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For Sabrina, who fuels me with the urge to seek an even better version of myself every single day.

 

For Matthew, whose presence reminds me that life is filled with miracles and hidden treasures.

 

For Tommy, who has held my hand throughout an extraordinary journey full of passion, and who has shown me the true meaning of the word commitment.

 

For my mother, whose gaze alone transmitted unconditional love, a love that has transcended the grave. You will always be in my heart, in every place and thought we ever shared, forever and ever.




My fans and followers, especially if they are young like me, in every circumstance of their lives feel as though they are someone wearing clothing that isn’t their size.

(. . .)

When I have felt down, it was due to a méprise, a misunderstanding with regard to personality; I have, in effect, considered myself to be someone that I am not, and I have lamented his disgrace; think of myself, for example, a Privatdozent, who is unable to obtain a professorship or a no from students; or somehow who is censored by this hypocrite, or criticized by that grand society dame; or like the convict on trial for defamation; or like the lover who does not correspond with the young girl who so infatuated him; or like the patient convalescing in his house; or like any other person who ruminates on these types of miseries: I have been none of these; it has been about something other than me, a piece of cloth that perhaps has been cut from something that I wore for a while, but which I later threw out and replaced with another.

So, who am I?

—ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER,

The Art of Knowing One’s Self




PRELUDE
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Growing Stronger emerged from a need to relate my life experiences as well as my constant struggle to prevail each day, and as a reminder to myself of the importance of never giving up. There are moments that are decisive and transcendental, which have in some way impacted me deeply, a path that I had to chart, no matter how or where I was. The important thing was the desire and decision to do so—to conquer it, to walk it, to experience it, take it in, and most of all, to live it fully.

As I wrote this book, I also lived through two critical and transformative events: my second pregnancy, the announcement of a new life that I will soon hold in my arms, inviting joy to knock on my door once again; and the death of my beloved mother, Yolanda, the single most important person in my life, whose total devotion, support, direction, excellent counsel and unconditional love armed me with the tools to face this moment of joy that came with the arrival of our family’s newest member, but also the total devastation of her sudden loss.

I started the book during a time when I felt that I had found myself, existing on a plane of optimal and harmonious balance regarding my thoughts and feelings alike, having made peace with my past—and I finished the book with a sense of fullness and liberation that I, in turn, wanted to share with you.

But God had other plans, and because the book was already in production, I decided to include and share the latest of my great tests—the irreparable loss of my mother, who is the most cherished person in my life.

One week prior to her death, my mother—such the enthusiast about everything—held this finalized manuscript, which she not only read twice, but also edited, adding her comments where necessary and making revisions that we instantly addressed in the book.

Since I was a little girl, I have witnessed the strength and courage that energized my mother, who left every sorrow and pain in the past, who would work unyieldingly to obtain her goals, who was the great warrior from whom I learned all the values that are today fundamental pillars of my every day.

She raised me to have a steady character; she held my hand, and with her I discovered an infinite world of possibilities and dreams that could become a reality. Her essence came through in all of my stories, in my daily life, in my dreams and desires. My mother shared all of it, always full of life and passion, as only she could be, one with freedom, shining like the sun and eating up the blessings and opportunities of life by hungry mouthfuls.

My mother was a little girl who never grew up, and sometimes we would laugh, and I would say things like, “Okay, so now it looks like I am your mother and you are my daughter,” to which she would reply, “Well, yes. Handle it and pamper me.” I wish this could really be true with the birth of my baby: that somehow her  spirit could be born again in this new creature who will fill my house with love, that I could have her in my arms and cuddle her with so much love close to my heart. But I know that she was called by God to follow the path that He has for her.

My mother’s impetuous personality and her limitless way of being touched so many of the people who knew her. She filled some of them with love, with optimism, with faith and smiles. To others she imparted wise advice during their difficult times, helping them along; and she transformed others into great impresarios, talented businessmen, professionals with the capacity to develop in any field; likewise with her closest people, such as her family, friends, acquaintances and colleagues, from her banker to her hairdresser. All of them always felt a lot of love for her and felt loved by her, a gift that very few people have.

This book is a celebration of love and joy, an homage that through the course of my life experiences, most of it accompanied by her, I want to share with you, my readers.

In Growing Stronger, I expose my most painful moments and open my heart, thoughts and person, so that my experiences can inspire alleviation, consolation and decisiveness.

Like everyone else, there are things that motivate me, as well as things that detract and paralyze me. With this book, which is filled with a sentiment of fortitude and potential, I want to inspire people to live their lives fully, for us to always see a light along the way, and in this way be able to embrace, forgive, restore and love.

Through my remembrances, past and present, I discovered the power that I carry within, much of which I inherited directly from my mother.

I realized that every experience, every hardship, problem, painful ordeal, difficult or intense, has allowed me to know myself better each time. I hope with all my heart that through my experiences and story you will be able to find that sense of motivation that, as it did for me, will inspire you to discover the marvelous person that you are, even in the midst of storminess and pain. This book reflects the trajectory of my life, which I hope will help you along your path and in your search. If this book helps you at all with your own life, that will be the greatest gift for me.

Thank you, Mother, because you taught me to be stronger every day.

 

—Thalia




• CHAPTER ONE •

CHILDHOOD
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Dear Llorona:

I am writing this letter to thank you for everything that you have done for me, which of course I had to grow up to really understand.

I don’t know if you remember how we met: My mother was pregnant with me the first time we saw you. It was a warm night, and my father had gone to another room, leaving her alone in the bedroom to rest; she was sleeping peacefully when she suddenly heard your voice—your wails, rather. You were standing right there, right next to her. You wore a black hat and a long dress. Your hands were long and bony, both of which you used to cover your face, but that still somehow allowed your cries to escape, along with your weeping laments that shattered the silence of the night. Your tangled hair gave you a spectral aspect and my mother barely dared to look at you. With eyes  half-open in the midst of the darkness, she tried to look for my father, reaching her foot out to him, desperately seeking his help. She was terrified and practically immobilized from the great pang of dread that had overtaken her. And I believe that somehow or other, while I was nestled inside her womb, I also sought the protection of my father. When she didn’t find him next to her, she slowly built up her courage, and, taking two steps at a time, she ran to the room where he had gone to sleep because the heat generated by my mother’s body in her advanced state of pregnancy was unbearable; I was just a few weeks away from being born. She fled quickly, feeling the reach of your hands upon her back, with a fear so intense that she slipped herself beneath my father, under his virile body, utterly terrorized. Her horror-struck eyes were wide-open, and she was totally unable to speak. He told her to breathe deeply, and managed to calm my mother down, which is when she stopped hearing your cries.

