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For the First and Onlys:

You have been assigned this mountain to show others it can be moved.

And for Abi.
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We will forever be known by the tracks we leave.

—Dakota proverb







PROLOGUE

THE PROMISE

I’M GONNA KEEP it real with you.

This was the unspoken promise I made to an auditorium full of students at Harvard University’s 2016 Latinx Graduation. As I approached the podium at my alma mater, I had planned to give remarks of the I-did-it-so-you-can-too variety. But as I stared out at hundreds of earnest faces in identical black gowns, many of them with PRODUCTO DE INMIGRANTES stenciled in white letters across the top of their caps, something about that narrative suddenly felt unfair and incomplete. My gut told me that the moment called for something more truthful. If anything, out of respect. These weren’t just any students, after all. They were cycle breakers.

These young people had just white-knuckled their way through school guided solely by the possibility of a better life than their parents’. They personified single-minded tenacity and blind faith in the American Dream. And yet, having stood in their shoes over a decade earlier, I knew that many of the unique struggles they’d faced had likely not been validated. They might’ve even been glossed over or minimized as worthy sacrifices for a greater cause. I was also well aware of the tough realities that were crouching in the wings as these graduates launched themselves into their lives and careers. They hung in the air between us like unidentified mutual ancestors. How could my words of encouragement be helpful to them if I didn’t point out the ghosts?

After all, it’s not easy to be what I refer to as a First and Only—those of us who are the “first generation” or the “only” person in our family, community, or social demographic group to cross a threshold. Some of us are first-generation Americans, first-generation college students, first-generation professionals. Or we’re the only person of color, woman, or LGBTQ+ person at the table or in the room. The specific borders we breach are different, but what unites us is a shared familiarity with a particular set of experiences, challenges, and expectations that come with the territory. What I call the Trailblazer Toll.

My life to date has been a balancing act on a razor’s edge of paradox. In heels. I’ve been a child on welfare, a White House aide to President Barack Obama, a gang member’s girlfriend, and a candidate for the United States Congress. I’ve ridden on Air Force One and in G-rides. I’ve been featured in Maxim magazine and had a double mastectomy. I recognize how incredibly fortunate I am to have had access to these opportunities—educational, professional, and health-related. And I am grateful for the added perspective and empathy that come with living a life of contradictory extremes. It is a beautiful thing to be a First and Only, the one who disrupts deep-rooted generational patterns to become our ancestors’ wildest dreams. And it also comes at a price.

To be a First and Only in America is a delicate balance of surviving where you come from while acting like you belong where you’re going. Success in the former does not make the latter any easier. In fact, the more effective you are at surviving, the larger the experience gap there is to bridge. But in reality, First and Onlys aren’t crossing a bridge at all. We are the bridge—painstakingly stretched from where we come from to where we hope to arrive.

The Trailblazer Toll is the emotional cost of social and economic mobility. It’s the tax we pay to become the proverbial bridge. I conceived of the phrase because up until now, I’ve seen surprisingly little about the comprehensive emotional experiences of First and Onlys. Some aspects receive a lot of attention while others are rarely publicly acknowledged, despite being widespread, normal, and even expected. And therein lies the problem. Shifting a paradigm is isolating and terrifying work, and we rarely talk about that part. We focus on the victory lap instead.

It would have been easy, standing at the podium that day at Harvard, to share the glossy version of my life, neatly packaged into six words: from welfare to the White House. But using such an oversimplified shorthand would have been incomplete at best, and misleading at worst—and all too often we’re conditioned to do just that. To be so grateful for our opportunities and so protective of our fragile new status that we leave no room for questions, doubts, or our own humanity. But it’s unreasonable to create the expectation that any of us can navigate social mobility unscathed.

