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[00:00:56]

Dr. Maria Sprehn (MS): Today is September 24th, 2025. I’m Maria Sprehn and we are here in Bethesda, and we are doing an interview with...

[00:01:06]

Elizabeth Guillen (EG): Elizabeth.

MS: And can you say your last name?

EG: Guillen.

MS: Well, great. So, I guess we can start with the beginning if that’s okay with you and maybe you could tell us where you were born and maybe something about your childhood.

Carlos Gonzolas Fernandez (CG): Do you wanna get her at the beginning of this question to restate her name just so it’s full. [inaudible] My name is such in such, I’m from wherever [inaudible] whatever information you want.

MS: If you could say it again. Go on.

CG: Oh, and you’re going to be looking right here, talking to her the whole time. Don’t even look at the cameras.

[00:01:53]

EG: Okay, thank you. My name is Elizabeth Guillen. I’m from El Salvador, a really small town called Santa Ana.

MS: Okay, great so maybe we can start with...

CG: One quick adjustment. Just before we get into it because I see just a little bit of a glare on her forehead and don’t want that to be there the whole time.

MS: Oh, okay.

EG: Maybe it’s the lotion.

MS: No, It’s the light, it’s the light.

CG: I’m just going to make it a little more indirect, so it's not... Much nicer. [inaudible].

[00:02:29]

MS: So, you were born in Santa Ana, in Salvador? 

EG: Correct.

MS: Can you tell us a little bit about your childhood.

EG: Yes, my childhood, you could say it wasn’t what we call a normal childhood because at a young age I was working with my grandmother. If I can recall correctly, I think ever since I could say full sentences I was on the street selling food in the neighborhoods because you know the neighborhoods back home are a little town they’re smaller so I would go knock on doors to tell the neighbors we were selling either soup or tamales or pasteles over here they call them empanadas. I don’t think that’s a normal childhood compared to the United States.

[00:03:51]

MS: Right, and who else did you live with?

EG: I grew up with my grandmother. My mom left me with my grandmother because she had to work. So, I grew up with her and my uncle.

MS: In a house?

EG: In a house, yes. 

MS: In Santa Ana?

[00:04:12]

[bookmark: _Int_IAdXTn2O]EG: In Santa Ana. This house was a really small house. I think it was the size of this living room. It was divided? No? Maybe with the dining room? At first it was more than just my grandmother and myself living in this house. When my mom left me with my grandmother, it was my grandmother, my uncle, and myself.

MS: Did your mom go to the United States or somewhere else in Salvador?

[bookmark: _Int_BbhdNqCQ][bookmark: _Int_3xi6G9Hj][bookmark: _Int_X7LthXYB]EG: She used to work in San Salvador as maid and babysitting. Back home people when they work in the city, they live there. She would come sometimes every two weeks or every month and I would see her then. She would come for the weekend and then she was gone.

MS: That was hard?

[00:05:20]

EG: Since I was used to, since my grandmother was my mother, I didn’t really miss her. The only part that was difficult is to be... from my family side, I was the only one with no mom and dad. But other than that, it was fine because I didn’t know anything better.

MS: What did you call your grandmother?

EG: Mama Tere 

MS: Mama Tere, her name was Teresa?

EG: Yes. Maria Teresa.

MS: Do you remember any other stories from your childhood there?

[00:06:05]

[bookmark: _Int_cLkkPea2]EG: Well, working... I used to love wearing this apron and being in charge of selling food. I would tell my grandmother “I can do it. I can make the pupusas by myself. Go to church and I will handle everything.” I used to love setting up everything and selling the food and having that apron full of money because I felt like I was doing what she taught me to do: which was working.

MS: How old were you in this memory you have of making the pupusas and wearing the apron?

[bookmark: _Int_VssqA7hH]EG: When I started working with her, I was maybe seven. When I was making pupusas by myself I was nine? Ten? Yeah, I remember going to what in the United States we call a farmer’s market, over there that’s a mercado. That’s where you buy your groceries, there’s no fancy stores. I remember my grandmother trusting me to go by myself to a mercado and buy whatever we needed to make the food and just telling the sellers: “Oh this is for my grandmother, this is her name.” and if you didn’t have money, because they knew her it was ok to just take the food and come back and pay later. That was fun.

