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Please Look After This Bear:
A Story of Love, Courage, Growth, and Understanding

The other day on the radio, | heard a
white male talk show host discussing the
“awful” plight of Latinas because their fami-
lies don’t expect them to achieve and don't
have goals for their girls to go to do well in
school and gotocollege. He believed thatall
Latino families wanted their girls to start
families and be good mothers, aspiring to
nothing else.

I had tosmile—hewas soright, butyet
he was also so wrong. He did not under-
stand what our families want for us and
why. He did not understand the strength
and courage our culture provides for usand
how. Hedid, however, lead me down memory
lane to the day when I discovered what he
did not know.

The Bear #1

She came into my room gingerly hold-
ing a package in her hands and sat on my
bed shedding quiet tears as | made my way
around to her. Walking slowly towhere she
sat, | kept wondering, “What can | say?”
“What can I do?” All the time thinking, “If
I am notstrong now, I'll never make it. This
is MY moment of truth. | need to be strong
for bothofusrightnow, or I will never getout
ofhere. Iwill never have achance toexplore
my potential.”

Holding back my own tears, | sat down
beside her and put my arms around her
shoulders. 1 told her everything would be
fine, 1 would always be her daughter. |
would still take care of her, but | needed to
dothis. Shesaid, “I know. I loveyouand I'm
soproud ofyou. I know thatgoingtocollege
has been a dream of ours for years. | am
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going to miss you, but I want you to know
that I love you, no matter what, and |
understand why you have to go. | am so
proud of you.”

At that moment, my mom tenderly
handed me the package she held so deli-
cately in her hands. | took the gift and
opened it slowly wondering what else she
had gotten me after the towels, linens,
calculator, and dictionary. It was a rag-
gedy, forlornlooking Paddington bear. One
with anoversize yellow hat, ablue overcoat,
and a tag, Please Look After This Bear.

My own tears, held in check for somany
days now, flowed freely. For the past four
years, since my dad had left, I had been
looking after my mom and little sister. She
suddenly thrust into the role of breadwin-
ner and me into the role of caretaker. I had
cooked, cleaned, babysat, baked goodies for
the bakesale, helped my little sister with
homework, and attended school functions.

She said to me, “Please, look after this
bear, take good care of it,and ifthe bear ever
needs anything, let me know.” We both
knew she was talking about me, we both
knew she wanted me to take good care of my
selfas | ventured forth into unknown terri-
tory. As | took steps to become my own
person, not by getting married as my mom
had done, but by going to the University, as
no one else in our family had done.

The bear would become a symbol of our
bond, of our love, and of our growth, as
mother and daughter—as | went forth into
the world of academia, a world unfamiliar
to my mother, to my family. She would
frequently call and ask me how the bear
was doing. | had the bear on the my bed, as
aconstant reminder of the love of a mother
who did not understand all that was hap-
peningin herdaughter’slife, but,whoinher
own way, was trying to be extremely sup-
portive of her wayward daughter'sendeavor,
of her dreams.

We had agood cry, my momand I, that
evening, the last evening | would be at
home, the last time I would be her little girl.
The next morning, | was setting off for the
University—to become what | was meant
to become, to follow my dream of graduat-
ing from the university. My momwould stay
behind. Forever believing she had done the
rightthing, forever wondering if she should
have done something differently.

Bear#2

The festivities had died down and al-
most everyone had left. My mom, in all her
splendor, had been a wonderful hostess and
was as proud as could be, the daughter who
she had sent away to college so many years
ago had graduated with her doctorate de-
gree. She called me to the couch to sit by her
andshe held outapackage. With aquestion-
ing look in my eyes, | smiled as | took the
package—shehadalready givenmemyPh.D.
hood during the ceremony earlier today.

Shesaid, “Openit.” With asly smile on
herface. Itwasafinely dressed Paddington
Bear with a fine red hat, an evening coat,
and atag, Please Look After This Bear. She
said, “remember when you went away to
college so many years ago and | gave you a
Paddington Bear that was sort of raggedy
looking?” I said, “Of course, I still have that
bear and he is still very special to me. He
helped me through some very trying times.
When the going got tough, | would look at
that Bear and know that YOU believed in
me and that gave me the spirit to keep
going, no matter what. The courage to pur-
sue my dream.”

“Well, now that you are a doctor, |
thought you needed a finer bear to look
after, as you go off to tackle the world.
Remember to always look after this bear
and take very good care of it.” We laughed
and reminisced about a time long agowhen
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we were crying over the same issue, the
same bear. We had come a long way, my
mother and I. With adaughter who had now
earned her doctorate, in the United States,
my mother, an immigrant of so many years
ago, was beginning to understand. | loved
herdearlyand I was sovery proud of herand
the courage that she had shown all of my
life. Through all of the ups and downs, her
faith and belief in me had never wavered.
She knew I would make it. She was always
there to lend a hand with baby-sitting,
cooking a meal, and just generally looking
after my family as | pursued my dreams.

