had built — the routines, the laughter, the safety — into a suitcase. The night before I left, I lay awake memorizing the room I had shared with María, the smell of hot chocolate in the afternoons, the sound of music playing downstairs, the feeling of being part of a family that worked. I wasn’t ready to leave. They weren’t ready to let me go. I had finally felt whole again, and now I was being uprooted a second time. The only thing that softened the grief was knowing I would see Mama again. Not my mother. Mama. The only person who had ever loved me without conditions. When the plane touched down in California, anger rose through me like heat. Not loud anger — deep anger. The kind that settles in your bones. The kind that comes from losing something you didn’t know you were allowed to have. Colombia didn’t just show me another way to live. It proved a different life was possible. And once you know that, you can never un-know it. Returning to Baldwin Park felt like stepping into a world I had already outgrown. Chaos no longer felt normal. Fear no longer felt inevitable. Violence no longer felt like something I could tolerate. Colombia awakened a part of me that refused to accept the life I had been forced into. That awakening followed me into everything that came next. 

✨ CHAPTER TWELVE — The Return (Age 16) Final Draft — Style C (Clean, Literary, Grounded) 

Returning to Baldwin Park after a year in Colombia felt disorienting, as if I had stepped out of someone else’s life and back into a version of my own that I no longer recognized. Colombia had given me something I had been missing for years: a sense of normalcy. A quiet home. Predictable routines. Teenagers my age who treated me like I belonged. A family dynamic that didn’t revolve around tension or survival. For the first time since Mama, I had experienced what peace felt like. Stepping into the house in Baldwin Park, it was as if that peace evaporated the moment the door closed behind me. The warmth and stability I had lived in felt distant, almost imaginary, and what greeted me was the familiarity of a reality I had spent years bracing myself against. Colombia had shown me the kind of family I had always wished for. Baldwin Park reminded me of the one I actually had. In those first moments home, I felt a kind of resignation. Not shock—resignation. As if the life I had built in Colombia, the hope I felt there, had been a temporary kindness I was now expected to let go of. I remember thinking, almost with a sense of defeat, “This is my real life. That was just a glimpse of what I wanted.” The only people I truly wanted to see were Mama, my tía and tío, my best friend, and my baby brother. Those connections had always been real to me. The rest felt like walking back into a story I no longer wanted to play a part in. There was a brief calm when I returned. For maybe a month or two, the house was quieter, and everyone behaved as if they were trying to start over. But even during that stillness, the undertones were there. My mother spoke with a sweetness that never lasted more than a few sentences. Every compliment carried a second edge. Her resentment didn’t vanish; it simply waited beneath the surface. She struggled with the fact that I had assimilated in Colombia so easily. That people there liked me. That I fit in with a family that wasn’t mine. Anytime someone praised me or enjoyed my presence, it irritated her. I could see it in her face. I asked her once why it bothered her when people liked me. It was a sincere question. She didn’t answer, but her silence was loud. After Colombia, I saw my parents clearly. Their emotional instability wasn’t subtle; it was undeniable. My time away had stripped away any illusions I may have clung to. I recognized their patterns immediately. The unpredictability. The insecurity. The resentment. The drinking. The volatility. Even the way they performed for others. Colombia had given me enough distance to see all of it. My body reacted before anything even happened. I started sleeping lightly again, listening for changes in tone or pacing in the house. My shoulders tightened. I felt the familiar vigilance return, the way someone checks for danger without thinking. The oddest part was that they expected me to fall back into the role I had played before—caretaker, mediator, buffer, problem. But something in me had shifted. Not only did I refuse to shrink back into it, I couldn’t. The most confusing part was my mother’s behavior. Even when she wasn’t yelling, her words could cut. She was sarcastic, condescending, and quick to bring up my flaws, real or imagined. She never allowed a compliment to stand alone. Her resentment toward me was woven into almost every interaction, and I understood it more clearly now. I had changed in ways she hadn’t. I had found a version of myself she could not control, and that threatened her. Colombia had given me proof that something healthier existed. Baldwin Park confirmed that what I had grown up with was not normal. Not stable. Not loving. My foundation with Mama had always been strong, but Colombia sharpened my awareness. I could distinguish dysfunction immediately. During that first year back, I felt like I was losing my mind inside that house. I pleaded with them to go to therapy—together, individually, as a family. I begged for help. I told them we needed support, that my little brother deserved better, that I was drowning in the instability. But to them, the problem was me. There was nothing to fix except my attitude. They refused any suggestion of counseling because therapy required honesty. It required being seen. And nothing terrified them more than that. During this time, my contempt for them grew. It wasn’t rebellious teenage anger. It was clarity. I saw them. I saw the dysfunction, the insecurity, the fear masquerading as anger, the resentment wrapped in control. And because I no longer hid my reactions, they saw my clarity too—which made me dangerous to them. Living in Colombia had not softened me; it sharpened me. It gave me reference points. It allowed me to compare. It made it impossible to accept the lie that our home was normal. I had felt what safety was like. I had felt what affection without consequences was like. I had experienced teen life without fear. I couldn't pretend anymore. It was in that moment—not because of one explosive event but because of years of accumulated pain—that I felt the break inside myself. The awareness that something had to change, and the only person who was going to change anything was me. They didn’t banish me to Colombia because I was wild.They sent me away because I saw them clearly. Coming home didn’t make me smaller. It made me certain. Certainty is where escape begins.

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN — The Runaway (Age 16) The night I ran away didn’t begin with anything unusual.

