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Happy Puppet Syndrome

No one ever noticed the school nestled amongst the Victorian houses.

That was what we thought anyway. Until we got the memo announcing the
school’s definite and impending closure. Years of rumors conditioned us and we did not
believe it at first. We felt entitled and small-minded and thought the district would not
dare. So we did not act accordingly. We were the last of the special schools. Maybe the
students knew this. They howled and clamored but no one listened.

The noise that came from within our students was drowned out by the honks and
screeches of the Los Angeles boulevards and avenues and the drone of the Santa Monica
Freeway. They were not cries of terror but of necessity, stimulation, recognition.
Depending on the volume, pitch, pace, intonation and frequency, the ululations
determined which student was who: Davonte, April, Jaimesha, or Yoon, just to name a
few. We attended to their needs as best we could, but we did not heed the message of
their cries, that others should know of their existence, too. Therefore, we kept our realm
to ourselves. We were a rusted machine, and slogged along a highway where the speed of
progress increased exponentially. We did not renovate, refurbish, or keep up. Other
systems were changing, becoming global and inclusive, and we looked on as they passed
us by. We wanted to remain invisible in a world transparent, brave and new.

As an institution, we needed others to pay attention to us, to care about us, to
wonder where the murmurs and cries came from. To wonder where students like ours—

the ones with exceptional learning issues, heavy-duty electric wheelchairs, aluminum



walkers, feeding tubes and oxygen tanks—existed. Wasn’t anyone interested in what they
learned? Curious about how images and thoughts passed through their minds?

Some volunteers came in to help. The district offered opportunities for others to
come and do their civic duty, but the process was expensive, with a wait time of two to
three months: application, interview, fingerprinting, and clearance. Unless an applicant
had a mark against him, such as a felony or a pending investigation or recommendation,
the applicant was rejected immediately. With all the gun violence and accusations of
child abuse in schools across the nation, the district had strict orders to follow-up on
unclassified and uncertificated personnel that entered a campus, especially the volunteers.
To bypass this caveat, we screened our own people via recommendation from within.
Therefore, most of them were family and friends, felony or not. We gave our folks access
to the grounds on an as-needed basis, and this information remained internal. Per district
bulletin, volunteers were only allowed a few hours a day, one or two days a month. That
policy was broken, too. The garden needed tending, phones needed answering,
wheelchairs needed repairing, and reports and files needed organizing. And we took what
others were willing to give. We were confined within our own sense of peace as if that
peace would last forever.

We had received the message from the superintendent at the beginning of the
year: a mass email as well as a paper copy in our mailboxes. We didn’t know what to
make of the memo requesting data to show the academic progress of our students. It also
implied that if the students’ performance hadn’t improved, the school would be

restructured or closed.



We had received similar bulletins threatening closure at least once a year for the
past ten years since the economy wavered from the burst of the housing bubble. We
didn’t make a ruckus. We were tired, overwhelmed and had our own lives. All of us, staff
and students. And our reaction was a cliché: business as usual. We survived within the
boundaries of conventional thought (not being seen and heard) and contemporary forces
(the right to a free and appropriate education). We thought we could pull through. We
thought we were protected by our inherent specialness, by benevolence, by compassion,
by federal law. Especially after we had complied with and adhered to a century of
guidelines and decrees ordered by representatives and lawmakers for the equity and
propriety of our students. After we had attempted to, anyway. We thought we had a
designated place in the heart of Los Angeles, we thought we were valued, because
historically we were special.

At the early part of the 20™ century, The School for Crippled Children was
established. This name was not politically correct, but this was before political
correctness was a thing. Right before WWII the name was changed to that of J. P.
Widney, a philanthropist who believed the city was “a place for holistic healing.” But the
original name made others take notice at a time when the nation was more concerned
with the economy, Japanese militarism, Italian fascism, German irredentism.
Additionally, the burgeoning metropolis wanted to honor the man who, in 1900, the Los
Angeles Times called "an extensive property owner in this city." He wrote a book about
the city’s history, was the city’s first public health officer, and advocated public aid for

those who could not afford health care. He developed a church, lobbied for railroads and



harbors, and believed in the progress of prohibition. The school focused on therapies and
studies and was appropriately renamed after him. Thus it was nicknamed, “The School of
Therapy and Health.” He believed that the city would become “a heliopolis of holistic
health culture."

We did not know this sentiment or piece of history about the man, his city, and
our school. It wasn’t noted on our website, printed in our brochures, or included in our
mission statement. None of the administrators knew this information and neither did our
support unit, the downtown office we called if we had any questions or complaints about
protocols and procedures. When we interviewed for our positions, it was not relevant to
the moment: we just wanted a secure paying job in a relatively mellow environment,
unlike the comprehensive campuses where timelines must be implemented, testing must
be done, curriculum must be followed, data must be collected, standards must be
followed, and adolescent behaviors must be dealt with. We wanted to work with students
with moderate to severe needs and only a few professionals knew to look for a milieu
such as this one. And even if we did know this piece of history, it wasn’t going to help
our situation. Or would it have instilled pride and a sense of place? Would we have
stepped up and fought for our place in the city? Still, throughout the weekdays cars
parked and buses lined the streets out front to unload and load our students, and only the
neighborhood residents knew this kind of campus existed, that we existed. Its history lost
on everyone.

We should have seen it coming: the district closed the other two special education

centers. Those students were mainstreamed from their small community of two hundred,



to a general campus of two thousand plus. Theoretically, the philosophy of inclusion was
noble. Schools like ours always complained how we were never given priority for
funding and consideration for appropriate resources. Now funding will be streamlined
and the administrators on the big campuses will determine which programs will get what.
It was economically feasible for the current California climate. How could we not be
next?

We lamented for the old days, when interacting with and nurturing these students
was curriculum enough.

Again we wondered, Why this change?

Someone must have sued the district, maybe even sued the school, the new
horticulture teacher, Ms. Zeny Suarez suggested. We all looked at her and thought, who
is this lady to say such things?

I’ll tell you what I think, Mr. Reyes invited himself to the table and leaned in. The
superintendent made a surprise visit to some classrooms and saw you-know-who reading
the newspaper in the middle of academics, while his assistants played dominoes in the
back. They didn’t even bother to toilet. The students sat in their shit all day.

That rumor was two years ago, Ms. Suico rolled her eyes. And that was one
teacher.

They got rid of the principal, didn’t they? Mr. Reyes said.

She retired, Ms Suico said. She was bored with Reyes’ conspiracy theories and
wished he’d just follow through with his threats of finding a position in the more affluent

areas or isolating himself on a potato farm somewhere.



If I were you, Mr. Reyes looked left and right and then focused on Ms. Suarez, 'd
explore my options. The district has already made up its mind.

It’s the same everywhere, Ms. Suico said.

He leaned in closer, They re setting us up to fail. Fuck this curriculum bullshit!
I’'m going itinerant. Floater: from campus to campus. Slip in and out. Speaking of
which...

And he disappeared before the lunch bell rang.

Until Reyes’ theory came into fruition, we had to teach core subjects, like math,
language arts, and science. And to document their progress? Though he presented odd
behaviors, we couldn’t blame Reyes. The thought of more paperwork influenced some of
us to retire early or transfer locations and positions, such as to the district office behind a
desk, amongst stacks of hardcopies and disks forms on the nth floor of a tall building
downtown off of Third Street. No lesson planning involved, but no summer breaks either.
The hour lunches were a plus.

As for the new hires to replace the retirees or transfers—this school wasn’t their
first choice. They were displaced workers (from other locations closed or restructured)
and were about to be displaced again. Crazy Mary was one of the displaced. They heard
our days were numbered. So enthusiasm and learning on the job was at a lull. Therefore,

management was tricky.



During supervision in the yard, the assistants vented. Sweet Mary told Crazy
Mary, Why am I always called for diapering? They need to rotate our schedules so I'm
not doing it all the time.

Crazy Mary said, Don’t look at me. I'm on break!

A few teachers, found ways to navigate the new system of accountability. the
usual reaction when changes in the curriculum came about. The health teacher, Ms.
Swanson said, I don’t see what the big deal is. They wash their hands, brush their teeth.
I’'m giving them all A’s. It’s not like they 're going to Harvard or anything.

Mr. Ruffo, the computer tech said, Exactly. I'll just create a spreadsheet with
dates and marks. You know, a paper trail, add comments here and there.

Then there was the new academic program with worksheets and multimedia
presentations.

Ms. Suarez lamented, But what about the garden? We dig, plant, harvest, and eat.
Practical skills! They use their hands. Deskwork won’t give them that. And the garden
will go fallow.

You realize we have a water shortage, Mrs. Frazier, who taught the more severe
students, reminded Ms. Suarez. Forget about the garden. What I want to know is how are
we supposed to feed them breakfast, teach them independent living, and fit in forty-five
minutes of language arts in one hour?

Now, the tone was like that of the comprehensive campus.



But unlike those schools, our campus was serene, sparse and sterile. Graffiti, gang
activity, or general teenage malaise was not a major concern. The chain link fence
emphasized its lack of individualized attention and prevented others from entering. It
almost looked like a comprehensive campus. But it was not. Barbed wire was not
necessary. From the outside, the walls muffled the howls to low murmurs that sang with
the tweeting of the birds and the rustling of the jacaranda and palm trees. Once one was
inside, it was apparent that the howls and murmurs belonged to somebody, a child with

concerns, like self-care, behavior, or language. But what child didn’t have that?

The district, overseen by the federal government, operated these special campuses
so that a// children had the opportunity for the most complete and least restrictive
educational environment possible. At the most basic level, we were in charge of
determining their academic and emotional needs, especially if they were unable to
articulate their desires. Was it to gain attention from someone, to obtain a fangible thing,
to engage in sensory activities, or to escape them? Also, we all needed to figure out a
way to record this information, though many of us left it for others to worry about. We
talked about these things to each other to commiserate. However, the specifics floated
through the air until someone wrote it down on paper. There were too many students with
a variety of needs and abilities. There was no pipeline or system. However, per job
description, the primary responsibility was placed on the case manager, who was also the

child’s teacher.