Bear#3

The house was all packed, we were
ready to go and my mom was once again
hosting a party. This time, my farewell
party. After living in the same town for 15
years, | had accepted apositionataUniver-
sity five hoursaway. | would be movingout
of the town that had become a family town
forusovertheyears. Itwasthe place where
two of my childrenwere born, where I moved
my mom and my sister after | graduated
with my teaching credential, where two of
my sisters lived with their families, and
where my aunt and cousin had moved to a
few years ago to be closer to family—it was
our family town.

This was the place where | had pur-
chased my mother her own home with a
fireplace, helping her fulfill a dream she
had had ever since shewasalittle girl. This
iswhere we had formed many bonds, many
memories, many good times, and now | was
leaving to become a professor at a Univer-
sity five hours away.

After all the gifts were opened, my
mother took out a finely wrapped box. It
was beautiful and she came over to me,
tears flowing freely as she told the as-
sembled guests, “When my baby went off to
college so many years ago, | gave her a
Paddington Bear. He was sort of scruffy
lookingand sort of sad and he had atag that
said, Please Look After This Bear and she
did and she graduated with her teaching
credential. Years later, when she finished
herdoctorate, | gave her another Paddington
bear. This one was better dressed to show
that he had made itand was going placesin
his life. Again, | said to her, Please Look
After This Bear, and she did and now look at
her—all ready to become a professor.”

She handed me the package and waited
patiently as | opened it—Another Padding-
ton bear—thistimedressedinatuxedoand
looking like he had really MADE IT. With
the same tag, Please Look After This Bear.

“This,” she said, “is a bear that has it all
and is now making his way in the world to
help others.”

Shesaid tome, “l will missyou greatly,
nothavingyou here, but I am so proud of you.
Please, look after this bear just as much as
you did the other two.” With tears stream-
ingdown myface, | gave my moma hug—the
bond complete, the understanding there,
the love flowing. My mom, in all her gran-
deur, had come full circle. We were one—
both of us understanding the courage and
sacrifice it had taken to get us to this point
in our lives. As two Latinas who had to
reconcile cultural differences, we had done
a pretty good job.

A Loving Foundation

Asalatina, I grewupinaworldofvery
different expectations. Expectations that |
would be a good wife and mother someday.
Expectations that | would someday be the
keeper of family traditions, the holder of
the beliefsand values thatwere anintegral
partofour family heritage and culture. The
expectation that | would learn how to cook
and supportmy husband’s efforts to care for
the family. | was expected to be the stereo-
type the talk show host was speaking about.

1, on the other hand, had different ex-
pectations for myself. | had dreams that
went beyond what my family, my commu-
nity, my culture had in mind. | wanted a
career, | wanted to be my own person, |
wanted freedom, and | especially wanted to
attend the University and getan education.
I knew it would not be easy. We had no
money for me to go to college, my parents
were not sure why | wanted to go, and since
| had moved around so often, | did not have
any teachers or counselors who were
mentoring me. | knew that if my dreams
were to become areality, | would have to do
it on my own.

My relationship with my family, al-
though based on a loving foundation, was
somewhat strained. They could not under-
stand my need to make a life for myself, my
determination tosucceed in adifferentway,
or my desire to be more than a wife and
mother. They could not understand why |
had to leave home, what | would become
when | came back, if | would come back.
Their fears, especially my mom'’s, were
many—will she be ashamed of the family,
will she still want to spend time with us?
Will she be smarter than me? Will she still
be my daughter? Her fears were real, her
concerns many. Although | sensed she tried
tounderstand, | knew at some level, it was
as difficult for her to let me go, as it was for

metoleave. | knew that my mother, inspite
of her fears and lack of understanding,
believed in me and in my dreams. | knew
that at some level, she truly wanted all of
my dreams to come true, she was rooting for
me in her own way.

Latinas

For Latinas, itisadoubly hard journey
to break with tradition, because our fami-
liesmay bewilling toletour brothersgo, but
when it comes to the girls, it is a different
story. The expectations are different, the
goals are not the same. The dreams are for
intact, big, healthy, families all looking to
and depending on “mama” for their sur-
vival. When we decide to pursue adifferent
path, it is a break with many years of
traditions, beliefs, and values.