MS: Grandmothers are so special too.

[00:07:54]

EG: She used to cook so good. One funny story that’s not so funny because it’s not ok. I remember coming from school and being so hungry and I had to wait to eat until, ya know, just eat the leftovers that she couldn’t sell. And I remember her having coins in this... in El Salvador, if you’re poor you don’t have the fancy thing where you put dishes. You don't have a fancy kitchen, so she used to have a cabinet with dishes and coins. I knew how to open it, and I would get quarters, and I would buy pastelitos from her cause I was so hungry, but she knew it was her money, but I was buying it from her! [Laughs] it’s funny to remember now.

MS: Definitely. At what point did you leave El Salvador and where did you go?

[bookmark: _Int_f07e5uqC][bookmark: _Int_Sy1FdTIe][bookmark: _Int_lODSLCB2]EG: I left after turning fifteen because my uncle died. The uncle that I grew up with and he was my father figure. Since I was very independent, I told my grandmother and my mom that I needed a change, and I was leaving the house. I left, I had my mom sign a paper giving me permission to cross Guatemala and I left. With some people that were leaving from the community. I was not leaving completely by myself. I had two uncles and one of the uncles had a friend in the United States that would come visit us. This friend offered me an opportunity to come. That friend is the father of my child, my daughter. I needed a change after my uncle died, and I said I was leaving and I left and came to Gaithersburg because that’s where he was.

MS: Okay. What was the name of the uncle that you lived with?

[00:10:39]

EG: Luis.

MS: Luis. Okay, okay. Then when you were fifteen you decided to leave, and you crossed Guatemala. How was that journey at fifteen, you were with other people, but how was that journey?

[bookmark: _Int_Ss76V9Nh][bookmark: _Int_YntrMtJj]EG: It was something that I have never seen because it took us a month to get here, and I was so young, and I didn't know what to expect. We had to walk, we had to hide in these buses, take fake names in Mexico and pretend I was asleep, so they didn’t ask for my papers. We stayed in houses like empty houses with no electricity or water with 30, 40 people in there. It was long and full of experiences, but I managed.

[00:11:57]

[bookmark: _Int_OpQdtwpM]MS: Did you want to say anything else about the journey or we can move on to the next question?

EG: The journey I saw many things. For example what we call coyotes they were random guys from Mexico, they were doing drugs but they were in charge of crossing us in the desert like in the middle of the night so that was scary because I mean I didn’t know I was young and it was scary to have people that you don't know in charge of guiding you and these people being high. It was scary and not having food and not being able to shower because that home we were staying had no electricity or water it was challenging being in this house with strangers and not being able to go anywhere because even though they were being paid they had a process in how to move us to the next town.

MS: I can imagine. It took about a month and then you came straight to Gaithersburg?

[bookmark: _Int_Tq2BWuub]EG: Right, well first we were in Arizona. Then from Arizona we went to Texas and in Texas we met the brother of the coyote that was bringing us. And he was in charge of taking us to where we were going to take a van straight to DC where we were going to be picked up by our family.

MS: People in Gaithersburg knew you were coming?

EG: Yes, my uncle's friend knew that we were coming.

[00:14:18] 

MS: What year did you come to Gaithersburg?

EG: I think it was in the beginning of 2001, 2002, something like that. Everything is a blur because I came here but after being in Gaithersburg for two years the father of my child returned me to El Salvador so it’s hard to remember the years.

MS: Definitely. What did you think of Gaithersburg when you arrived? You were fifteen or sixteen when you arrived in Gaithersburg and...

[bookmark: _Int_QLafxMUJ][bookmark: _Int_vkBDcZH5][bookmark: _Int_yYWTe1Ro][bookmark: _Int_drIftEYR][bookmark: _Int_glrRUBIR]EG: It was clean. Compared to Santa Ana where the road is dirt; where many houses are falling apart. I was like “Oh it’s pretty and there’s a lot of trees.” Back then because I was not used to how buses take so long like “Oh it’s so difficult to get from one place to another.” because I either had to walk or take the bus and I didn’t know how to take the bus. When I came most of the people were Hispanic. There were a lot of Latin stores and restaurants because it was easier for me to know where to go because I just had to walk to the right or walk to the left and walk just two or three miles and I would get to whatever place I need to get. At least in that neighborhood there were a lot of Hispanic families. I remember the only time I would drive to work in the morning was when we were working at this big factory, a Korean factory, to make kimchi. I think that was one of the few interactions I had with other communities because we were a lot of Hispanic people making kimchi and everyone else was Korean.