Some students crooned, hummed, gurgled or laughed (successive hoo-hoos vs.
har-hars). Though nothing was funny in particular, it was peculiar for those of us new to
this post. In order to learn how to read the students’ chatter, the new hires dutifully
deliberated their assessment of the sounds with the senior staff. Sweet Mary and Crazy
Mary stood in their scrubs, arms akimbo.

I’'m telling you, Sweet would say, they re trying to tell us something.

Don'’t be crazy, Crazy would say.

And Sweet wondered if Crazy was just talking or insulting her in front of
everyone as Crazy was apt to do. Crazy loved an audience and created opportunities that
made the environment a mental health hazard.

At one point, administration assigned Crazy to work in the garden with Ms.
Suarez. Admin thought that keeping her outside, among the vegetables and flowers,
would mellow her temperament as well as limit her interactions with other staff and
students. Except for Ms. Suarez, we were all satisfied with this decision. Ms.Suarez had
no room to protest. She had requested an assistant to help Charles transition from activity
to activity, class to class until he adjusted to the school’s climate and routine. This
procedure was typical for our new students with autism.

Ms. Suarez: Ms. Mary, Please work with Charlie today when he goes to Ms.
Jefferson’s class.

Crazy Mary: Why? Why can’t I stay here?

Ms. Suarez: Because Charlie needs support.

Crazy Mary: Why can’t Mando do it?



Ms. Suarez: It’s your turn. And Charlie just needs to be escorted to class.

Crazy Mary: I'm going on break.

Ms. Suarez: You can go when Mando comes to cover for you.

Crazy Mary: Well, I have to go to the bathroom. You can’t keep me from going to
the bathroom. Per my contract I can go to the bathroom! And she stormed out protected
by her rights.

The consensus among all of us: don’t stoke that fire. Crazy was crazy. Sweet
Mary was the only one who tolerated her and asked the rest of us to show her some
compassion.

Crazy Mary has special needs, too, Sweet said, We just need to find out what they
are. But Sweet didn’t call her Crazy to her face.

In the teacher’s lounge, Ms. Suarez asked no one in particular, Why was
administration punishing me?

She went on. As much as she loved working with the kids in the garden, Ms.
Suarez wasn’t sure if she could take Crazy anymore. She didn’t leave it there. In addition
to the new curriculum, the expectations of documentation and data collection, and the
twenty-five page reports? She considered what Mr. Reyes said. Options. She wouldn’t
divulge any specifics, but gave us the impression that the status of her particular
condition determined that she needed to stay and work it out in order to keep her health
benefits. We were in assent with her on that. During her tirade, no one dared interrupt

her. We saw that she was a good egg and if she hadn’t by now, she was going to lose it.
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Unlike Crazy, we chose this trade out of reverence with certain expectations, such
as the intrinsic rewards from helping others, or witnessing subtle strides in self-advocacy
and independence in the students. (Yes, Davonte, you may go see the nurse about the pain
in your foot. Thank you for telling us.) Also, the schedule was very predictable and
optional summer work was a plus. Some of us were grandfathered in before all the new-
fangled requirements, such as goals, benchmarks, data collection and documentation. We
had known someone who knew someone from the school to get us in on this sweet gig,
where the pace was slow and the curriculum functional. Also, the district did not
implement standardized testing at these special campuses until recently. However, we
were warned of procedures, such as toileting, feeding, or restraining, which required a

certain level of tolerance.

Though many students functioned at higher levels, some had minds and
temperaments of toddlers. All were fully grown adults and each presented separate
learning or behavioral challenges. For example, Ms. Suarez and her five-foot frame was
able to calm all six feet, two inches of Charlie before he uprooted all the chard in the
garden in one of his fits. That day was Crazy Mary’s first and last assignment as
Charlie’s one-on-one. We could not determine exactly what Crazy did to aggravate
Charlie, but we had our theories. Crazy Mary was assigned to our school directly from
the district. It was rumored that this wasn’t her first transfer, either. Though we
understood Crazy’s situation as a displaced worker, her irreconcilable disposition did not

make it easy for us to sympathize with her.
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Like with any place of employment, institutional or not, we did our jobs
effectively as recommended. There was no room for tactics above and beyond. We
modeled movements for students, such as grasping pencils, tracing lines, or pointing to
pictures and objects for those who were ambulatory. If not, we adjusted students’ limbs
or manipulated students’ hands, hence it was called hand over hand. This was the kind of
language we used for documenting progress. We also had to comprehend the gaze: the
slight turn of the head; the lift of the eyebrow; the twitch of the lips. Or the sudden grab
of the hair, which startled the new healthcare attendants in the rotation. If a student
kicked, bit, or punched, it was nothing personal against us (unless one was Crazy). The
constant smile was not a conventional one and didn’t fool anyone. If new staff asked, we
told them it was a condition of happy puppet syndrome. It was an outdated term, and we
explained that it was not to be used outside of these walls.

Therefore, the minutia of the moment was celebrated or cause for alarm. (Did you
see that? He blinked when I asked him if he wanted ice cream! I think he wants vanilla!
Or, His lips are blue! He’s holding his breath again. Rub his tummy. He might be
constipated.) We all wanted the best for the students, but strides or setbacks, created
more work for us. If we observed either, we had to document specifics (Tuesday, April
22, 11:43 pm: CW responded positively to ice cream after 4 trials in 3 out of 4 attempts
in one day), and documentation in this crowd, other than the routine checks (toileting,
check), procedures (suction trach tube, check!) and balances (cerebral pressure,
hyperosmolar therapy, temperature control, etc. check! Check! Check! Check!), was too

much to ask for. We would have to change academic goals, rewrite the present levels of
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performance, increase/decrease the frequency, up the ante or down the expectations. We
would have to notify all major figures. One psychologist (available Tuesdays and
Fridays), two administrators (one a first time principal and the other demoted from the
district office), a speech therapist (still, no one knows what she did), and two nurses (for
two-hundred students, where at least fifty have an OOHC [out of home health care]
protocol). A new meeting had to be conducted and the whole team called, including the
parent/s (many were single) or guardians (due to placement in the foster care system);
lawyers, advocates or partners (to keep this Sisyphean ball rolling); Regional Center
(nonprofit private corporations that contract with the Department of Developmental
Services to provide or coordinate services and supports), CEDD (Center of Excellence
for Developmental Disabilities), Goodwill (for possible future employment for our
students) or other agency with the best interest of the student in mind.

Yes, some of us did what was authorized and taught the new curriculum since our
status was probationary and not at permanent yet. Our time for observation and
evaluation by administration was due by the end of the school year. The new hires hadn’t
been around long enough to know how to navigate the system to meet their own needs.
But they eventually learned to cope, just like the rest of us who ventured to stay through
all the changes and rigmarole these past years. We followed our heart and the rules until
we too learned a little slack was acceptable, to take care of one’s sanity. To not take it out
on ourselves and on others, especially the students. Or, as the psych called it, to prevent
displacement: the transfer of an emotion from its original focus to another object, person,

or Situation.
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As educators, we were constantly reminded to think of the children. Therefore, for
our own sake, some of us baked and sold strawberry cheese bites; volunteered at the local
theater; worked at the mortuary; or tended bar in Inglewood. Mr. Ruffo took his family to
see the desert landscape and hike the mountains since Asia or Europe was beyond means.
Ms. Suarez decided to develop personally and professionally: she enrolled in online
writing classes and practiced yoga every Monday night. And then there were the
volunteers who helped in the offices and classrooms, like Suarez’s cousin, Frazier’s
daughter-in-law, Sweet Mary’s BFF, or Yoon’s mother. They oiled wheelchairs, watered
vegetables, baked muffins, buttoned shirts. Suarez’s cousin had images and ideals of
civic duty and considered employment in education. Frazier’s daughter had a court order
to complete a certain amount of volunteer hours, but enjoyed her time at the school
anyway. Sweet Mary’s BFF was bored and wanted something different but didn’t want to
work since she was receiving assistance from the government. The parent-volunteer
brought in doughnuts or homemade sushi for us when she came in to make copies for the
office or packets for the teachers. The volunteers also witnessed the machinations of the
district and its effect on all of us, but they did not feel the same pressure as we did.

The reformation of policy and funding for education was in the air, circulating
through our systems. Like Ms. Suarez, we needed to tend to our selves to keep the
district’s shadowy figure and all of our futures at bay, especially the students’. After a
while, their murmurs and howls sang with the crickets and became one with the hum of
the fluorescent lights, heater or air conditioner. But we all had our own ways of balancing

and coping with the intersection of our professional and personal lives. If one was like
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Ms. Mercedes, the groans blocked the ringing in her ears from too much aspirin, or from
too much alcohol, which in turn, caused her to take too much aspirin. Mr. Damont was
now used to the incessant mewing of his mother’s hungry cat with the thyroid condition.
It was rumored Mr. Zingmond was no longer bothered by his wife’s weeping at least
three hours into the evening after she locked herself in the study upon his arrival home
from school.

But we never got used to the cries from within, such as the ones that came from
down the hall near Mr. Ruffo's computer class. His students learned their abcs, 123s, and
the new mandated curriculum through his technological savvy. His class was adjacent to
the bathroom with the changing station large enough to accommodate a six foot framed
body with a maximum weight of two hundred and fifty pounds for what we unofficially
called BD (booty-duty). Ruffo’s students were disturbed by the wails of their peers during
grooming and BD, and could not focus on his laser light show. Therefore, Ruffo offered
an open lab for other classes to come in during those times. He was one of the only
teachers who kept up with the paperwork and was always chosen to represent us if and
when we were audited. Ruffo was the reason we received subsidies to run the
SAI (specialized academic instruction) program for those designated ELL (English
Langauge Learner). He knew how to utilize the apps and keep his files in order on his
desktop.

