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John Masterson stands proudly 
ouside of the California State 
Capitol where he works as a 

constituent affairs assistant.   Evan E. Duran

A modest brick house surrounded by tall trees 

in a quiet neighborhood in El Dorado Hills is home to the Mastersons. On a Sunday after-
noon, Kathy Masterson and her daughter Meg Masterson, who is over for a weekly visit and a 
barbecue dinner, work on a jigsaw puzzle in the living room while Kathy’s husband and Meg’s 
dad Mark Masterson is upstairs watching car racing on TV.

Th e neat and tidy home contains plenty of evidence that the rooms hold many memories 
of a loving, caring and happy family. 

Alongside the cheerful photos, mementos of events past and a lifetime’s worth of valued 
belongings is a driving force, who according to the Mastersons, has not only been the glue 
that has kept the family together, but is an integral part of who each member of the family 
is today.

On the couch in the living room, near Kathy and Meg, wearing a yellow T-shirt that reads 
“Best Buddies” and displaying a cheek-to-cheek grin that illuminates the room, sits Kathy 
and Mark’s son John, who was born with Down syndrome.

M A S T E R
o f  h i s

O W N  F A T E
John Masterson pursues his dreams 

with a constant positive attitude and a contagious smile

DANIEL WILSON  |  DANIEL.WILSON8504@YAHOO.COM
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From being elected Oak Ridge High 
School homecoming king in 2004, to set-
ting records in power lifting, to becoming 
friends with former California Gov. Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, John has achieved more at 
29 years old than most people do in a life-
time. Amid the challenges of living with an 
intellectual disability, John Masterson has 
pursued and accomplished every one of his 
dreams.

John has held several jobs, graduated 
from City College and lived on his own. 
His friends and family say when John 
sets a goal for himself, he reaches it, and 
he does so with the enthusiasm of a child 
opening presents on Christmas.

Th e Masterson family moved from 
Dallas, Texas—where John was born on 
Dec. 3, 1985—to many places around the 
country before settling in their current 
hometown in 1997.

“Yeah! I remember that year! Th at was 
back when I was 12,” says John. 

Sitting at the dining room table, located 
down the hall from the living room, Kathy, 
who works as a messaging manager for 
Intel, asks John if he knows he has Down 
syndrome, and he responds by saying, 
“Mmm-hmm.” 

She explains that Down syndrome af-
fects those with the disorder diff erently 
from person to person, and can cause 
other medical issues.

“Th at doesn’t mean everyone with 
Down syndrome is the same,” says Kathy.

Currently there are approximately 
400,000 people living with Down syn-
drome in the United States. It is regarded 
as the most common genetic disorder in 
the nation with one in every 691 babies 
(6,000 each year) born with the condition, 
states the National Down Syndrome Society 
(NDSS) website. 

“In every cell in the human body there is 
a nucleus, where genetic material is stored 
in genes,” states the NDSS.  “Genes carry 
the codes responsible for all of our inher-
ited traits and are grouped along rod-like 
structures called chromosomes. Typically, 
the nucleus of each cell contains 23 pairs of 
chromosomes, half of which are inherited 
from each parent.  Down syndrome occurs 
when an individual has a full or partial extra 
copy of chromosome 21.”

However, Mark, who owns and oper-
ates Collector Car Garage, a car restoration 
business, adds that John and others with 
Down syndrome don’t diff er much from 
the rest of society.

“When you look at people with Down 
syndrome, there’s just as much variety as 
there are with any population,” says Mark. 
“You have some people that are smart and 
some people that aren’t.”

LEARNING CURVE
Th roughout John’s school years, Mark and 
Kathy worked with school personnel and 
others to make sure that John wasn’t treated 
diff erently because of his condition. Because 
the Mastersons moved around a lot, they 

experienced opposition at many schools to 
placing John into mainstream classes.

“We never thought he should be seg-
regated,” says Mark as he leans back in 
his chair, looks over at John and dis-
plays a subtle smirk. “We thought that 
he should just be like every other kid 
because for us, he was. He’s the way he 
is like any other kid would be, so it was 
really important to have him included 
with his peers.”

Mark notes that the problem was usu-
ally a lack of understanding on the part of 

the schools about John’s individual abil-
ities and requirements. As parents, he 
explains, it was important to present the 
school with feasible ideas about how to 
help John as opposed to just demanding 
the schools adapt their programs to the 
needs of one person.

“What we found was that if the school 
had something already set up, they want-
ed John to be in it because it was easier for 
them,” says Mark.

John and his family remained positive, 
and John prevailed in school with the help 

of classroom aides, modifi ed work and the 
strong support of his parents. 