But nobody silences La Llorona. This was proven to me when we met again a few years later in that spacious and empty house—the very one that you are so well acquainted with. Who knows, perhaps it was your own home many years ago. But this time I was alone. I went downstairs to pour myself a glass of water and there you were. I’ll never know for sure whether it was in fact you, because you covered your face with those cadaverous hands of yours—the hands that remained forever etched in my mother’s mind, but my intuition and the visceral impression that I had experienced from my mother’s womb somehow confirmed your presence. A black veil shrouded your face  and you wept inconsolably. It was more like a wolf howling wildly deep into the night. I was just four years old. Now that I think about it, I never had imaginary friends, because chances are that they, too, would have been terrified of you.

Luckily, I don’t hear you anymore. . . . For now I will say farewell to you, thanking you for teaching me that fears are like phantoms: When you detect them, you must confront and dissipate them, powerfully moving forward with your head held high, proud of what you have accomplished. Ever since, I have learned to overcome.

I no longer fear you, Llorona.
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Silence 

I was just starting to learn how to speak my thoughts fully when I was all of a sudden left speechless. I was only six years old when my father passed away, and my pain was so severe that silence became my only option.

My father was Ernesto Sodi Pallares. He suffered from advanced diabetes, but when he was diagnosed, he decided to continue living without any modifications or restrictions, relishing his favorite dishes, fine wines, and spirits, a genuine epicurean. But by making that decision, he pretty much signed his own death certificate. The impact of his loss was so great for me that I decided not to talk; for one whole year I opted only for silence. I don’t remember exactly what I was thinking, but I knew that I could not emit even one sound, because whatever came out of my mouth would be too painful. I would ask myself where my partner in games had disappeared to, he who had shown me so many  amazing things in his chemistry lab, the generous father who taught me how to play with all of his obscure scientific equipment. Where was he? Never again would I hear his voice calling my name, laughing, telling me a story or reading me a poem. Never again would I see him or touch him; I would never again fall asleep in his arms . . . never.

Concerned about my unsettling silence and intense sorrow, my mother consulted with various doctors to try to understand what was happening to me. Some even thought it was autism. We went to see numerous specialists, visited countless doctors’ offices, took endless exams, all of which created in me such a profound fascination with psychology that I continue to study it to this day. I loved visiting all those doctors, some of whom even showed me those famous black inkblots, and in turn analyzed what I drew to express what I had seen in the markings.

After a series of long days spent in hospitals and therapists’ offices and enduring exhaustive analyses, I was diagnosed as suffering from deep shock due to my father’s death. The doctors explained to my mother that everything appeared to be normal physically, and told her to be very patient and loving with me so that I could overcome my father’s absence. They determined that I didn’t speak because I didn’t want to speak, and they assured her that I would talk again as soon as I snapped out of this mighty state of shock; I simply had to find my way back, face reality, find resolution within and accept what had happened. But how do you teach a very young child how to release pain? How do you show her? To that end, the whole strategy at home changed, and instead of adding to the trauma by asking me too many questions, they held on to the hope that this great silence would one day break.

And that is exactly what happened. When I was finally ready, one day I began to speak. We were seated at the dining room table  when suddenly I said to my mother: “Where is my father?” Trying to contain her enormous surprise and joy in hearing me speak, with the sweetest tone in her voice she explained to me that he was no longer with us, that he had passed away—just like some of the animals I had kept as pets had passed away—but that he was okay, and now lived in heaven. I listened to her words, which helped me to begin healing that massive pain I carried within. Most important, I started to talk again. My life continued as normal—as normal as can be for a six-year-old girl under such circumstances, because at the center of it was a challenging period of healing, introspection, mourning and deep sadness.

Prior to his illness, my relationship with my father was very strong. He had this lovely, poetic way of speaking when he communicated with me. It was as if he spoke in verse at all times; he would always recite poetry to me, and that was just how we conversed. He would tell me, for example, that blood is the life force of the body, and he would go on to talk about the various cases that he was working on in his job as a criminologist. We would spend entire afternoons looking at little orbs under the lens of a microscope, which were nothing more than blood cells. My father taught me how to be visual, to always seek the details in everything and to pay attention to the simplest things, those that often seem irrelevant to others. He is the one who taught me how to be curious and inquisitive. He was a loving, sweet and dedicated father to me. But my sisters don’t remember him as I do, because they had to deal with a man who was strong in character, seemingly invincible and totally inflexible. My mother had to contend with a possessive, demanding perfectionist. But the father that I remember was already sick, physically weak and a lot more humbled, because life had presented him with an unexpected twist that deeply affected his ego. Because of his illness, he  became dependent on those around him; he who had always been so radically independent, who never needed anyone, was now subject to the availability of others. For me he always was and will always be a complete and total man, the greatest scientist and one of my best friends.

The day my father died, I was taken to the hospital to see him. Before that, when he was still at home, he spent his last days lying in bed. The pungent smell of medicine and sickness had become a part of our household and our everyday lives. I would enter his room as always, with the childhood confidence that could never fathom rejection, and I would climb onto his bed, where we would fall deeply into conversation. He would ask me to turn on the television and then he would explain the plots of the shows we were watching. He would always cuddle me with his big, fatherly hands, and I would lie there next to him, cozily nestled under his arm. One day, however, I did not see him in his bed, and when I asked where my father was, I was told that he had gone to the hospital: “He is sick and doesn’t feel well,” my family would say over and over again. But I wanted to see him; I longed to see him, to chat with my partner in games, fairy tales, and wonderful and unforgettable stories; I yearned for his company; I missed his smell; I needed to fall into his arms and feel loved, secure and happy. However, deep inside my heart, I knew that something serious had happened. The events of those last days planted a scene in my memory that I did not understand until much later in my life. The very same day that my father was taken to the emergency room, I was left in the care of one of my sisters, and when I went into his room I saw in his bathroom, which had a white wooden floor and walls covered with black and white tiles, that the housekeeper was cleaning the fresh blood that had splattered onto the walls and left a vivid trail of red from the sink to the toilet.

