PART 6

To love. To be loved. ..
Never get used to the disparity

Tolove. To be loved . . . To never get used to the unspeakable
violence and the vulgar disparity of life around you.
To see joy in the saddest places. To pursue beauty to
its lair. To never simplify what is complicated or
complicate what is simple. To respect strength,
never power. Above all, to watch.

To try and understand.
—Arundhati Roy
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. What will become i
by Isabe] Souza-Rodriguez |\
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I didn’t deserve being released by the officers in that moment. I had lost ey,
trol. In an instant, I now understand, a Iriggu from my childhood made me
react violently and defensively against my father who wasn't even there th,,
day. It wasn’t my father that had reached for my shoulder. It was my fiance
So it was clear to me, then, as we traveled in silence back to our home, Crying
and barely able to understand what had just happened, that I knew | could

no longer continue to avoid seeing a therapist.

As a Latino man, I know the stigma in my culture against seeking mentg)
health support. I was raised to believe that “mental health” was a figment of
people’s imagination, and that all therapists were nothing more thap
professional con artists. I internalized that for so many years that I wasn’t pay-
ing attention to the severity of my own problem. I needed to find help . . | fo;
my mind. No diet could ever cure the narrative of my own thoughts. No physi-
cal practice could ever build up my internal strength to defeat trauma. I under-
stood this finally after my explosion on December 11th. Immediately
afterward, I looked into providers and scheduled my first appointment. '

The day before my therapist appointment, I met for breakfast with one of
my best friends from middle school—one of the hardest periods of my life, |
asked her candidly, “How is it possible that we survived?” Neither one of us
had an answer.

In my first session, I shared with my therapist my recollections of the bodies
that made up my years in middle school; flashbacks of my peers who were
always more dead than alive, stuffed to capacity with medications that were
supposed to have made them “feel better” or “hold themselves together.”
Remembering how those bodies constantly fell apart, became pale, fragile,
tore at the extremities, ached, and fell to the ground suddenly, repeatedly,
needing to be carried to “administration” where parents would come to
carry them farther away to institutions where their entire world would
become boxes of concrete. I recanted to my shrink how I grappled through
those years, barely making it, desperately hoping not to become another
needless casualty.

“I'm not sure how we survived it,” I said.
“We did .. .” my friend replied, “and I think that’s why we’re such good
friends.”

I'began to see quite clearly in my therapy sessions that the therapist had no
ticular healing affinity, nor magical powers. She didn’t generally
1bings nor were her responses much more interesting than a
ton I ever held with a friend in childhood. I appreciated th
find a complete stranger who could tell me, “I'm SO glad
knowing that she meant it, and especially that she co ’r
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es it such a special victory. L did learn through her, though, that Yes, |

“t()day”m“k : T 4
managed: 10 curvive middle school, bu.t I need o remember and to appreciate
that I survived today too. The lesson will remain th perhaps if | survived today;

I might be able to tap into that same strength tomoryy,,

[ resent any parent that still makes their kids fe] stupid for wondering if
their minds and hearts also need medical care, just |ike o bodies. Tha's
like denying a kid eye and dental exams for years, simply fropm, Supo.m.mion. I
feel that I could have just as easily gone blind. I could haye completely lost

sight of my very self.

My therapist one day explained, “I'm surprised at the level of conyersation
I've been able to have with you. People who have lived your experiences gen-
erally become so far removed from reality that it’s hard to achieve any coher-
ent dialogue with them beyond a few disjointed sentences.” I laugh at how
incredibly un-reassuring it is to think that somehow I adapted some unnatu-
ral ability to survive trauma. That doesn’t give me any comfort. It really just
makes me feel somewhat undeservingly lucky. I remember reading a Marga-
ret Atwood novel once about a woman who felt like the word, “shatter.” I
spent over a year reflecting on that book and how closely I connected to that
character. I've been on the verge of shattering for the 14 years I've known

I've needed therapy.

