PAN TOSTADO

Amanda Ellis

I hid my birth control pills in my
underwear drawer, buried under strategically arranged underwear next to a
layer of Catholic shame. In retrospect, I don’t know whom I was hiding them
from. My brother would not go near my unmentionables, and once I became a
teenager my traditional Caribbean father would never even look in the direction
of my bedroom. The only person who could put the fear of God in me was

Mami, and I was not hiding them from her, porque Mami me los compraba.

Every year when we went to Mexico, my mom would stock up on all kinds of
medicine. Mami was a transnational caretaker. She would buy medications

for neighbors, antidepressants for her friends, and antibiotics for her co-
workers. She did this to circumvent the ways in which the U.S. inhibits access
to medicine and medical treatment in ways mediated by asymmetrical power
relations, insurance coverage, and the ability to subsidize therapeutic drug costs.
For my abuela and my tias back in México, we would bring sought-after U.S.
products like BENGAY, Aspercream, and an assortment of vitamins in our
overstuffed suitcases on each visit. On those trips to México, Mami would buy

me birth control pills.

At 16, I needed those pills because my monthly cycle was the impetus behind
eight to ten days-worth of migraines, vomiting, fainting, and agony. It required
neither insurance, nor a prescription to get such things en las farmacias en
Meéxico. Como buena madre, she did what she had to do to ease my adolescent
distress, but I often wonder if her motives were not duplicitous. Did Mami

solely want to aid me in negotiating the agony of menses, or did she betray her
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ostensibly Catholic front and buy the product to protect me (and herself)

from the unthinkable?
“:No te vayas a embarazar!”

Ten years later, twenty-six years old and recently married, I found myself
strategically folding up newborn baby onesies and hiding them in the drawer
of the armoire next to the bed my husband and I shared. I hid my clandestine
purchases after quickly admiring the soft neutral ruffled clothing. I buried
the clothes with haste. I ran my fingers over the limp ruffles in a daze. Eager,
I secretly contemplated the possibility of pregnancy. My partner would never
take it upon himself to rummage through the earring collection my small
armoire housed and was unlikely to discover that I had a secret baby clothes

collection—yet I hid it nonetheless.

The day I went to my well-woman exam I nervously thumbed through the
pregnancy magazines in the waiting room of my OB-GYN’s office. Thoughts
of my womb some day expanding and housing a little somebody caused my
palms to sweat. The white women and white babies in the magazines all over
the waiting room seemed so “happy”—so contrived. All the images of mothers
did not mirror the cookie-cutter-white-picket-fence-airbrushed-to-perfection-
lily-white images in the Motherhood magazines around me. I began to feel

highly annoyed, but my desire did not lessen.

After my routine visit, I headed home from the gynecologist clutching a year’s
prescription of birth control, along with five lime-green and yellow boxes of
Loestrin. Once home, I spread out the boxes of birth control neatly on top of
the baby outfits I secretly harbored. I positioned and repositioned the boxes of

birth control to totally and perfectly conceal my secret desire. If by any chance
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anyone should stumble upon this drawer, they would find a nook occupied
with small boxes of Loestrin and my secret would be safe. My birth control

remained a safety net.

Days later I telephoned Mami. She asked me about married life and work. It
was during this conversation that I revealed that I had recently developed an

intense yearning for all things bebe.
“I thought you were not going to have kids?”was her sole, annoyed reply.

[ am not sure if I responded. My memory is clouded by the confusion and

overwhelming sense of hurt caused by the words that quickly followed,
“No te vayas a embarazar!”

These words, which were so often reserved for me in my late teens and early
twenties, ended our conversation that day. Seconds after they were spoken, I
quickly found an excuse to get off the phone and when I did I burst into tears. For
the next few days I walked around resentful. I had entrusted my mother with my
new desire and was now filled with a sense of rejection. For years, I thought that,
the recurring admonition would cease after I moved out, or after I turned twenty-
one, or after I finished college, or after I had a full-time job. Why wasn’t Mami

supportive of my new longings?

I thought that surely, my mother warned me about getting pregnant all those
years because so many of my dear friends were mugercitas who struggled in their
teenage pregnancies, who in my mom’s judgmental words, “ni se podfan limpiar

bien las nalgas, y ya eran madres.” But I was wrong.
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Here I was, grown, educated, and self-sufficient with an intense desire to mother
and yet desperately still in need of her approval. All she could offer me was her

tried and true precaution,
“No te vayas a embarazar!”

I was livid for weeks. I wrestled up the courage to finally confront Mami. I
rehearsed my script silently in my head. I would tell her that I did not need
her permission, and that my husband and I would try to have a bebe cuando se
me metia la gana. So, after much turmoil, and deep inner contemplation I was

finally ready to have the conversation.