The rest of us had some of our record-keeping in order. We implemented the
program as best as possible, but keeping up with paperwork was another beast. We filled

out questionnaires willy-nilly, checked boxes here and there, and tweaked the statement
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from last quarter to fit the current quarter’s progress report. We were required to hang
graded class work on the wall next to the grading scale, keep portfolios to show progress,
record marks for each assignment, send notes home to parents, provide two opportunities
for graded work per week per subject matter per student. We had to plan lessons and
activities for each student. The spectrum was broad. For example, Ryan added counting
objects up to ten, while Andrew solved for x. Each class had an average of two or three
staff (which changed on a daily basis), with thirteen to fifteen students with a variety of
skills and levels.

IDEA (individuals with disabilities education or something or other act) was
mandated by the federal government so that students with special needs, including those
with MDOs (multiple disabilities orthopedic) or just MDs (not as severe) or even an SLD
(specific learning disability), would have the opportunity to receive a FAPE (free and
appropriate public education), just like every able-bodied American citizen. But the
FAPE specifically entitled students with particular needs all the other services (speech
therapy, occupational therapy, physical therapy, mobility therapy, etc.) necessary in order
to receive the most appropriate education possible under public supervision. The law was
a decent gesture. We had no qualms about giving the students what they needed, whether
it was law or not. Really. Believe us, we meant well. But where were the resources?

By the middle of spring, the district started its investigation and announced that
the effectiveness of the program would be best represented by the collection of data.
When it came down to it, our evidence was in the form of oral narratives, which was not

acceptable. Ms. Suarez, instead of Mr. Ruffo, was asked by admin to produce her data for
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review. Ms. Suarez did not have the usual checklists or collection sheets. Fortunately,
Ms. Suarez journaled her daily experiences as an exercise for her online writing class.
She presented this to her admin and the representatives from the district. They were
surprised at her undertaking, especially the tone, detail and heft, though they thought she
had exaggerated in some places. She reminded them that this was more personal than
anything, but because they had surprised her, she was not able to comb through and weed
out specific pieces of information necessary for their reports. However, she did have
proof of documentation of her efforts if they had any question about her professional
duties and requirements. They were welcome to use the journal to shed light on the
situation to whomever needed to see it. Additionally, she forwarded a few pages to the
union and the staff who were pleased that the focus was more on the contradictoriness of
their position and the lack of support. Upon reading the pages, admin and the
representatives changed their minds and asked Mr. Ruffo to turn in his spreadsheets and
charts. They stated that numbers and statistics were much more objective and practical
for the district’s purposes. Administration apologized for the inconvenience to Ms.
Suarez, offered her Mr. Mando to help in her class and in the garden full-time, and gave
her a budget to buy more seeds and supplies for the garden. This experience compelled
Ms. Suarez to take her writing more seriously and to write a resignation letter. But, as she
told us in confidence, the latter was merely another one of her writing exercises. We did
not know what to believe.

Then one by one, the rest of us were asked to turn in our data.

17



The district followed our efforts, and took note. They saw the lack of appropriate
and necessary information. Unfortunately, our neglect didn’t lay bare our students’
continual, slight, but substantial progress in their development and learning. Coupled
with the lack of support from parents (overwhelmed and under/mis-informed about
resources and rights) where no communication between the appropriate advocates and
agencies was carried out sufficiently and in a timely manner, the district recommended
the institution to be restructured, if not closed. There was not enough or no numbers
collected, including documentation on the child’s progress in his or her IEP goals, to
show that the programs were effective in the child’s development, which would have
been conducive to all involved. Including the Marys, who sang over the grooming table

to Jaimesha before she was strapped down for her bus ride home to county for the night.
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Rainbow Chard

It is November and the chard still grows. The leaves are crinkly, shiny green.
Their petioles, the stalks attaching the blade to the stems, are white, yellow, or red. My
students, barely legal adults between 18 and 22 years old, look at these plants that grow
bigger than their faces. It does not take much for them to appreciate the good in things.
They have sweeter dispositions than their typically developing peers. They can name the
colors, though sometimes what they say is unintelligible. Even though they are adults,
they are not quite ready for what awaits them in the world. But everything they look at is
lovely. When they see me, they are so happy, as if we hadn’t seen each other in days,
weeks, years. If they can, they gather their gear and follow me to the garden. Otherwise, I
will set them up in the shade and give them a trowel or broom. Some can point if you ask

them, “Which one is red?” But some can’t. They too, seek and desire beauty.

The chard is left over from the late spring, April, maybe May, planting. We sowed
the seeds in the soil. We have no greenhouse on campus to nurture and protect the
seedlings. Nothing to protect new growth from the air of Los Angeles. The exhaust from
vehicles, airplanes, shipping, manufacturing, and other sources; the effects of
overpopulation coupled with the extremities of a Subtropical-Mediterranean climate, all
of this alters the mood, development and production of living things. Unfortunately, these
effects are at their peak over the summer, which is the best time for the garden to flourish

after the fall and winter planting, though spring for these plants is ok, too. Diligent
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maintenance is necessary to prevent stress from the hot conditions, followed by the dry

Santa Ana winds.

In the summer the sun shines more than six hours a day, the minimum a garden
needs for optimal growth. I do not teach in the summer. The plants and seedlings must be
watered carefully, judiciously, to prevent run-off and waste. Summer school is only half-
day, 8 am until 12 pm, and is recommended for all students with special learning needs,
including my students, to attain the critical skills or self-sufficiency goals essential to
their continued progress. There is no time to visit the garden. They learn their colors in
the classroom, behind desks. If they can grip a pencil, they will trace, copy from a model,
or write independently. If not, they will match word cards with colors, or colors to colors.
They will watch the teacher model and receive hand over hand manipulation to point or
match. They will hear the teacher’s voice and respond with an eye gaze. It is our job to
determine what the student needs to maximize his or her potential. There is no
horticulture class in the summer. Only academic subjects: language arts, mathematics and
science. This is district policy. I tried to find a fellow staff: a teacher, a grounds worker,
or a health care assistant, to take time to water in the summer. No one was able to
commit. They are too busy with following the comprehensive curriculum. They are too
busy flushing tubes and changing diapers. They are too busy implementing standards-
based lessons for students with moderate to severe disabilities. It is superfluous to
harvest, maintain, and enjoy the garden. In the summer, no one will see the colors in the

garden.
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Sow seeds about a half an inch deep and one to two inches apart. I model this for
the students. Take your finger or a pencil and poke a hole in the soil. They are learning to
make the transition to adulthood. Pinch and drop the seeds into the hole, cover lightly,
then water gently. They are learning soft skills, such as coming to class on time, being
ready to work (gloves and hats, please), and following directions that contain at least
two-steps. Be careful not to expose any seeds or wash away any soil. If necessary, the
students are assisted by staff. Sometimes the students do not have patience and drop all
the seeds at once onto the soil, even missing the hole. At this point, their fine and gross
motor skills are pretty much set but can regress if they don’t practice. Some staff also
lack fortitude and do not understand why students participate in activities that they may
never do again. They ain’t going nowhere, someone says. They will go somewhere: live
with their families or in a group-home, continue to be wards of the state. They will not
see how the leaves grow in a cluster, and how the clusters are thinned to the strongest
seedlings. The weaker seedlings cut off at soil level or pulled from the root are disposed
of or thrown in the compost bin. Staff shows the students how to eat from the garden.
Pull, rinse, eat. Some pull and eat, the ones who cannot wait to rinse. They learn by

doing. Natural selection. Or, survival of the fittest.

Chard can grow in crowded conditions, but the leaves will be smaller and may
bolt or go to seed more quickly. Successful seedlings will be six to twelve inches from

each other in rows eighteen to twenty-four inches apart. This gives room for growth,
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circulation and easy access. The buses line up in two rows when they drop off students
and pick them up: one row at the front and one row at the side, on the ramp. The students
must learn which row and bus. Some staff talk to students as they push them in their
wheelchairs or lead them in their walkers, Which one is your bus? Many do not. Students
are loaded and unloaded. Most are ambulatory. According to district policy, the students
who need extra support wear safety vests during transport only. The vest must be put on
prior to boarding the bus. It works like a harness, with straps over both shoulders, another
strap over the chest below the breast, and a hip strap low on the student’s lap. The zipper
is located in the back so the student cannot tamper with it and will remain secure while
the vehicle is in motion. The vest is then strapped to the seat mount and the bus seat belt
must also be put to use. They are strapped in twice. Just like plants that sag and wilt when
bearing fruit only good for seed. They need staking and tending, too. As for the students,
many with their harnesses still on, are led to classes at arm’s distance, to help manage
their behavior. If a student tries to wander off after being unloaded, staff simply grabs the
straps to redirect or guide him or her to the desired destination. Or, some argue, for safety
purposes if the student has a history of harm to self or others via biting, kicking, hitting.
By now, summer has turned to fall and fall will soon turn to winter. The bus
routes change from season to season but by November the schedule is pretty much set
until the summer comes again. However, some students will age out, once they turn
twenty-two, and the bus will no longer pick them up. They will have to enter into an adult

day program and fend for themselves. Or, with the assistance of family and the state. We
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will no longer be a part of the plan. They will no longer have access to the school’s

garden.

Chard grows best in well-worked, well-drained, rich, light soil. Work in compost
or nitrogen-rich amendments such as cottonseed, feather or blood meal. Chard thrives in
full sun, but will tolerate partial shade. In horticulture, there is a protocol to maximize the
possibilities for optimal nutrition and growth. During the year, we put banana peels, apple
cores, and shredded paper in the compost bin. Coffee grounds are saved from the staff
cafeteria. We feed the worms the same things, except not too much coffee or citrus.
Sometimes we will put leftover student lunches in the bins. We must teach the students to
utilize the resources they have. Their education must carry over from the comprehensive
campus.

About twenty percent of the student population is made up of students with
special needs, also known as exceptional students. They range anywhere in the spectrum
from the highly gifted to the more severe. About twenty percent of that twenty percent
attend this special school. Then about twenty percent of the special school population has
special feeding instructions. Not all of these students attended a comprehensive campus.