Therapy is just a step. A single liberated stride on an uncharted path of self-
healing. It isn’t that life “gets better” all of a sudden. But without that ther-
apy experience, I wouldn't have the words to describe to you how incredibly
wonderful it feels right now to know that “I gave myself a chance” and
trusted my instinct well enough to have taken that first step, in whatever
direction that may take me. How often do we ever “give ourselves a chance?”

It seems much easier for me to believe in others than to believe in myself. I
used to go to any lengths not to do it—not to “fail”—as if personal care were
a definitive form of failure. I seemed to want to sacrifice 14 years of my life
to self-doubt, when my very bones seemed to yearn for self-love, or acknowl-
edgement, or gratitude. I often see amind . . . a heart.. .. a spirit somewhere
inside me, running like a 5 year old to each dark corner of me, whispering, “I

am here.”

I regret that we still live in a world where mental health is far beyond accessi-
ble to everyone who deserves it. Still, I believe it can be possible for all of us,
if we as a community could dare to believe that mental health is as impor-
tant in our lives as our physical health: our exercise, our eye exams, our
immunizations, our hygiene, our diet. It is possible to care for our whole
selves! I'm learning that it is possible to show love and compassion for the

tirety of who I am, and not just my physical parts.
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“Mom, what is going on? What ar
re these People do;
hose are the words I remember agk;
’ he : asking he

dad’s family were outside our lnker\s o vl
; 60 BTy on June |2,
. dark, degrees, and the only lights \hir'ij oy

. ] y lig 1Ng were f;
d thfj Ca“rs. 7BY the time we arrived home. <. n g the lam
said: “We can’t find your dad.” i e

sar-old girl might not understand the severiry
d that rough voice coming from the phon:[\'\, . I}?.f- Situation, by
that this was more than just a disappearan(.? 1?? We have him
anted money. The amount was ridiculously 'hj }]1' P(.,J[)lr- behind
eeded to sell the farm, the bakery, and get 4 bgac.k‘“\]e  miray le
m a two-year separation of the family when m.\’ .d] ((1 uk:;,‘. just
Weeks later, from our balcony, I saw my mom \\‘i[h\ uln?
. Her words were “Bye” but her face SPJOke 3 (Mm:,\ n};
SLorv.

going? I did not know, yet it seemed just like a normal day,

 my cousin’s birthday. We were in front of the cake when my
d my sister and me to the car, then drove us to my grandma’s
jses, reporters, and at the end of the hallway, there was a dirty
. It was my father. He did not look like what I remembered
kidnapped for two months—which had seemed like years.

an abductors hold their vicums
3 soldier’s armament. They

the jungle, these Colombi
j0r ropes, but with the fear of
where phones do not exist and the messages are sent h‘_\-
ank God, my father was secure now. U Il((?l"llll\‘;\((‘]‘\'. his
. Higher than any currency exchange, a life. The Cx,m,
e same day my mom disappearcd. That last day 1 saw
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her from lhe. balcony, she was set to have a face-e,(;
nappers Lo g1ve some money ghe h F

Ace interview wich, R
ad gathered for my dad’s rescye ' kid-
ate at night, wearing a brown Wig, she de
as his heartbreaking voice w

on the tape savi a
oped we could be together that moved m\,y lng that h.
d to see him, but . . . > Mmoo,

“Mrs. this is fo?
“:ith s .dn}cl)t énough. We’ll release your husband, by, yvou
. ]
us, - said the guerrillero when she gave him a hollow tire | | o e

It was either the trade o my dad’ : filled wigh
ad’s death. Right ; Cash,
they released him and kept her gt after she accepred theifer,

It was already August, very |
rented car. Maybe it w

after him. She expecte

as he got on his feet, a taxi passed by and gave hi
house. He was physically free, but still s
that the battle was not finished yet.

m the ride to my grandma’
hackled to their extortion. He kney

Back in the jungle, the first week of her kidna
mind. Being a woman surrounded by seven
days were long and the nights were more so. The only light she saw was from
the sun or the moon. She was trapped and had nowhere to go. “One night,
while I was sleeping in a hammock hung between two trees, something fell
from the top and rubbed me closely. It was a snake,” she said. Another day,

they were walking and she saw a big scratch in a trunk. Clearly some big ani-
mal had left its mark.

ppin'g, my mom was losing her
men 1s not a good picture, The

There was no escape from her captors. If she tried, she would end up caught
and killed by her abductors or by a dangerous animal. Her prison was a
place where there was neither bathroom nor kitchen, just trees, ground, rain,
bugs, and fear. She feared dying or worse, being raped by each of the seven.

