Michelle Patronella

 ‘‘DOGS AND MEXICANS NOT ALLOWED’’


According to the Arkansas Encyclopedia, every year, the Hispanic population increases by 4 percent; this is much faster than any other ethnic group in the United States. 

During the 1960’s, Reymundo Lorenzo Valenzuela Dominguez and his wife, contributed to the annual influx of immigrants coming to the United States from Mexico.  Reymundo and his wife were among the many immigrants who desired to immerse themselves in American culture in order to escape the destitution that permeates many Latin American countries.  The couple relocated to Midland, Texas where they began anew in America.  On July 30, 1970, Reymundo and his wife were blessed with their first son, who they named Reymundo Lorenzo Valenzuela Dominguez, Jr.


 Since 1960, Hispanics account for 71 percent of Catholic growth in the United States, according to a report released in 2000 by the United States bishops’ Committee on Hispanic Affairs.  Ray was born into a family who fit the statistics.  


“Besides being Catholic, the only traditional Hispanic aspect of my family was my mother’s cooking.  My parents came to America for opportunity, which is exactly what my father did.  Work, work, work.  And, indeed, he has been successful,” Ray explained to me with an expression I was unfamiliar with; it was grave, and intensely serious.


Ray is a kind-hearted and cheerful man, who always seems to bring the positive out in a negative situation.  He is a manager at Chuy’s, a Tex-Mex restaurant in Round Rock, Texas, and happily committed to his partner of seven years.  As I discover more about his family and background, I am immediately curious about how his parents feel about his sexuality.  As I assumed, my question immediately segued Ray into some strong narrative details of his past life.


“I didn’t come out until I was about twenty-three.  As a matter of fact, by the time I left home for college at Texas Tech, I was eighteen and I was already engaged to a girl.  Unfortunately, she passed away due to a brain hemorrhage.  That was really hard on me.”

Ray informed me that he was aware of his sexuality before he actually came out, so to speak.  He figured he could swing both ways for a while and experience the best of both worlds; however, that was not as successful as he had hoped.  After about two and a half years into his first relationship after his girlfriend’s death, he came out of the closet.  He said to me, very confidently, “I just thought, who the fuck am I lying to?”


It was easy to detect the influence that Ray’s upbringing has had on him as he explained to me the fear that has been instilled in him about being homosexual, “Girl, I did not want to be gay in those days.  It was the eighties and the whole A.I.D.S. scare was very new in America.  I was scared shitless.”


His parents did not make the situation any better either. Ray expressed the seriousness of his parents’ disapproval, “After I told my mom, she wished me to get A.I.D.S.  How fucked up is that?  I was damned to hell forever now as far as they were concerned.”


At a pivotal moment in life, the people he needed the most emotional support from denied him of it.  Ray explained to me the difficulty involved in order to undergo such a significant transformation in life, 

“I did not want to be gay…I was raised Catholic.  I thought it was wrong.  I didn’t want to place myself in a situation where I would be easily discriminated against either.  It really sucked in those days.  I did not have my parents, and trying to talk to my friends was like talking to a brick wall.  I could tell they weren’t really listening because they would change the subject after I’d stop talking.”

At the same time Ray was dealing with these issues, he was moving up the ladder in the business world.  After working at the Sunglass Hut for seven years, he was promoted to district manager in which he traveled to various other Sunglass Hut locations throughout the Midwest examining other managers’ activities (legal or illegal).  As a result of his progress financially, he began to spend his earnings, unwisely, on drugs.  

In 1995, Ray was confused, and had nowhere to turn, except around.  And that is exactly what he did; he moved to Austin and turned his life around because he became aware that he was literally falling apart.

In Austin, Ray returned to the restaurant industry, where he was exceptionally experienced.

“I’ve done it all…I’ve hosted, waited tables, bar tended, and now I am a manager,” he explained to me proudly.

He began working at one of the Chuy’s in Austin, and, recently, was transferred to the Chuy’s in Round Rock.  Faxes frequently arrive from the Chuy’s he worked at in Austin bearing the message, “We want our Ray back”, which demonstrates how greatly missed he is over there.  

As a current employee at Chuy’s, I am able to observe how much the employees adore Ray.  In addition, as a host, I can vouch for the fact that he is repeatedly requested when an employee calls with a problem or need, and is always open to help.  He constantly relays positive messages to his employees, which motivates us and encourages us to work harder. 