When my mother finally took me to the hospital to see him, I was shocked to find him unconscious, connected to so many machines, intubated with lines and surrounded by IVs and blood bags. The doctors were desperately trying to give him even the smallest breath of life. I didn’t know that he was in a coma; I just thought that he was deep in sleep. So at one point, my mother quietly said, “Go over to him and get close to his ear and slowly tell him that you love him very much.” I made my way toward him with great caution and told him that I loved him, and said good-bye to him with a kiss. We left the room almost immediately, and the moment we crossed the threshold of the doorway, the sounds of the machines all started to go off, the nurses rushed in and the doctors were called.

My father was dying.

At the time, I somehow felt that my father had died because I gave him a kiss. That belief is how my silence began. Even when I finally started to speak again and it seemed like I was regaining some sense of normalcy, the memory of that kiss was etched into every little fiber of my being: a kiss of love that provoked death, a traumatic moment that I will likely carry inside for many more years of my life.




My Childhood 

I was born eleven years after my sister Ernestina, and totally by accident. I say it was an accident because after such a long time, my parents were not thinking about having any more children, so I arrived unannounced, by total surprise, and with no type of warning. I am the youngest of five girls.

I grew up in Mexico City, in a neighborhood that was called Santa María la Ribera, which was constructed in the early 1900s  by the acting president of the Mexican Republic, Porfirio Díaz, as an exclusive enclave for the upper echelons of society. As such, you can find the first theater erected by the Porfiriato (the government of Porfirio Díaz); the great courthouse, which is currently the Geology Museum; and the renowned museum of El Chopo, which housed all sorts of collections—archaeological, ethnographic, paleontological, mineral, biological and beyond—that were relocated to other museums in the capital as the years went by. There was a section in that museum of tiny little fleas all dressed up that was my favorite, and which all the children would compete to see through a large magnifying glass that hung over the boxes containing the fleas.

When my father built the house for my mother, the district was no longer considered that important, because many of the families had moved to Polanco, Chapultepec and Reforma. By the time I was born, the neighborhood’s economy was on the decline, but I remember it as a lovely area. Somehow or other, it retained the air of importance that suggested the former presence of significant Mexican personalities, such as La Prieta Linda, who sang folk songs that are more commonly known as rancheras, accompanied by a band of mariachis; or Dr. Atl, the great Mexican painter who depicted the vibrant Mexican landscapes in his work. To this day, the streets honor the most significant Mexican thinkers, historians and poets of the time, such as Alzate, Amado Nervo and Díaz Mirón. It felt like an unparalleled privilege to hear my father, who was uniquely gifted with a sharp memory, reciting the poems of each of these great men, or telling us their stories as we walked down one of the streets that were named after them.

One of the main streets of my neighborhood was San Cosme, a wide road with a median down the middle. On the weekends I would ask my mother if we could go sancosm-ing, because the San  Cosme market was near our house and we liked to browse and shop around there. We would get to the museum of El Chopo, which always featured very interesting exhibitions, beautiful art, sculpture and poetry classes for children. Later we would eat at a small restaurant that is still open today called La Tonina, where they serve the best caldillo de queso (a chicken-based broth with melted cheese) and fresh flour tortillas that I have ever tasted. According to my sister Federica, they are still as delicious to this very day. The owner was Tonina Jackson, the famous Mexican wrestler from the fifties. On one side of the street was the Teatro Virginia Fábregas, and on the other side, just a few feet away, the Cine Opera, where we would watch double features: two films for the price of one. In that theater, along with the popcorn, my cherished gaznates awaited me, a type of candy that you can find anywhere in Mexico, but which was originally made by the nuns who many years ago lived in Puebla, just two hours away from the capital. Today, many people make this treat, which is a very delicate wafer filled with a meringue made of honey and a few drops of lemon. It’s the kind of taste that sends you straight to cloud nine, and, of course, I always had to accompany it with my favorite orange soda.

By the time we left the theater, the market stalls would already be assembled and filled with all sorts of trinkets and goodies that could never be found in any Mexican store. These kiosks sold things that, at the time, were available only in the United States, such as blow-dryers, jackets, Nike sneakers, Walkmans, makeup, and an array of countless amazing oddities that would take me an eternity to list. Week after week we would go back to that colorful market to see what new things had arrived. Chances are it was all contraband.

Being there was overwhelming, with streets upon streets of  little stands the color of rosa mexicano, that typically Mexican bright pink hue that was used and popularized by Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo. The little stands were all lined with a string of lightbulbs so that everyone could see what was in each one. When you walked past a stand, the salesperson would usually scream to get your attention: “Cooooommmmeee onnnn throoooogh, come on through.... We are selling three for the price of one; browse without obligation; if you don’t like it, we’ll gladly exchange it. Come on through.” I would walk through the aisles of stands eating one of the local hotcakes, which were plump and doughy, and had a type of caramel that we called cajeta—similar to dulce de leche—all wrapped in a piece of brown paper with grease. Just thinking about it makes my mouth water. Absolutely delicious.

My people, my language, the melodies of everyday life in Mexico are songs from the neighborhood that now sound glorious in my memory. That’s how my childhood was, rich with culture and vibrant with wonderful colors and smells.




La Calle Díaz Mirón 

Legend has it that there was a cemetery beneath our house and around the corner there was a church. In more opulent times, it is said that the more privileged families built secret tunnels to access said church so that they wouldn’t have to mingle with the common folk. When he renovated our house, my father sealed off the tunnel that connected our home to the church. I’ve always been curious about what could possibly lie within those tunnels: obscure treasures or gold coins hidden in the walls . . . but to this day I still do not know.