 There was no dramatic blow-up or new crisis. It was a typical argument over something small, something insignificant, something that shouldn’t have mattered at all. But in our house, the smallest things became battlegrounds. I talked back, and the moment I did, I knew the conversation would go nowhere. We moved in circles, the same patterns, the same accusations, the same walls. I felt myself disengage long before the argument was over. There was no single trigger. It was simply enough. At sixteen, I had reached the limit of what I could endure. After the argument, I went to my room, not shaking, not even crying—just still. Completely still. I sat on my bed and began to write. Four pages, front and back. Everything I had held inside for years came out in that letter. I wrote about the drinking, the violence, the chaos, the pressure of raising my little brother, the instability that made me feel like I was unraveling. I wrote about the future I wanted, the hope I still carried for a normal family, even though part of me already understood it was too late for me. What made the writing ache the most was the hope I still had for my brother. I wanted something different for him. I wanted stability, safety, love that didn’t switch on and off. I wanted peace. When the letter was finished, I folded it carefully and left it on my bed. Then I packed a small bag, opened my bedroom window, climbed out, and jumped the fence. It was dark and quiet. I didn’t look back. I walked to my best friend’s house. She lived only a few blocks away, but the difference between our homes felt like crossing a border. When her parents opened the door, they didn’t hesitate. They pulled me in, listened, and made space for me as if I had always belonged there. It felt like Colombia all over again—steady, warm, predictable. Her mother, who I still call Mom, had seen the truth long before I ever spoke it. She knew the weight I carried, the responsibilities forced on me, the exhaustion of always caring for my brother because there was no one else. I loved my brother deeply, and caring for him came naturally. What hurt was that it was never treated as my choice. Any moment of freedom came with conditions. If I wanted to go out, the house needed to be spotless. If I wanted to see friends, I had to take my brother with me. There was always something attached, always a catch. The rare moments of kindness in that house were thin and unpredictable, and looking back, that’s what made the situation so insidious. You hold onto those brief, bright moments because you’re thirsty for love, believing they’re a sign of what could be. But they were just moments. Not patterns. Not change. Living at my best friend’s home felt like stepping into a world that made sense. I was allowed to be a teenager. I could rest. I could laugh without fear of consequences. I stayed there for about a month or two. And for the first time in a long time, I felt free. My family knew exactly where I was. My grandmother even gave me money to buy an outfit for Sadie Hawkins. Everyone knew. No one pretended otherwise—except my mother. Toward the end of my stay, my best friend’s mother confronted my mother directly. My mother reacted with her usual theatrics, threatening to call the police and accuse her of “harboring a minor.” It was hypocrisy at its finest—she had never once walked the few blocks to check if I was there, never bothered to ask the obvious, never even looked. Instead, she insisted she had no idea where I was and accused me of lying about everything happening at home. She performed outrage as if she were the victim in the story. And she took that performance straight to my school. She walked into the office playing the part she mastered best: the distraught, overwhelmed, heartbroken mother who had been searching for her missing daughter. She told the staff she didn’t know if I was safe. She didn’t mention she hadn’t searched for me. She didn’t mention she knew exactly where I always ran when things got bad. She didn’t mention that she never once asked my best friend’s family about me. She didn’t mention anything true. Before she arrived, the school counselor called me into her office. It was the first time I had told any adult at school what was actually happening at home. I explained everything—the drinking, the volatility, the instability, the fact that I was raising my brother, the constant pressure, the emotional exhaustion, the abuse. I told her I needed help. For a moment, I believed she would understand. I believed that finally, someone would see me. Her response floored me. She leaned back in her chair and said, “You’re an advanced student. You should know better.” I remember feeling stunned. What did intelligence have to do with surviving abuse? Did she believe academic ability meant I should endure mistreatment quietly? Did she think being gifted meant I didn’t deserve help? Her comment felt like a slap. Instead of concern, I received judgment from the one adult I hoped would intervene. Looking back, maybe she spoke from her own upbringing—the belief that you keep family secrets, maintain appearances, and remain grateful for any form of shelter, no matter the cost. Maybe she had internalized the idea that suffering should be silent. But understanding that now doesn’t change what I felt then. Her words made me feel invisible and foolish for having spoken up. By the time my mother walked into the office, crying and performing, the counselor had already decided whose story she believed. My mother denied everything with confidence, painting me as a liar, an ungrateful child inventing problems. The counselor accepted it without question. She didn’t ask me to continue. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t ask for a single follow-up. Her last words to me in that meeting were to “respect my mother.” In that moment, something in me disconnected completely. I walked out of her office with a new understanding: no one in that building was going to help me. Intelligence, good grades, good behavior—it didn’t matter. The truth didn’t matter. What mattered was whose performance was more believable. That day closed a door inside me. I stopped believing that any adult at school could see students for who they were beneath the surface. I stopped believing that telling the truth guaranteed protection. I stopped believing that anyone was coming. So I ran. And for a brief, precious time, I lived in a home where I was safe again, accepted, and allowed to be a teenager. A home that echoed the peace I had found in Colombia. A home that reminded me that safety was possible, even if temporary. Running away wasn’t impulsive or reckless. It was the most grounded, truthful decision I had ever made. It was the moment I chose survival on my own terms. Once again, I was forced back into a house not a home. This time even more detached as ever. At that point school was seen as a refuge from disconnection and I ditched to at least have some kind of connection with my friends. 
✨ CHAPTER FOURTEEN — Mexico (Age 17) Style C — Clean, Reflective, Grounded, Literary 
By the time they decided to send me to Mexico, it didn’t shock me. At that point in my life, being “sent away” had become part of the rhythm — Colombia, my best friend’s house, anywhere except Baldwin Park. What still surprises me, looking back, is how quickly Mama reacted when she learned they planned to send me to Guadalajara. She didn’t hesitate. She told them she was going with me. If they were sending me to Mexico, then she would be by my side. She still lived in Watts at the time, but she packed her things without a second thought, as if she had been waiting years for a chance to take me home with her again. For both of us, the decision didn’t feel like a punishment. It felt like permission. We flew together to Guadalajara and moved into my great-grandmother’s house — a place so familiar that my body relaxed the moment we arrived. Mexico had always been part of my upbringing. Before kindergarten I stayed there for long stretches with Mama, and after that I spent every summer until I was fifteen with our family. Those summers were the oxygen that got me through the rest of the year. Returning now, at seventeen, felt like slipping into my real skin again. Guadalajara was color, sound and scent. It was home. My senior year wasn’t traditional, but it was peaceful. I stayed with my great-grandmother, my grand-uncle, and my grand-aunt — people who were more like grandparents and parents than the ones I had in California. We prayed the rosary together, followed traditions, attended gatherings, and lived inside routines that were predictable in the best way. Even the structure felt grounding. Mexico has rules, rhythms, customs, and in their own way, they create safety. I did my confirmation there. I went back into practices I had grown up with — faith, family, community. I wasn’t performing anything; I was simply living inside what had always been part of me. I spent time with cousins close to my age. We were joyful, playful, and free. We walked through the plazas and mercados, browsed the tianguis, listened to mariachi and rancheras drifting through the warm air. I loved the sounds, the smells, the food, the chaos of the markets. Mexico is alive in a way that makes people feel awake. Baldwin Park had made me shrink; Mexico let me expand. If Colombia had shown me what a calm, stable home looked like, Mexico reminded me who I was before chaos entered my life. I wasn’t responsible for raising anyone. I wasn’t bracing for yelling. I wasn’t waiting for a door to slam. I wasn’t monitoring anyone’s moods. I could breathe. School was an afterthought that year. I enrolled in a type of credit recovery program, but I had no idea — and no one told me — what documents I needed, again. No transcripts. No guidance. No explanation about how American credits transferred. I didn’t understand the consequences of that until much later. At seventeen, I simply assumed that adults would handle those things. They didn’t. For now, though, none of that mattered. I was safe. Mexico was love. Mexico was welcome. Mexico was connection. Mexico was every version of home I had wanted. Everywhere I had felt whole : Mama’s house, Colombia, my best friend’s home, had the same qualities: warmth, structure, respect, and unconditional belonging. The only place I didn’t feel those things was the house I was raised in. That contrast shaped me more than anything else. I learned early on that love didn’t come from blood. It came from consistency, presence, and how people showed up in the quiet, ordinary moments. And in all those ways, Mexico held me. When my grandmother and I eventually returned to the U.S., I was already preparing my exit plan. I had reached the limit of what I could tolerate. I was seventeen turning eighteen, exhausted by years of instability. I got two jobs the minute we returned. My money went straight to rent — rent they charged me, exaggerated and lied about, as if draining my paycheck was somehow a lesson in adulthood. I didn’t argue. I was done fighting. I needed the one thing I had been denied my whole life: freedom. But freedom at eighteen isn’t as simple as people pretend it is. Adults say “You’re grown now,” as if legal age magically creates capacity. It doesn’t. You become responsible for everything without being prepared for anything. I had no roadmap. I didn’t even know my transcripts hadn't been transferred. I found out when I tried to enroll in college and nothing lined up — missing records, missing credits, too many moves, too much instability. I had to piece my education back together on my own. But by then I already knew how to survive systems that didn’t know what to do with kids like me. Mexico gave me the strength to do it. Mama had laid the foundation. Colombia reminded me I was worth loving. My best friend’s family gave me proof that home could exist anywhere people treat you with dignity. And Mexico reminded me that I was allowed to want more. Anywhere I wasn’t living with them felt like home. Anywhere with love, peace, and connection felt like home. Mexico was no different — it was another place that made me feel whole. Being away from them wasn’t escape; it was clarity. Being away from them wasn’t running; it was returning to myself. Being away from them wasn’t evasion; it was protection. And somewhere in the middle of that year in Mexico, the truth settled fully: I knew what I would not return to. I knew what I would not repeat. And I knew exactly the kind of life I wanted to build — one rooted in the love and belonging I had tasted in every place that held me. 
✨ CHAPTER FIFTEEN — A Life Pulled in Two Directions (Age 18–19) 
Final Integrated Version (Style C) 
Turning eighteen did not feel like stepping into adulthood. It felt like another shift in a long line of survival stretches. I returned from Mexico already planning to leave my parents’ house again. As soon as I walked through the door, the tension felt familiar. I knew the old patterns would return, and they did. I had no intention of staying. I began working two jobs immediately. Red Lobster in the mornings, Black Angus at night. Sometimes Olive Garden and Black Angus. Work became the most stable place in my life. It was consistent, predictable, and free of the emotional volatility that had shaped my childhood. Showing up and trying meant something there. It gave me a sense of control I didn’t have anywhere else. At the same time, I tried to pursue my education. I enrolled in community college with the hope of building a different future for myself. When the registrar asked for proof I had finished high school, I assumed it was a simple form I had overlooked. Instead, I learned that none of my transcripts had been transferred. Years of instability had left my academic record fractured and incomplete. Without closure on my high school education, I couldn’t even access my grades. I felt embarrassed and angry. I had done everything I could to move forward, yet every institution needed documents I did not have. At eighteen, I didn’t understand how educational systems worked. I didn’t understand what they needed from me. I went to adult school for a month to prepare for the GED. Back then, the GED carried a heavy stigma. I kept it quiet for years. Later, I would share that truth with a student who felt ashamed of needing theirs, but at eighteen I held onto that silence. I wanted to be seen as capable, not as someone crawling out of a broken foundation. Around this time, my parents were preparing to move to Apple Valley, and they asked for help again. They relied on the one thing guaranteed to pull me back in: my brothers. My mother was working at that time, which was unusual for her. She had been a “professional student” most of her life, brilliant but constantly shifting academic ambitions—brain surgeon one season, dentist the next. She rarely held a steady job. School had always been where she hid, where she built her imagined identities, leaving others to carry the responsibilities she abandoned. Because she was working and childcare was needed, they brought me back into their orbit. All they had to do was say the boys needed me. That was always enough. I rearranged my life again. I transferred to Victor Valley Community College so I could help them. I took classes on the military base during the week and worked my shifts on the weekends. My life split between two worlds—one where I studied and one where I worked—and neither of them felt like they truly belonged to me. Their financial manipulation deepened. They asked me to co-sign for their new house in Apple Valley, saying the boys deserved a bigger home. I was eighteen. I didn’t understand credit or legal obligations. I believed them. The boys were my priority. They knew that. Once I co-signed, I became financially useful in ways I hadn’t expected. They charged me six hundred dollars a month in rent which was a lot then, Most of my paycheck. I later learned I had been paying everyone’s car insurance, not just my own. A coworker was the one who told me. “Honey, you’re paying the bill for more than one driver,” she said. That comment opened my eyes to just how easily they used me. But the most defining moment of that time wasn’t financial. It happened in the Apple Valley house on a day that seemed ordinary at first. My mother was trying to help Anthony read. He was struggling to understand the text. She snapped quickly, grabbed him by the shirt, and shook him. The tone was sharp and familiar—the same tone she had used with me when I was his age. Something inside me erupted. I stepped between them and told her she would not hurt him. It came from a place deeper than anger. I saw myself in him—the terrified child, the confusion, the shame. I wasn’t calm. I wasn’t diplomatic. I was protective in a way I had never allowed myself to be before. She backed away. I stayed between them, steady and sure. That moment marked a shift. I could not stop them from using me, but I could protect my brothers. My role wasn’t only sister or caregiver; I was the barrier between them and the chaos they inherited. It was the clearest boundary I had ever set. Not long after this incident, I was in a car accident. Another driver cut across traffic and collided with my car. The car was totaled. I survived, but the recovery was long. Without transportation, I moved in with my aunt in Whittier. She gave me what I needed most: a stable place to stay while I healed. She helped me get to physical therapy. I kept working when I could, taking rides, walking, doing whatever I needed. Months went by and the settlement money never arrived. A lawyer had been handling the case, but I had no updates. Finally, someone at work told me to call. When I did, the lawyer hesitated before telling me the truth. My stepfather had already picked up the check months earlier. Nearly ten thousand dollars. He had taken it. My mother knew. Neither of them had told me. While I was injured, struggling to work, limping to physical therapy, and living at my aunt’s house, they had spent the settlement that was meant to help me get back on my feet. When the case was adjusted and I received what was left—a fraction of what should have been mine—I made a decision. I used the money to leave. I told myself I was returning to Colombia for a break. I went because Colombia had once given me peace, and I needed peace more than anything. Leaving again wasn’t running away from responsibility. It was choosing a space where I didn’t have to be split between survival and obligation. It was choosing distance from the people who drained me. It was choosing myself, even if I couldn’t name it that way yet. When I told mama my plans. She was deeply saddened. She said, “No vas a volver”. I responded “Claro que si mama, solo va ser 2 meses”. Colombia would become the next turning point. It was where I found love. It was where I discovered my calling. It was where the pieces of my life started to shape into something I could follow. I left California with the same clarity I had carried at sixteen: I could not continue living the life I had been surviving. If I wanted a future, I had to step toward it myself.   