But many have.

Some students with special needs need a special menu. Soft foods, mostly
carbohydrates, are sometimes blended. Blended fruits with nutritional drinks and shakes

high in whey protein. Blended spaghetti: pasta, tomato and red meat sauce. With the help
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of gravity, those with gastrostomy tubes are fed a special mix of nutrients, shipped by the
crate and distributed via the nurse’s office, directly into their intestinal system. Then
there are the students with typical appetites. Before coming here, they had attended a
comprehensive campus, a school with a football team, cheerleaders, pep rallies, dances,
where a special class, self-enclosed and exclusive, was designed just for them. They want
the same things they had at the big school: the Tex-Mex beef soft tacos, Yellow Mellow
corn, or the Forever Tostada Salad in full form, like their typically developing friends.
They do not understand why only soft, mushy foods are served here at this school. These
students with typically functioning appetites prepare and eat the greens from the garden.
They grow, harvest, wash, and chop. They drizzle honey mustard over the leaves. They
set the table and serve each other. They practice their manners and say please and thank
you. I show them different ways to eat the leaf, like lettuce in a cheeseburger with a
whole-wheat bun, or stir fried with garlic and a little bit of sea salt. Not all the students at

this school are on a liquid diet.

Other than a few holes from caterpillars or curled leaves from aphids and miners,
the surviving plants have no major problems. But the creeping stems, grasses and barley,
invade the garden. They are stronger and will take all the nutrients from the chard if they
are allowed to flourish. There is something satisfying in loosening the soil with a trowel
or hand tiller, and pulling these shrubs out. To dig the fingers in the loamy earth, fill the
nails with soil and smell the broken terrain. To grab at the taproot, and tug on the hairs.

There is something primal, when the land won’t let go, when the ground pulls back as I
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tug. The students grasp at the blades, the bulbs, the flower, unable to get to the roots, the

stem, the nodes. The weeds will grow back three-fold, especially those with adventitious

roots, or lateral roots with nodules, creeping under the soil. The goal is for the students to
do everything, to build confidence, independence, and self worth. They can’t, not

everything. But then neither can we, as much as we try, us able-bodied adults.

This chard that is left will provide another harvest. If I tend to it properly it will
behave like a perennial and last for several years. And yet, Los Angeles has an average of
thirty-five days of precipitation annually, typically during November through April.
Winter is coming, and no one will tend the garden during the flurry of the holiday season.
The campus will be closed, alarms set. To save water, keep weeds at bay and reduce risk
of disease, we will lay mulch. Throughout the year we rake and sweep leaves from the
mulberry, apricot and lemon trees. We place them in the leaf bin to decompose. We turn
the leaves to help it break down into mulch. When tomato season is over, or the lettuce
goes to seed or flower, we pull them out and cut them into smaller pieces to mix with the
leaves. The mulch will act as a barrier, blocking the light and suffocating the weeds. In
turn, the soil will retain moisture and therefore, will not need to be watered as much,
especially in the summer when evaporation is at its peak. The layer of mulch will
eventually decompose and add more nutrition to the soil, thus improving the fertility and
health of the garden. Simple and repetitive, these activities will help the student develop

their motor, social, and work skills. They will learn routine and responsibility. Even at
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their best, they will reap their harvest but will never have the desire to gather their

gleanings.

When we return from winter break, the soil must be tilled and weeded. Leaves
must be raked, worms must be fed, mulch must be turned. And new seedlings must be
sown. The students will re-learn skills. We will check for pests and return back to routine.
Maybe the leaves will curl. Maybe they will have holes. Maybe they will survive the
neglect, but the weather is mild and it may rain. The chard will be harvested or pulled out
for new plants. Hopefully everything will still be green. The students will recognize the
color green. They will match the word green to green. They will point to a variety of

green things. Or else, go fallow.
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Davonte

At nineteen, Davonte Turner sits in his wheelchair in front of the TV in his
grandmother’s house in South Los Angeles, and watches a biopic of his favorite Laker,
Kobe Bryant. He feels a slight pinch in his leg, but continues to watch TV. Davonte
wants to emulate Bryant’s look when he was a rookie, clean-shaven and sharp. He loves
to hear the story of Bryant’s early years in the NBA when he still had to prove himself.
Davonte admires Bryant’s long limbs, slender physique and how his agility and
flexibility on the court developed throughout the years. He drools from excitement, but
the bib catches his spittle. If he weren’t at home, he would prefer not to wear the cloth,
and instead try to control his drivel. His hands curl and his fingers pull and stretch in
different directions as he feels the pain crawl up and down his leg. The pain, maybe a one
or two on the pain scale, is not quite enough for him to lose focus on Kobe’s
achievements. Davonte also knows all the turmoil Bryant’s body went through for the
past fifteen years -- his knees, hips, shoulders, and ankles. Bryant is no longer a sprightly

rookie, able to take a beating and bounce right back up after a quick moment of rest to

heal.

When Davonte goes to the shop, the barber greets him.

Hey, D! My man, You want the usual?

Davonte smiles and nods. It takes him a few seconds to say, I want my hair like
that.
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Davonte adjusts his arms so that his bent wrist points towards the picture of
Bryant on the wall, the one where he dribbles past Allen Iverson. The barber knows
exactly what Davonte wants: a slight fade with little on top, practically nothing on the

sides, but a little bit left on the chin.

Davonte never tires of watching his hero’s history. At 18, Bryant was the
youngest man to play in an NBA game. During his six minutes of playing time, he had
one turnover, snagged a rebound, and blocked a shot. Though he missed his one shot, the
Lakers won 91-85 against Minnesota. The next year, he made the All Star rookie team for
the Western Conference. During the game against his Eastern rivals, he attempted twelve
shots in the first half and made twelve of the thirteen free throws in the second half. Even
though he led with thirty-one points, his team lost the game. Davonte doesn’t feel sorry
for his favorite player because he knows that Bryant will win the slam-dunk competition,
up against rookie and all-star players alike. Davonte remembers Bryant’s famous move:
he starts halfway down the court, takes a running leap, drives the ball between his legs,
and slams the ball, swishing it through the net. By the end of the season, Bryant received
more playing time, averaging almost sixteen minutes in seventy-one regular-season
games. But Davonte knows that Bryant’s first year wasn’t all that easy. That same year,
during the Western playoffs against Utah, Bryant’s air ball caused the game to go into
overtime. Two more air balls and Utah won 98-93. Davonte understands that even Kobe
couldn’t win all the time. Davonte also understands that losses needed to happen in order

to desire more.
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When Bryant earned a spot on the West’s All Star team, Davonte notes that Kobe
was the same age as Davonte is now. This excites Davonte. Except that he isn’t too fond
of Kobe’s afro, even though it is only one inch all around. Davonte admires Kobe for his
new look, but doesn’t think the same style is for him. He prefers a closer shave,
something clean and easily maintained. Also, this upkeep gives him more reason to visit
the barbershop as often as possible. He loves the company of men, since it is just him and
his grandmother at home.

At first it was difficult to make arrangements, not because the barbershop didn’t
want to serve him. The shop was generous and gave all his cuts and shaves for free.
Transportation was the issue. An Access Van was needed for the hydraulic lift in order to
accommodate his heavy-duty electric wheelchair. His grandmother had mobility issues
herself. Her muscles ached, and the arthritis was setting in. An advocate and his social
worker arranged scheduled pick-up times for his regular visits to the doctor, social time at
the adult service center, and grooming appointments at the barbershop. If the pains he felt
in his legs or body were severe, he went to the emergency room instead. At the moment,
he feels the heat rising but the pain hasn’t reached that threshold and he continues to

watch the biopic on his hero.

Davonte observes Kobe keep his cool and concentrate on the basket as he bounces
the ball at the free throw line. He examines how his afro and his forehead glistens with

sweat, how one palm carries the ball, and the other hand supports it from the side. By the
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time he played this game, Bryant was being touted as “the next Michael.” The crowd
didn’t just come to see an All Star game, or “the next Michael.” They came to see “the
next Michael” play against the original, the legendary Michael Jordan himself. Davonte
watches Bryant and Jordan go at it, one-on-one. If Davonte could stand, he would be on
the tips of his toes. Davonte also understands and admires Bryant’s desire to be a one-
man-team and to show Jordan his potential as a contender.

Davonte realizes that he will be alone someday. He knows that his grandmother
will not always be there. He knows he’s a ward of the state and will possibly live in a
home with others like him. His federal right to a free and appropriate education has
served him well and will enable him to join other programs when he ages out of school.
He will meet other people, make friends. He likes jokes, listens to hip-hop, and lets others

know if he needs help. He will be his own man and must advocate for himself.

The pain in Davonte’s leg becomes more pronounced, the heat rises and the
muscles tighten. But he tries to focus on the sweat of Kobe’s brow when he makes a shot
at the free throw line. The multiple surgeries: bilateral hamstring and abductor releases;
proximal femoral and periosteal acetabular osteotomy; and right hip hardware removal,
all due to his cerebral palsy with spastic quadriplegia from static encephalopathy, has not
healed the pain. He has missed days and weeks of school. But his teachers excuse his
absences, make accommodations, even modify his workload. They know his
grandmother doesn’t keep him in the house for the sake of keeping him home. She wants

what is best for him, too. Sometimes, when the sciatica in her legs or arthritis in her
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hands act up, she feels frail and has difficulty getting him ready for the bus that picks him
up at 6:30 in the morning. She does not want him to miss any opportunities to socialize
with his friends or be around other people. Many times she just wants some alone time, to
sip orange pekoe tea or to watch Days of Our Lives without interruption. And, of course
she must keep him in school if he is to receive the extra benefits she needs to keep her
household afloat. Though she never would have wished this for her grandson, his
disability gives him rights to receive that free and appropriate public education where he
will also receive the proper occupational, vocational, speech, and physical therapy until
he turns twenty-two, as well as resources for a variety of home, healthcare and social
services for the rest of his life. He would love to go to a college program, one with a
basketball team.