Often people in danger’s way have suggested that when death is clf>se, scenes
from one’s life flash before them. During those times, people of faith suggest
that their God is always close, closer than one’s fear. .There was onl)'h(?;lz
thing my mom’s abductors allowed her to keep alqng with th‘e men’s ;102 ler{l
she had brought to my father—a Bible. Being raised a Chnstlan,d§ :‘O\Ered
her days reading and her nights praying. She told us later th.a't tht; hl:r While
how her reality was in that book. The scriptures beFame aliv f O.as : .cham"'
captive, something moved where she put her hand in . L of love for
leon. She read this chameleon as no other than God’s messa}iil?s from his
her. She thought she heard God whisper to her: “Just as ne

enemies, so I hide you from yours.”
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Jage- ere, on(j of my captors told me: ‘),
[]’16}" aSk somEIhmg, you are my wife ’ln(-J (‘mv say 3 1
s € we're 1
just w,

will take us t0 the nearest place,” Wy

Gy
Nt we

L After they arrived in the closest city to the }
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1 4
W\
Yy
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. 1€ Stre
way from hor'ne, I'stopped walking and broke g € street, at aboy
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her wor
500 feet @
! ried until

. I hadn't

| Neither my little sister nor I knew about her kidnapping dur;

and a half. I was told she was in a spiritual retreat, Sl;w i }lr-mg that month

v one that changed our entire lives forever. NO\\'ada\?'l m}df‘(‘d‘ I. m'g;m

back my family, for giving me the understandingl,tha: };‘“k God for
e L in a second. Money, properties, ma(ix::lg?}l‘ldq

B when you're losing your loved ones. Then you get to admit 1:}7

gratitude cannot be taken for granted. PR ot

of stories that root who I am today, but my parent’s bravery
e love is, perhaps, a special seed inside of my heart Their
ened me and filled me with courage to never give up on
hen it’s hard to see the light, t0 ook first at the need of oth-
y selfish and egocentric; to care about what I have and not
hat I do not have; to honor and appreciate my family and
respect others; to give without expecting anything 10
5u sow, you shall reap.”
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apartment. He struggled to overcome the fear of being abducted aga
and my mom’s fears dominated how they raised us thereafter, Th
and insecurity became ours, | struggled to liberate myself from fear.

With time, our lives improved, but our hearts needed healing. Two yeary
because of a new threat, my family had to flee to Miami, a city where.
seem to be pursuing a second chance; where many seem to be running
from a contflict, trying to save their lives. As I write these words, I knoy
iy fan'lily’sjourney is not finished. We are slowly remaking our lives, em
ing change, and rooting ourselves once again in another place and time, -




My great
grandmother’s battle

by Monica Penichet

/

ulling up to my great grandmothers house I was a little scared and

nervous. It was the first time I had gone to see her and the same day

<he had chemotherapy. I didn’t know what to expect. Was she going to
Jook different? Was she going to act different?

soon as my great grandfather opened the door to their house I
matically smelled the familiar aroma of Cuban spices and the greasy
I walked into her kitchen and there she was stirring a pig
“Ahuela what are you doing?” I asked her.

As
auto ;
smell of plantains.

pot of Arroz con pollo.
«’m cooking your favorite meal, why do you ask?” she said.
«You should be resting not cooking; you just got home from four hours of

chemotherapy.”

nding around her, she said “I’m not dying, so stop treating me

To all of us sta
y life the same way I always did.

like a baby, I am going to continue to live m
So, Monica and Jonathan, go set the table.”

At the dinner table, no one really wanted to speak about the whole cancer
thing but I did. T was 11 years old at the time and I was curious. I waited
until the whole table got quiet, stuffing their faces with food.