But I buckled under the pressure. On a deeper level, I knew that it would be
counter-productive to confront my mother. Women of color are many things
but one thing they are not is simple; I knew there was a hidden complex
layer of meaning prompting my mother’s refrain, and I realized there was
still so much I wanted to learn from her. I needed to understand why she had
always rejected the mere thought of my having children. Did she feel I was ill
equipped for motherhood? Did she secretly hate my husband? Did she think
I was inept? Did she hate mothering? I needed to know where the root of her

incessant refrain laid.
“No te vayas a embarazar!”

I was tired of hearing this admonition. So, after two weeks of not talking,
I telephoned Mami and asked her if I could interview her about motherhood.

She willingly agreed.
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Entre Madre e Hija'
Hija: What do you think about motherhood in general?

Madre: Mostly, it is the greatest gift on earth, but you will never be able
to sleep the same after you have kids. I wasn’t responsible for another
life once, too, and I slept so well. Dependen de ti, en todo. No se
pueden proteger ellos mismos. Aunque no estén aqui contigo. Aunque
tengas esposo, you are accountable for them. Estas al pendiente, jamds

duermes profundamente. Even after they grow up and leave.

Hija: What do you love the most about motherhood?

Madre: El amor que se nace y que se va agrandando. This love really
gives you so much pleasure. You fall in love with your children.
You don’t have to have children to be a mother though because one

mothers in many ways.
* Xk
Hija: What do you hate about motherhood? What have you hated?

Madre: Aunque ya era vieja cuando los tuve a ustedes, dije mejor me

hubiera esperado. Me hubiera documentado mds y preparado ain mds.

Hija: Y cuantos afios tenfas cuando nos tuviste mami?
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Madyre: Tenia 29 con tu hermano. Era considerada vieja en Taxco, me
consideraban vieja en la familia. I always wondered why we are never
formally taught to be mothers. They should teach about that, because

at 29 I still had so much to learn.

Hija: Why do you think women are the ones who bear children?

Madre: That is a difficult question. I never thought about it. What do
you think?

Hija: 1 think it is because women are stronger beings, and stronger

vessels.

We would have to be the stronger vessel to house life, and we are

often the ones keeping everyone and everything alive.

Madyre: We are the stronger ones. (Long pause) I think that (pause)
I am very strong, and I never knew how strong I was until I had

children.
Hija: ;Es dificil decir eso verdad?>—1I am strong.

Madre: (Nods yes, begins to tear up) Mujeres tienen flexibilidad,
tienen inteligencia, tienen instintos, tienen corazdn, tienen
sensibilidades. Somos tan poderosas. Un hombre tiene (long pause

and laughter) . .. que tienen eh?
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Hija: What is a mother’s worst fear?

Madyre: Not being able to feed her kids was my worst fear. Un dia no
tenfamos nada de comida. All T could say was, “Oh my God!” Your
father and I both worked, but it was right after we had come to this

country 1980 creo, and we still had not been paid.
Hija: Que hiciste?

Madpe: 1 went to the next-door neighbor, Becky. She was a Chicana
que sabfa como navegar el sistema. Le daba un cheque el gobierno
porque su hija tenfa una enfermedad. Ella ayudaba a mucha gente en

esos apartamentos y ese dfa ella me dio pan y queso.
Hija: ;Que sentfas?

Madre: Una desesperacién. Una depresién terrible. Una angustia. Tu
papa se enojé cuando supo. He thought that I had gone to beg for
food. He felt humiliated. T could care less about what he felt at that
time. That is the difference between your father and I. Una mujer se
prostituirfa con tal de cuidar a sus hijos. Mis respetos para todos ellas

que hacen esa decision o sienten que no tienen de otra.

Hija: What do you lose when you become a mother?

Madre: Sometimes your figure, and your personal priorities.

Your priorities change.
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Hija: What do you think makes a good mother?

Madre: They need to be tough. They need to be stern. They need to
be good communicators. They need to know how to budget and save.
Motherhood teaches you selflessness hija. It is a two-way street if you
do decide to want to be a mother. It can turn out to be a nightmare or

you can choose to take the bad with the good. You can always choose.
Hija: What did you choose?

Madpe: To love my children and take the bad with the good.

Hija: What did you sacrifice for us, Mami?

Madye: A mother keeps no record of those things, hija. You will figure

that all out when you become a mother.

Hija: How would you describe Mexican mothers?

