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Two special women compare notes on Be to Perez.

TO FANS AND FRIENDS, Be to Perez is a colorful character with a zest for life and a passion for
dance. To entertainment professionals, he’s a hard-working choreographer and music producer.
And to his mom? He’s “Alberto,” the boy who can’t sit still.

“As a teenager in the ’80s,” says Perez.“I was always sneaking out to nightclubs to dance, and
my mom was trying to keep me at home, safe.” The drug-riddled club scene in Cali, Colombia,
was no place for a boy of 15, and Maria del Carmen Perez had her hands full trying to steer her
son away from it. Today, she still keeps him grounded.

“I once said, ‘Look, Mom, I’m on the front page of the Miami Herald,’ ” he recounts, “and she said,
‘Good!But do you eat broccoli?’ ”

Many Zumba lovers have heard the Be to stories—how, at 17, he slept in the ice cream shop
where he worked when he couldn’t afford rent; how he was shooed away from the dance studio
next door, only to be invited to teach there years later. In interviews and chats with students,
Perez has talked about the opportunities that got him his start: the modeling agent who gave him
his first choreography gig; the lambada competition that brought him national attention in
Colombia; the producer who hired him to develop dance moves for Shakira and other celebrity
artists.

But how did a man who started out with nothing but a love of dance come to lead one of the most
dynamic fitness movements of this century? Mama knows: Her son Beto was born to teach.

Here, she chats for the first time with Raquel Perlman, mother of Zumba Fitness CEO Alberto
Perlman. Speaking in Spanish by phone, the ladies may be many miles apart—Perez in
Colombia, Perlman in The U.S.—but no two moms could feel more connected.

RAQUEL PERLMAN: Hola, Maria. I’m glad to finally meet you!

MARIA PEREZ: You too.

RP: I’ve known your son for so long. We met about 17 years ago, when I lived in Bogotá and I
was a student in one of his first aerobics classes. He’s still so energetic and curious at 41. What
was he like as a child, Maria?

MP: He was very decent, very good. I was a single, working mother, so he learned to be
responsible at a young age. I’d give him after-school chores to keep him from hanging out on the
streets in Cali. If he wanted something special, like a certain brand of shoes, he had to earn it.

RP: It’s good you did that.

MP: Well, I’d seen examples of parents who just gave their kids everything. I didn’t want Be to to
be a brat.

RP: You had him so young—when you were 18. That couldn’t have been easy.

MP: I felt I had to be strong—a single woman raising a boy. I suppose I was somewhat strict. I
wanted him to learn to be a good citizen. But like any kid, he still got into his share of mischief.



RP: Tell me.

MP: Let’s see…well, one day, I noticed he had all these bruises, and he seemed really nervous. I
looked him in the eyes, and he confessed he’d fallen off the roof. He had been sneaking out the
upstairs window, jumping from the rooftop and running off with his friends when he was supposed
to be cleaning his room.

RP: Oh my. Typical childhood stuff, I guess. How did Be to do in school?

MP: He did well until The ninth grade. That’s when he started cutting classes to teach dancing.

RP: Is that when you knew Be to would be a dancer?

MP: Actually, I knew when he was five.He’d grab my hairbrushes and sing into them like
microphones. When he was seven, I took Be to to see the movie Grease. The next day, he was
out on the street teaching John Travolta’s dance moves to kids who were much bigger than he
was. After that, kids who liked to dance would always be coming to the house.

RP: That’s how it was with my son and business. When he was four years old, his father gave
him a digital watch.Alberto rented it to a kid for 1,000 pesos.

MP: Ha! He got the kid to pay him?

RP: Well, we made him give back the money, but my husband was amazed his son had thought
of the idea at four.

Be to also seems to have known really early who he was going to be. He told me he was dancing
in nightclubs at 15.Weren’t you worried about him?

MP: At first I didn’t know he was doing it. He would tell me he was at a friend’s house. When I’d
find out it wasn’t true, he’d say he was only at the clubs to dance—never to do drugs. But I was
worried sick—so many dangers around.

RP: I’ve heard Be to say he doesn’t need drugs to have a good time. At six, he saw an ugly side
of drugs. You had a partner who abused you.

MP: Yes, a drug addict, but I didn’t realize it in the beginning of our relationship. He started to hit
me when Be to was around eight. I’d try to kick him out, but he would hide Be to at a family
member’s house until I agreed to take him back.I finally got the nerve to report him to the police,
but I was so afraid he would make my child disappear.

RP: Did he ever approach you again?

MP: Not after he spent 15 days in jail.

RP: How did the experience affect Be to?

MP: It made him very protective of me.I moved us out of that house and enrolled him in judo,
drawing, swimming—anything to keep his mind occupied.

RP: That’s the best thing you can do, really. It must have been tough to make ends meet after his
stepfather left. Tell me about your decision to take a job offer in Miami. Leaving Be to at 16 must
have been really hard.

MP: It felt like someone had ripped off my arm, the pain was so terrible. But Be to wanted me to
go. He wanted to stay in Cali to pursue his dancing while I made enough money to buy us a



house. I promised that, if he proved he could support himself and still go to school, I would take
the job.

RP: The story he tells is that a model saw him dancing, and her agency hired him to teach a
dance routine for a runway show.That’s how he earned his first paycheck.

MP: And I went to Miami as promised.Every year I was dying to come back to him, but I had no
job opportunities in Cali.

RP: And visas to and from Colombia were very difficult to get, I know. You didn’t see each other
for 10 years.

MP: By the time I was able to afford a home, Be to was grown and had moved on.

RP: In all the time the two of you were talking by phone and exchanging letters, he didn’t tell you
he had struggled to buy food and keep a roof over his head as a teenager.

MP: It was terrible to hear that my son had suffered. He didn’t want me to know.

RP: How did you find out?

MP: We were finally able to get visas at the same time to meet in Aruba when he was 25. He told
me there.

RP: He had wanted you to enjoy life a little after spending your youth raising him, Maria.

MP: Be to has always been like this—concerned for people’s happiness. When he started earning
a salary, he would send me money. I’d say, “Baby, I’m not asking you for this.” And he’d say,
“Mom, you’re my only family. I work for you.”

RP: Last year, Be to took you to the Zumba Instructor Convention.

MP: I was so scared. I had dressed in Zumba clothes so I wouldn’t stick out, and then he brought
me up on stage! There were so many people, and I was crying.

RP: Your life must be very different now.

MP: It’s certainly changed for the better, but I’m still pretty down to earth. That’s how I educated
my son to be, too—never to be too full of himself. I’m really happy to see the man my son has
become.

About raquel perlman “In 1994,” says Be to Perez, “Mrs. Perlman was taking my class in Bogotá
and announced, ’This is the best class in the world!’ I’ll never forget that.

In 2001, she was still in my class—in Miami—and asked me to meet her son. Business - people
had approached me about partnerships before, but I paid attention to Raquel, because I trust
most mothers like I trust my own. Today, I feel so lucky to be working with Alberto P. and Aghion.
Others have tried to exploit me, but never my partners. Thank you, Raquel.”