We are forging anew heritage, itis not
the norm nor the culture forwomen togoout
and seek their place in the world. It is
threatening to our fathers, who see their
authority whittled away and fail to under-
stand the need for their daughters to be
more than a MOM. Itis especially hard for
our mothers, for our venturing forth be-
comes almost a comparison of a life not
lived, opportunities not taken, dreams not
fulfilled. We, as Latinas, need to be careful
that we do not reject the way of life our
mothers chose—and instead honor and re-
spect them for the women they chose to be,
for the foundation they laid for us to build
our dreams upon.

Young Latinas need to learn how to
resist family and community expectations
that are confining, while at the same time
continue to embrace a protective family
environment. We need to learn to resist a
culture, atradition, a heritage, an ancestry
which defines us by our gender and places
limits on how far we can go based on our
femininity. However, Latinas also need to
continueto honor alegacy of strength, love,
caring, and bonding that has held our cul-
ture together for many decades, through
untold adversity. Itisalegacy of truth that
has allowed our families and our communi-
ties to thrive. For it is only in finding this
balance thatwe can achieve true happiness
and harmony in our own lives.

We can't make it without our family
and community beside us, we need their
love and guidance. We can'tachieve without
mom believing in us and rooting for us.
Furthermore, the victory of success becomes
hollow, the dream almost meaningless,
when we are not sharing our accomplish-
mentswith our loved ones. We need to learn
not only to pull away from a defining cul-
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ture, but to also appreciate the strength
and foundations that our culture has to
offer. This strength is based on family
bonds that make us strong, help us grow,
and give us courage to keep going in spite of
it all.

It took me years to realize what my
mother had done for me through all of her
supportand love. Ittook me years to under-
stand her own fears and doubts about her
daughter goingoff into the unknown. It took
me years to appreciate the culture that
gave her the strength to let me go and pull
me back, the culture that provided her the
depth of spirit to recognize that her daugh-
ter needed to make her own path, follow her
ownjourney.

We have grown incredibly close, my
mother and 1. However, she still cannot
understand why | buy ready-made foods
and spend my time at the computer rather
thaninthe kitchen. She cannotunderstand
why I don't spend hours cooking a Thanks-
givingdinner, she cannotunderstand why |
have not taught my children how to cook
(she has taken over that task, that's what
grandmothers are for, she now says).

However, she understands that | am
becoming the person | was meant to be and
she is determined, in her own way, to Look
After This Bear and Her Brood. She has
become my life support. Without her, I never
would have made it, without her by my side,
any victory would have been hallow.

Personal Refiection

I have learned a lot through the years.
I have learned that my culture does try to
define me based on my gender, however, it

is a definition of strength and courage. |
have also learned that | need to define
myself as a woman, in spite of my cultural
heritage; however, it is because of my cul-
ture, that I will make it. It is in defining
myself as a Latina that | have been able to
grow strong for myself and my family.

I cannot reject the culture and the heri-
tage that are an integral part of my being.
Itiswho | am and there are many parts of
the Latina legacy that | have incorporated
in my life, some out of necessity, others out
of love and respect. It took me years to
realize what my culture could do for me, for
as a Latina, | was expected to be strong,
courageous, and stouthearted. | was ex-
pected to embody the characteristics of
love, kindness, strength, and devotion to
my family and to my community.

My mother, a true Latina, showed the
courage and faith that only a Latina pos-
sesses as she set aside her own fears and
found the strength, deep within her heart,
togive mewhat I needed toventureforthon
my own, intoalife,atime, ajourneyshedid
not understand, to fulfill my own dreams.
My mother, a Latina through and through,
had the bravado to let me go, and then to
make a space for me to come back.

Now, as | counsel young Latinas, |
share my experience. | especiallywantthem
tounderstand thatitis important for them
tohonorthelegacy thatistheirsas Latinas.
I share with them that it is essential that
they stay connected, stay in touch, keep in
contact with their cultural roots. It is im-
portantthat they not forget their roots, who
they are and where they come from. For itis
only in returning to our roots that we can
truly makeitandbefree. Itisonly inforging
bonds with our families that the victories

become real. Itis only in honoring the past
thatwe can forge anew future for ourselves,
our daughters, our communities, and our
culture.

Afterthoughts

I still have my three Paddington
Bears—they grace my bedroom next to my
bed. They are a constant reminder to me of
the depth of a mother’s love who had truly
given me wings and given me roots. Wings
to dream of becoming who I could become.
Roots to allow me to soar, and still be
anchored.

Yes, ittook meawhile toappreciateall
my mom has done for me and the sacrifices
she had made—but, | know she had the
courage todowhatshedid, because she, like
me, isa Latina. A Latinathat has taken all
that is good about her life and her culture
and channeled that energy into loving and
supporting her family. It is within our cul-
tural legacy that we will find the courage to
become the individuals we were meant to
be and to inspire others to do the same.

Yes, I did have a smile on my face that
day listening to the radio—this man had
obviously never met my mother.
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