[00:16:53] 

[bookmark: _Int_KYv0di0e]MS: Where was this factory?

[bookmark: _Int_IbQj79h2]EG: It was in Silver Spring, if I’m not mistaken. I remember being in the car for thirty or forty minutes to get to this factory. Most of the time it was interacting more with the Hispanic community.

MS: Right, so you weren’t going to school?

EG: No, I was working at this factory from 7 in the morning to 3 or 4 pm. But my first job was at McDonalds. I was working at this McDonalds at night and during the day I was working at this factory.

MS: Okay. I didn’t know there was a kimchi factory in Silver Spring.

[00:17:42]

EG: I don’t know if it still exists because it's been so many years. I don’t know if it’s still there. Like I said, I have worked since I was little but working at this factory was really something special because I had to wear a trash bag as a skirt. I had to wear these big gloves, yellow gloves and something to cover the upper part of the arm, a little hat and a trash bag over to cover my entire body because we were mixing kimchi in these big plastic containers with really spicy stuff and if you were to touch that spice your skin would burn at least that’s how I would describe it because I don’t like spicy things. [Laughs] and plastic boots, you had to wear plastic boots all day. It was different having to dress that way to make food.

[bookmark: _Int_3bDWV1ZM]MS: Within the community did you have friends? You were working most of the time?

EG: I didn’t have friends because was working all the time and I wasn’t allowed to have friends because I came to the United States to be the woman of my uncle’s friend. My job was to go to work and clean the house and yeah, I was always doing something.

MS: Then you said you went back to El Salvador for two years?

[bookmark: _Int_xOh16EJA][bookmark: _Int_3hE9kq8J][bookmark: _Int_zqqblcVm]EG: Yes, the house that I came to live... we were living in this house with ten or fifteen people. They didn’t like me because... many reasons. I was younger and the father of my daughter was older than me. They didn’t consider me to be enough for him, that I wasn’t good for him, like a normal teenager. I wasn’t an angel back home, so they thought of me as not being good for him. There were many issues, and he decided that we needed separation from the family and me, so he sent me to Texas for a few months and then I came back. He sent me twice to Texas. I was living with my mom’s cousin and his family, the second time that I came back to Maryland is when I got pregnant and he had this plan to send me back to El Salvador to not help me with my daughter, that’s why I was sent back.

[00:21:24]

MS: Did she go with you?

EG: I was pregnant.

MS: Oh, I see okay.

[bookmark: _Int_8JUQlLRz]EG: But I came back, I found a way to come back.

[bookmark: _Int_sDro2z9G]MS: Oh, okay so you went and then came back and was it a similar trip as the first time?

[00:21:44]