Madre: We are fighters. My mother was a good mother. I have
always tried to teach you to be strong, and valiente. I wish I could
have stepped aside generationally, and let my mother raise you.
Tu abuela era muy buena madre, hija. Por eso siempre hicimos

el esfuerzo de ir a Mexico.
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Hija: What is it like being a grandmother?

Madre: Being a grandmother is dessert.

Hija: What do you know now that you did not know before?

Madpe: 1 never realized some of the sacrifices my mother made, until
I had children. Tu abuela was a single working mother in Mexico in
the 1950s. {Chupate eso! Trabajaba en hoteleria en Taxco. She worked
so hard. We didn’t have much, and we never had enough money, but
there were some days that she would bring home a piece of pan tostado
covered in condensed milk. It was wonderful. We couldn’t afford the
whole pack of Bimbo pan tostado or a lata of Lechera like that so she
would get a slice at work, drizzle it with leche condensada, wrap it up,
put it in her uniform skirt pocket, and bring it home to me when she
finished her shift at the hotel. When she would give it to me, I would
devour it without even saying thank you or offering her a piece. ;Td
crees que ella no querfa comérselo ella misma? She would sometimes
even have to hurry to the lavadero and wash the Lechera stains out

of her skirt. We were very poor at that time so that was such a special
delicacy to me. Every mother gives their child “a pan tostado” of sorts.
Madres find ways to love, spoil, provide, and selflessly give to their
children—each of us finds a way. I want you to have a freedom that
your abuela did not have and that I lost when I had children. I want

you to love on yourself.
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Hija: 1 know that you worked hard for us and made so many
sacrifices, Mami. You were such a good mother. ;Que crees que fue
mi “pan tostado,” Mami? What special sacrificial things do you

remember doing for me?

Madre: Hija—1I cannot answer that for you. If you choose to have
children, you will look back and you will realize what your “pan
tostado” was. A mother does not keep records of the sacrifices they
make for their children out of love like that. Our time with you is
finite, and the choices we make to benefit our children are infinite.
Someday you will look back and tell me what your “pan tostado”

was. The same will be true for your children. But it is not your
responsibility to make your children aware of what you had to endure,
or what you give up for them. We all just do the best we can. And you
can give yourself “pan tostados” —this is my desire for you. That you

find ways to make your own life sweet.

Hija: Asi es ama, what is your advice for me?

Madye: Preparate hija, because once you are a mother there is no

turning back.

The short interview session transcribed above was not conducted to yield an
exhaustive account of the experiences of all Latina mothers. I would argue

that we should think of motherhood as a heterogeneous set of processes or as

a mosaic of diverse experiences. This interview did, however, reveal textured
ethnographic insight into the intersections of gender, love, motherhood, and
the powerful and inventive ways mothers create joy for their children. I opted to

foreground our exchange in hopes of revealing the raw contours of how mothers
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conceptualize themselves as mothers. The following is a brief content analysis of
the interview responses. It is part of a very intimate and delicate ongoing process
of negotiating my ongoing relationship with my mother, and part of my process
of interpreting my own identity as a diasporic woman of color in relation to my

shifting conception of motherhood.

There were moments throughout the interview process when Mami chose to
answer her interview question by deferring and referring to her experiences to
her deceased mother. I would argue that she did not do this because she was
unable to answer otherwise. In fact, I posit that she did so specifically to enact
her agency by choosing to bring her mother into the fold—geographically and
temporally widening the breadth of our exchange. In doing so, she honors her
mother and foregrounds her respect for madres y abuelas. During the interview
process, Mami distorts the traditional interviewer/interviewee dynamic by
deploying a question back toward me. For example, when questioned about why
women are the bearers of children, she replies, “That is a difficult question. I
never thought about it. What do you think?” She is fully empowered to take

control of the interview and does so by posing her own questions.

Within a U.S. social and political context, where too often women of color,
children, and the elderly are forgotten or are hit hardest by interlocking forms
of oppression, she intentionally carves out the space during the interview to
expose the primacy of her own mother and other women who have been allies
to her. As a Latina mother who has reaped a harvest of wisdom and experience
rooted in her maternity, she grasps her memory and uses it to emphasize what

a pivotal figure her mother was in her own life. She shifts from the personal to
the communal as a way of highlighting the intergenerational ways she relied not
only on her own wit and bravery but on that of the other women around her. In

this sense, she redefines the parameters of motherhood in a more inclusionary
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way, a way that includes her elders and family members and her immediate
community. When asked to describe Latina mothers in general she expresses the
following: “I wish I could have stepped aside generationally, and let my mother
raise you. Tu abuela era muy buena madre.” My mother conjures memories of
mujeres who influenced her and humbly presses to redefine motherhood as a
process that transcends geographic and temporal boundaries and reaches across
multiple generations. In this exchange my deceased grandmother is discursively

honored and resurrected by her own daughter and grandaughter.