He likes school, mostly to get out of the house. He enjoys interacting with his
peers, the transition specialist, and especially Mrs. Frazier, his case manager and
homeroom teacher, who sneaks him an orange soda every once in a while. He knows it’s
not good for him but then the gardener, Ms. Suarez will balance it off with juiced fruit
and greens from the garden. Though he groans during this activity, he loves it when she
makes him choose and harvest what he wants in his healthy cocktail. His absolute
favorite are the adaptive PE staff and coaches who also revere their city’s basketball
team. Mostly they talk about his idol or games with other California teams such as the
Clippers or the Kings. Or classic rivalries, before Kobe, like when the Lakers played the

Celtics, during the Magic and Bird days. Also, going to school indicates that he does not
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experience the cramps and aches above a five rating on the pain scale, which is the best

reason of all.

Since the very beginning, his individual educational plan team—which included
his grandmother, teacher, nurse, administrator, and other related service providers (OT,
PT, language and speech therapist, psychologist, etc.)—had to make sure his needs were
due to his inability to access the curriculum. In the old days this was based on the child’s
1Q. Per the paperwork, the team must determine that Davonte’s needs were not primarily
due to “social maladjustment” (bad behavior); “lack of instruction in math or reading”
(missing school); “temporary physical disability” (his physicality was permanent!);
and/or “environmental, cultural, or economic factors” (socio-economic factors). The team
had recommended he take full advantage of a free and appropriate public education for
his (and his grandmother’s) social and emotional needs. Though Grandmother receives
aid from social services and the county for Davonte, she is overwhelmed, and she worries
what will happen to him when she can no longer manage his care. She blames herself for
his state even though she did not give birth to him. Davonte’s grandmother had to work
overtime and/or the night shift, since the father of her child disappeared (it is still
unclear). Once Davonte’s mother was born, she could no longer work in order to care for

the child, and thus turned to social services.

Davonte’s mother, when she was a young girl, displayed aggressive behavior as a

toddler and into pre-school and kindergarten. No one at the school was able to control the
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child when she had fits because she couldn’t find the words to express herself, grip a
pencil tight enough, or color in between the lines. In turn, Grandmother and Davonte’s
mother did not know how to take advantage of the services the public schools offered.
Additionally, because they too were overwhelmed with too many students or not enough
pencils, books, desks, training or emotional support, her teachers were not able to service
her appropriately either. Therefore, Davonte’s mother did not do well in school. She had
potential in sports, mostly basketball. But the mentoring of her coach wasn’t enough. Her
temper was too volatile and she had no self-control when she fouled or was fouled,
accusing the referee of making unfair calls or the other team of being vindictive. She
made friends with like-minded peers who tried to control their anger or fulfill their
desires by experimenting with substances that were passed behind the gym or in the girl’s
bathroom. School was where Davonte’s mother was exposed to white powdery
substances, crystal-like particles, and dried sticky buds. If she needed something else to
keep her mind off of her situation, Davonte’s mother was sweet as saccharine and asked
an acquaintance in a loving drawl if he could please just buy her a forty or a bottle of
strawberry wine. She lacked models for positive behaviors in the community; she got
pregnant while she was strung out and she continued to use. Davonte’s state is associated

with preterm birth and in utero exposure to cocaine.

Davonte is no longer able to ignore the pain in his leg and Kobe does not matter at
this moment. He tries to look to the left but his neck won’t let his head turn and he must

move his chair in the direction he’d like to see. He pushes the knob on his wheelchair and
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searches for his grandmother, his sole guardian and caretaker, to inform her of the
burning sensation. He wants to tell her the rate of his pain is a bit distressing, probably a
four on the pain scale, so that she can try to massage it out or document this information
for the doctor on his next visit. He rolls through the hall and finds her sitting in her easy
chair, the glow and flashes from the TV reflect on her face. Her eyes are closed. The
buzzes, dings, and requests for vowels and consonants, from Wheel of Fortune project
from the TV. Sometimes he will watch this with her and try to predict the letters before
Vanna turns the panels. He sees his grandmother’s chest rising and falling and he is
relieved that she is breathing, though his legs still burn. Her naps are more frequent.
Davonte knows she struggles more than before. She has changed his diaper since he was
a wee baby and now he is 150 pounds. Her sighs and grunts when she lifts and changes
him have become deep and weary. But she smiles for her grandson. She smiles for him as
she slices his pork chop in small pieces, or shaves over his upper lip and around his chin
because the Access Van was double-booked, or they forgot about Davonte’s appointment
at the barber. He doesn’t want to wake his grandmother, but he doesn’t want to predict or

identify any letters either.

For now, he rolls back to his usual position in front of the TV and tries to focus on
the biopic; on the number eight jersey; on the reverse pivot jumps, the left-handed hooks,
the fakes, and drives; on the afro that dripped with sweat and glistened under the
stadium’s fluorescent lights. The four has increased to a five, maybe a six on the pain

scale. He closes his eyes as the fire moves up and down his legs, almost feeling ecstasy.
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He dreams of playing ball with his favorite team. He is lifted from his electric power
wheelchair. His limbs straighten, long and lean. His wrist is loose ready to flick forward
to pass the ball. He jumps and his fingers spread as he palms the ball and blocks a shot
from the offending team. Because of moves like this, his agent will renegotiate his salary,
and he will be able to support his grandmother, pay for her healthcare instead of waiting
for approval from her state sponsored provider. They will move into a bigger house near
the beach or surrounded by more trees. He will hire people to bake pork chops and make
home made applesauce and he will feed himself. He will cut his and his grandmother’s
meat, because he can wrap his fingers around the handle of the knife and move the knife
in subtle back and forth movements until the tender piece is cut all the way through. He
will massage his grandmother’s legs when they tighten from cramps or stiffen from the
cold. His head sits perfectly over his perfectly curved neck and swivels on his perfectly
arched back as he looks for his teammate, the one teammate that will make the winning
shot. He calls him by his first name because they are teammates and best buddies. He
calls out to Kobe and says a secret word, like /ift, step, walk, or dance, with a series of
subtle gestures that show how fine the motor skills in his fingers are as they bend at each

joint. They have already planned their next move.

As they run to their defensive positions, Kobe approaches Davonte and gives him
a high five. Their hands meet and they are the same size. The other team shoots the ball
and it bounces off the rim. Davonte boxes out the man he is guarding and Kobe catches

the rebound. Kobe dribbles behind his back and in between his legs as he heads to the
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other side of the court. Davonte follows as Kobe changes speed and stops with his back
to the basket. He fakes a pass but does a bounce pass to Davonte, now the point guard,
who steps forward, and catches it. Davonte’s balance is impeccable, his control tight. The
ball is secure in both hands in a triple threat position. With only seconds on the clock, the
crowd chants, Shoot! Shoot! Shoot! Shoot! In his peripheral vision, he sees Kobe and
senses his signal, the special one they share: their teammates, the head coach, the
assistant coaches, no one knows or recognizes their communication because it is almost
telepathic. Davonte’s knees are flexed and he begins to pivot: his left foot fixed solid, his
body turns and he brings his right foot around dropping it slightly in front of him.
Davonte now faces the basket, feet planted as his weight is attuned to the ground. But
instead of shooting, he looks left but moves right and passes from the chest, his thumbs
turned inward and his fingers push the ball forward as his wrist snaps. Kobe flies by to
receive it, leaping and dunking the ball into the basket. The pain has reached a seven
maybe an eight, the same number on Kobe’s jersey. But at this moment Davonte feels
rapture and euphoria as his teammate lifts him to celebrate the excellent assist that made
the final shot possible. Davonte, arms outstretched and filled with elation, continues to fly

as if Kobe threw him up in the air towards the fury of the sun.
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OMG

The reason Crazy Mary decided to protest and pick a fight with Sweet Mary was a
surprise to everyone, especially Ms. Zenith Valignota Suarez. It was Ms. Suarez’s first
year at this school and she had never seen anything like it. Sure, she had broken up fights
between girls twice her size, dodged stray bullets in the parking lot, and busted students
smoking pot behind the gym. But she started to doubt her decision to transfer to this
campus from the high school in the south part of the inner city. She even asked her
principal at the last school if he’d take her back, but per district policy, once an employee
transferred to one school, the employee couldn’t transfer anywhere for another three
years. So she needed to cope, to think about her blessings, butterflies, and flowers.
Breathe. In. Out.

She had thought this milieu was going to be different, more peaceful. Especially
as the resident gardener and new horticulture teacher at a school for students with
moderate to severe disabilities. The students on this campus didn’t behave in the typical
teenage fashion, and had the sweetest dispositions. She learned very quickly it was the
staff that was the challenge. She had never encountered two adults, assistants assigned to
her class, coming to blows over who was going to do what: stay with Charlie in Ms.
Jefferson’s class or go to the store with the rest of the class to peruse the grocery aisle and
practice community based instruction. It was determined that Sweet was trained in CBI
and Crazy wasn’t, so the decision was easily made. But at the last minute, Crazy didn’t

like the plan and, OMG, provoked her only ally, Sweet, during breakfast in the cafeteria.
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It began as a simple conversation, where the misunderstanding could have been
clarified with Ms. Suarez or even with administration. But it was clear to Ms. Suarez that
other issues were deep between the two or within themselves. It had only been two
months since she started and the Marys just didn’t trust Ms. Suarez quite yet to turn to her
for guidance and clarification. She had been the third teacher for that position since the
beginning of the school year. Also, the dialogue happened so quickly, Ms. Suarez didn’t
have room to intervene.

Crazy: Why do I have to go to Jefferson’s class?

Sweet: Why does it matter? We all have to work with students.

Suarez: Excuse me but...

Crazy: Why wasn’t I involved in the decision?

Sweet: Because, really, it’s not your decision to make.

Suarez: We had talked about this last week...

Crazy: Why can’t I go with you guys?

Sweet: You’re with Charlie. He’s not ready to go out yet.