At the end of the fifties my father inherited a house in Santa María, on Calle Díaz Mirón, on the corner of Sabino, which he  ultimately tore down in order to build the house that we lived in when I was growing up. Originally, our house had two floors, but years later he would add a third floor that he used as his laboratory. The facade of this house features forty-two stone sculptures of dogs called xolotl tepetlxcuincles, which in the Nahuatl language means “small stone dog.” Some of them are posing on their hind legs, while others are lying down with their heads upright. It was thanks to this collection of sculptures that the house was aptly christened “the House of the Dogs.” The house also boasts four cannons like the ones used in ancient wars, stamped with the words Calle Díaz Mirón in iron, which function as drains for the roof; a decorative band of talavera (handmade artisan pottery from Puebla) dishes encrusted along the facade; and an iron sculpture of a head representing one of the child heroes who, according to national history, was famous for defending Chapultepec Castle. The artist who gave my father this head—which served as the model for the sculptures that actually adorn one of the balconies of that beautiful castle—was Abel Quezada, my sister Gabriela’s godfather.

In fact, the house is as much an archaeological point of reference as it is a historic one, and some of my fans have made an adventure out of going there to snap a photo in front of my childhood home. Through the advent of social networks, hundreds of them have sent me pictures of themselves in front of the old house, which is deeply gratifying to me. In 2000, my mother had the house renovated and put it up for sale, and funnily enough, the buyers ended up being my old neighbors, whom my family referred to as “the little nuns from next door,” the very ones who prepared me for my first communion. Today it is a part of their home and convent.




My Father 

We lived on the first two floors, and the third floor was left exclusively for my father; this was where he kept his forensics and chemistry lab, and where you could see all sorts of strange instruments and criminal investigations that were under way. Some of the most unusual objects included a collection of human heads reduced to the size of grapefruits, which was a tradition of the indigenous Shuar tribe. It was as strange as it sounds. My father always adored odd and decadent images. He showed his collection to me with such great passion that I learned to appreciate them as objects of art. He was so obsessed with those heads that he actually visited one of the tribes just so that he could learn about the complicated process they used to shrink the heads, using medicinal plants. Their lips and eyes were sewn shut to keep the filling made of sand, hot stones, and mixed herbs from spilling out during the shrinking process. It always amazed me that despite being shrunken, they still retained the proportions of a normal face, not to mention the fact that the hair remained the same length it had been (on some of the heads, you could still see fossilized lice eggs!).

When President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, who governed Mexico from 1964 to 1970, was preparing to leave office, he chose my father to interview him about his government. My father’s questions were by no means simple—he asked the president, for example, about the Tlatelolco genocide of 1968—but he also knew how to throw in a couple more positive ones to balance the exchange. When the interview was over, my father presented the president with a pair of cuff links made of shrunken horse heads that he had developed in his lab especially for the occasion. Ever grateful, the president immediately named my father “official commentator of Mexico,” a title that he received as praise for his  extensive knowledge of the nuances and traditions of every culture and state that formed the Mexican Republic.

When I recall those little heads with their mouths and eyes sewn shut, I remember that they really were rather disturbing. Now that I think about it, I wonder whether my father was subconsciously preparing me for the fame that awaited me, because sadly, my ego did in fact get the best of me on more than one occasion, so that I arrived at a point where I had to have my head “shrunk,” which in Spanish would be the equivalent of having my ego deflated. But also very clear to me are the times when others attempted to shrink my soul and somehow minimize my desire and motivation to make my dreams come true.

Back then, I was only three or four years old and didn’t really understand my father’s tastes, but my innocence allowed me to simply enjoy our life together, be it about shrunken heads with long hair or relishing some of that chewy milk candy that we loved so much. We developed a completely unusual manner for a father and daughter to communicate, and to this day, I have never seen anything like it.

My father graduated at the age of nineteen as a chemical and pharmacological biologist, but he specialized in criminology and forensics and became an expert graphologist. Because he worked for the Mexican government and the president, he always needed to be abreast of all kinds of news, so in his office, there was a table designated solely for the placement of the day’s newspapers, along with the records and files of whatever cases he was working on. One of them marked me for life: the case of the tamalera (maker of tamales). Large black-and-white photos showed a metal cauldron on a base lit with coal that served to keep the tamales hot. In the pot you could see the horrifying image of a man’s swollen and decapitated head, boiling away along with the tamales.

The history of the case consisted of an oppressed wife who sold tamales in the market, and who, in a moment of clarity, could no longer endure the insults, blows and abuse of her alcoholic husband. So she killed him in order to make tamales out of him—tamales that she later sold from her little stand at the market. Beneath each of those bundles that were filled with the dead man’s flesh was the most overwhelming proof of the murder: the man’s head. The case was widely followed by the media, and my father worked on it as well. For me it was completely normal to share this and other such stories with my friends at school. I would do what my father did with me: explain things to them as a teacher would to a group of students.

As the years went by, and as I had a chance to reflect on the time that I was able to live with him, I now realize that I would have loved to know every single one of his interesting and dynamic facets. Today, the memories flush my mind with tremendous nostalgia: I understand that I was lucky enough to have a father who was out of the ordinary, a man with an amazing mind, both profound and enigmatic, an accomplished scientist, an all-around extraordinary human being. Among his many contributions to science was the discovery of aztequina, the very drug used by Stalin’s doctor to help prolong the man’s life. He worked for the government as a consultant on scientific topics. Among the most cherished of my family’s possessions is his complete study of the sacred mantle of the Virgin of Guadalupe, worshiped by all Mexicans and millions of Catholics worldwide, which is found in Tepeyac, inside the church of Guadalupe in Mexico City. My father held it in his hands and scientifically analyzed every microfiber of the fabric by order of the Vatican. His discovery dropped a lot of jaws, because the fibers, he learned, were alive, a  theory that he developed with his colleague Roberto Palacios Ber-múdez in their 1976 publication, Discovery of a Human Bust in the Eyes of the Virgin of Guadalupe. From an early age, at nineteen, my father was given the title of teacher and metallurgist by the National University of Mexico; Fordham University in New York awarded him certificates in organic analysis, colloids and advanced organic synthesis; Harvard University named him professor honoris causa in the study of organic chemical structures; the National Association of Identification in Havana, Cuba, gave him the title of expert in political science; the Office of Questioned Documents in Washington, D.C., certified him as an expert in document examination; the National Bureau of Document Examiners named him an active member; the School of Criminology and Political Science of the Mexican Republic gave him the prestigious academic title of doctor of criminology ad eundem; the Bureau of Criminal Identification and Investigation gave him the title of professor emeritus of criminology; he was a professor of criminology at the American Police Academy in Washington, D.C.; he gave a series of lectures at Harvard; and the Encyclopaedia Britannica dedicated a whole page to him in one of their editions.