[ started off with a compliment “Abuela this Arroz con pollo is amazing!”
k, She replied: “What do you think, just

With a typical sarcastic remar
because I have breast cancer, it will be bad?” My brother laughed at that,

then, my mom hit him upside the head; and I laughed at that.

about the chemotherapy.
for four hours you are
* Because of my

Her remark gave me the perfect opportunity to ask
“It was actually really uncomfortable and tiring,
l_IQOkcd up to machines and an IV stuck in your skin.’
ho 'ble Spanish skills, my mom translated most of my questions.
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ide effects ¢ otherapy?”
«Are there any side effects after the chem apy

o will eventually lose my hair, [ will throw up ()(‘("dsirmally; there will be d
I ::m'l want to get up from the bed. But through all the side effects, | &
”

ntinue my daily routine because if 1 give up 1 am not teaching yoy,
CO | »
vour brother the right lesson,

After eating and washing dishes, we were sitting in the living room |
always I was right next to her. Everyone was talking amongst themge]
and I turned to her, “Abuela, why are you being so Strong®” and fos
second she didn’t say anything just looked at me; the whole room got q
in seconds. My great grandmother grabbed my hand and said “| am stréll
for you and for the rest of this family; T will not let g little dis
and each and every one of you. When somethin
you can’t let it affect the way you live and th
invite the whole family for pool parties, a
everyone'’s favorite meal.”

ease ruin
g terrible in your life o

at is why T will continue
nd T will continye to ¢

Finding out she had breast cancer was not easy for me. I was probably |
one who took it the hardest. I broke down crying right on her lap becaus
automatically thought I was going to lose he

r. People told me o be stre
and to have faith, but at 11 years old I didn’t know how to be strong
something like cancer.

That day that she cooked us all my favorite meal “Arroz con Pollo”

stood what people meant to be stron
had to do with Breast Cancer to get
going through. I found out she ha
shocked that I asked her

T un
g I started researching everything

a better understanding of what she v
d to remove her breast; and 1 w
“Abuela can you live without a breast?”
“Yes, of course, but I don’t think
about it being removed.”
ensuing disease.

She continued to live her life as though she had never been diagnosed w
breast cancer; but when she started to lose her hair and went bald, :
suffering became even more real to me. For the longest time after her hair
out, she didn’t want to leave her house; but if she had no other choice,
would wear a scarf wrapped around her head and forge on.

My great grandmother is wh
She weekly went to the salop
the center of attention; if you
days in the week, you would en
though, because she did so my
do is call her every day.

at some call a high-maintenance old womg
to do her hair and nails. She also loved t@
didn’t call her even one day out of the ses
d up on her “bad” list. It was understanda
ch for me and my family that the least we'

i
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: growi"g up, from my great grandl.nother, Ilearned not only life

;. but how to cook, how lo'spcak Span15}13 and how to treat guests when
jessO! "\ She never really said “Hey, Monica, Jo, g0 teach you some
ey V4 Rather, being at her house every other day, I just watched her and

[hiHGZ‘ 1to her and observed the way she carried herge|
jte™

always amazed by. her strength through her fight with breast cancer.
[am her £0 through it for so many years, I believe, helped me develop
Seeln b, People every day are struggling with ney problems, illnesses,
Streniaj situations, work, school, family problems, and socia| injustices.
ﬁnm:mately, for me, my great grandmother demonstrates how to remain
f in the midst of pain, disappointment, and suffering, Her “toughness”
stmr-fds me that when fighting for justice, I must stay true to who I am, keep
rc:;uaining my daily routine and responsibilities, while trying to help others
ff1ﬁght the good fight.”
Recently I lost my grandmother, daughter of my great grandmother, and I

S[ayed St-rong‘



History lessons learned
and paid forward

by Ruba Monem

/

eaching history is important, and, sometimes, reminders of its

importance are found in the least expected places. Many years ago, I

attended a Native American festival. Before going, I anticipated it
becoming a valuable cultural experience, yet I underestimated the impact it
would have on my role as a history teacher. The festival itself was quite an
education. I remember being captivated by the artifacts and visual depictions
of Native American culture and spirituality. I moved from exhibit to exhibit
and tried to take in the flood of information. I listened to folktales and
watched mesmerizing dances performed by Native men and women dressed
in full regalia. After one of the performances, I made my way to one of the
female Native performers to let her know how much I enjoyed the produc-
tion. Both polite and gracious, she started to make small talk with me. Being
the history enthusiast that I am, I proceeded to ask her several questions
about her tribal ancestry and customs. She did not seem to mind answering
my many questions. In fact, she told me that she enjoyed my genuine interest
 her culture. At that point, I told her I was a history teacher. I remember
that she smiled and told me that teaching was a special gift.