[bookmark: _916umidybewt]✨ CHAPTER SIXTEEN — Colombia (Young Adult): Calling, Love, and the Life That Took Shape
[bookmark: _9fpt8abi7ft0]Style C — grounded, reflective, emotionally intelligent
I arrived in Colombia in February of 1993, I was 22. I gave myself two months to recalibrate. As always, mama was right. Being there was restoring and I decided that at the end of the first month that if I found a job, I would stay. 
At first, I lived with my tío and tía, the same family who had embraced me years earlier. But soon I moved into the home of close friends I had made during my first visit at fifteen and we maintained the friendships on my following visits years after. Their father had recently passed away, and the household needed company. I needed company too. We lived together in Manizales as young adults learning how to build lives after heartbreak and loss. The house was busy, loud, affectionate, and full of ordinary moments that made me feel grounded. I slept on the top bunk in a shared room, surrounded by people who treated me like family, not an outsider.
Those months felt light. We laughed. We went out together. We talked late into the night. We leaned on each other. None of us had much, but the house overflowed with warmth.
It was the eldest sister who encouraged me to apply at the Colombo Americano.
 “You should try,” she said.
 “They’re looking for someone. It could work out for you.”
 I went to the interview because I had made myself that quiet promise: if I got a job, I would stay.
I still remember walking into the building for the first time and seeing Daniel. He was working in the teachers lounge, new himself, having just returned to Colombia after spending several years in London and then traveling the world for more than a year. He was the first person I saw at the language center. At that moment, neither of us knew we would later share a life. We were simply two adults beginning new chapters.
I got the job.
Colombo Americano became the place where I found my calling without meaning to. I had no formal training in education at the time, but teaching felt intuitive. I connected easily with the littles, the teens, and the adults. I loved the space, the rhythm, the energy of it. I did not yet understand interaction patterns, anxiety, or trauma. I just knew that being in a classroom felt natural, that working with students came easily, and that something inside me unlocked each time I taught.
 Daniel and I were becoming friends. Not flirtation, not romance — friendship. He was steady, kind, patient, and grounded in ways I had never experienced in a partner. He had lived abroad, traveled, taught, and carried himself with a calm confidence that made him easy to trust. There was no rush, no confusion. Just compatibility that grew naturally.
We started dating in November of 1993. I was twenty-two. It felt like an adult relationship — slow, respectful, and rooted in mutual understanding. By the second year in Colombia, I spent most of my time at his place even though, technically, I still lived with my tío and tía. It happened gradually, the way real companionship often does. We built routines, shared meals, learned each other’s habits, and created a quiet, simple life. We spent our days in a studio home; a hammock, twin bed, bathroom and makeshift kitchenette. We were happy.
Those two years in Colombia shaped the beginning of my adulthood. I worked, taught, and lived in a way that allowed me to grow without crisis. I was surrounded by people who valued family, connection, and humility. Daniel came from a large, close-knit family of educators. They reminded me of my tío and tía — stable, consistent, and rooted in community. Their world echoed the parts of my childhood that had come from Mama, not from the chaos I had escaped. 
Colombia did not rescue me. It didn’t erase anything I had lived through. But it gave me the chance to see who I could be without chaos, without obligation, without constantly bracing for someone else’s anger. It gave me the space to form an adult identity, one shaped by purpose, companionship, and possibility.
When Daniel proposed, I said yes without hesitation. Not because I felt pressure, but because I felt clarity. It was humble, patched together, and full of hope.
It was the beginning of the life I had always wanted to build.













[bookmark: _9n5g4trbu9uc]✨ CHAPTER SEVENTEEN — A Life We Built Together (1995–1999)
[bookmark: _44ie2sk6yu9s]Final, integrated, corrected version
When I returned from Colombia in late 1994, I felt like I was stepping into the beginning of my adult life. Daniel and I had already become engaged in Manizales, and although our wedding would be simple, it felt solid and real. He was the person I wanted to build a life with, even if neither of us fully understood how to begin.
I arrived in the United States just before Christmas. My stepfather was supposed to pick me up from the airport, but I still called Mama from a payphone to make sure someone was coming. I waited two hours before he arrived. When he finally did, he treated the delay as if it were nothing. I rode home quietly, knowing what mattered was not who picked me up, but who I was going home to.
When we pulled through Mama’s back gate, she was already waiting on the porch. Her presence filled the whole space. She opened her arms wide, exactly the way she had every time I returned to her as a child. She had stayed awake far past her bedtime and had my favorite dish waiting on the stove—her homemade mole. Stepping into her house after two years away felt grounding. I told her everything that night: about teaching, about life in Colombia, about Daniel, and about our engagement. When I showed her my ring, she smiled with real pride and joy.
The next morning, I woke up to my mother standing by my bed, holding my hand and lifting my ring as if it were an object to be inspected. The first thing she said to me after two years apart was, “Where did you get this ring? Out of a Cracker Jack box?” She laughed at her own comment, and I felt the old familiar sting. But I had spent years learning how to protect myself from her words. I told her, “Are you jealous because you don’t have one?” I reminded her that this was how she had chosen to greet me after two years, and I wasn’t going to let her cut me without cutting the comment short.
A few weeks later, Daniel arrived in California. I worried that once he saw my family’s dysfunction firsthand, he would pull away. He came from a very different world—a close-knit family of educators, full of warmth, connection, and respect. But he didn’t turn away. He understood immediately that my story was different. He didn’t judge me. He didn’t diminish me. He simply joined me where I was.
On February 13, 1995, we were married in a small courthouse in Norwalk. My aunt María Elena was our witness. After the five-minute ceremony, we celebrated by eating at a Chinese buffet. Then we returned to the little converted garage behind my uncle and aunt’s house. It was simple, but it was our home, and we loved it. That garage was our “nido de amor,” the place where we built the early foundation of our marriage.
Daniel quickly found work. He validated his teaching credential and took on whatever jobs were needed. Nothing felt beneath him. His humility is one of the qualities that made me fall in love with him—the same attentiveness I first saw when he served coffee to an entire staff room in Colombia without hesitation.
I worked as an instructional aide for first graders in Baldwin Park. Teaching came naturally to me. I did not yet understand child development the way I would later in life, but I understood connection. I understood how to engage students. I understood kindness. Meanwhile, I continued taking college classes slowly, navigating the long and confusing path toward finishing my degree. Progress felt slow, like I was always piecing my education together one credit at a time.
In January of 1999, our eldest son Nicholás was born. Becoming his mother changed everything. Six months later, with financial help from Tío Javier, we bought our first condominium. The same man who had protected me at nine years old helped Daniel and I build our first home.
Those early months of parenting were joyful and exhausting, but we were steady. Daniel insisted that I stop working so I could finish school and take care of our son. He took on the financial burden without hesitation. He called it an investment, and he meant it. He supported me in ways no one ever had—emotionally, financially, and with unwavering belief in my future.
That summer and early fall, life felt full and hopeful. Then everything changed again.


[bookmark: _vs6w9z69l41l]✨ CHAPTER EIGHTEEN — Final Passage (Integrated)
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]Mama became ill in the fall of 1999, my life narrowed into two priorities: caring for her and caring for my son, Nicholás. He was nine months old then, full of life and energy, discovering his world one curious glance at a time. Mama adored him. From the moment he was born, she treated him as if he were made of the same light she carried inside her. I used to joke, “Mama, yo pense que yo era la favorita ,” and she would answer “No, el es mucho mas lindo y enteligente.” It made me laugh, and it made me proud. Her love was expansive. It grew to fit whoever needed it most.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]Her illness returned suddenly. She had survived breast cancer years earlier, but in late September or early October 1999, we learned that the cancer had come back and spread to her liver. It was inoperable. When I heard the news, I felt my body collapse. The fear of losing her had lived inside me since childhood, always just beneath the surface, and now the moment I had dreaded for years had arrived.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]I was grateful that I wasn’t working at the time. Daniel had taken on extra jobs so I could stay home with Nicholás and finish school. That sacrifice allowed me to spend every weekday with Mama, caring for her as she had always cared for me. I brought Nicholás with me, and together we became her comfort. Everyday, on the drive to care for mama, I would play Nina Simones, “Feeling Good”. and Nico’s silliness and joyful laughter helped prepare me mentally for the day.  Those were our days: one fading life and one rising life sharing the same room, one teaching me how to say goodbye and the other teaching me how to hold on.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]Nicholás was always active, always moving, always busy, but something changed whenever he was near Mama. He would soften. He would place his little head on her lap with a gentleness that surprised all of us. He seemed to understand her fragility. Mama lit up when he entered the room. In the darkest months of her life, he brought light back into the space.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]Daniel supported us quietly and consistently. He visited Mama after work, helped around her house, and cared for anything she needed. She loved him as though he were her own son. She admired his kindness, his humility, and the way he treated me. She once told me she was grateful I had chosen a good man, one who took care of me when she no longer could.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]During this difficult time, my in-laws traveled from Colombia to be with us. They came to meet Nicholás, support us, and visit Mama during her final months. It mattered to me more than I could express. I wanted them to know each other. I wanted the woman who raised me to meet the parents of the man I had chosen to share my life with.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]Mama was staying in my aunt María Elena’s room on hospice care. When we walked in—Daniel, his mother Doña Ruth, his father Don Guillermo, and I—Mama’s face brightened. Even with her body weakened and her voice quiet, she extended her love fully. When she saw Daniel’s parents, she smiled and said, “Lo quiero como un hijo.”
 I felt emotion rise in my chest. She had never spoken of my stepfather with that kind of affection. She reserved that tenderness for people who deserved it, people who earned it. Hearing her call Daniel a son meant everything.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]Doña Ruth and Mama spent that afternoon talking deeply, woman to woman, mother to mother. I watched through the patio window. I treasured that moment. It felt sacred. Mama was still herself—clear, warm, present—and I was grateful that my mother in law; the woman who would have a great future impact my life in such different ways, could sit in the same room before Mama’s light dulled. Mama was passing the torch. “Te encargo mi nina”, It was a moment layered with joy and grief, hope and loss.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]As Mama grew weaker, our routines became quieter. I fed her small bites of food, brushed her hair, talked to her softly, and held her hand. She was still Mama—still warm, still strong in spirit, still trying to reassure me even as her body failed. She had been the center of our family, the one who held us together through decades of difficulty. I could not imagine our world without her.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]During those last weeks, the house felt full of love and anticipation. We did not know the exact moment, but we knew it was coming. We stayed by her side constantly. We prayed. We shared memories. We cried quietly, and sometimes not so quietly. We took turns saying what needed to be said. Everyone came—everyone except the one person Mama had loved unconditionally from birth.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]But that part of the story belongs to the next chapter.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]For now, in this chapter, Mama was still with us. Still breathing. Still ours.
[bookmark: _wf3qcwfda3yo]We gathered around her in those final hours, the way you gather around a fire you know is fading.
 Her hands were small and warm in mine.
 Nicholás sat nearby, calm in a way only she could make him.
 Daniel stood close, steady as always.
 Her room was filled with family, prayer, gratitude, and the quiet kind of love that does not need words.
[bookmark: _1pxdvx2m2l51]We knew we were saying goodbye. We just did not know how to let go.
[bookmark: _h7u7e4u3jb4x]Her Last Hours
As the night deepened, the house grew quiet. The kind of quiet that settles into the walls, the kind that asks everyone present to breathe softer. The air felt still, almost suspended. We all knew what the hours ahead meant, even if none of us said it aloud. Mama was fading, gently and slowly, the way a candle dims when the flame knows it has done its work.
Throughout her illness, I prayed for her using the same prayer book my great-grandmother had carried to church every day of her life. She prayed from it for decades, and when she passed, my cousin inherited it. I asked to borrow it when Mama became ill. Holding it in my hands felt like holding the lineage of every woman who had raised me — the women who had taught me faith, tenderness, and how to love fiercely.
During those final hours, each of us took turns sitting alone with her, whispering our goodbyes, thanking her, lingering in the presence of the woman who had held our family together for generations. The room was full of quiet. Her breathing slowed. Her hands were warm in mine. She still felt like Mama — just softer, just quieter.
When it was my turn, I sat beside her and prayed from my great-grandmother’s book. I thanked her for every ounce of love she had poured into my life. I thanked her for raising me, for protecting me, for seeing me. And then, as naturally as if she and I were talking on her porch in Watts, I leaned close and told her the last words I would ever say to her.
“Mamá, voy a estar bien.
 Sabes que vamos a tener otro bebé, así como quisiste
 Todo va a estar muy bien.”