[bookmark: _Int_D5KIilvl][bookmark: _Int_nkurlxzt][bookmark: _Int_VBq0oY6p][bookmark: _Int_ZOwNhWU3][bookmark: _Int_RIfwQNkU]EG: Yes, but this time it was different because I had a work permit. As long as they didn’t see me crossing the border I was legal to be in the United States. So long story short, when he brought me back from Texas, I was staying where he had rented me a room to be you know waiting from him to see me. I got tired of waiting for him because I was there by myself, so I moved to Virginia to work, and I was so young and in love that I came back and got pregnant, and he thought I was going to put him on child support. He made this plan of taking me back to El Salvador. He told me he got me a special permit for me to travel and that the permit was going to get to El Salvador. Something in my heart was telling me that that was not real, but at the same time I said to myself. “Well, I don’t think he would leave me there because I am pregnant and I don’t have money” but he left me. He said to me “Take all the good things that you have so you can wear them and take all your money.” All the money I had was $600 so [laughs]. He said take all the money and we will go. As soon as we got to El Salvador he sent me to my grandmother's house and I was not welcome at his house with his aunt, I mean his sister and then he left. He came to the United States and didn’t tell me and left me there. With the money I took, thank goodness he said to take it because with that money I was selling food again with my grandmother, so I made it last. I was depressed because I didn’t want to be there and I wanted my daughter to have a better life than being in El Salvador I was not going to be able to provide for her what she needed. So, I found someone that his job was to bring people to the United States, and he told me he was leaving. I told him that I didn’t have money to pay him, I only had enough to take the bus and follow him. He told me that he felt sorry for me and because he knew my grandmother he was going to do me the favor to tell me which bus to take with him but if immigration were to get me, he didn’t need to do anything because I was not paying him. I came with him, and I even got here faster than the first time. It took us ten days but in Mexico he left me with family he had in Mexico I was stopped there because they thought I had money or had family or friends that would pay for me to come here and I was eight months pregnant so I told his family “I don’t family I don’t have anybody there’s no one who’s going to pay for me in the United States or in El Salvador so please just let me go” Because I felt like I was going to give birth in Mexico. They dropped me off at the bus station. I couldn’t talk or they would recognize my accent, that I was not Mexican. They told me just take this little van, there were buses but this van go until the end and when you get there tell the driver you need someone to help you cross the desert. When I got to the end, I told the guy I’m not from here I don’t have money I only have a hundred dollars I need to cross the desert to get to the United States. He felt sorry for me and introduced me to a guy his job was to cross people. He was very kind I don’t remember his name. He took me to another house with a bunch of people no electricity I remember him taking me to this little tienda it's like a little grocery store in the house we got avocados and tortillas and the rest of the money I gave to him so he can keep the rest and buy me a bus ticket to cross after crossing the desert. 

[00:27:21]

MS: So, you did cross the desert?

EG: Yes.

MS: On foot?

EG: Yes but it was shorter because we just need to... [inaudible] It was running a little bit like ten minutes and then we the other side of the United States there was a little store where I was supposed to wait for this other bus this little van which I had already had the tickets because this person had bought it for me and since I was already legal to be in the United States there was no problem so I took this van, it was late and he told me “just remember immigration is going to stop you when you are in this van so you just have to show your papers.” It happened. I showed them my papers, my work permit, and it was okay. Then the driver saw that I was by myself and I was not talking, and he recognized what was happening. When we got to the end of the trip he asked me where I was going and I told him I was told to get to where you take me and find a church so I can sleep there and he said there's no churches late, no one is going to open the door. He called his wife and asked her for permission to take me to his house. He took me to his home, and I stayed there until I found someone from Maryland to buy me a ticket to come to DC, so I was at this driver’s house for two or three days.

[00:29:30]

MS: Then you took a bus to DC?

EG: I took Greyhound. 

MS: Greyhound.

[00:29:36]

[bookmark: _Int_KrXWPVlz][bookmark: _Int_SxtqzgIa][bookmark: _Int_jUT6f365][bookmark: _Int_YXEiq936][bookmark: _Int_MIDLs5wX]EG: Yes. A friend that I met when I was here the first time bought me the ticket and he picked me up that was May, I think a week away from Mother’s Day. I didn't have a place to stay. When I got here, I didn't have my personal items because my daughter's father threw them away--threw all my clothing and photos. A lady that I met, because again when I came I was only in the Spanish community we would go to this laundry mat where I... you know Hispanic we people like talking and asking questions so this person that I met at this laundry facility I got in touch with her and I told her that I was back and that I didn’t have a place to stay so she allowed me to sleep in her kids bedroom and in return I was going to clean the home and take care of the kids and do things for her. So, I was living there.

MS: Is this in downtown Gaithersburg?

EG: Silver Spring.

[bookmark: _Int_h2J6GZ68]MS: Oh, this is in Silver Spring. You’re in Silver Spring okay

EG: It was getting closer to giving birth and back then we had this program where individuals that don’t have health insurance get full coverage I used to go to the hospital to get checkups and I met this nurse, I don’t even know if she was a nurse this Spanish lady she felt sorry for me and she told me you need to go to a shelter if you want to be in a housing program. She said “come live with me when you give birth” so I did I went to the hospital and had my daughter and after giving birth she took me to her house for a week then she took me to social service so I could be placed in a shelter. I don’t know if you have any questions because I just keep talking.