But John’s parents make it clear that 
John’s personality played a huge role in 
their success when it came to getting edu-
cators—like John’s fi fth grade teacher who 
became an advocate for John after getting 
to know him during a class trip to the Cali-
fornia coast—to meet John’s needs.

“[John’s] really likable,” says Mark. “So 
he helped himself in many respects. John’s 
the one that changed everybody’s mind. 

Everyone knew him. We’d go to maybe a 
[high school] football game or something, 
and everybody would go, ‘Hi, John,’ and it 
was very gratifying as a parent.” 

Mark points out that it was always 
John’s positive outlook on life that al-
lowed him to not only do everything he’s 
wanted to do, but to encourage others.

“Th e biggest thing is, I don’t think John 
ever thought that he was disabled,” says 
Mark. “I think that makes a big diff erence. 
He was never told he couldn’t do some-
thing because there was just never any 
reason to tell him that.”

Still, the Mastersons struggled to 
fi nd a program to help John as an adult. 
But when they heard about the C.K. Mc-
Clatchy Transitional Program, Kathy and 
Mark enrolled their son following John’s 
high school graduation in 2005.

“Th e school district remains responsi-
ble for education through [age] 22 for stu-
dents with disabilities,” says Kathy. “We 
didn’t have anything up here [in El Dorado 
Hills] like [there is] down in Sacramento.”

Th e C.K. McClatchy Transitional Pro-
gram, according to Barry Fallon, one of 
the advisers, is run out of a duplex near 
the City College campus. Its goal is to 
teach young adults living with disabilities, 
between the ages of 18 and 22, how to live 
independently.

Th ough it is funded through Sacra-
mento City Unifi ed School District, the 
program is run in conjunction with City 

College so that students can take college 
courses. 

Classes are held on the main campus, 
the Outreach Centers or in the duplex 
itself. In addition to college curriculum, 
students learn domestic skills and work 
in various jobs. They also learn how to 
safely use public transportation and how 
to budget their money.

“We want all our students to have a ful-
fi lled life, like anyone else would have,” says 
Fallon. “We try to fade out our support [over 

time] if we can. A positive attitude means a 
lot. John had a really positive attitude. John 
was never someone who said, ‘I can’t do it.’ ”

During his time in the program, John 
took classes at City College and held sev-
eral jobs, including working at the City 
College cafeteria, William Land Golf 
Course, and in an internship with the 
Department of Justice.

“Th e classes that John took on campus 
were relatively limited,” says Kathy as she 
takes a break from her puzzle to rejoin the 
conversation. 

She opens a window and asks if John 
wants some fresh air. 

“Yeah, thanks, Mom!” John says with 
a grin.

“He took Trinidad [Stassi’s] classes 
[such as beginning jazz] for forever, and 
he took yoga,” continues Kathy, sitting 
across from John at the table, as John lays 
his hand on top of hers, and they smile 
at each other. “He took acting [and] John 
did a monologue where he had to be an-
gry, and John’s not a very angry person, so 
that was really hard for him to do.”

John agrees that it was tough having to 
act angry, but he is proud of the outcome 
of the class.

“Oh, yeah,” says John with joy. “I’m re-
ally good at acting. I had a perfect grade!”

John Masterson not 
only lifts weights in 

the World Association of 
Benchers and Deadlifters 

but also lifts spirits of 
those around him.  

Photo courtesy of Shawna Sheffi eld

AMID  THE  CHALLENGES OF  L IV ING WITH 
AN  INTELLECTUAL  D ISABIL ITY, 

JOHN MASTERSON HAS  PURSUED AND 
ACCOMPL ISHED EVERY ONE OF  H IS  DREAMS.

CONTINUED ON PG. 6
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LEAVING THE NEST
Following the completion of the pro-
gram in 2007, John lived in one of the 
nearby duplexes with his younger sister 
and City College student Meg.

“I had this duplex,” says John. “I used 
to live there with my sister.”

Mark explains that John and Meg 
lived together for a year, and though it 
was a challenge for John, it was one of 
the life goals he wanted to accomplish.

“John had a very specific order for his 
life,” says Mark. “He wanted to gradu-
ate from high school, go to college, get 
a job and then live by himself. And he 
had done all of those things with the ex-
ception of live by himself. So, when this 
duplex opened up, we thought it would 
give him a great ability to do that last 
piece.”

But Mark says that for John, the new 
living arrangement wasn’t all it was cracked 
up to be.

“I think the concept of living alone 
sounded good on paper, but once he did it, 
he realized it wasn’t as much fun,” says Mark 
as he chuckles at John across the table.

Mark asks John what was hard about 
living on his own and John replies, “Well, 
because we used to pay for rent! It was hard 
for me. I want to live with my parents!”

Because John and Meg had signed a 
lease, though, John was faced with the re-
ality that he had made a commitment and 
needed to fulfi ll it.