We spent about 45 minutes discussing various aspects of the festival and
Native Peoples’ contributions to the Americas. During the conversation, she
asked me questions about Native American history. As a history teacher, I
was a little embarrassed that I could not answer some of her questions. This
eye-opening encounter with my ignorance forced me to examine my dearth
of knowledge about a crucial national narrative. I admitted to her that I
needed to brush up on the history of North American indigenous communi-
ties. She encouraged me to look for sources of factual information developed
by various tribes of the Americas, and not to rely solely on mass market
American history textbooks. She believed that most history books failed to
Provide an accurate portrayal of Native American historical record nor
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adequately describe A
hegcm()ni'c o ibed t_he injustices and cruelty inflicted upon N
» LUrocentric socje . on N
society. My new friend g;
author . ave me the
d}ll]\:( 1'5 vand asked‘me L0 promise her that 1 woul%l le g i
of Natve peoples in this country

ativeg by &
arn . ames of 5 fcw
and pass that along to m]\({)rf about the Saga
Later, I asked her what the most ; § * y students,
back to my students. She ; mo%l "Spor)lan} ;lntssagv was that I shoy)q tak
course, [ knew enough to k dns“;;r“ | (rjncLi e :mrds’ “The truep » 00
kee, the Iroquois, the ]ak}r]th at .71 not know .thc truth” of (e (zh
and hundreds of ’other i“ o W S the Miccosukee, the Semix:ln‘
CORGEREY evalved a irst Nations communities. But, she told me that hc,
o Moty Yotlses r9und the luk of awareness .about the brutal treaqy, o
A T e as well as thm.l- fallac’lot.ls deplctlf)n in popular medjg Sc}:“
i flmportant to dispel Native American stereotypes and' i
; acts. She wanted me to separate the fact from the f Bross
promised her I would do my best to honor her wishes. We contine (ljmon'- I
‘C‘uss the particulars of her tribe and my new friend left me with thue e .dls'
If the children are not taught, how will they know?” © Quests

e e o s e
. ! y to share a part of our country’s histo

that is largely ignored or totally bypassed in many American history cl Y
rooms. All too often, the presence of Native Americans in texts is rele ;SSC-]
to being the backdrop to the events experienced by White Americans lgaszd
on the limited pages in textbooks and the limited class time devoted .to First
Nation’s history in K-12 social studies pacing guides, the public falsely
assumes that the history of Europeans in the Americas is far more important
than that of the 12,000 year old Native American civilization. I soon learned
exactly what my new friend meant when she referred to Native Americans as

the “invisible voice.”

The relationship between Whites, Native Americans, and other minorities is
complex, and that complexity must be discussed and acknowledged. I knew
would be doing a great disservice to my new friend, my profession, and my

students if 1 failed to address this issue. I knew it would not be easy. Injustice?
sues are all sensitve

Iy considered how [
stu-

e? Murder? Racism? Social dominance? These is
s to broach with adolescents; therefore, I carefu
would go about presenting the information. I knew that if 1 engaged my
dents in an honest unraveling of these concepts, my students were capab
analyzing the information and making the necessary conggctions. ] aske
in collaborative groups, to investigate the definitions and. ef’afln
pts of injustice, rape, murder, and racism. Due 10 their living

; . introdud

these ideas were familiar to my students. But,(lj X
hallenging. 1had ©° P 3

gniZ(’ social domifies

Rap
subject

students,
of the conce

a large urban city, :
the concept of social dominance was a bit more ¢

them with several examples in order for them to reco



be able to prm'idv me with examples of their own. Once they under-
S the concept, however, they started to piece together the social, eco-
W and political consequences of dominance oy society, This tvbc of