Crazy: Well, I’'m not doing it.

Suarez: But we agreed that...

Sweet: I don’t think you have a choice.

Crazy: This is not fair. You always get the good assignments.

Sweet: It’s not a matter of fairness.

Crazy: I’'m entitled to my opinion.

Sweet: You need to stop this mess.
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Crazy: Why don’t you try and make me?

Sweet: Oh no you didn’t.

Crazy: Oh yes I did.

In front of everyone, over oatmeal, eggs, and blended smoothies, their voices
escalated in a matter of seconds and the rest of the exchange was incomprehensible
because they yelled over each other and were held back by other staff members,

screaming for them to stop.

Poor Ms. Suarez just stood there with her mouth open and thought, OMG, OMG,
OMG. She didn’t like to say God’s name in vain and technically she wasn’t. Even though
it was just a fleeting moment, there had been other similar moments and she wanted out
of the cafeteria, out of her class, out of this school. But she was stuck. She already heard
the whispers from colleagues and the rest of the staff about how she had no control over
her class, more particularly the staff assigned to her class. Her breath quickened and felt
restricted, she became lightheaded and noticed the strong beat of her heart. She had to
figure out how to survive the moment, put things in perspective. She had this feeling
before, but under different circumstances. This time it wasn’t a disease that took over her
body but of something she could control, her attitude. She closed her eyes and breathed.

A lifetime of events flashed through that part of Ms. Suarez where panic set in,
from fighting, flighting or almost nearly dying. She talked to herself. It was not that
serious. You’ve been through worse. Breathe. Focus. In. Out. She laughed though it

definitely wasn’t an LOL or LMFAO moment. Not at the time anyway. If she were to
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retell the story in the near or far future, with some distance in between, she could say she
learned from the situation. But she couldn’t even determine what it was she learned yet.
If she let the moment worry her, she’d lose ground and it would take over her psyche, and
possibly over her body, making it vulnerable to disease and giving her something real to
OMG about. She didn’t want that. She had had that. Not again, not if she could help it.
Breathe. She had OMGed about that condition when she first learned she had it, and then
had to remain calm until she finally recovered. Now she was in remission, and she Thank
Godded for that one. But this squabble in the cafeteria at breakfast was petty.

But she couldn’t help herself. She just didn’t understand why Crazy was crazy.
Compared to the last school Ms. Suarez was at, with the drive bys, gang bangers, and
overdoses, this school was cake, could be cake. She just didn’t get it. Ms. Suarez didn’t
want to obsess over something that really had nothing to do with her. The Marys had
their own thing. After all, it was just a little scuffle between two people at work involving
a decision that was made because of the inherent nature of those involved. It wasn’t
politics or favoritism. It could have been no big deal. But the sense of doom and
hopelessness she felt at the time of the incident was not good for Ms. Suarez’s spirit or
constitution. A confrontation happened and Ms. Suarez had to cope. It happened.

But this kind of thing, Crazy contradicting or ignoring her, seemed to be a
common thing among the staff at this school. Maybe it was just with new teachers. Or
just with Ms. Suarez. Unfortunately, she was slighted and disregarded on a weekly basis,
so she had already OMGed enough and she just couldn’t deal anymore. If this was the

norm, she understood how the school put itself on the district’s radar. She understood
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why the position for the school’s gardening instructor was open when she applied. She
also understood why the school would close. And when it did, she would have to look for
another job. Things looked grim. She had to gain composure, remember who she was,
and not lose sight of where she came from. She especially had to remember how
something like this could affect her health. Breathe, goshdarnit! she told herself.

What went through her mind after she OMGed was what helped her cope, all day,
into the afternoon, until she was home, in the safety of her duplex. She iad to do it this
way. It was what her mother had taught her: Be thankful for what you have, what graces
you have been given. Ingrained into her psyche by her father who reminded her what
came before her: We came to this country for a better life, for opportunities you would
not have if we were not here. It was how she dealt with life. Strict Catholics, her parents
taught her: do not use God’s name in vain. But she slipped and let her obsessions get to
her. Ms. Suarez had to bring herself back to what her parents taught her. And she thought
about what had been given her, including her contemporary life as a schoolteacher, which
if she thought about it, was a blessed life. If she were in the same situation but in a

different time-period, how would she have coped with conflict?

If she were alive a hundred years ago how would she have thought it? She
wouldn’t have said, OMG. She would have been in a different country in a different
social system, most likely, if all were pretty much as is except for the time factor, she
would be working in a rice field with a baby on her back and possibly two on the tow,

bending, thrashing, sloshing through the muddy waters and claylike soil of a paddy, mud
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fish swimming around her ankles, calves, knees, hoping she wouldn’t lose her footing,
killing the infant. For if she did, she would mourn for the appropriate period of time, keep
slogging along, and just have another one later. And if the baby incurred some permanent
physical or mental damage, it would be a burden to the small village. She would have to
abandon the infant, for it to die of hunger, thirst, hypothermia, to be eaten by giant ants,
or else she would be shunned. For how could it grow up to be a productive member if it
could not harvest ripened crops or cast a net in the open seas? In any case, no matter what
choice she made, she would be ostracized whether by the village, her self or family. And
turning to the local church, pastor or priest would backfire since the female persuasion of
the peasant class had no clout with the Father almighty where she would not be forgiven
for the sins of her sex. She would have to turn to the patron saint, most likely San
Guillermo or Saint William the Hermit and possibly the Virgin Mary, though Her role
within the church and in the life of ordinary Catholics as advocate, auxiliatrix, adjutrix
and mediatrix did not start until November 1964 when the Dogmatic Constitution of the
Church passed during the Second Vatican Council, where she would not actually be able
to pray to Her for support and forgiveness since it would be the 1930s when the dreadful
deed of her child would have happened. Our Lady was not ordained for said role yet. Or,
if the baby survived whole with no injuries, and made it through its first year of life, she
would have to plan a large party, a town fiesta practically, a celebration because the child
defeated disease if not accidental, occupational death. Thank goodness, she was not
sucked in by the mud only to slip on her back, crushing the child with her weight,

drowning the child in the shallow opaque pools of the rice fields, or suffocating the child
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from heat exhaustion working under the merciless sun for a few centavos a day. If she
saved all her coins it still would not be enough to throw a grand party for her surviving
one-year-old, or to arrange a funeral if tragedy were to occur. Also, if she had had a child
back then, the chances of her developing cancer in her reproductive system would have
been very slim. Oh, yes, she would have had plenty to OMG about anyway, but how

would she have said it?

If it were 75 years ago and she were born in the familial line she was in now, but
much, much, much younger, say maybe 12 or 13, she could have been taken from her
family, lured away by promises of work in factories or restaurants, but instead taken to
become a comfort woman during World War I, servicing the men of the enemy as her
innocence quickly slipped away. If her family wanted to avoid abduction, she would have
been married off to a family friend or a neighborhood boy slightly older than she, since
the enemy did not take those who were technically spoken for. She would have started
bearing children in her early teens. Or, if she were the same age then as she was now, she
could be a grandmother and /er granddaughter taken away. Or, if dysentery, the butt of a
rifle or a stray bullet got her first, she would be—respectively—disoriented,
dismembered, disfigured, if not a memory of a woman who fought for her family. If she
had not done so already, she would have OMGed left and right, the way they OMGed
back in those days. Probably Dear Godded, hands clasped, praying to the sun, or else

losing faith, and staring beyond what could be seen.
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If it were in fact 50 years ago from this very exact day and she mistakenly
announced the phrase in its entirety, loud enough for others to hear (if she simply wasn’t
thinking it in her head as women were socially apt to do in these situations), making
particular formations with her mouth, tongue and throat, which would deem her as
unrefined, and create the following specific shapes and sounds: her pharynx and oral and
nasal cavities producing a sequence of articulatory configurations of discrete units
flowing continuously, smeared together, starting off with a tense mid back (rounded) with
an accompanying high back offglide (o/); followed by the next utterance which begins
with a bilabial nasal with the lowered velum allowing airflow and sound energy into the
nasal passages blended with a tense low back vowel with an accompanying high front
offglide (my); finalized by the last combination of three sounds which begins with a
voiced velar stop blended with a lax low back vowel finished with a voiced alveolar stop
(God). Completely vocalizing each unit of sound coupled with barbaric mannerisms
(arms raised, eyes blinking wide, mouth agape) her true nature would be revealed. She
wouldn’t have held back and she’d be judged for saying such blasphemy. “Oh my God!”
Whether she produced a hesitant whisper meant only for her ears or an impulsively
abrupt emotional exclamation created at that special moment, where an elder or younger
(who tattled on her) accidentally heard such an expression, that raw energy would have
had to be harnessed. She would have received a lashing. She would have had her mouth
washed out with soap and sent to confession for saying God’s name in vain. That was, if

she was still a child or young lady, born within a family of similar sensibility as her
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present family: the same religious beliefs, social status, level of education and parenting

skills—and it was 50 years ago today.

It was certain, generally speaking, in the old society and/or old country, her dark
skin, sharp features, and lack of wealth would have limited her choices to certain
boundaries not of privileged descent. But it was now. Today, the twenty-first century. On
the southern west coast of the North American continent. She was in an urban suburban
city occupied by a diverse population in of about 3.9 million people. (Imagine, all these
people OMGing at the same time.) She was well into her forties, a second generation
American, with no offspring, but longed for her own. In the meantime, she was
responsible for the safety, wellbeing and education of about forty children in a school
district with a budget bigger than the city it resided in (and a bureaucracy much larger).
And to top it off, she had to worry about the security of her job in addition to the politics
of its present condition. This moment, with the drama escalating between her two
assistants because one of them didn’t agree with the day’s plan, gnawed at her. So she
had to keep on memorializing, paying tribute to what others went through in order to

keep grounded.