“He was real tough,” says Mark. “He 
stuck it out and did it for a year, and then 
at the end of the year, he moved back 
home.”

“Yeah!” adds John. 
In 2007, through the Transitional Pro-

gram, John landed an internship working 
in the California Governor’s offi  ce.

Th e internship was through a program 
called “We Include,” which was started by 
former California First Lady Maria Shriver 
and launched offi  cially in 2008. Now called 

“California Includes,” the program aims 
“to increase employment of per sons with 
developmental disabilities,” according to 
its offi  cial website.

“We were approached by [Shriver’s] of-
fi ce to place a couple of interns there in the 
Capitol,” says Pam Zaharie, another advis-
er for the Transitional Program. “John was 
one of the fi rst to be placed. He was such 
a hit; he became very tight with the folks 
in the ‘horseshoe,’ the central command of 
the governor and staff , that they eventual-
ly hired him.”

John now works almost a full-time sched-
ule for the Department of Developmental 
Services as a constituent aff airs assistant.

Zaharie adds that because of John’s 
success, the governor’s offi  ce continues 
to work with the Transitional Program to-
day. Many students who participate in the 
program gain work experience through in-
ternships at the DDS.

As John’s internship was coming to 
an end, he and his family were invited to 

a party at the Capitol to celebrate John’s 
22nd birthday, which is when John fi rst 
heard the news that he was being hired 
full-time.

“It was really surprising because normal-
ly you’d have a party at work, and maybe fi ve 
people would sing, and you’d have a piece of 
cake and go back to your cube,” says Mark 
while John runs to his bedroom to grab 
the gift he received that year. “We get tak-
en into the governor’s counsel room, and 
there’s like 40 people in there, and they’re 
all singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to John. And 
Schwarzenegger walks in and brings this 
gift and presents it to John.”

Th e next year for his birthday, the 
former governor gave John a crew jacket 
from “Terminator 3,” which John, upon 
returning to the dining room, shows off  
with enthusiasm. Inside the jacket is a 
message from Schwarzenegger that reads, 
“Happy Birthday, love Arnold.” 

Because John’s position was appointed 
by the former governor, his parents were 
worried that with the transition to Gov. 
Jerry Brown in 2011, John would be out 
of a job. John survived the administra-
tion change, however, and even received 
a raise.

Trishana Suman, senior constituent 
aff airs representative in the governor’s 
offi  ce and John’s current job coach, says 
John is a “social butterfl y” and enjoys be-
ing surrounded by so many people while 
working at the Capitol.

“John is a wonderful employee,” says 
Suman. “He is always taking initiative 
and [is] willing to do any task that is 
given to him with such enthusiasm. He 
is such a motivation to us all. He shows 
that regardless of what you have to work 
with, if you put your all into something, 
you will succeed, and it is such a beauti-
ful thing to be able to see and experience 
that firsthand.”

DEADLIFTS AND 

TANDEM BIKES

John says he is very proud of having a 
job and that he is a hard worker. However, 
when John isn’t working, he enjoys watch-
ing clips from musicals on YouTube, listen-
ing to his iPod, competing in weightlifting 
competitions, and riding bikes to raise 
money for charity called Best Buddies.

“[Best Buddies’] purpose is to provide 
ongoing types of arrangements for peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities like jobs, 
promoting friendships, basically doing 
things promoting self confidence to 
help them be more active and lead fuller 
lives,” Mark says.

Mark and John have raised about 
$20,000 for Best Buddies. Mark explains 
with a chuckle that John has not grasped 
the concept of riding a bike by himself, 
but riding a two-person bike has worked 
out well for them.

“Best Buddies ride with my Dad—we 
ride on the tandem bike,” says John in an 
excited voice. “Yes, we did!”

John also achieved the California 
state record for Special Olympians in the 
181-pound weight class in bench press 
and deadlift in Chico in March 2013.

Jim and Shawna Sheffi  eld started 
coaching John in power lifting seven years 
ago, and though lifting was dropped from 
Special Olympics, they continue training 
him two days a week. 

John participates in power lifting 
competitions through the World Asso-
ciation of Benchers and Deadlifters. In 
November 2013, he competed in a world 
competition in Reno, Nevada where he 
won a Katana sword for placing first 
in both bench press and deadlift in the 
165-pound special Olympian division 
weight class with lifts of 170 and 264 
pounds, respectively.

“We love John,” exclaims Shawna. “He 
has made so many friends at our gym. 
He loves to show off  his biceps. He has 
an eff ect on everyone at the gym because 
they see how hard he trains and they train 
harder. He lifts more than some people in 
our gym. If anyone is ever in a bad mood, 
I just say, ‘You need to go see John,’ and 
[their] whole world changes.”