If my childhood was complicated, my father’s was even more so: My grandfather Demetrio Sodi Guergue was a prominent lawyer in Mexico, and one of his most notorious cases was the defense of José de León Toral, the man who assassinated General Obregón (the president elect at the time), who was nicknamed “El Manco” because he was missing his right arm. León Toral talked his way in to a dinner held for Obregón by convincing the members that he was a gifted caricaturist. The gathering took place at a restaurant called La Bombilla, which was located in  San Ángel, a district found at the southern end of the city. When Toral was close enough to the general, he drew his gun and shot the president elect several times, killing him instantly.

My grandfather was chosen by the state to defend Toral, and his thesis was quite interesting: that the findings of Obregón’s autopsy were inconclusive, showing that there were various types of bullets with dissimilar trajectories. In fact, as I understand it, the Mexican historian Antonio Rius Facius revisited the autopsy report, in particular the medical section, which apparently confirmed the thesis that my grandfather had presented. My father later told my sisters that the “Obregonians” would meet outside his house and yell, “Die, Sodi! Death to the defender of Toral!” My father was only ten years old at the time, but he remembered it all with impressive clarity.

My father was the last of seven living brothers; he had others who had passed away when they were very young. His upbringing was exceedingly strict, demanding solid performance and an unyielding sense of competitiveness. He was raised within a quintessential upper-class family of the time, which prized values and education far above any sentimentality. This, in turn, made him a serious man regarding various other aspects of his life. My relationship with my father was definitely a reflection of that which he lacked during his own childhood, one that was a lot more educational than warm. Today I realize that the central point of our connection was the boy that lived within him, the boy who actually never had a childhood.




The Addams Family Home 

My father’s persona was formed through a sense of culture that one might call eccentric, with a range of fascinating quirks and  characteristics, all of which were manifest in the decor of our home. It could have been compared to the Addams family home, not because my family was ever as extravagant as the Addams clan, but because there was nothing inside the house that fit any one particular style. The walls were made of rose-colored stone that at some point my father chose to paint in a dark, coffeelike hue. His diplomas hung on the walls, along with an impressive collection of miniatures featured in their cases. One of the shrunken heads, which we familiarly referred to as la chancha (the pig), hung from one of the columns in the living room; there were cuckoo clocks about, with the tiny birds that would pop out and state the time, and little doors that would open, from where characters with musical instruments would emerge, just like in Geppetto’s house in Pinocchio. A crucifix hung on one wall, and a gargoyle’s mask faced the stairs on another. The truth is that I never liked to turn around to look at that mask, somehow feeling that its ominous eyes were following me. It is no wonder that my imagination is so wild: Between La Llorona, who would appear in the middle of the night, those tiny heads, and all my father’s eccentricities, I developed a vivid imagination; and, of course, not a lot of people get it, but generally speaking, when I allow myself to be led by it, the results are amazing.

There was such an unusual and forceful energy in my house that I believe it was in that place where I began to look inside; I think it happened because I developed a very fast and effective manner of profound introspection, almost as a defense mechanism. I began to communicate with God in that house, so that I would be protected and kept safe in His precious and benevolent company, secure from the presence of anything spooky. I am convinced that our house was built upon very strong energy coordinates, or maybe it is true what people say about the cemetery,  because there is no doubt in my mind that the woman dressed in black was the spirit of a dead woman, who was perhaps always crying over her lost children.

And it didn’t end there: If you wanted to go for an afternoon nap at around five o’clock in my sisters’ room, you would suddenly feel some kind of presence that seemed to lie down on you and render you immobile, and you couldn’t scream or ask for help until you prayed that God would save you. According to a Web site that I found while doing a bit of research, modern medicine describes this state as “sleep paralysis, a state of total inability to make any voluntary movements during the initial period of sleep or close to the moment of waking, when one is physically asleep but mentally wide-awake.” Some American researchers have concluded that the problem could be a result of certain individuals’ susceptibility to electromagnetic phenomenon generated by the earth. So my theory about the house being built on a strongly electromagnetic set of coordinates may not be so far-fetched....

Like any other girl, I invited classmates to come over to my house to play and sleep over, but I would always dread the prospect of one of them seeing or feeling one of these supernatural entities, and in fact, without my telling any of them about it, they would often perceive it on their own. Horrified, they would call their parents, who would have to come and pick them up at two o’clock in the morning . . . my poor friends. Today I’m not sure whether I feel sorry for them or for my mother, who had to get out of bed in her pajamas to hand them—agitated, crying and terrified—back to their parents.

Growing up I never had too many friends, and I think it had a lot to do with the house that we lived in; I was afraid to invite them over, dreading the possibility that something really creepy would happen. When their parents would come to pick them up in the  middle of the night, I would be left alone, sad, crying and totally ashamed, mostly because I didn’t understand what was going on. Maybe if they had been stronger girls like me, or maybe if they had had a father like mine—with his miniheads in his office and all of his investigations—things might have gone differently.

Because I had very few friends, it made me become closer to my family and the life of my community. It was undoubtedly an amazing group of people, or at least to me it was very special.