I wasn’t pregnant yet.

 But she had always been the first person to know my dreams, the first person I told about any hope I carried quietly in my heart. Telling her felt right. It felt like a promise — not only to her, but to myself — that I would continue building the life she wanted for me. A life rooted in love, family, and the strength she had always seen in me.
The house was calm. Everyone who loved her was near. Grief and gratitude lived in the same room.
Her passing came soon after. But that moment, those last words, were ours. A final echo of the bond that shaped my entire life.
[bookmark: _lkzzhltv7u8g]Daniel’s parents stayed with us through the final stretch of Mama’s illness. They supported us in ways that softened the pain. On the day they left, we celebrated Nicholás’s first birthday. His grandparents—musicians, composers, educators—honored Mama with a recital in our home. His mother played piano. His father played the tiple. Don Guillermo even wrote a prose-poem dedicated to Mama, capturing her essence in words and melody. The room held both celebration and mourning. It was one of the most beautiful and painful days of my life.










[bookmark: _gthlc6cruoc]✨ CHAPTER NINETEEN — The Break With My Mother
(Corrected, Original Voice Preserved, Fully Integrated)
[bookmark: _g44bx8sgjp2k]Style C — grounded, reflective, emotionally exact
When I decided to announce my pregnancy, I tried to be thoughtful. I made a playful card that hinted at them becoming “old,” because I knew how vain they were and I wanted to beat them to the punch. I expected a small show from her, the kind she always gave when she wanted to feel important. I did not expect what happened.
We were all in the backyard—about eight of us around the table. My brothers were swimming in the pool. My husband wasn’t there; he was working that day. When she read the card and realized what it meant, she erupted into a display so exaggerated that the entire backyard froze.
She screamed the word
 “Revenge! Revenge! Revenge!”
 over and over, louder than I had ever heard her, loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear. It lasted so long it felt like half an hour. She performed it—arms, voice, face, everything—as if my pregnancy were her personal victory, something she could use, something she could turn into attention for herself.
It felt deliberate.
 Like she wanted to wound me.
The questions rose up inside me with heat I couldn’t contain:
Raising her sons?
 Protecting her?
 Cleaning her home?
 Co-signing her mortgage?
 Paying her car insurance without knowing?
 Losing my settlement money after the accident?
 Living through things no child should live through?
Revenge for what?
Family members stood in shock. Some even stepped in and told her to stop. It was too loud, too long, too humiliating. And then something inside me snapped—a scream that came from the child inside me who had survived too much for too long.
“Fuck you forever.”
I ran to our little nido and cried until my chest hurt. Then the guilt came. Stress wasn’t good for the baby. Mama came to comfort me, the same way she always had. She didn’t ask questions. She understood without needing an explanation.
That night was the line.
 If I couldn’t set boundaries for myself, I would set them for my child.
 I didn’t need her love.
 I needed peace.
After that moment, my mother flipped the narrative completely. She made herself the victim, gathered my brothers, and left. She wouldn’t let them speak to anyone. She told the family they had to choose: if they spoke to me, they were not allowed to speak to her or see the boys.
For weeks, I called her house every day. She wanted an apology. I offered therapy. I told her she didn’t have to pay. I would. I begged her to come with me so we could have healthier interactions—for the sake of the baby, for the sake of the boys. Therapy was too real for her. Too honest, too exposing. She and my stepfather were allergic to therapy because it required truth and self-reflection. She saw the offer as an insult.
She did visit Mama in the beginning—when Mama was first hospitalized and for a short time after she returned home. And then, without warning, she stopped coming altogether. We called her repeatedly. We told her Mama was getting worse. We told her time was running out. Her responses were empty or nonexistent.
None of us could understand it.
 Not her siblings.
 Not Mama’s brothers and sisters.
 Not even me.
If Mama had been cruel, maybe the distance would have made sense. But she wasn’t. She had raised my mother’s children while she returned to school again and again for degrees she never completed. An eighty-year-old woman caring for two young boys all day at San Miguel while my mother pursued her latest ambition.
My thoughts at that time were sharp and painful:
Is it because she can’t use Mama anymore?
 Is that why she won’t come?
 She can’t give even a small piece of herself to her dying mother?
During those months, extended family came to help me with Mama’s care. They asked if my mother had returned after those first few weeks. I answered with my jaw tight: “No.” And then the stories came.
“You know, she was like that when we were kids.”
 “She could be mean.”
 “If we didn’t do what she wanted, she punished us.”
 “She always needed control.”
A part of me felt relief.
 At least it wasn’t just me.
 At least the fear others had around her had existed long before.
 Maybe that’s why she couldn’t stand me.
 I wasn’t afraid of the hornet.
The deeper estrangement with my brothers—her poisoning their hearts, cutting them off from everyone, telling them lies about me—came after Mama died. That belongs in the next chapter. But the seeds were planted here.
Mama died surrounded by everyone who loved her.
 Her daughter was absent.
And the funeral… The funeral was a spectacle only she could create.
 But that story comes later.




[bookmark: _ujre06t3cwfk]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY — After Mama: Grief, Identity, and Becoming the Woman She Raised Me to Be
[bookmark: _mtb663xlyj6x]Final, Integrated Version (including the funeral)
When Mama took her last breath, the world did not collapse the way I imagined it would. Instead, everything became still. The kind of stillness that feels unnatural. The kind that has weight. Her hands were warm in mine one moment and still the next. I knew she was leaving us, and yet some part of me remained the child who never wanted her to go.
Mama had been the axis of our family. She held all of us together with faith, humor, and quiet strength. Losing her meant losing the one person who loved me without conditions. It meant stepping into a life without the woman who had raised me, protected me, and believed in me long before I believed in myself.
Those first days were blurred by grief. Family came, friends came, neighbors from Watts came. People brought food, stories, and prayers. They talked about her the way she truly was: generous, faithful, witty, devoted, steady. Every story reminded me how profoundly she had shaped our lives.
Daniel carried me through those days. He handled logistics and decisions so I could simply feel my grief. Nicholás, barely one year old, continued to bring a quiet peace into the house. He understood something none of us could explain. He would rest his head where she had sat. He would look at her picture and fall still. His instincts formed a kind of bridge between life and loss.
As we prepared for her funeral, the weight of her legacy became clearer. Mama was not just our matriarch. She was a respected and beloved woman in the community of Watts. Her friendships were deep and longstanding, especially with the priests of San Miguel Church—Padre Xavier, Padre Ángel, Padre Gallegos, and many others who found comfort in her home over cafecito and conversation. They came to visit, to laugh, to talk about faith. She had been a spiritual anchor to so many.
Her funeral was held at San Miguel, the place where she raised me in faith, where she prayed daily, where she had been a quiet pillar of the community. When we walked in, the church was full—at capacity. People lined the walls. Everyone who knew Doña Aurelia came to honor her. Seeing that filled my heart with gratitude. She deserved nothing less.
A row of five priests stood at the altar. They had all come to preside over her Mass. The moment her casket entered, the church fell silent with reverence. It was a beautiful, dignified beginning to her farewell.
And then it changed.
Behind the casket came three flags—the Mexican flag, the American flag, and the banner of the Legion of Mary. Behind the flags came a procession of children dressed in traditional Mexican clothing, including my two brothers. And behind them came my mother.
It felt like a performance, something out of a telenovela. The family froze. My uncle Jaime shook his head. We, who had been at Mama’s side every day until she died, sat in the front rows and watched in stunned silence. Mama was humble. She would have been embarrassed by this spectacle. I could almost hear her saying, “Ay, mi madre,” hand to her forehead, half-laughing.
My anger rose sharply. I fixed my eyes on the statue of San Miguel defeating the devil, the same statue I had stared at as a girl when I went to Mass with Mama. I needed something steady to hold onto.
But the spectacle continued. My mother walked to the front of the church and began to speak.
She spoke as if she had been a constant presence. She spoke about Mama’s life and—most painfully—her final moments, moments she had not been there for. The church listened in confused silence.
She tried for humor, making a comment about Mama burning tortillas and pointing at Jaime and María and how they ate each one to make a dig at their weight. Jaime answered calmly, “That’s a low blow, Elvira.”
And then my body responded in a way I had never experienced. I began shaking uncontrollably. My whole body convulsed. Daniel held my hand tightly. He had Nicholás in his arms. I kept whispering, “Don’t let him go. Don’t let him go.”
Then the moment that stunned the entire church happened.
My mother walked toward me, took Nicolás from Daniel’s arms before he could react, and raised him into the air like Simba from The Lion King. The whole church gasped. Nicholás looked around, confused and overwhelmed. My mother announced loudly,
“Este es el heredero  de Aurelia y Jose Ramirez!”
I stood frozen.
Later we discovered part of the reason for this performance was that Mama had made arrangements in Mexico to include me as a fourth child in her inheritance. My aunt and uncle had respected her wishes. My mother and stepfather had planned to use the money to buy a car. They were furious when they found out I was included. I learned this when the bank manager called me directly to confirm Mama’s instructions.
Years later, when my brothers became adults and could manage their own finances, I gave them half the inheritance. I knew if their parents got the money, it would disappear instantly. It was my way of protecting them the way Mama would have wanted.
After the Mass, the burial brought more spectacle. My mother pretended to faint. At the family dinner afterward, she sat with anger and disdain written across her face. Some whispered that she looked different, dark around the eyes, almost unrecognizable. My stepfather approached my best friend’s mother and said out of nowhere, “I didn’t hit her. Whatever she says, I didn’t do it.” She later told me it felt like an admission.
The funeral fractured something that had already been fragile.
 It revealed dynamics that had been quietly present for years. It forced truths into the open.
And when the grief settled, and the rituals were over, something else emerged:
A shift inside me. A clarity. A new identity.
Mama’s death and everything surrounding it changed me.
 I felt a responsibility—to her memory, to my children, to myself—to become the woman she raised me to be. The kind of woman who lived with integrity, kindness, and courage. The kind of woman who loved fully without conditions. The kind of woman who broke cycles instead of repeating them.
Her legacy became my compass. Every decision I made from that point forward carried her influence.
Finishing school.Raising my children. Building my marriage. Creating a life rooted in peace, service, and community. Her death broke me open. But it also formed me.
In ways I am still discovering, I became who I am because she loved me the way she did.