But even if it were 20 years ago, half the age she was now, she would have
verbalized the expression, using God’s name haphazardly, in between every other three-
to four-word phrase: oh my god are you crazy, kidding me, serious? Maybe that was

when the division of cells began, when she was indiscreet, careless, and not so thoughtful
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about the state of her body and especially her mind. When the node was just a little cyst,
before it became the mother lode. She had felt the tenderness in her groin for what she
misconstrued as the typical burden of her sex: cramps, aches, swelling. In between
drunken poetry readings and department or graduate school parties her blood rose and fed
the frenzy. Between sleeping indiscriminately with artists, accountants, and an occasional
schlub here and there. Between pseudo-angry intellectual conversations about theory,
politics, purposes of art and language, or her favorite, the power structure! She tried to
express how her writing was a response to the long-lasting political, economic, and
cultural effects of colonialism and how women like her were affected in the postcolonial
world. She even employed the Socratic process or post-structuralist deconstructive
techniques, but she mostly spouted platitudes she just learned and memorized. For

someone who OMGed quite a bit, she was a bit pretentious.

What came next, 5 years ago, was the big OMG. In a nutshell: she was diagnosed
with cancer. It was why she OMGed in the first place. It was how she learned to control
some of her physiology and adjust her attitude with meditation, breathing, exercise and
healthy eating. Also, she often revisited the sentiment her parents instilled in her to keep
things in perspective.

It had been proven in study after study, that stress, for example, produced from
dealing with inconsolable people at her work, may have contributed to the uncontrollable
division and invasion of abnormal cells in her ovaries that had spread throughout her

uterus and the greater omentum. But thankfully, thankfully, thankfully (she had
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genuflected and did the sign of the cross) not the surrounding lymph nodes and other
major organs where, in turn, the request for a leave of three months to a year for surgery
and healing had been absolutely necessary for her survival. She had learned and
discovered that working under nerve-wracking conditions, as it has been researched,
coupled with a diet consisting of too much processed foods and animal protein (she did
love her instant ramen and Spam sushi), was a breeding ground for such a disease to
prosper. Though these habits were not the main and original cause, to help with healing
she had to modify her frame of life and mind. And we were in the now, not 100, 75 or 50
years ago, thank goodness, because if it were any other time, the coping, memorializing,

and reflecting would not have been enough.
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We’ve All Got Work to Do

Duh. Zeny hated these banal statements. She was already getting it at work and
now here, on the couch! She knew what bothered her and what she needed to do. But
when she tried to get a prescription from her primary care physician for her anxiety and
her sleep deprivation, he told her to explore other options. He suggested that she take
advantage of the kind of services her benefits offered her: physical therapy, occupational
therapy, acupuncture, nutritional food counseling, etc. She liked the idea of exploiting
something that the district paid for. She might as well. Her deep breathing and meditation
exercises weren’t working, she was losing interest in her yoga and exercise routine, and
she was irritable. If she had to she’d exhaust as many measures as possible. So, yes, her
doc suggested it. He was the guy with the medical degree, the MD specializing in family
practice, and she had known him for some time. He knew her medical and health history,
so she knew he knew her. She also liked his suggestions for a good buckwheat noodle
dish, gyro pita pocket with special sauce, broasted chicken on rice, or a prosciutto
sandwich with locally sourced vegetables and fresh-baked baguettes. So she accepted his

referral. Why not see what he recommended for behavioral modification therapy?

So here she was. Zeny wondered what they were going to do for the whole hour.

The therapist looked at her. Waiting for a reaction, Zeny thought. But maybe the therapist

already accepted her silence as a reaction. The therapist didn’t take notes. Not yet.
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The therapist looked into her brown eyes. Zeny looked back, but not with as much
intent. She was a bit older than her therapist. But the therapist didn’t say so or didn’t
seem to think so, not that she expressed it anyway. She wasn’t sure how she felt about
someone younger analyzing her issues. Maybe her therapist didn’t perceive the age
difference or she knew it was an issue for some. Oh, she was good, her therapist, making
her guess whether she was thinking this or that. Plus, it was only her first visit so could

she call her her therapist?

Zeny saw the therapist watching her as she tried to make herself comfortable on
the couch. Really, it was more of a love seat. Zeny wondered if the therapist noticed that
her feet didn’t touch the ground and that this made Zeny a bit self-conscious. Zeny
always had to adjust to furniture too large for her small frame. She would have lifted her
legs and folded them in a cross-legged position with her feet tucked underneath her. But

she let her feet dangle. When she stopped shifting, the therapist addressed her.

Zeh...

Zee... Zeny interrupted her mid-name.

Zee-ny? Zeny noticed the therapist’s accent.

No. Sorry. Zeh-ny. Or, Zee-nith.
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What do you prefer?

Zee-nith, please.

Zee-nith. Like Zenith? The highest point?

Yes, Zeny answered. Zeny thought, Ok, she knows some things.

In Russia, we say Zenit, with the accent on the nit, the therapist said.

Zeny thought, Wow. She really tries to connect with her patients. Zeny

responded, Hm. In the Philippines it’s the same. Accent on the second syllable. Except

the z has an s sound: Senit. But generally, I just use the American version: Zee-nith.

Well, what would you like me to call you?

Zeny is fine.

Zeny.

Dr. Lensky.
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Marina.

Marina. Zeny repeated then said, Muh-ri-nuh, accent on the last syllable, nuh. She

smiled, trying to show she had a sense of humor.

But Zeny didn’t want to call her by her first name. She was tired and wondered
what would happen if she were to lay across the love seat, propping her feet up on one
arm with her neck bent awkwardly against the other arm. The therapist would then know
what kind of person she was: someone who would lie down on a couch clearly meant for

sitting. On the first visit. Boundary issues, no doubt.

But she was tiny and if she curled up just so, she would fit perfectly on the couch,
as if she were watching TV in her apartment. She wouldn’t be full-on rude. She would
take her shoes off. But she didn’t. She shifted more, looking at her legs, trying to figure

out what to do with them. Her feet still dangled.

After she settled and looked up at the therapist, Zeny noticed the therapist looking
back at her, into her eyes. Zeny knew this look. This was the same look she did when she
observed a student for a behavior assessment. Zeny altered her body again, then her stare.
Her head shifted and her eyebrow twitched, her gaze fixed back at the therapist. They

studied each other.
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They both shifted and uncrossed their legs at the same time.

Then Zeny uncrossed her legs again. For good measure. She needed the blood in
her legs to circulate. Then, she thought, what does it mean that I uncrossed my legs? The
therapist didn’t flinch. Zeny wished she hadn’t uncrossed her legs. Clearly the therapist

must have thought she was insecure.

Zeny turned to look out the window and saw the Getty in the distance. The white
travertine walls reflected the sunlight and stood out against the native California brush
and the hillside houses. She noticed the ringing in her ears and saw the minutes on the
digital clock go from ten to eleven. She was being charged for the time. Was this what
the co-pay was for? Her legs were being pulled down by her weight. She wanted to put

her feet up on the loveseat and hug her legs, but she didn’t dare. They began to chat.

The tale itself was less central than the telling of the tale. She bored herself with

the details.

The therapist summarized her statements judiciously: So she micro-manages you,

she micro-manages everyone, gives negative feedback and no positive feedback.
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Zeny responded, I don’t need anyone to pat my back or give me a biscuit every

time I do something good, but if all one gets is criticism, it’s gonna drive one crazy.

One? You mean, you? The therapist sought clarity. Or clarified.

Zeny didn’t think she explained the bigger picture. Maybe she didn’t know how.

Once she started talking, the details sounded absurd. The therapist encouraged her.

It’s ok. Take your time.

Zeny looked out the window again and saw birds flying across the walls of the
museum. She looked at the clock and saw the zero turn to a one. She turned to the
therapist and looked into her eyes again, but not the same way as before, this time

squinting a little.

Tell me again what this lady at work does to bother you.

It’s her emails. Her tone. The tone of her emails. And her nonresponsive
responses. She imitated her administrator in a high trilly voice: If there’s a will there’s a

way.

She said that?
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Yeah, can you believe it? I mean, who says that anymore?

And this makes you mad.

I guess.

What exactly does she do?

She sucked in some air, laughed quietly and shook her head.

She sends memos, cc’s admin making up policy when I know for a fact they’re
her made-up policy. We do not have to put these test scores on the reports. What parent
wants to see that their kid is far below basic again? Every year they’re far below basic.
That’s why we have these meetings in the first place. They are not mandated by the
district, not even by the state! It’s a completely separate report. And she keeps telling me
to check these boxes that I know under federal law do not need to be checked. We are
only required to check two boxes. Two. Not three, four, or five. But two. She’s making
up these rules that can get us in trouble. I mean if a lawyer gets involved in a meeting,
and I’ve checked the box that says other and write in student collected data because she
wants me to—for what reason? I don’t know, except maybe she thinks it’s a way to force

us to collect student data—but mind you, I’'m not going to record every time that Michael
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blows his nose or whether Shamika could tell the difference between a one dollar bill and
a five dollar bill! I mean I would if they gave us the time. But they keep changing the
curriculum and want us to do more than we can fit in two hours. She’s crazy! Oh, am I

allowed to say that word?

You can say that word.

Anyway, if a lawyer gets involved and we don’t have “teacher recorded data,” we
are just shooting ourselves in the foot. A lawsuit’s gonna happen. And besides, I've
already checked observation and informal assessments and, as a favor, curriculum-based.
I mean, geez, what more does she want? Compliance is compliance, how much more
compliant can one be? Are you following me here? Yeah, we 've all got work to do but

she adds a load to the load!