[00:32:15]

MS: No, no. It’s your story. You’re very strong, wow. How did you end up in Gaithersburg then? I know at some point you came back to Gaithersburg, right? You had Giselle, right?

EG: Yes so after I was placed in this shelter, Stepping Stone shelter in Rockville I decided that I wanted to go to high school at least to learn English because in El Salvador I didn’t even graduate the seventh grade and I wanted to learn English that's when I enrolled in high school at Richard Montgomery I was there for six months, at the shelter you couldn’t be there for more than six or eight months. I found a bedroom again in Gaithersburg and that's how I moved back to Gaithersburg. I started going to Gaithersburg High School.

[00:33:27]

MS: It was just you and your daughter in the bedroom in Gaithersburg, and you were able to go to high school and what were you able to do with Giselle. While you were working or going to classes?

[bookmark: _Int_4UMhvh48][bookmark: _Int_CzWswMYJ][bookmark: _Int_Hj40g3ez]EG: When I was at the shelter because I had to take care of her and I also had to clean the shelter that was one one the requirements to be there to do chores before leaving the shelter and in the afternoon I couldn’t work because I was in school so when I moved back to Gaithersburg I was working in a restaurant a Mexican restaurant Ay Jalisco. I worked there and I also worked at the laundry mat. Then I wanted something closer to the house because I didn’t have a car, so I started working at Forever 21. One thing that my life hasn’t been is a straightforward path to where I am today, but I have been blessed with a lot of angels people that have helped me. This job at Forever 21, in a normal job they would not allow you to take your child to work. I was not allowed to bring her during the day but at night we would have floor sets and I didn’t have a babysitter or I didn’t have the money to leave my child at night so my manager would allow me to bring her to do the floor sets and my daughter would sleep in the fitting room and set clothes as a blanket and she would sleep there while I was doing floor sets. Floor sets are changing the layout of the store and making it pretty for the next season.

[00:35:50]

[bookmark: _Int_trwEv7Df][bookmark: _Int_qeksa4bN]MS: Giselle would be in the dressing room sleeping and you would be doing the floor sets? Forever 21 is in?

EG: Lakeforest.

MS: Oh, Lakeforest Mall.

[bookmark: _Int_ci0w6ipx]EG: Yes. I was so lucky that the room I was renting was almost next to the building where my daughter was during the day the childcare from the school this bus would come in the morning to pick us up and we would go to this childcare where high school students, young mothers would spend the first two periods of school. Learning and interacting with their children then they would take us to school then they would take us back. It was easier because I was on Girard Street I would take the bus or walk to Lakeforest and it was easier for me too.

[00:36:50]

[bookmark: _Int_msZy8WR4]MS: Do you remember the name of the program? Was it inside of Gaithersburg High School or it was a nonprofit apart from Gaithersburg?

EG: If I’m honest I think the outside name was “Family Something” but I know it was part of the school it was not miles away from Gaithersburg high school, but it was part of the school. A nonprofit.
MS: Okay and how many other young women were there? Do you remember?

[bookmark: _Int_09M3c9d9][bookmark: _Int_CbAH6MHO]EG: So when I started, I think there were eight or ten. But there were three that were about to graduate, but they were there before me. I only remember the name of one of them her name was Lisette She had two children. I think she was a senior. There was another young mom, this is going to sound bad, but I know there was one African American and one white and Lisette is Spanish and the rest of the other group we were Hispanic. But I don’t remember their names. I feel like now that I know a little bit more about things. I think all the things that I was living my brain was experiencing cognitive overload. So much information that many parts of my life I don’t remember I think I was just going through the motions because I was in survival mode.

[bookmark: _Int_1z0G9f2u]MS: I know you did graduate from Gaithersburg High School.

[bookmark: _Int_BlR3y77D]EG: Yes, I was blessed that the head of the ESOL department, Chrisopher Dowell. He’s amazing. He worked so hard for me. I don’t know who else was involved for me to advocate to stay in the school system after turning 21, but I know he played a big role in the decision making and helping me stay. I was able to graduate in 2008. I was 22 something.