When I asked Ray why he decided to work at Chuy’s over any traditional Mexican restaurant, I knew the answer without even really needing to ask him.  Nonetheless, he responded, “I like the atmosphere better here.  Traditional Mexican restaurants are really small and they don’t make as much money.  They don’t get busy like we do here.  It’s a hard job; I’m here until one o’clock in the morning when I work the evening shift,” and then he added half-laughing, “Girl, I don’t even really know Spanish that well.  All I know is how to talk shit because my parents would argue in Spanish in front of us so that we couldn’t understand them.”

By the time he had finished his first sentence I had the question answered in my head.  Simply from knowing the atmosphere at Chuy’s I was able to answer it.  

Chuy’s is a fun place.  As you enter the parking lot, you are already able to perceive the atmosphere simply by looking at the sign.  In bold, red, yellow, and blue writing, a sign reads Chuy’s, with a giant arrow underneath that points toward the restaurant.  Inside the restaurant, fun music is playing, and rooms are adorned with various collectibles, which serve as emblems of Chuy’s.  From glued pez dispensers at the bar to hub caps on the ceiling, Chuy’s is about as random and weird as a restaurant can get.  Chuy’s really fits the personality of Austin as a whole, and even sells t-shirts bearing the phrase Keep Austin Weird, which helps to establish the connection.
Because Chuy’s is a fun place, the employees also have to possess a fun persona, and fit that persona well.  Ray is the epitome of a Chuy’s employee; he always has a smile on his face, handles situations calmly and friendly, is funny and social, easy to talk to, and always positive.  After I thought about that I could not even begin to imagine Ray employed at a traditional Mexican restaurant.  I think he might go insane.

When I inquired about how much of his traditional cultural upbringing was actually carried out into his own life, he responded, “Besides being Catholic, the only really traditional thing that was strong in my family was the cooking.  I would sit in the kitchen while my mom cooked and just ask her questions about her cooking.  That is really how I learned to prepare the traditional meals.”

After I listened to Ray narrate details of his upbringing, its weight on his current lifestyle was apparent.  He seemed to embrace only those values of his parents that hold true for his own beliefs.
“My parents aren’t bad people, I think we just hold different values…the same values, but different.  You know what I mean?”

Although he accepts their differences, I perceive from Ray’s stories that he is truly, deeply hurt by his parent’s rejection.

“I was denied of my family for six years.  Now, my mom calls and asks me why I don’t visit…Girl, I forgive, but I don’t forget, especially when it’s your family.  It’s hard,” Ray explained this, again with a grave expression on his face.  However, after this statement, he, naturally, followed with something positive.

“But you know what?  I am so happy now.  Every day I am thankful for all the good that continues to come my way.  I have a wonderful partner, who I’ve been with for seven years.  His dad is a deacon at a Baptist church, and is so accepting of our relationship…we have a beautifully furnished home.  We really have been lucky.”

Ray’s facial expression changed from intense and serious, to dreamy and gleeful.  I am smiling too, as he happily conveyed to me his current state.

“Girl, I think my parents are jealous of our relationship because, really, their relationship sucks.  I mean, when my parents moved here, my mom had graduated from college and my dad had only a third grade education.  And you know what?  My dad told my mom he was going to work and make the money, while she was going to stay home to cook, clean, and take care of the children.  And she said okay…I have no idea why.”

There is not a single doubt in my mind that Ray does not believe he has been successful.  It is very obvious that he considers himself to be extremely fortunate.  In all reality, he has lived accordingly to his family’s values.  They moved to America so that their children could receive a good education, become successful, and live happily.  Ray has accomplished exactly that; he has maintained a life that he can call his own, and he and his partner plan to pass on his experiences to a new generation.

Author’s Afterwards…

Writing this article was easier than interviewing my subject.  Not because my subject was a difficult candidate, but because I become extremely anxious in one-on-one conversations.  However, because Ray is such a comfortable person to converse with, by the second interview I was no longer terribly nervous.  However, now that I have compiled three articles, two of which the interviewing process was carried out, I feel much more comfortable than I did before.  I feel more confident knowing that these types of articles need some sort of narrative focus, rather than just compiling an ordinary biography.

After hearing Ray’s story, it seems to me that expressing a sexuality to your parents that is not condoned seriously tests the conditionality of their love for you.  As it troubles Ray, it bothers me to think that someone’s values could hold so convincingly over the acceptance of their child.

However, a parent’s love for their child is unconditional.  I believe that is what Ray knows in his heart, but nobody forgets when somebody hurts their heart.