Certainly, the circumstances of being a First and Only vary, defy simple categorization, and evolve over time. And the eight components of the Trailblazer Toll that I identify in the pages that follow—drawn from terms and ideas from psychology, sociology, and my own personal experiences—are by no means meant to be exhaustive. Yet by exploring pervasive themes I’ve seen come up repeatedly in the lives of First and Onlys, I hope to ignite a conversation that is long overdue. My guess is that many of us have at some point come up against one or more of these dynamics:


• The bearing of emotional and behavioral patterns passed down by our ancestors—our Invisible Inheritances

• The tendency of First and Onlys to take on the role of an adult—serving as the family translator, doctor go-between, form filler, dictionary, or psychologist—becoming a Parentified Child along the way

• The exhaustion of engaging in a Bicultural Balancing Act, navigating different cultures, ethnicities, social classes, and communities to become all things to all people

• The unpredictability of our access to opportunity and social hierarchy, which can feel like a game of Chutes and Social Ladders

• The isolation of our Lonely Hustle, as the chasm between the experiences we share with our family and loved ones becomes wider and our relentless drive to advance becomes less relatable

• The fear that comes with taking financial and career risks with no safety net, akin to Blindfolded Cliff Jumping

• The inadequacy we may feel penetrating rooms, workplaces, and systems that have traditionally excluded us, and how these same systems actively reinforce our perceived inferiority regardless of our confidence, leading us to experience Impostor Syndrome Plus

• The responsibility to prove that our family’s sacrifices were worth it, as well as the self-consciousness of having more financial security than our loved ones, which can lead to Breakaway Guilt


These were just some of my emotional reference points when I spoke at Harvard that day.

After the ceremony, students lined up to share their personal stories, many of them with tears in their eyes. I recognized the pain alongside the pride on their faces, because I looked the same at my own graduation. Before that moment, I hadn’t realized the extent to which the conflicting emotions I’d felt were actually a prevalent phenomenon. How common it is that those who smash through glass ceilings are then left to clean up the shards on their own.

So then why are we still sold a one-dimensional narrative of what it takes to achieve the American Dream? All the way back to elementary school, we learn about groundbreakers and their rags-to-riches ascents that shatter any limitation. Read the profiles of First and Onlys at the highest levels of government, entertainment, sports, or business, and you will undoubtedly encounter seemingly linear narratives of defying the odds. It’s one of the reasons I used to think that I, too, had to be perfect in order to be successful, or even worthy. But I have plenty of scars; I have made many missteps. And pretending I don’t doesn’t serve me or anyone coming up after me.

Beating the odds is already hard enough: We live in a time of rising income inequality and declining social mobility. There is only a 7.5 percent probability that a child born to parents in the bottom fifth of the income distribution will reach the top fifth. How do we change this? We can start by arming ourselves with the truth. Not a rose-colored Disneyland version of social mobility, but the lived reality that many of us face. How else are we to know that we are not alone, that we are not broken, and that our shared experiences are to be expected? Being seen is a powerful gift, and First and Onlys deserve every fighting chance we can get.

In my own ascent from the bottom 5 percent of Latina earners to the top 5 percent, one thing has become crystal clear: Pain and poverty may travel through generations, but owning one’s entire journey can be a radical act of healing. It’s what compelled me to examine my own experiences—as a Mexican American woman raised by a single mother in Los Angeles—through new eyes. I retraced past versions of myself and followed their steps like a road map, stopping at pivotal forks along the way. In the process, I discovered that the story of my life—our lives—can’t be told neatly in a résumé or with bullet points. And that’s the intention of this book: not to center the tidy bullet points but to shine a light on the spaces between them.

Which is why my promise to you now is the same as it was to Harvard’s class of 2016: I’m gonna keep it real with you. Because I’m committed to correcting the sugarcoated, stereotypical narrative about social mobility and the American Dream. Because I believe that by revealing our wounds to one another, we are all a little more free and a little less alone. And because the first step on any emotional journey is to own the truth. To reclaim the parts of ourselves we sacrificed in order to survive.

Identifying the emotional scar tissue of being a First and Only is not meant to be discouraging; on the contrary, it is essential. Because we can’t heal from that which we can’t name. It’s perhaps our best hope to ensure that we aren’t set up for a life lived with outward success but emotional isolation. We can and must hold space for it all. Pain alongside pride. Trauma next to hope. Guilt and success.

To my fellow First and Onlys, we have blazed trails and broken ground for countless others throughout our lives. It’s now our time… to heal.
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