[00:40:00]

MS: Still, that’s fantastic. In 2008 what was the Gaithersburg Latino community like?

[bookmark: _Int_JZcOBClP][bookmark: _Int_eYgdlSZG]EG: Since I was not driving, my community was Old Town, Gaithersburg and the high school. The high school back then was mostly Hispanic and since I was older, I didn’t really have friends. I do remember seeing a lot of Hispanic kids, but old town Gaithersburg was mainly Hispanic the Latin store the bakery most of the restaurants there it was a Spanish community now when I drive through there, I see all these fancy buildings like new apartments. That did not exist back then there were old buildings apartments, and it was mainly from the Spanish community but now I feel like there’s more mix in Old Towne Gaithersburg because of those apartments because I believe they are more expensive. I even tried to apply for one of those on Girard Street and East Diamond, I think, is the street and they were very expensive.

[bookmark: _Int_en6NkUvI]MS: Did you have a favorite place within that community? You said that you didn’t have a car and that was your world; was there a place that...?

[bookmark: _Int_N0Szv9uK]EG: Next to Gaithersburg High School there is a park. It’s a pretty park that was a nice place to go to walk. It’s pretty and in Old Town Gaithersburg I would say going to all the Latin store because there were a lot of little stores to walk in there I wouldn’t say it was my favorite place to go but it was nice to be able to walk from where I was living to see a bunch of stores and be able to get all my groceries and my breads, cookies.

[00:42:21]

[bookmark: _Int_alNA5GRy]MS: Are there any particular stories about living in Gaithersburg that you can tell us? Any particular people that come to mind? Any funny stories or joys, challenges.

EG: Fun stories, I would say it was nice having the unconditional love from my high school counselor Rina Chavez. She would take me to her home for holidays which totally not okay if you’re a school counselor but she was not my high school counselor anymore because I was at Gaithersburg it was nice going to her house her beautiful home and eating with her family and she would make a tres leches for my daughter's birthday and it was very nice going to her house and being with her family. It was the only family I ever knew, or my daughter knew. Yeah, sorry you said funny.

MS: Funny or any challenges since you came back when you were living there?

[bookmark: _Int_LVW6qgWP]EG: I would say transportation was a challenge because I didn’t have the resources to have a driver's licenses or buy a vehicle it was challenging going to places and with a newborn it was more difficult in the winter it was a challenge to find resources to have childcare for my daughter so I could work and at the same time finding a childcare that would be available the hours I needed to work retail was challenging. Many programs I didn’t qualify because of my legal status in the country. That was challenging. Not knowing the language, even though I graduated from high school my English was very limited to ESOL two or three so finding a job that I could do without transportation or the necessary education it was challenging and not having the support system I was not even nineteen when I became a mother so it was hard to know what to do.

[00:45:18]

MS: What about now? What have you done since then?

[bookmark: _Int_vjeOIW8b][bookmark: _Int_LL0Ml6pS][bookmark: _Int_1OrS1dQ8]CG: [inaudible] I’m just curious. I was wondering if during this time in Gaithersburg whether or not there was an extended sense community in Gaithersburg from Central or South America or anything like that? Did you feel a part of the community? Because a lot of this you were saying that you felt by yourself. 

[bookmark: _Int_J6lJTuZm]EG: I felt by myself but at the same time I had angels in my life and random people helping me and most of those people were from the Hispanic community so that was a sense of connection of helping you know another person that was amazing that was a blessing but I also had blessing with Mr. Dowell and he’s not Hispanic but he helped me. That sense of I don’t have family but there’s good people that are open to helping to someone who needs help or has this hunger of doing something positive I did have that so I shouldn’t say I was completely alone because I had people that were helping me.

[00:46:59]

MS: You had Maria Garcia.. Did you meet Tersa Wright when you were in Gaithersburg?

[bookmark: _Int_C29BbOK9][bookmark: _Int_vTgrOzQi]EG: I didn’t have many interactions. I know in the beginning when I was trying to get into the school system and then when I transferred to Gaithersburg because I was older. I think the counselors were divided in terms of need or something I didn’t have much. Maria Garcia, I would see her from the childcare from the school, but she wasn’t my counselor because of my age and i guess the necessity was different than a young student. My interactions were more with Mr. Dowell and Rina. I would be calling her even though she was not my counselor. I was calling her like a mom. I need this or this is happening. I think that’s the reason I didn’t have too much interaction with her because I was bothering someone else.