[bookmark: _mdgpmqjnl6jj]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE — Carrying Mama Forward
[bookmark: _efz192dww4d2]Returning to School, Rebuilding, and Becoming Who She Saw in Me
(Final Integrated Version — Style C)
The days and weeks after Mama’s funeral felt like walking through fog. Life continued around me, but everything moved slowly. I had lost the person who had raised me, the person who steadied me, the person who taught me how to love. Even though I was now a mother myself, I felt orphaned in a way that had little to do with age and everything to do with the magnitude of her absence.
Daniel carried us through that period. His support was constant and steady. He gave the kind of love I had once hoped existed but had never seen modeled around me. Nicholás kept me moving. His curiosity, his innocence, his laughter became the thread that kept me anchored during the hardest months.
The family felt different now. Something had shifted permanently at the funeral. My mother’s actions, the spectacle she created, and her refusal to show up throughout Mama’s illness had torn something open that could not be closed again. The fracture between us was now something defined, not implied. I knew she could not be part of my child’s life unless she sought help, and she made it clear that she would not.
The separation deepened in the years that followed. My brothers, who I had helped raise, were used once again as leverage. After Mama died, my mother filled their hearts with stories and resentment. She cast herself as the victim and me as the villain. I could see the impact almost immediately. The confusion in their faces. The distance that shaded their words. The belief that if I would just apologize, everything would be “normal.” I told them gently that an apology would not fix the years of harm, that we needed therapy, not a performance of forgiveness.
They had grown up inside the boiling water.
 I had been dropped into it at nine.
 The difference shaped everything.
Even so, the grief over losing them while losing Mama was almost unbearable.
 But I knew I could not bend the boundary.
 Not when I had a child to protect.
 Not when I was trying to build a life worth passing down.
In the middle of all this loss, life still needed to move forward.
 Mama would have wanted that.
 She had believed in education.
 She had believed in purpose.
 She had believed in my ability to rise.
So I returned to school.
For years, earning my degree had felt like a faraway goal, something constantly interrupted by survival, work, and family obligations. Now it became a promise I wanted to keep, not only for myself but as a way of honoring her. I enrolled in the working-adult cohort program through Azusa Pacific University. It was exactly what I needed. One class at a time. A clear structure. A path I could follow while raising a child.
I chose to study human development, a field that made sense even before I had the language to explain why. I had always understood children. I had always understood emotional nuance. I had always been drawn to healing and connection. I had lived too much not to trust my intuition. Human development felt like a natural extension of what Mama had modeled my entire life.
During this period, Daniel continued to support us. He took on extra work so that I could focus on school and motherhood. He believed in the investment. He never complained about the hours. He saw my potential long before I fully did. And because he supported me, I could begin to imagine a future that felt expansive rather than limited.
In the middle of my program, I became pregnant with Mateo. This pregnancy felt different from the very beginning. It wasn’t born from grief or confusion; it was deliberate, intentional, and filled with a sense of fulfillment I can still feel when I think back on that time. On Mother’s Day, Daniel handed me a beautiful three-page letter he had written from Nicolás’s perspective, asking for a sibling. It was tender, thoughtful, and full of love. As I read it, I felt Mama’s presence so strongly that it caught me by surprise, almost as though she were celebrating with me. I had whispered my hope for another child to Mama during her final hours, telling her I would be alright and that I dreamed of expanding our family. When I found out I was expecting, it felt like a promise fulfilled. A part of me believes she played a role in it. Her love had always been fierce and unshakeable, the kind that moved things in quiet, unseen ways. Mateo’s arrival felt like another way she continued to guide my life, even from beyond.
I took a short pause from classes when my pregnancy required it, but I did not stop. Daniel insisted I stay focused on school while he handled the financial weight. “You finish,” he told me. “We will make it work.” He trusted me in a way I had never been trusted before. It was the first time in my life someone made room for my growth without asking me to sacrifice myself.
When Mateo was born, his presence added calm to our lives. The boys were less than three years apart, and I found myself mothering two small children while finishing a degree that had taken nearly a decade to complete. I studied between naps, late at night, early in the morning. I took care of the boys, completed assignments, and kept moving forward because I could hear Mama’s voice telling me I could do it.
On the day I graduated, Daniel pushed the double stroller across the grass. As I walked across the stage he yelled my name with pride and joy. Nicholás sat in the front, almost three, proud and excited. Mateo, ten months old, sat behind him. In the photos from that day, you can see joy on my face, but I remember everything behind the smile — the grief, the work, the nights I didn’t think I would finish, the mornings I felt the weight of everything, and the quiet faith that had carried me through.
I carried Mama with me in my heart that day.
 I carried the lessons she had poured into me — resilience, grace, faith, and service.
 I carried her memory into my motherhood.
 I carried her love into every decision I made for my children.
 I carried her strength into the woman I was becoming.
Graduating was more than a personal achievement.
 It was the beginning of my adult identity.
 It was a bridge between the girl Mama raised and the woman I was becoming.
 It was the first step toward the career, purpose, and service that would define the next chapters of my life.
Life did not get easier after Mama died.
 But it became clearer.
 Her absence led me to myself.
 And in every step forward, I could still hear her voice:
“No te preocupes, mija. Todo va a estar bien.”
She was right.


[bookmark: _n45a0ln4h5yu]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO — Becoming an Educator: Purpose, Work, and the First Shift Toward Counseling
(Final Draft — Style C)
Finishing my degree felt like the first real step into the world Mama always believed I would build. I had two little boys, a husband who supported me, and a degree I had earned through years of determination and sacrifice. My life wasn’t simple, but it felt steady for the first time in a long while.
During those early years,  Daniel was already an established teacher, teaching day and night. He was excellent at his craft, respected, hardworking, and deeply committed. I learned a great deal from watching him teach. His patience, humility, and natural leadership stood out in every setting.
At that time, my own path was shifting. I had started out working with children in the elementary setting, but my heart kept pulling me toward the adults. I saw patterns that reminded me of my own childhood. When I worked with first graders and kindergartners, I often saw the gaps in parenting, the gaps in understanding child development, and the lack of tools that many families in my community had access to. I could see the overwhelm in parents’ eyes when they were asked to navigate complex emotional or behavioral situations without guidance.
My people needed more than classroom support.
 They needed education.
 They needed understanding.
 They needed someone to explain what no one had ever taught them.
So I shifted.
I became a parent education teacher and an ESL teacher. Even in my English classes, I embedded lessons on parenting, communication, boundaries, and childhood development. Across the district, I worked with court-ordered parenting groups and adult students trying to rebuild their lives. I found myself helping not only with academics but with their children’s struggles, their fear of school systems, and the heaviness they carried from their own childhoods.
These were my people.This was my community.This was where I belonged.Those years were formative. I worked evenings so I could be home with the boys during the day.
 We had extended family living with us at times — cousins who helped with Nicolás and Mateo so I could pursue my professional work. I worked part-time until Mateo turned three, and then I took on more responsibilities.
Eventually I became the teacher of a multi-level ESL classroom, where I taught English and parenting simultaneously. The room next door was a preschool, and Mateo would come to work with me and attend preschool while I taught. Those were some of the sweetest years — simple, hardworking years, filled with community, language, and the kind of teaching that felt rooted in real life experience.
Later, I transitioned into Adult Basic Education (ABE), working with adults who were at the pre-GED level. Many of them carried their own educational trauma. They had lived through systems that failed them. They lacked foundational skills not because of a lack of intelligence but because of instability, poverty, family dysfunction, or early responsibilities that pulled them out of school. I recognized myself in them. I understood their struggle without judgment.
This is where everything began to shift.
The counselor assigned to our program frustrated me deeply. Any time I asked him a question about how to support the learners, how to access resources, or how to advocate for students, his response was dismissive. He would shrug and say things like, “I don’t know, dude, I’m just figuring it out too,” instead of saying, “I’m not sure, let me find out for you.”
His apathy infuriated me. These students deserved advocacy. They deserved guidance.
 They deserved someone who cared.
The more I interacted with him, the more my frustration turned into clarity.
 I was already doing the work he wasn’t doing.
 I was doing the intake, the problem-solving, the emotional support, the academic planning.
 And what angered me most was that I recognized the pattern.
His attitude reminded me of the counselor who dismissed me when I was sixteen. The one who scolded me instead of helping. The one who had the power to intervene and chose not to. Watching another counselor fall short in the same way triggered something deep inside me. I refused to be another adult who let people fall through the cracks.
That was the moment I decided to go back to school for my master’s degree in counseling.
Mateo was about nine or ten years old when I began that journey. I was older now, steadier, clearer about my purpose. Returning to graduate school was not easy — I was raising two children, working, and managing a household — but it was intentional. It was the next step in becoming the educator, advocate, and protector I had always needed growing up.
Three years later, I finished my counseling degree and moved districts.
 I remained a teacher and also became an academic advisor.
 I had always believed that the best educators belonged in the spaces with the least privilege, with students who needed the most heart, the most guidance, the most consistent support. Working in alternative education felt like home.
When I moved districts, I followed my mentor.
 Daniel and a young teacher/counselor also moved to the same school who was wise beyond his years, dedicated, grounded, and compassionate, a leader — a young man who would later become principal. He was another piece of confirmation that I was in the right place.
SBCUSD became one of the most impactful chapters of my professional life. I learned so much there — about systems, community, resilience, the needs of underserved populations, and the power of whole-person support. That experience prepared me for what would come next.
It eventually led me to Sun Valley High School — to learn the craft of counseling in a deeper way, to take on the emotional and academic complexities of alternative education, and ultimately, into the moment that changed everything: a student breaking down in front of me, screaming, “I’M TIRED!.”
That moment would send me into the LPCC track, into mental health deeper than I had ever imagined, and toward building something that had never existed before.
A school-based health center.
 An integrated tiered system.
 A community resource center.
The Sunshine Crew Mental Health Leadership programs and Peer-to-peer mentors.
 Partnerships for physical and mental health.
 A space where students could belong.
 A space where trauma could be met with care.
 A space where community and healing were intertwined.
The work I do today — every system, every student, every moment —
 began in these early years.
 In the classrooms.
 In the ESL rooms.
 In the parent workshops.
 In the ABE classrooms.
 In the frustration with the counselor who did not help.
 In the memory of the counselor who dismissed me.
 In the grief of losing Mama. In the dream of building something better.
It began in the belief that lives can change when someone cares enough to show up differently.
And that belief is the thread that led me to the work and the purpose that would define the next decade of my life.