Every day I would stroll around the neighborhood with my mother, and my grandmother when she was visiting. We would start by turning the corner of Sabino Street; we would say hello to the newspaperman, who always recognized us, and then we would buy chewing gum, candy, magazines and comic books from him, anything at all. Sometimes we would keep walking until we reached the Dalia market; before we arrived there, we would come upon a series of stands, among them my favorite one, where they sold blue-corn quesadillas about half a meter long. I would order mine filled with white Oaxaca-style cheese, spicy green sauce and . . . total bliss until the very last bite. Later we would systematically cover our route through the market, where my mother would buy everything that she might need for the week: meats, fruits, vegetables, cream, eggs and other products that were sold there. My favorite part was the animal section, where one could buy turtles, little chicks and fish, all of which I invariably managed to bring home at one point or another. Between the turtle food, the bunnies and the hamsters, my bedroom smelled like a pet store, as I let them all live with me, and they were my sole companions during many days. My mother would burst into my room, furious, and yell, “What a stench! You can’t live like this!” Regardless of whether it was cold outside or not, she would immediately open the window to quickly force the  smells of chicken, duck, turtle, hamster and fish out of the room. When she noticed that I was cold, she would say, “If you want to have pets, then get used to the cold! You cannot live in such a stinky room!” In the end I chose to stay cold, because all I wanted was to have my little animals with me.

One of the things I loved the most was seeing how the little bunnies, mice and chicks all coexisted along with the butcher, the fruit vendors, the sellers of vegetables and flowers—all of it comprising the family of the market. I always believed that the world was this way: that there were no distinctions or divisions, a world without prejudices. Like many other little kids, I didn’t know that there were any countries other than Mexico, or know of any of the differences that society or history had created, like, for example, having a different skin color, speaking a different language, or receiving a different education, all of which I would ultimately learn at school. I suppose the most beautiful thing about being young is . . . being innocent.

Three blocks from my house was the mall of Santa María, and there in its center was the beautiful Moorish kiosk that was designed and built in approximately 1886 to serve as the Mexican pavilion during a world’s fair in the city of New Orleans. I would play under its wrought-iron stairs, running through its interiors, staring at its grand columns and walls that could have come out of a Mozarabic poem, like the one by Ruben Dario that my father would recite to us as we lay in his arms, replacing the name of Margarita with one of ours: “Un kiosco de malaquita, un gran manto de tisú, y una gentil princesita tan bonita, mi Yuyita, tan bonita como tú” (“A kiosk made of malachite, a great mantle made of tissue, and a gentle princess, so pretty, my Yuyita, so lovely like you”). Yuyita or Yuya was what my father called me after a visit to the Yucatán, because he said there was a bird called the yuyo that  was known for how beautifully it sings. Who could have known that my nickname was going to serve as such a true premonition?

On weekends, we would regularly visit the parks. I would ride my bicycle around the kiosk, and the atmosphere was always festive—pure Sunday energy: The balloon vendors held tiny plastic whistles in their mouths and would blow them regularly to get the children’s attention; the cotton-candy carts with their wooden wheel filled with tons of little holes to place the sticks loaded with cottony treats in blue and pink; and there was a cart that sold ice-cream pops, which would always ring its little bells, that I adored. As soon as we got to the park, I would eat one, and if I was able to convince my mother, I could eat two or three throughout the day.




A Family of Women 

Minus the ghosts that haunted my house, I generally had a lovely and active childhood, full of nuances, colors, smells, flavors and music. My family was especially creative, and having four older sisters was like having four private teachers all to myself. We were a gaggle of women, one father, two or three Chihuahuas and all kinds of ghosts.

My oldest sister, Laura, is my mother’s daughter from her first marriage, so even though she didn’t live with us, we saw her as often as possible. My three other sisters have multiple names, such as Ana Cecilia Luisa Gabriela Fernanda, whom we call Gabi; or Ernestina Leopoldina Amada Ageda Cristina Clementina Patricia, whom we call Titi. With so many older sisters, each of them with their own unique character, and the way they treated me, I always felt like their spoiled little baby.

When the whole family was still together—before my father’s  death and before any of my sisters were married—our house was always filled with noise, all sorts of music, makeup everywhere, many styles of clothes, and the rooms were always overflowing with people. My father liked to listen to classical music, such as Bach, Beethoven, Vivaldi, Mozart and Schubert—harmonies that could flush the soul with magnificent sensations. Then suddenly the house would be filled with the sounds of Chabela Vargas, Jorge Negrete, Pedro Vargas and Julio Iglesias; from “Wendolyn” to “Rio Rebelde,” we would spend so many afternoons listening to countless songs. And there was no one like my mother, who would combine her favorite artist, the king of rock ’n’ roll, Elvis, with Vikki Carr or Gloria Lazo. My grandmother would listen to pieces such as “La Paz, Puerto de Ilusión” and “La Barca de Oro,” and one of her favorite versions was by Rafael: “A Mi Manera. ” And on top of all that, we can’t forget my sisters, who practically ran a nightclub out of our house: All day they would play Barry White, Gloria Gaynor, the Rolling Stones, Diana Ross, and Earth, Wind & Fire, along with Sandro de América, Roberto Carlos, Palito Ortega, Camilo Sesto, César Costa, Enrique Guzmán, Alberto Vázquez; my sister Federica loved Violeta Parra, Mercedes Sosa and many other protest singers, which, of course, my father did not like. But for me it was a great discovery when on one of my birthdays, Federica took me to a place called El Mesón de la Guitarra (the Guitar Inn), which was a very famous establishment in the seventies, to see all those musicians with guitars in hand, interpreting songs that depicted a real social context, the young revolutionaries of the time. There, as I sat excitedly in front of those artists who shook us with the rhythm of their music, the innermost desire to do exactly the same took me over and my entire being. From that moment on, I dreamed of facing an audience who would intensely feel what I was singing, of feeling the  absolute joy of making them one with the music. What I felt at that moment as a seven-year-old girl was so powerful that to this day it remains etched inside my heart. That was when I realized that this was for me . . . this is for me.

To this very day I still love going to the Sanborns restaurant in downtown Mexico City, the one located in the Casa de los Azulejos, where the movement, sound, clinking glasses, screaming and chatting . . . all of it reminds me of the activity that swirled around my house before any of my sisters were married. But it was hard for me to understand how, after I’d had five “mothers”—my four sisters and my mother—as well as my father, my mother and I were suddenly left alone.