[00:48:19]

MS: Tell us since then. I know you’ve done lots of things since you graduated.

[bookmark: _Int_VWdbfBV3][bookmark: _Int_XuHk01vR]EG: After graduating from high school my dream was not to stop there. My goal was to be a role model for my daughter. I had this dream that one day I would become legal, and I was going to be allowed to get financial aid to go to college. I had to wait until 2018 to start taking classes at Montgomery College because I got my Green Card in 2017. I was blessed and I had people helping me. Again, I have an angel. I had a partner who helped me and I was able to start school again. It was so difficult going back to school as an adult and learning English basically in college. It was challenging but I was resourceful you can say and I was always going to the writing center and reaching out to Rina to help me with my homework and this other person graduated from Montgomery College in 2020, during COVID and then I was blessed I was applying to scholarships so I became a social worker thanks to Rina because she motivated me she was a role model to me and I wanted to give back to the community and I decided I wanted to be like her but not exactly like her because I cannot give therapy so I decided to pursue social work and become a mocker social worker because I saw the need to help the community at a higher level and create programs that will help our community so I transferred to USG University of Shady Grove in 2021 then I got my Bachelors from UMBC in 2023. Nonstop. I had to get a lot of student loans in the process. But I got my bachelors in the process of me studying. My daughter was also in high school. This new learning, these new experiences helped me realize that I needed to be present, that I needed to support my daughter more. I was blessed to be able to be part of her life and do things with her when she was in high school. When she started college, we were almost together in college. It was funny because I would tell her “Oh I can go out with you because you’re a college student and I’m a college student too” and she said, “No” but yes I got my bachelors 2023, and started my master's program right after the summer that I graduated. I got my masters in nine months because to get a MSW a Masters in Social Work if you get good grades during your undergrad program you qualify to get access to this accelerated program so I was able to get my masters fast then I got my license in 2024. 

[00:52:47]

[bookmark: _Int_XtSyqxmB]MS: Congratulations. That is amazing. Really incredible. I’d like to give you the last word here. Is there anything you’d like to tell people in the future that might be listening to you?

[bookmark: _Int_FNTCekKN][bookmark: _Int_JklElKeJ][bookmark: _Int_qeRu0DcF]EG: Many. As a Hispanic mom I always have something to say. Life is not easy but hard work pays off and yes things, the path to accomplish something has a lot of challenges but if you have the drive and you work hard and you surround yourself with good people meaning people that are going to push you forward people that you can learn positive things from you just stay true to your dreams and know that anything is possible in this world. You can accomplish it. One thing I have learned about education. Education is freedom. It’s like you discover a new world. Education is power. In my opinion, education is the only way that you can accomplish many things and break the cycle. Many generational cycles to not doing something else. That’s my opinion, that’s my experience about education and that education also helps me as a mother to help me be present and to support my daughter in the way that she needs me not the way that I thought it needed to be done. I am a big supporter of education.

[00:55:23]

MS: Excellent.

EG: Thank you. I’m sorry that I gave you so many details about...

MS: No, the contrary.

CG: That’s what we are here for.

MS: Absolutely. What an amazing story. I still have a million questions for you, but we will keep chatting and talking, and I think you also have some big plans now for what you want to do for the community, right?

[00:55:55]

[bookmark: _Int_GFaLfjJE][bookmark: _Int_HHb8F7mz]EG: I have many dreams, but my main dream is to tell my story to anyone that wants to hear it, but especially to our community. To pass this wisdom...to younger children tell them that you can be anything that there’s many other things to do outside what they are presented. That they are allowed to dream so I want to tell my story to students and raise money for scholarships and I say scholarships because I mentioned going back to school was very hard for me I had to get tutoring to build the foundation I didn't have to be in college. So, I want to raise money for scholarships for students not only to get tutoring but also have the opportunity to pursue higher education because I know firsthand how difficult it is to apply for scholarships while being in school because it’s so much work and if there is no time you are already living through the motions and having to do extra work to obtain scholarships is challenging and it’s creating an additional barrier for students to get an education so that’s my dream thank you for asking.