[bookmark: _xadk38bzn01a]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE — The Moment Everything Changed
[bookmark: _1u4mg4zq8w]Arriving at Sun Valley and the Call to Deeper Work
(Final Version — Style C)
When I arrived at Sun Valley High School in February of 2015, I stepped into the role of a full-time counselor for the first time. I had years of experience in education, years of teaching, years of supporting adults and families, but this was different. This was day-to-day counseling with young people whose stories were raw, complex, and often untold. I was learning the craft in real time. Every day brought new challenges, new conversations, and new truths.
Sun Valley was a continuation high school, which meant the students who walked through our doors carried more than transcripts. They carried responsibility, trauma, grief, anger, and exhaustion. I had lived a version of that exhaustion myself, but professional training and personal memory are not the same. Personal experience gives empathy; professional training gives tools.
In those first six months, I realized how few tools school counselors are actually given. The training focuses on academics, schedules, graduation requirements, and surface-level intervention. But no one prepares you for the student who walks in with tears already pooling, or the one who hasn’t slept in two days, or the one who carries the weight of their family on their back.
And then one afternoon, it happened — the moment that would change the trajectory of my work.
A student broke down in my arms.
 She collapsed under the weight she had been carrying.
 She screamed words I had heard before, but never in this context.
 Words that had defined my own childhood in different ways.
I will not retell the scene here; that moment opened this book.
 But I can tell you what it did to me professionally.
It forced me into clarity.
I understood the depth of her pain.
 I recognized the exhaustion behind her voice.
 I saw myself in her — not in story, but in feeling.
 Her words landed in a place inside me that was already tender.
And the truth became obvious:
 I did not yet have the clinical training needed to fully support students like her.
I knew how to listen.
 I knew how to comfort.
 I knew how to connect.
 But trauma requires more than instinct.
My mentor encouraged me to pursue the LPCC path.
 At first, I resisted.
 I was finally grounded in my job.
 I was still working two nights a week at the adult school.
 My boys were in middle school and high school, and I didn’t want to miss their lives.
 Returning to school again felt impossible.
But when that student collapsed in my arms, the decision was made for me.
I could not be another counselor who wasn’t prepared.
 I could not be the person who offered sympathy but not skill.
 I could not witness that level of pain and remain the same.
So I made a choice.
If I was going to do this, I was going to do it all at once.
 I would take on everything — work, motherhood, the four classes to go towards LPCC licensing  — with intention.
 I would become the counselor I needed growing up.
 Not someday.
 Now.
By September 2015, I had committed fully.
 I rearranged my life.
 I accepted the sacrifices.
 I enrolled in the LPCC program.
 I completed the remaining courses by January 2016.
It was the hardest academic push of my adult life, but it was also the clearest.
 My purpose sharpened.
 The work deepened.
 The vision for what Sun Valley could become began to take shape.
That moment — that single cry of “I’m tired” —
 did not become the story of this book.
 It became the catalyst.
It marked the shift between who I had been
 and who I was becoming — a counselor ready to build systems,
 ready to fight for students, ready to reshape what care looks like in schools.
It was never just one moment. It was the moment that opened the door  to everything that came next.

[bookmark: _k7vkokpl2jek]CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE — Building the Sun Valley Health Center
[bookmark: _sgzgs5jrs2t3](Revised with anonymized, warm descriptors — Style C)
When I look back on how the student wellness and mental health work at Sun Valley grew into what it is today, it does not feel like a single breakthrough or a sudden transformation. It feels like a series of small, steady yeses. It feels like people choosing purpose over fear. It feels like a community of care taking shape one person at a time.
Nothing existed when I first arrived.
 No tiered mental health system.
 No wellness center.
 No resource hub.
 No peer support team.
 No medical partnerships.
 No trauma-informed structure.
We had hurting students, caring adults, and a desire to respond with integrity.
[bookmark: _k2onequy9bez]The First Structure: Understanding Needs
The earliest step was simple: we had to see our students clearly.
We began with a small set of basic screening questions. They were not complex or proprietary. They were questions any school could ask. But they helped us notice patterns in what students lacked and what they carried.
Some needed food, sleep, safety, medical care.
 Some needed mental health support.
 Some needed someone to listen.
 Some needed all of the above.
It was not about diagnostic precision. It was about compassion through information.
This early awareness became the foundation for everything else.
[bookmark: _k8gn7zozaxwx]Tiered Care: A Living System
From those early questions, it became clear that our students required layered support.
Not a rigid model, but a flexible one:
· Tier 1: Campus belonging, relationships, consistent expectations

· Tier 2: Check-ins, skill building, academic–emotional alignment, peer mentoring

· Tier 3: Clinical support, crisis response, wraparound care

Students moved across tiers the way real life works: fluidly, based on their evolving needs.
[bookmark: _vpy4hbsyo7hx]The First Yeses That Changed Everything
The heart of this story is the people who said yes when the work was new, uncertain, or inconvenient.
The first yes came from a clinical psychologist who believed deeply in children and saw potential in partnering with our school. She offered her doctoral students as practicum trainees. She trusted our community and understood that her students would grow by serving ours. Her yes created our first access to clinical care.
Another yes came from our principal, whose vision shaped the foundation long before structures existed. He believed our school could become a place where emotional care, academic success, and community support were interwoven. When he asked me if I wanted to step into the mental health counselor role, it felt like someone was handing me the key to the work I had been preparing for my whole life.
A district liaison—someone with deep integrity and passion for ethical practice—helped us navigate systems, connect programs, and problem-solve barriers. She understood our students in ways that grounded the work.
And then there was a statewide advocate from a school health organization who had been championing the connection between health and education for decades. She believed in our work instantly. Her encouragement, guidance, and genuine care for students were a gift to us. She was one of the people who helped us feel we were not alone in this movement.
Finally, a district leader, quiet in demeanor but strong in conviction, offered steady support throughout the development of our systems. Her belief in the community and her willingness to let the work grow allowed us to move forward with confidence.
None of these yeses were loud. None came with fanfare. But each one was essential.
A system is built when enough people say, “I see the value in this.”
[bookmark: _v1wv5mulhqty]Spaces Before Systems
Space was always our greatest limitation. But with creativity, we made it work.
We converted offices, cleared storage rooms, repurposed classrooms, and eventually created a dedicated wellness space. The transformation was gradual. It grew with the vision. It grew with the yeses.
Space reflected belief. As belief grew, space followed.
[bookmark: _16wai299ndjt]Building the Space, One Panel at a Time
Before there was a wellness center, before partnerships and systems and formal structures, there were panels. Sheets of plastic. Tools. Dust. Furniture pieces stacked in corners. Empty rooms slowly becoming something meaningful.
The earliest spaces were built by hand, after hours, on borrowed time and borrowed hope.
The principal, vice principal, My husband and sons were the ones who built the first center with me, panel by panel. They would come in the evenings, on weekends, on their days off. They installed walls, assembled furniture, painted, moved boxes, and turned empty spaces into rooms where students could breathe. No one asked them. They came because they believed in the work and because they believed in me.
Every inch of those early rooms held their fingerprints.
The first wellness space was not created by a contractor or a district project. It was built with sweat, scraped knuckles, and family effort. It was built with love. It was built the same way the community resource center later grew — slowly, piece by piece, with commitment and heart.
When I think about the space now, I still remember standing in the half-finished room, panels leaning against the wall, furniture waiting to be assembled, the chaos of construction surrounding us. I looked at my husband and my sons, covered in dust, and realized that the foundation of this work was not only professional. It was deeply personal.
Their hands built what became the heart of our school. And the students felt it, even if they never knew where the walls came from. It was a reminder that community care begins with the people who show up when no one is watching.

[bookmark: _16ipgalu8bkd]Peer Mentors and Advocates: Students Leading From Within
Peer Mentors and advocates began with a simple idea: students are often the best leaders of culture.
The more we gave them room to lead, the more they showed us what schools could feel like when students feel ownership and belonging.
They learned skills. They modeled compassion.They created warmth. They strengthened the community.
Their presence softened the campus.Their leadership inspired hope.
They became a Tier 2 intervention without ever being labeled one.
[bookmark: _o2nfc9xxw269]The Community Resource Center: Dignity in Every Detail
The Community Resource Center grew from almost nothing—just a few bags of clothing donated by people who cared. Over time, it became a community resource center offering clothing, hygiene items, baby supplies, and food. It operated on dignity. No questions. No shame.
Families from across the area came when they needed help. And our students helped run it.
 Service became healing. Community became connection.
[bookmark: _tj9yhoxof9xz]Partnerships Rooted in Ethics
As our work expanded, so did our partnerships. But I kept one principle close:  no one enters our community unless they come with sincerity.
Students are not promotional material. They are not “impact stories.” They are not marketing.
 They are human beings deserving of respect and privacy.
We built partnerships with heart. We said no to anything that felt exploitative. We moved slowly, intentionally, and ethically.This is why our collaborations worked. They were based on relationships, not convenience.
[bookmark: _xuedtwfovaus]The Community of Care: My Work Family
One of the greatest blessings of this journey was my work family. The counselors who leaned on each other, supported each other, and held the work together. We grew side by side, each gaining strengths that complemented the others. Purpose bonded us. Love for students anchored us. They were another adopted family in my life’s story.
In later years, young educators joined us with passion and sincerity. Their energy brought hope. Their commitment reminded us that this work will outlive each of us.
[bookmark: _19zweya5lsz7]My Role: A Thread in a Larger Tapestry
I struggle with the “I,” but this is my memoir. This part of the story is about my role in the collective effort.
I was trusted with building the mental health infrastructure. I designed and organized the early  interventions. I helped operationalize the systems students would rely on. I worked closely with our principal, clinicians, district colleagues, and partners. I believed deeply in the work because I knew what it meant for a child to feel safe.
But none of it happened alone.
Every element of Sun Valley’s transformation grew from the community around me.
 A community of care.
 A community that believed in students.
 A community that believed in each other.
 A community that said yes—one person at a time.
[bookmark: _1ngftmyfw3nd]What Came Next
By the time the foundation was built, Sun Valley had become something rare: a school where students felt supported, where trauma was understood, where health and academics were intertwined, and where adults worked with intention and heart. The next chapters of this story explore how this foundation grew into a full ecosystem, how it shaped lives, and how it offers a model for what schools can become.