Yet that is what happened. As time passed, the house that was once filled with people began to empty out. First, Federica left to get married and live with her husband; later, a year after my father passed away, Ernestina was married in Paris, leaving Gabi and me alone. I played, chatted and ate everything I could dream of with Gabi, as she was always my accomplice, and we had an absolute blast together. However, just one year after Ernestina, Gabi was married as well, when I was almost eight years old. So from that moment on, I was raised alone, as if I were an only child, because the only ones left in the house were my mother, my grandmother and me. Once in a while I would see my nephew, Quetzal, who was kind of like my little brother, and with whom I would take every opportunity to make mischief and satisfy our curiosities. To this day, he still remembers it . . . and boy, does he remember.

For my mother it was hard when my sisters moved away. On top of that, she was left without a man who, like in any other Latin family of the time, had been the financial and emotional backbone of the household. But my mother used the lemons life threw at her to make a delicious lemonade. Once she was able to  recover from the loss of my father, she suddenly became a new woman, with a strength that came from the deepest part of her being, giving way to an astonishing sense of inner fortitude that eventually empowered her for the future. After almost two years of mourning, one day she stood up and said to herself, I am now ready to do what I have always wanted with my life. And that is exactly what she did.

Until that point, she had been only a mother, who cooked, ironed and essentially ran the home, practically acting as a servant to my father. She was the consummate housewife, but a very incomplete woman nonetheless. My mother was of the classic, old-school type who liked to do menial chores on her own, as she felt these tasks were important to master without reliance or any help from others; she was determined to always feel useful in life. For example, she compulsively polished the black marble living room floor. On her knees, she would lay out the wax on the floor, leaving it to dry so that she could later polish it. Then, when my father got home, he could see his own reflection in the floor like a mirror. She cooked all kinds of different menus: for my sisters, for my father, and on some occasions for herself; and she was only forty years old when she became a widow.




My Mother 

My mother was an incredibly strong woman with a powerful character. Like so many women, she learned how to become a manager in her very own home. Having to organize, instruct, distribute, and keep the finances of a household of five daughters—beginning when she was just twenty-five years old—forged a courageous personality; from a superhousewife she ended up becoming the manager of a superstar, and when she started in that  role, she had no background whatsoever in the arts world. And if that were not enough, this desire to progress fueled her to become a painter, sculptor and, later, a businesswoman. She was the one who taught me that you can truly have everything you desire, as long as you put in sacrifice, hard work, honesty and loyalty: four values that I still consider to be fundamental to my life today.

From a very young age I was a witness to the exhausting, labor-intensive and sometimes unfulfilling work that comes with running a home. When I saw that it was only at forty years old that my mother actually began to fulfill her own dreams, I decided that I would do everything I could in my own life to never abandon my dreams. So I became determined to succeed as a good human being and professional woman, and waited until I found Mr. Right, a man who would make me feel safe, before having my first child. I always knew that having a child was a huge responsibility, the most beautiful thing that life can give you, and for that reason I wanted to be perfectly sure that I was bringing her into the world at the right moment and with the right person.

There is a lot to learn from the mistakes made by our own mothers; mine even used to say to me, “Honey, there’s no rush. It’s better to wait to get married; don’t make any foolish mistakes, because you have time.” When I was married, she would say to me, “Wait a bit before you have a baby; enjoy your marriage and the success of your career.” Of course, years later and with more maturity, I understood that it wasn’t such a good idea to wait so long, nor to do exactly what other people tell you to do. If I had been able to see the future through a crystal ball, and had found out how difficult it would be to have my first child, I might have done a few things differently.

Life throws us unexpected twists that we are genuinely not ready to face, whether the death of a loved one, illness or, in my  case, unexpected fame. Now I understand how enriched I am because of some of the most challenging moments that I had to endure as a little girl; all those experiences made me who I am today. Losing my hero, my father; becoming famous when I was just a teen and living in the public eye; the pressure on a young girl to always be “perfect”; this is what my days were like: full of expectations, demands, the pursuit of perfection and ambition.

All of this taught me a lot. The most useful lesson I learned was that sometimes I had to say no whenever things didn’t sit well with me, especially if I was doing them for the sake of pleasing someone else. I learned to listen to myself, to listen to the little voice inside myself that said, Whom do you want to impress today? What else do you want out of life? Why do you need more? Whom are you doing this for? For them? Or for you?

All of us go through moments of uncertainty and confusion when people talk to us and when they don’t, when they have opinions and when they have nothing to say, so it is normal that even our consciousness will get distracted from time to time. We are, after all, humans. Not robots. But ultimately it is wonderful to find balance in your life; it might be difficult, yes, but certainly not impossible.

I was always a very creative child; I used to make up my own games, and even my own toys and my own stories. I would spend hours alone while my mother was at the Academy of San Carlos, the art school where she took lessons. When I returned home from school, alone in the house I would give free rein to my imagination and in that way became a creative, imaginative and dreamy type of girl. It was hard for me to separate fantasy from reality, perhaps because it was better to dream than to actually feel the reality of my solitude.

I had to face another situation when I learned the second  great lesson of my life, one that I had to comprehend the hard way: dead-on, without any time to think about it. It marked me profoundly. I was around seven years old when a cousin of mine asked if I would go outside with her, where all the neighborhood kids were playing. There were some kids our age having fun on a merry-go-round, but one of the older ones would not let me join in and said, “Not her—her father just died.... She can’t play with us!” All the other kids started laughing at me while chanting, “The girl who doesn’t have a father! The girl who doesn’t have a father!” I didn’t understand what was happening or what I was feeling, but I could not stop thinking, How can they be so mean? It was the first time that I felt such a punch to the gut; it was as if my heart were weeping inside, a deep pain that grew at the base of my belly. It was my first face-to-face encounter with evil, with malicious and toxic people, and it came from a group of children. Of course, children are not aware of the damage that they can do to other kids, but for me that moment was pure agony.