‘

omic, 5
mdual release required encouragement and patience on my part as a
reacher and our joint willingness to learn on the part of my students. Once

b8 exchange took place, my students were ready i, process the informafion
on their oWn and draw parallels between the past and (e present

nts are amazing individuals and their willingness o learn about the
undless. Their passion for justice is even more admirablc Far too
often, teachers und'ercstimate their stuFiean’ ability and desire to lea;n. Once
this desire 1O learn 1s urllleashed, '[h"f I NO containing it, I set out to promote
, dialogue about Native Americans that extended beyond folktales, spirit
des, and rituals. Based on responses, I have received from my stud’ents |
pelieve that [ have started to achieve this goal. For example, during one Cla;s-
room discussion, student pointed out that Native Americans living on res-
ervations is a form of segregation. While discussing the issue with his peers in
Jass, he concluded that this was unfair and illegal, and that it was not a deci-
son made by Natives. Rather, he insisted, it was a decision forced on the
Natives by a more dominant group in society. My students recognized that a
. race-based hierarchy was established hundreds of years ago and continues to
be maintained generation after generation. These adolescents began to
understand that skin color continues to be used as a means by which hege-
mony (dominance) is forced on American institutional systems. And they
now insisted that, yes, American cultural hegemony manifests itself in the
form of segregation of Native Americans from Non-Native Americans;
Whites from non-Whites; etc. Further, when we discussed the murder of mil-
lions of Native Americans beginning with the arrival of the Europeans, my
«tudents drew comparisons between the genocide of the Natives and the
genocide of other ethnic groups in history—indeed, powerful connections

made by adolescents.

Because of my serendipitous conversation years ago with the Native Ameri-
can woman at the festival, which led me to further research, I somehow influ-
enced my students as well as myself to think about history on a deeper level
and to respect all of the inhabitants of the earth, past, present, and future,
regardless of skin color or ethnicity. Certainly, I learned from my adolescents
that they are capable of drawing parallels between hegemony and racism.
Adolescents are capable of questioning why some groups are singled out
while others are forgotten. And adolescents care more about social issues
than we may think.

Perhaps, if we open up a dialogue with our students about social
they will lead the way in advocating for positive changes tha
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groups. Adolescents are smarter than l'T\U»‘“ adults 8:“’“ them credit, Thi
critically seek truth and possess the voices and passion to become cham
agents. Lighting the spark that motivates them to seek ar}d share- the tryg
about marginalized populations and the reasons for their marginalizy
seems a privilege for me.

I have spent countless hours teaching American history to nearly a thousae
students. I have often asked myself if I'm honoring the promise 1 mg,
the Native American friend 1 made many years ago. I do not need 10 |g
further than my students, though, to assume that I am.

One of my favorite student-posed questions continues to be, “Why dg
people know about this?” I tell them some people know about it and ch,

not to share the information. But now that they themselves know the in
mation, they are responsible for sharing it with others, After all, if the sto
not shared, then the story ceases to exist. I know my students are sha
these stories because 1 often teach history to their younger siblings or fa
members who recount these stories to me. The adolescents that [ am grate
to teach understand that the group with the loudest voices is the group

probably will be remembered. I believe these adolescents can break ‘
sound barrier.

Books that are a must read for teachers:

Campbell, J. H. (1998). Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native daughter. Tucson,
University of Arizona Press.

Deloria, J. V. (1988). Custer died for your sins: An Indian manifesto. Norman, C
University of Oklahoma Press,

Dunbar-Ortiz, R. (2014). An indigenous peoples® history of the United
Boston: Beacon Press.

Eagle, A. F. (2010). Pipestone: My life in an Indian boarding school. Norman, Ol
University of Oklahoma Press,

Eastman, C. A. (2003). The soul of the Indian. Mineola, NY:
Publications.

LaDuke, W. (1999). All our relations: Native struggles for land and life. Camb
MA: South End Press.