She looked out the window and saw the tram slowly climbing up the hill to the
museum. She tried to slow her breath and wondered how many people were on the tram.
A tram filled with people who dealt with their own bureaucratic details and the egos that
went with it. But not this afternoon. This afternoon they would see the Mexican cypress,
admire Van Gogh’s lilies or sip six-dollar lattes. Unless they were coming back from

their lunch break, going back to work at the Getty, dealing with that highfalutin mess.
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And another thing: I’m finding out she’s making other people crazy. So that’s
kind of making me feel better. What’s crazier is that I was losing sleep before that. That’s
why I went to see the doc in the first place. Maybe get some sleep aids, wink- wink. Then
he suggested I see a therapist. But you see? This problem was going on months ago.
When it started, I called to make an appointment with my doc. Three weeks was the
earliest appointment. Then he referred me to you, and I had to wait for authorization and
that took another two weeks. Then I called to make an appointment and the earliest you
were available was two weeks after that. Well, here we are, and from when I started to
really be affected by the sleep thing, till now, I’'m finding out she’s crazy! Literally,
certifiably crazy. I mean she takes pills! And I got nothing against pills. And I got
nothing against crazy. I teach high school for crissakes. I just don’t like the crazy when I
don’t know the crazy. Now I know everyone knows she’s crazy. Now I know she’s
making everyone check boxes here and there on these reports that no one reads. But if
someone, a lawyer or advocate maybe, sees that we checked these boxes and we don’t
deliver, then we are in big trouble. Hey, I think we should service these kids and give
them whatever they need, but big bro doesn’t give us any love to do this. But boo-hoo
cause that’s the education system for you and I know it’s like that everywhere so I should
just accept that right? Or find another job right? And I’m just coming down from my own
crazy just waiting for you guys to authorize my visits and get back to me. It’s enough to

make everyone crazy.
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Again, she tried to control her breath. She looked at the clock and saw the zero
turn into a one again. She was feeling heavy and she crossed her legs. Was it the
benefits? Was it the security? Was it secure? Zeny knew the school was at risk for closing

in the near future. Why did she stay? What was it?

You know, the only person that can make you crazy is yourself.

The digital minute turned from one to two. She did like kids. She wanted her own
some day. Zeny saw the tram moving down the hill. The patrons were probably chatting
about the art or the architecture, how the lines of the walls followed the grid of the city
from all directions. Maybe the docents, curators, administrators were on their way home,
complaining about the traffic report or looking forward to the next exhibit. Maybe they
complained about each other. There was always something, no matter where one worked.

The clock was moving, closer to the hour, fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine...

Yes, I see that. I know. Yes, we’ve all got work to do. She took a deep breath.

We’ve all got work to do. Yes, yes, you’re right. So yes, Dr. Lensky, please, let’s do this.

Marina. Please. Call me Marina.

57



The Trip

After they married Zeny and Jim tried to start a family. Unfortunately, Zeny had
cancer. She rested, healed. Jim worked, helped with the dishes and other chores. She was
no longer able to conceive. They were sad, but happy they had survived the ordeal. That’s
the way it goes, they thought. They explored other options.

Before we adopt, let’s go on a trip, Jim said. Let’s go to Asia, he said. Zeny had
already been there. Asia? she questioned. Why not Europe? I’ve never been to Asia, he
said. I’ve never been to Europe, she said. But she couldn’t complain. She was glad she
was going somewhere. That’s the way it goes, Zeny thought.

But two months in other countries with only each other was new for them. Jim
looked at all the wares the natives sold. A crowd gathered around him everywhere they
went. Buy from me, buy from me! they all said. Zeny thought, How can we enjoy the
sights surrounded by peddlers all day? She stepped in and haggled with the natives. You
want the best price, don’t you? Zeny asked. Well, yes, but I don’t want to insult them
either, Jim said. He had never seen her in this element and wasn’t sure if he liked it. It
came natural to Zeny and she did get the best price. So he was happy about that. That’s
the way it goes, Jim thought.

And that’s the way it went, back and forth, until old age. They even adopted and
raised a son, Rhyan, who rolled his eyes when they bickered. But he knew they’d be fine

because that’s the way it went. And his dad always volunteered to do the dishes.
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The Coconut

I went to visit my grandparents that summer. More like, my father sent me to the
island as if seeing where I came from would make me act right and stop back talking.
Living in the middle of a rice field and all its supernatural noises made the myth about
the ghost who ate children seem real. I slept by kerosene lamp and read books, wrote
journal entries and letters, perused the same Tiger Beat Magazine over and over under the
flickering light. I was fourteen. What would Holden Caulfield think of this? If a white
rabbit ran by, I’d chase it and we’d trudge through the rice paddies with the mudfish.

My lolo climbed coconut trees like he was drawing shades, zipping up and down
the trunk suiting his fancy. Same with his son, my uncle, and his sons, my cousins, but
not my uncle’s wife, my namesake, Auntie Zenith. She spent her youth among fishponds
and ocean. I didn’t grow up around any of those and the most I did was operate the rice
cooker and help mom with grocery shopping at the commissary, both a total drag.

When everyone but the Zeniths went to harvest more coconuts, I scaled fish and
washed vegetables. When auntie was ready to cook, I started the fire in the dirty kitchen
after collecting kindling, and kept it going with a bamboo fan. She spoke to me firmly but
didn’t yell at me for nothing.

Maybe dad was tired of marching, saluting, and following orders. Maybe he
longed to ascend trees and fell coconuts. Before I left the island, I wrapped a rope around
my waist and the trunk of the tree and tried and tried again to climb toward those green

husks. Just to feel what my father was missing.
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There It Was
All you wanted was the company of your cat. The kneading of her claws in your
lap, the light purring of her motor while her face rubbed against your chest. Lately,
you’ve been calling for her after your oatmeal and tea, during cookie time, in between
commercials on TV. You’ve been working on paperwork for the background check and
home visit required by the county to see if you and your husband are fit to be parents.

You’ve been thinking about Lava, how you left her outside even after the warnings.

Back then, when you lived in Hollywood, you stayed out late and let Lava out to
wander. You forgot to leave the window open for her, didn’t pay heed to the notices

about the sightings. Your first cat death by coyote.

Lava. Poor kitty. It wasn’t all your fault, you tell yourself. You can’t stop a cat
from being a cat, a coyote from being a coyote, humans from being human. You didn’t
want to keep the kitty from the life of a cat, under lock and key, not to hunt or be hunted.

You felt for the loss. The need to nurture and be nurtured, protect and be protected.

Now that you were married, and living close to the beach in a duplex on thirty-
first street with its restricted parking, Halloween jamborees and neighborhood meetings,
you still wondered if you were capable. Will you make the right choice when a bee
stings, a marble is swallowed, or a finger is burned? Your husband, finally committed,

was working extra hours to help pay for possible expenses.
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After yoga’s hands to heart, forward folds, mountain and warrior stands; after the
thrift stores, the craft depots, the baby shops; after the spa for a little steam, sauna, and
scrub; after stopping at Norms for a tuna melt, a not-so-ripe side of honeydew, a Perrier
and some people-watching, you came home to a cat that had been alone in the house for a
few hours. She curled her body tighter, paw over her face, forgiving you for leaving her
or forgetting that you did. You were happy in luck, living in the Westside. You just
walked three miles in sweet Santa Monica, up and down the silent streets pumping your
fists in your matching wick-away hoody, technical track pants and clima-cool trainers.
Unlike in Hollywood, before you were married into the bucolic beachside, where you
wore cut-off sweats and an oversized sweatshirt and had to watch your back when you
power walked the sparkly boulevard. Where you haunted the bars and stumbled home,

where you were hunted and devoured. Where the coyotes devoured Lava kitty.

The cat too was comfortable living in the Westside. You leaned over her. Quincy,
you said, and gently poked at her, the lucky kitty. Outside, you told her, hoping to train
her, hoping she understood what she must do. She must have outside time and be a kitty!
You’ve heard stories of cooped up kitties battling ottomans, loveseats, and mattresses.
She untwisted herself, stretched, trotted, then leaped and swerved around you agile and

snakelike. Good kitty! Go do cat things.
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Maybe fifteen minutes passed and already you missed the company of your cat.
You heard the honking on Pico, the screeching and the humming from the 10 Freeway.
Something pinched at your heart. You heard a noise outside, like a package on your
doorstep. You opened the door to call to Quincy, but she was on the welcome mat, ears
pricked forward, tail wagging. You squinted to take a closer look and tried not to panic or
act surprised. You sucked in your breath and held it. The poor lizard twisted, writhed,
curled and uncurled. Entrails pulled out of its body, gashes on both sides of the skull.
This, for some reason, you did not expect. Not in Santa Monica, with its restricted
parking and urban runoff. Not on Pico and Thirty-first. Not with Quincy, the sleepy
rescue kitty. But you were not surprised. You cried silently to yourself, Oh no, oh no, oh

no. Why? Why? Why?

Because you didn’t want to keep the kitty from the life of a cat. You didn’t think
it through, had no reason to. What did you expect from a cat? What were the
possibilities? She liked to chase and swat at things. Climb up to get away. What were you
to expect from a child? They were curious creatures, too. You would give to and protect
the child as much as you could, as much as he or she deserved. And you remembered that
day, that very day you promised you’d let Lava have her cat life the way you thought it to

be.

Quincy. You found her on the street, soaking in the sun.
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That day you didn’t understand the heat behind your ears and within your chest.
The sensation was odd, like you needed to be around someone or something, maybe
because your breasts were tender, your abdomen aching and you wanted salty noodles
and dark chocolate on a hot summer day. Or because you and your husband had these
conversations about journeys, circumstances, decisions: What’s the next step? Travel?
Buy a house? Bear a child? This was before you learned you could not have any. Before

the ordeal.

You were with your assistant, Ms. E, getting ready for the first day of school,
talking about your summers and how you and your husband have been trying to conceive.
As you left, driving down the street, you looked into your rear view and noticed a gray
ball of fur next to the tire of a parked car. Not underneath the car, but open to the street
under the sun. What is that? you asked yourself. Is that a kitty? Aw, the poor kitty is on
the street, you thought. Is it dead? Then you felt sad and thought about Lava. I wish I
could have that kitty, you thought. You mused if that kitty were alive that would be your
kitty. But that kitty’s dead. You said to yourself, Poor kitty. Poor dead kitty. But then, as
you drove away, through the rear view mirror you saw the kitty’s head pop up. You
swerved to the side a