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silently waitin '

g for the man to end his offensive
song. When he ﬁTShEd I looked not qt him but at his daughter. I advised
her calmly never to ask her father what he had done in the army. Then 1
walked between them and

10 my room. My fri liment
" handling of the situg y friend complimented me on my

e e tion, but I confessed that I had really wanted to
push the jerk Into the swimming pool. This same man—probably a corporate

executive, well-educated, even worldly by most standards—would not have
been likely to regale an Anglo woman with q dirty song in public. He might
have checked his impulse by assuming that she could be somebody’s wife or
mother, or at least somebody who might take offense. But, to him, I was just
an Evita or a Maria: merely a character in his cartoon-populated universe.
Another facet of the myth of the Latin woman in the United States is the
menial, the domestic—Maria the housemaid or countergirl. It’s true that work
as domestics, as waitresses, and in factories is all that’s available to women
with little English and few skills. But the myth of the Hispanic menial—the
funny maid, mispronouncing words and cooking up a spicy storm in a shiny
California kitchen—has been perpetuated by the media in the same way
that “Mammy” from Gone with the Wind became America’s idea of the black
woman for generations. Since I do not wear my diplomas around my neck for

all to see, I have on occasion been sent to that “kitchen” where some think

I obviously belong. i

One incident has stayed with me, though I recognize it as a minor offense.

My first public poetry reading took place in Miami, at a restaurant where a
luncheon was being held before the event. I was nervous and excited as I

walked in with notebook in hand. An older woman motioned me to her ta-
ble, and thinking (foolish me) that she wanted me to autograph a copy of my
newly published slender volume of verse, I went over. She ordered a cup of
coffee from me, assuming that I was a waitress. (Easy enough to mistake my
poems for menus, I suppose.) I know it wasn’t an intentional act of cruelty.
Yet of all the good things that happened later, [ remember that scene most
clearly, because it reminded me of what I had to overcome before anyone
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