It is not easy to be mature at an early age. In my case, not having a kid brother or sister with whom to share, play and fight made me into a very lonely little girl. Also, it felt as if everything around me was always changing. My mother began to flourish after the death of my father, the moment she released the shackles that kept her trapped inside a simple life, which had absolutely nothing to do with her actual dreams. I think that if she were given the chance to do it all over again, my mother wouldn’t have gotten married until the age of forty. Maybe she wouldn’t have had any children. She was not a conventional woman, but she lived encaged in my grandmother’s beliefs of what a woman should be, and what Mexican society expected at the time. The truth is that my mother was no princess. It’s more like she turned into Cinderella without even realizing what was going on around her. But  I am convinced that this submissive attitude pushed her to be the fierce woman that she was until the day she passed. Because nobody could stop my mother. Especially no man!

And regardless of how brilliant and successful he was, my father was no knight in shining armor. He was not an easy man, very macho, and he held my mother back most of the time, perhaps because she was a wildly beautiful woman. She was so stunning that anyone who laid eyes on her would think she belonged to the golden era of movie stars. Her beauty was striking, and my father would die of jealousy just thinking about the prospect of someone coming on to her. And this is how her life, her world, ultimately turned into a routine: from the house to the market, from the house to the girls’ school, from the house to the church, and occasionally to the movies with the girls, and right back to the house. My father would even time how long it took her to get from one place to the next, which I now realize was insane! That’s why, when he passed away, my mother—while of course very sad—also felt a great amount of relief and liberation. She realized that there was something amazing out there that she had never really had the chance to know. Something she had never had access to, God knows why.

From being a totally submissive woman, my mother transformed into a woman who dealt as an equal with the highest-ranking television executives, for example. Overnight she became my manager, and her attitude became, Get out of my way, because now you’re going to see who Yolanda Miranda is. No one will ever humiliate me again. She was indestructible.




Discovering the Artist Within 

I am convinced that these life circumstances led me to become an artist, but as much as I adore my profession, sometimes I feel a little like a fish out of water. I have always felt a bit uncomfortable in show business, especially because I am not the kind of person who likes to show off. I also don’t like to talk about myself. My mother often told me that I had to learn how to “throw it around” and not seem so incredulous about my own success. But it was the hand of destiny itself that brought me to where I am now in life. Whether or not I am able to believe in my successes, there are still a lot of things about this profession that I hate, such as having to be far from my loved ones, always working, always promoting, always smiling, even when on the inside I am really exhausted.

But at the end of the day, what I love to do is sing, write songs, spend hours in the studio with my fellow musicians creating sounds and new musical possibilities, making momentary magic, cadenced and harmonic tones and sounds that will exist forever. It thrills me to think that these songs could serve to keep a person company during some of the most important moments of their lives: at their wedding, at their quinceañera, during their moments of shame, success or love. It is exciting for me to be on a stage and to feel the audience so alive, smell them, touch them, singing the songs that were one day just a simple idea and a chorus, now sung out loud vigorously with thousands of voices singing along at a show. What I love is to live among my diverse fans in different parts of the world, getting to know one another personally, and really talking to everyone—not to mention how amazing it feels to play a character that actually shakes me to the core.

To me, this is the magic of my profession.... This is life.... This is me screaming through every pore of my being, I am alive . . . I am here . . . I am complete . . . I am me.

I love art—its creation and expression. When that magical part of my career gets fogged over by rumors or the distorted images that often get concocted about artists, it’s hard for me to understand what it is that really bothers people; the whole thing gets stuck in my throat, because I just don’t know how to digest it; it simply doesn’t flow. That’s the part of my work that’s far from what I’ve always dreamed about. Nevertheless, I managed to prevail by swimming against the current, clearing off the algae, the branches and the traps that have been set to “eliminate” me. But you know what? No one can eliminate a light, even though its luminescence might bother some. It’s just like one of my fans said to me one day: “My queen, if your light bothers them, let them wear sunglasses!”

Since social networks have taken over the world, I feel a lot more at peace with my relationship with the media. I thank God that I can communicate with my fans directly, and see their reactions in real time; I can talk to them about everything, and wish them a good night, and even tell them what Lyme disease is all about. I find social networks to be beneficial because they turn every person into his or her very own reporter, which is very liberating.

I should clarify that no social networks, nor the many experts of whom I sought help in search of answers, are necessarily responsible for my peace of mind. The key is to accept yourself exactly as you are, because we spend our whole lives wanting to change or become someone who we believe is somehow more perfect than ourselves, without being clear about our true potential, who we are, how we can modify and improve certain attitudes and thoughts to extract the best of ourselves and truly shine. The moment that I realized this, everything changed for the better. I stopped seeing everything from the outside, superficially, and I began to really look at myself from within, to know and accept my limitations, and to understand that there will be certain times when I will be at the top, and other times when it will be someone else’s turn. This allows me to understand how important it is to feel the freedom to say no.

I was such a people pleaser that in the course of my career, whenever I was presented with a new project, without thinking about it, without reviewing it, I would immediately say yes just to please the producer, the businessman or the manager (who was my mother, of course!).

In the documentary that we filmed for Primera Fila (First Row), my latest album, which came out in 2009, there is a moment when the interviewer takes me on a tangent: from the most intimate place of my being, I confessed to him that all I want to do is sing like I did when I was a little girl; I needed to look that girl in the eyes and reconnect with her. That is how the idea of this book came to be, as a way of moving from the past to the present, and saving that girl-woman so that she can have a solid future.

Thalia, the little girl, has to come back to me.

The time has finally come to reconnect with the silent girl from my past who thought that her father had died because of her last kiss to him—because everything has changed. I embraced her; I rescued her; I forgave her; with every part of my being I told her, “I love you. . . . You won’t miss out on anything.... Don’t worry about the future.... I am here.... Everything is going to be okay.”

I embraced myself.... I rescued myself.... I forgave myself.

Because a major part of accepting yourself is forgiving and I was very hard on myself, an unwavering judge of my own actions. We are our worst judges, and we give ourselves the worst punishments. And if you are a Virgo, it’s even worse!

Throughout this whole process I have also learned . . .

To let go of what I cannot change.

To accept what I cannot change.

To stop trying to control what is uncontrollable.

How to say, “Llorona . . . I no longer fear you.”
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