Also, coalition-building with other women and families along local and

global trajectories is another element that emerged out of this interview. My
mother indicates that she has in fact formed alliances with members of her
community and though she did not directly refer to how she was laden with the
responsibility of being in diaspora—she was. Though she makes no mention of
it, it was expected of her to bring goods from the U.S. to Mexico and vice versa.
Her role as mother transcends locale, national boundaries, and genetic ties.
Latina motherhood in this sense becomes a means of articulating trans-national

communal feminist resistance vis-a-vis diasporic care-taking.

Referring to the intimacy between mother and child. She suggests that her
children represent a source of equal parts sacrifice and satisfaction. More
specifically, she states that this ever-growing love “gives you so much pleasure”
when referring to the love that originates out of motherhood. This love, which
is mutually constituted between mother and child, is what fuels a myriad of
selfless decisions that mothers make. Accordingly, this transformational love
trumps idealized codes of womanhood (when referring to a mother’s willingness
to violate hegemonic codes governing sex work and morality to feed her kids),

it physiologically affects and redefines your ontology (when referring to one’s

inability to ever sleep soundly), and it shifts one’s priorities (from partner/
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personal to the communal/progeny). I would further argue that it is this love
that can tighten the affective tethers binding Latina women to the memory

of their mothers. Hence, woven within each daughter is the desire to return a
mother’s sacrificial love, to remember her mother’s legacy, and to actively seek out

deepened understandings of who our mothers are through their own narratives.

Through all of this, I have learned that the very nature of motherhood for

my mother is tantamount to fierce sacrificial love. This sense of sacrifice

is ultimately the root of her refrain. The sacrifices one makes are based on
complete dedication to one’s child. It recognizes the ways children parasitically
depend on their mothers as the central transmitters of life, love, nurturing,
and culture. This sense of urgency and sacrifice is threaded throughout my
mother’s interview. When asked what she hates the most about motherhood,
my mami expressed regret about halting her education. More specifically, she
states, “Me hubiera documentado y preparado mds.” What is salient to note here
is that her formal education ceased after she became a mother. In a sense, her
precautionary tone regarding motherhood is rooted in her relinquishment of
many of her personal goals, dreams, and desires. By necessity, many dedicated
mothers experience shifts of this kind. Often their personal dreams, issues,

ontology, and platforms shift and transform when they become mothers.

When pushed to specify her sacrifices, it is not what Mami says but what
remains unsaid that is most poignant. She refuses to detail her sacrifices

and hardships, and once again renders the story of her mother’s sacrifice as a
surrogate for her own. She humbly refuses recognition for her dedication as a
mother and instead models and cultivates respect and admiration for her own
mother. Embedded in her answer is a generational challenge posed to me, her
daughter. She states, “Someday you will look back and be able to tell me what

your ‘pan tostado’ was,” and ends with “Preparate hija.” I humbly accept her
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mandates, and recognize that her imperative, “prepdrate” is elastic enough to
have multiple valences. It means I could choose to go on to graduate school and
continue with my education and it also means that should I decide to proceed

with plans for a family, I should begin preparing for change.

Ultimately, I learned my mother truly craved grandchildren (her dessert), but
now I understand that in her experience Latina motherhood is as precarious as
it is wonderful. I learned that even her refrain is didactic and stems from love.
It comes from a complicated repertoire of experiences wherein much of her own

desires were cut short because of the demands of childrearing.

Having interviewed her, I also more clearly understand why it was so important for
me to use ethnography as a tool of research and self-discovery; I am my mother’s
daughter, and she has trained me well. I foreground her words to unlock the
nuances of her maternity the same ways she conjures the notion and memory of her
mother when responding to me. I posit that this type of intentional interlinking

of mothers and daughters through the imbrication of memory, love, sacrifice, and

discourse told across time is one of the ways we honor each other as women.

In 2009, a year after this interview, I gave birth to my daughter Sophia
Angelina. Her name honors my mother’s wisdom and my abuelita Angelina.
Sophia Angelina quickly assumed a position alongside my mother as one of
my greatest teachers. At 36, I more fully understand the source of my mother’s
refrain, I keep an ever-growing list of all the “pan tostados” my mom gave me,

and I continue to actively fashion new ways to make my own life sweet.

Notes

! The above is a transcription of a portion of a recorded conversation with my mother Ramona
Ramirez de Branker that took place March 18, 2008. She was fully aware of the recording and did
not request that I maintain her anonymity. My interview questions were purposefully open-ended

and provide loose boundaries that frame both the interview and this imaginative essay.
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