[00:57:50]

[bookmark: _Int_hI6efqzT]MS: Yeah, that's wonderful. Anything else you want to add?

EG: Just to say that I’m blessed. I’m blessed to be in this country and I’m blessed to be surrounded by amazing people like you yourself and I have been so lucky to have so many people in my life that helped me be where I am today because if it wasn't for those people I wouldn't be where I am today. If I was to start mentioning names, we would not finish this interview because there are so many people that I am thankful for. Rina Chavez, this other boyfriend I had, Mr. Dowell but my daughter is my inspiration to be a better version of myself to be a role model for her and I am so lucky to have her as my daughter and that I love her so much she's the reason why I’m here she's the reason I keep fighting and trying to be a better version of myself.

MS: That’s beautiful. Thank you.

EG: No thank you for being here and coming all the way here.

[bookmark: _Int_yTKSDzm7]MS: No, it was pleasure a field trip and you’ll have a copy of the film for your daughter, so she’ll have that. A nice thing for her to have.

EG: Thank you. Was there anything you’d like me to change, or I don’t know, a question?

[00:59:44]

CG: I have a question. [inaudible] I was amazed as you were telling your story that you were on your second trip to the United States without having mastered the English language with child oh no on your second trip?

EG: Pregnant.

[bookmark: _Int_cPfk0Ypc]CG: You were pregnant. Yes, yes. You were pregnant. What was that like just mentally? I think about the struggles my wife and I go to through here we are both from this area. We both have lots of family here and its sort of difficult for us even with all that background so I’m just wondering what was going on in your head during those times. Was it terrifying? Was it wonderful? I’m just curious.

[01:00:42]

EG: It was scary. At least in Mexico I could speak the language but I didn’t know anybody and I felt as that I was going to give birth in Mexico I didn’t even have a diaper for my daughter and I was eight months pregnant didn’t have a home so I was terrified I remember coming here and going to one of those places where they give you donations and I got all of her clothing from those places, going to churches to get stuff for her and myself. It was scary but one of the good things about this country is that there is a lot of good people and a lot of organizations that help people that don’t have anything and I was able to get donations for a crib and things that I needed for my daughter when she was born but it was scary because I didn’t know anything about how to raise a child. I remember the doctor said she needs to eat every two hours, and I didn’t know anything else. And I was eighteen and I was with this newborn, and I just knew I had to feed her. I remember being scared because I had to be awake; it was hard. I remember sleeping with her on my chest and I would be so afraid to fall asleep and she was on my chest because babies have gases and all those issues I can’t even describe it because I didn’t know what to do but I did what I thought I should do but it was scary. She survived, now she’s alive and she’s in college about to graduate. Yeah, that was scary.

CG: Thank you for sharing.

EG: Thank you for asking.

MS: Well, I hope I get to meet her sometime. She’s about to graduate in May?

EG: Yeah.

MS: What is she studying?


[01:03:12] 

EG: Oh, I’m such a bad mom. I know she is double majoring in MIS and business analytics. Knock on wood thank God she has a job offer. I hope she will have more than one job offer. Where she did her internship this past summer.

MS: Here?

EG: She did the internship in Virginia. Most of her classmates live in New York, so she wants to be in New York. The company that she did the internship also has a—sorry for the snoring that's Eleanor (dog). She’s very tired.

CG: I thought there were trucks driving by. 

EG: The company also has a company in New York, so she’s planning to move there and have the experience. That’s great that she can do that. It's a blessing. I’m sure you will meet her.

MS: Yeah, my daughter is 22 as well graduating in May.

EG: I have learned that when you go through that process there is this grieving process and now that I'm done with school and now able to be in the moment it is so hard to think that your child is going it be graduating it is exciting it is a blessing but it's sad because it’s like oh they’re going to move again they’re going to have a life. They aren’t going to need us as much, which is the goal.

MS: It is the goal absolutely.

EG: It is the goal the process of a parent. It’s hard, but it’s a blessing. I’m blessed. 

MS: Well congratulations.  

[01:05:30] 

EG: Thank you.

MS: That’s amazing.

EG: Thank you
[01:05:34]