[bookmark: _a5t0t7nm4a7g]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX — The Ecosystem Grows
[bookmark: _od5fz1kfezr4]Peer Mentors, Community Care, and a Slow-Building Transformation
(Final Draft — Style C)
People often imagine that systems are built quickly, as if they arrive fully formed the moment someone decides to care. But nothing we created at Sun Valley happened overnight. It took years. It took trust. It took creativity. It took patience. It took willingness. And most of all, it took people who were brave enough to say yes one step at a time.
Our work evolved slowly, like layers forming on a foundation that had to settle before another could be added. The first year was mostly planning. Conversations. Trials. Quiet groundwork. Listening more than doing. The second year brought early efforts with screening and basic mental health supports. By the third year, more collaboration emerged, and the first threads of a larger system began to weave together.
By the fourth year, our wellness space had officially opened. The tiered intervention approach had structure. Students began to recognize the counseling room not as a last resort, but as a familiar place where support lived. The fifth year added psycho-educational lessons, community building, and a rhythm of relational care. The sixth year expanded partnerships. The seventh year ushered in a broader identity as a community school. The eighth year added peer mentors and youth advocates. The ninth year strengthened our community resource center and turned it into a true learning lab.
Nothing about this process was rushed. Nothing about it was performative. It grew because students needed us, and we paid attention.
[bookmark: _k84z5obfli2e]Peer Mentors: The Pulse of the Work
Among all the layers we built, one of the most meaningful was the peer mentor program. I cannot call them by the name our school uses, but their purpose remains the same. They were our youth wellness leaders, our advocates, our culture keepers, our hope.
These young people were my pulse.
They revitalized me in ways I did not expect. Being with them twice a day, once a week, grounded me. Their energy reminded me why we do this work. They were insightful, funny, frustrating, honest, tender, avoidant, and brilliant — all the things young people are when they feel safe enough to be seen.
Many of them had forgotten what their light looked like. Trauma dims brightness without extinguishing it. Connection helps it return.
Every week, I reminded them to show people who they really were. I told them they were made of more than what the world assumed about them. I told them that even if they didn’t see it yet, I did. They had substance, capacity, intelligence, goodness, humor, and grit.
And just as much as they needed us, we needed them.
The group grew from fifteen students to sixty. Some weeks it was hard to get them there. I understood. Surviving the chaos of life at home and showing up to school at all was already a victory for so many of them.
But when they came, and when they challenged themselves to grow into leadership roles, something changed inside them. Confidence appeared. Pride appeared. A sense of responsibility appeared. They began to believe they were capable of helping others. They began to believe they mattered.
When I watched them teach coping skills, assist with campus projects, or support a struggling peer, I felt something inside me shift. It was hope. Real hope. The kind that comes from watching young people rise.
[bookmark: _959h3nf0g4nx]The Community Resource Center: A Learning Lab of Care
The community resource center also evolved over time. It cannot be named here, but it grew from a handful of clothing bags into a space that served thousands of individuals with clothing, food, hygiene items, diapers, and essential goods.
Families walked in heavy and walked out lighter. There were no conditions. No judgment. Just dignity.
Over time, the space became more than a resource center. It became a classroom.
 A learning lab. A place where students learned workability skills, yes, but more importantly, they learned how to be human.
They learned how to greet someone with kindness. How to help without pity. How to be part of change. How to feel proud of themselves. How to recognize that serving others is a form of healing. How community grows from contribution.
Students who once felt disconnected from school found purpose there. The room vibrated with meaning. It was one of the places where students realized that they, too, could create change.
[bookmark: _gcbywgr41648]
[bookmark: _twbe7fatnc48]The Slow-Building Architecture of Care
The entire system — from screening, to the wellness center, to partnerships, to peer mentors, to the resource hub — unfolded slowly and intentionally.
As each layer formed, the next layer learned to rest on it. As relationships strengthened, the structure strengthened. As trust grew, the work grew.
And none of it came from grand gestures. It came from small daily commitments:
a conversation,
 a meeting,
 a follow-up call,
 a space rearranged,
 a “yes, we can try,”
 a “let’s see how we can help.”
Support is an ecosystem. Belonging is a practice. Care is a culture.

[bookmark: _5krx0mlqv8o0]The Work Lives in the Community
As the programs grew, so did the hope. New educators joined us with fresh passion. Hopeful future counselors, social work interns and professionals came with authentic hearts. Teachers embraced the mission. Staff became part of the care network. Students led the culture shift.
The ecosystem grew because the community grew. The community grew because people believed. People believed because they saw what was possible.
The work became alive, not because of me alone, but because of all of us — a quiet collective choosing care over indifference, connection over isolation, and belief over despair.
This chapter marks the moment the work at Sun Valley became more than a structure.
 It became a living, breathing community of care. And that community, in return, shaped me into the woman Mama always hoped I would become.




[bookmark: _s5jbf4i30g88]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN — What Schools Can Be
[bookmark: _pxv5ia8rxmuq]Guiding Principles for Community of Care
(Final Draft — Style C)
Schools can be many things. For some students, they become a refuge. For others, they are a place of pressure, confusion, or indifference. But schools have the potential to be something far more powerful than most people ever imagine. They can be communities of care. They can be places where healing and learning grow together. They can be environments that reshape a child’s life.
I have spent years watching what happens when a school opens its heart.
 Not its programs. Not its policies. Its heart.
Students change. Adults change. Communities change. And the work becomes larger than any one person.
In this chapter, I want to share what I believe schools can become based on experience, research, and the quiet truth students reveal every day.
These are not theories. They are principles rooted in practice, compassion, and community.

[bookmark: _8do2cp5dwmag]1. Safety Before Strategy
Neuroscience has shown again and again that learning requires safety.
 A dysregulated brain cannot process new information.
 A stressed child cannot focus.
 A traumatized student cannot access executive functioning.
When we place strategy, discipline, and compliance above safety, we lose students.
Safety is not only physical. It is emotional and relational.
Safety comes from:a calm adult,  a predictable environment, a caring greeting, a teacher who notices, a counselor who listens, a principal who believes in them, a campus where connection is the norm. Safety is created long before interventions. It is created in the way students are treated every day.
[bookmark: _fyki7t2eqh85]2. Relationships Before Rules
Rules matter, but relationships matter more.
Every major study on Positive Childhood Experiences shows that at least one caring adult makes a measurable impact on mental health, academic outcomes, and long-term resilience.
Students learn from people they trust.
 They listen to people who see them.
 They grow with people who believe in them.
Relationships are not extra. They are foundational.
A school can be full of rules, procedures, and systems, yet still feel hollow if relationships are absent. When students feel known, understood, and valued, everything else becomes possible.
[bookmark: _uuct0scv0cx0]3. Connection is Prevention
Before students fail classes, they disconnect. Before they disappear from school, they withdraw. Before they act out, they shut down. Connection is prevention.
Simple moments matter:
a staff member saying hello by name, a teacher noticing a change in behavior
 a peer mentor reaching out, a front office staff member showing kindness
 a custodian offering encouragement,  a bus driver knowing their story
These moments prevent crises more effectively than any behavior chart or policy ever could.
Connection protects. Connection grounds. Connection keeps students tethered when life feels unsteady.

[bookmark: _4bovforpwfv6]




[bookmark: _oz5jdy941lxh]4. Community is the Curriculum
Schools often treat “community” as an extra, something to weave in when time allows.
 But community is not an add-on.  It is the foundation of a healthy school.
Community is built through:
ritual
 belonging
 service
 shared celebrations
 shared challenges
 peer leadership
 collaboration
Research has shown that students who feel they belong in school have better attendance, better grades, and better long-term outcomes. Belonging is not sentimental. It is measurable.
When schools operate as communities of care, everything strengthens.
[bookmark: _tzmpa5o8om3g]5. Every Adult is a Healer
Not every adult is a therapist. Not every adult is a counselor. But every adult can be a healer.
Healing happens in:
 the hallways
 the cafeteria
 the attendance office
 the front lobby
 the classroom
 the counseling room
 the library
 the playground
Healing is not always in the intervention. It is often in the interaction.
The adults who change students’ lives are not always the ones with degrees in psychology. They are the ones who show up with consistency, sincerity, and patience.
A school becomes a healing space when every adult sees themselves as part of the support network.
[bookmark: _ti1ofmv3jfch]6. Care is Academic Support
Academic struggles are rarely about intelligence.
 They are about:
 sleep
 hunger
 anxiety
 fear
 housing instability
 family responsibilities
 depression
 isolation
 unmet emotional needs
When students feel supported, academic progress follows.
Care improves GPA.
 Care improves attendance.
 Care improves graduation rates.
 Care reduces suspensions.
 Care stabilizes behavior.
The research is clear.
 Wellbeing fuels learning.
[bookmark: _94loo5qk6d4o]7. Small Acts Create Systems
The transformation at Sun Valley did not begin with a grand plan.
 It began with small acts:
a single “yes”
 a meeting
 a donated bag of clothes
 a student who wanted to help
 a teacher who asked questions
 a counselor who tried something new
 a principal who believed in the vision

Small acts become patterns.
 Patterns become culture.
 Culture becomes system.
This is how trauma-informed schools develop.
 Not from perfection, but from progress.
 Not from directives, but from care.
[bookmark: _b4veny33qb6a]8. Students Are Not Their Data
In a world obsessed with numbers, it is easy to forget that students are human beings with histories, hopes, fears, humor, and layers we do not see.
A data point never tells the full story.
 Behind every missing assignment is something deeper.
 Behind every tardy is a battle we don’t know about.
 Behind every outburst is exhaustion.
 Behind every quiet student is a world inside them.
When schools look beyond data, they discover the whole child.

[bookmark: _sa3ahpq5o9l3]9. Peer Leadership Changes Culture
When students have the chance to lead, something shifts.
Peer mentors and youth advocates became the pulse of our campus. They understood one another in ways adults often cannot. They brought life back into spaces that once felt heavy. Their leadership improved the school climate, strengthened trust, and reminded all of us that students are not only recipients of care but contributors to it.
Their growth showed me what is possible when young people are given space to rise.
Peer leadership is not a program.
 It is a philosophy.
 And it transforms schools from the inside out.

[bookmark: _wdwdsejg3cxs]10. Community Care Outlasts Crisis
Systems will change.
 Funding will shift.
 Policies will evolve.
 People will come and go.
But community care endures.
Because care is not tied to programs. Care is tied to people.
When a school builds a culture of relational safety, that culture sustains itself through transitions. Students teach it to incoming students. Staff carry it forward. New leaders inherit it. It does not belong to one person. It belongs to everyone.
A community of care is self-reinforcing. It becomes the heartbeat of the school.

[bookmark: _q8sih437nidg]What Schools Can Be
Schools can be places where students feel safe.
 Where they are seen.
 Where they are supported.
 Where they experience belonging.
 Where they discover who they are.
 Where they grow emotionally as well as academically.
 Where they heal.
 Where they become leaders.
 Where they are reminded that they matter.
Schools can become communities of care.
 Not because of one person, but because of many people working with purpose and heart.
This is the vision. This is the possibility. This is the truth of what schools can be.






[bookmark: _g27pe6i3ptr7]✨ CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT — Closing the Circle
[bookmark: _xdth01ksrqld]Identity, Legacy, and the Woman I Became
(Final Draft — Style C)
There comes a time in life when you pause long enough to see the full arc of who you have become. A moment when the rushed years, the chaos, the hurt, the healing, and the work settle into place, and you finally see the pattern underneath. You realize the story you lived wasn’t scattered. It was layered. Shaped. Formed. Even guided.
I feel that now.
[bookmark: _gc9qv4vtt85e]Becoming Who I Needed
As a counselor, I spend every day saying things to students that I once needed someone to say to me.
 You matter.
 You are not what happened to you.
 You deserve care.
 You’re allowed to rest.
 You’re allowed to be human.
And each time the words leave my mouth, a quiet truth rises inside me. I am talking to them, but I am also talking to the girl I used to be. The girl who hid bruises. The girl who protected her brothers. The girl who survived chaos and confusion. The girl who was raised in a garden full of warmth and stories and faith. The girl who needed one person to see her.
Every time I sit with a student in their fear or exhaustion, I feel a piece of closure.
 Not the kind that erases anything,
 but the kind that gives everything meaning.
I became the adult I needed.
 And in helping them heal, I found parts of myself I thought were lost.
[bookmark: _aciaoa9d3qeo]Becoming the Leader the Work Required
Leadership was never a word I envisioned for myself.
 I hesitated with it.
 I still do sometimes.
 But leadership reveals itself in the way others trust you, in the responsibilities you carry, and in the courage that rises when you need to become something larger than your fear.
In the years of building Sun Valley’s community of care, I learned that leadership is not about authority. It is about presence. It is about creating the conditions where others can thrive. It is about welcoming ideas, honoring lived experience, protecting students, and knowing when to step forward and when to step back.
I learned leadership through my work family, through colleagues who supported one another without competition, through students whose courage guided us, and through the countless people who said yes when the work required more than any one person could hold alone.
And I learned leadership from my family at home.
 My husband and sons have been my quiet backbone.
 They supported the work in ways most people will never see.
 They held space for me during long nights.
 They encouraged me when doubt crept in.
 They believed in the work because they believed in me.
 Their support became part of my identity as much as anything else.
Leadership, I learned, grows out of love.
[bookmark: _h4yn8iqtbrzw]A Leader Who Reminded Me of Home
There was something about our principal’s sincerity that stayed with me. His belief in service, purpose, and community echoed the spirit of the people who raised me. Not in doctrine or dogma, but in conviction. In integrity. In the quiet, unwavering belief that caring for others is not a task but a calling.
He reminded me of home.
 Of Mexico.
 Of the faith and steadiness I grew up around.
 Of the people who taught me that community is built through heart, not hierarchy.
His presence helped me trust the path ahead.
 It felt familiar.
 It felt safe.
 It felt aligned with the lessons Mama planted in me.

[bookmark: _u1wm5um3ix39]A Moment in the Driveway
A few months ago, after a long week of work, we pulled into our driveway. The day had been full. My heart felt stretched and tired in the way that comes from caring deeply. As the car settled into park, a thought rose quietly inside me, so clear it felt like a soft voice.
Mama would be proud of me.
My eyes welled up with tears.
 It was not grief.
 It was gratitude.
 It was the warmth of recognition.
It was understanding that everything she poured into me — the love, the strength, the service, the faith in people — had become part of the work I offered to others.
Everything she gave me
 lives in the work I do.
 Everything she taught me
 lives in the students I support.
 Everything she believed in me
 lives in the systems we built.
At that moment, I felt the circle close.
 Not as an ending, but as a completion.
 A quiet knowing that my story had found its shape.
[bookmark: _g0f4zi1tqmbr]
[bookmark: _afksxncr0u5u]
[bookmark: _3bwocmvv119v]
[bookmark: _56hrbqkdwdf4]
[bookmark: _f39qbffuyww1]Who I Am Now
When I look at the woman I have become, I see all the versions of myself woven together:
 the child Mama raised
 the girl who protected her brothers
 the teenager who ran from chaos
 the young woman who rebuilt herself
 the mother who loved fiercely
 the teacher who learned through service
 the counselor who listened deeply
 the leader who grew through community
 the advocate who carries purpose
 the woman shaped by love, pain, and hope
I see someone who broke cycles, turned hurt into purpose, created what she once  needed, someone who found a way to carry Mama forward through the work.
Closing the circle is not about finishing the story.
It is about understanding it. It is about standing in who you are with clarity. It is about seeing how your past, your purpose, and your calling meet.The circle closes here, but the path continues.
The epilogue holds the last piece of this journey — a final return to the beginning, a final acknowledgment of the woman whose love shaped everything,and a promise to continue the work in her honor and in service of every young person who needs someone to believe in them.



[bookmark: _qzy5n09kyvgy]
[bookmark: _rcsdn06o5kq7]
[bookmark: _q6gxl3bpfmps]
[bookmark: _w045w3n3hyox]EPILOGUE 
There are moments at work when the day feels long, the stories feel heavy, and the weight of this calling rests on my shoulders in a way that reminds me I am human. And yet, in the middle of it all, something always pulls me back to center.
A voice.
A memory.
A feeling.
Mama.
She taught me that service is not a job.
 It is a way of moving through the world.
 She lived that truth every day in the community of Watts, where she spent her life helping others quietly, consistently, and without expectation. A few months before her diagnosis, the City of Los Angeles and the Mayor’s Office honored her with multiple recognitions for her lifelong service. I remember feeling so proud of her, not because she received awards, but because the world briefly saw what I had known all my life. They saw her kindness, her strength, her generosity, the way she lifted people without ever asking for anything in return.
She never needed the recognition. But she deserved every piece of it. Mama taught me that caring for others is an offering. A practice. A way to say, “You matter,” without ever speaking it aloud.She never had a wellness center, a tiered system, a community resource hub, or a team of counselors. She had a small house in Watts, a garden full of color, a steady heart, and an unconditional love that shaped every piece of who I became.And somehow, without ever meaning to, I found my way back to her lessons.Not by repeating her life, but by continuing her legacy.
I see her in the way I greet students.
 In the way I listen without judgment.
 In the way I protect them fiercely.
 In the way I build systems that let them breathe.
 In the way I believe in second chances, in dignity, in community, in service.
I feel her in the moments when a student finally looks up, when a peer mentor finds their voice, when a family feels safe enough to ask for help, when a young person realizes they matter.
Mama’s love did not end when she did.
 It lives in the work.
 In the students.
 In the quiet ways care multiplies.
 In the belief that every child carries light, even when life tries to dim it.
[bookmark: _3cwfe9ajj9a9]To My Students
If you ever read this, know this truth:
 You are the reason I never gave up.
 You are the reason this work matters.
 You are braver than you realize.
 You are more than your past, more than your mistakes, more than your fears.
 You are potential.
 You are hope.
 You are becoming.
Every time you walked into my office, even when you were scared to, even when you avoided eye contact, even when you whispered the truth instead of saying it out loud, you reminded me of why this calling chose me.
You gave me purpose. You gave me strength.You gave me hope and you always will.
[bookmark: _6q55irnkfc7f]To the Adults Who Care
If you work in a school, a community agency, a clinic, a home, a hall, a classroom, or anywhere young people exist, know this:
You have more power than you think. One conversation can shift a life. One moment of patience can break a cycle. One gesture of kindness can begin healing.One adult can change the arc of a child’s story.
You do not need perfect conditions. You do not need a title. You do not need permission to care.
You just need to show up.
[bookmark: _tcdpneu0c25x]What Comes Next
The work that began at Sun Valley continues to grow.
 It lives in partnerships, in classrooms, in community spaces, and in the hearts of people who believe that healing belongs in schools.
It has also grown into a collaborative effort beyond my own campus, a shared mission to help other schools build communities of care and trauma-informed systems that honor the whole child. The work continues not in my name, but in the collective belief that students everywhere deserve safety, dignity, and connection.
[bookmark: _ledmm9ey2265]Closing the Circle
I began this book as the girl raised by a woman with a garden full of flowers and faith.
 I wrote it as the woman who survived, healed, loved, led, and built.
 And I close it as someone who finally understands the full circle of her story.
Mama would be proud of me. Not because of the programs we built, or the systems we created, or the partnerships we developed. But because I carried her love into places she never had the chance to go.
Because I chose care over fear. Because I chose service over silence. Because I chose to give the world what she once gave me.
And because, in the end, everything I have done is simply my way of saying
 Thank you,  for loving me into who I became.