Shawna says that John tries really hard 
and pushes himself to do his best.

“John wants to please,” says Shawna. 
“He never wants to fail. If he doesn’t make 
a lift, he gets upset, so we’re working with 
him to learn that even though you don’t 
get a weight, you’re not failing.”

John’s sister Meg says that even if she 
had the ability to turn back the clock and 
make it so John didn’t have to live with 
Down syndrome that, although it would 
make life easier for John, she probably 
wouldn’t take the opportunity. For Meg, 
John is who he is, just as he is.

“John’s condition has aff ected our 
whole family in that we have this really 
fabulous, consistent and loving presence 
in our lives,” says Meg. “Maybe a ‘normal’ 
brother would have done that, maybe not.”

Meg says this is why she calls herself 
John’s biggest fan and that she wouldn’t 
change him for the world.

“I think I’m most proud of [John’s] abil-
ity to grow into an adult,” says Meg, whom 
John refers to as his “beautiful sister.” “I 
mean, he’s got a job. He gets up and goes 
to work; he never complains. He’s the best 
brother in the world. He’s just the best. My 
brother says he loves me just because he 
can. He’s my favorite person on the planet. 
I love him.”              

John Masterson accepts an award
 in the 181-pound class, Special 

Olympian power lifting. 

In May 2010, John Masterson carries the 
Olympic Torch in the Special Olympics 

Regional Track and Field Meet. 

Photo courtesy of Shawna Sheffi eld

Photo courtesy of Julie Sutter

“JOHN’S  CONDIT ION HAS  AFFECTED OUR WHOLE  FAMILY 
IN  THAT  WE HAVE  TH IS  REALLY  FABULOUS, 

CONSISTENT  AND LOV ING PRESENCE IN  OUR L IVES .”
–MEG MASTERSON
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Th e light rail station lies on the north-
east side of Sacramento City College’s 
main campus, past Hughes Stadium and 
next to the old railroad tracks. For 10 years 
now trains have carried thousands to and 
from the college, allowing easier access to 
higher education for those without other 
means of transportation. A wide swath 
of humanity uses its services; students 
barely able to pay for classes and rent ride 
alongside well-to-do Land Park residents 
working on their iPads. State workers and 
homeless people alike commute down-
town via the rails running through City 
College’s backyard.

During peak hours, up to 100 students 
at a time are discharged onto campus from 
light rail cars. Offi  cer Alexander Conroy of 
the Los Rios District Police Department 
refers to this as “Th e Great Migration.”

“Light rail brings the entire county 
to our doorstep,” says Conroy. “It brings 
people of all walks of life here. You have 
kids fresh out of high school, people look-
ing to enhance their qualifi cations for jobs 
and, of course, some transients. We are at 
a cross section of the entire county.”

Seeing passengers from diff erent walks 
of life is commonplace: roaming harmless 

travelers, crafty scavengers, a few preda-
tors here and there. Th is diversity creates a 
tension beneath the surface, like a watering 
hole in the Serengeti. Th e drinking foun-
tains at City College station have long since 
dried up, and a thick coating of dust makes 
them seem long forgotten, but observant 
types can still drink in the parade of strange 
characters and their conversations.

Most commuters mind their own 
business, staring straight ahead or at the 
ground, some wearing headphones. Many 
check their phones incessantly; others 
gossip about life details, providing a din 
of background chatter. Some call out arbi-
trary things or sing to themselves. “Th ey 
talk to themselves because they’re drunk, 
or they’re off  the wall,” says City College 
student Ruby Sirmons. Others read, a few 
manage to sleep, or are just playing dead.

“You never really know what will hap-
pen, but that’s life,” says Anjelica Newby, 
who attends City College to further her 
education. She rides the light rail to school 
and says the experience varies day to day.

“One time I was sitting towards the 
front, and there was some guy dancing. 
First he was in his seat just bopping his 
head to his music, then he jumped up and 

started showing off  his moves. I saw a pistol 
on his hip. My face dropped, and I thought 
to myself, ‘Hope this dance doesn’t become 
violent.’ I got off  at the next stop.”

Still, Newby says she doesn’t worry 
about the potential dangers of riding the 
drafty, fl uorescent-lit trains.

“Safety is an illusion. It would be kind 
of silly to put up metal detectors and all 
that craziness,” she shrugs.

However, light rail is indeed the sort of 
place where someone might ask someone 
else, “What the hell you think you’re look-
ing at?” Th en again someone may engage 
another rider with a good story, or make 
that passenger a part of one. Th e scenari-
os are endless in the melting pot of public 
transit. Results may vary, but good people-
watching is a constant. It’s no New York 
subway system, yet it’s Sacramento’s own 
version of that same cultural cornerstone.

City College student Linda Cox is enrolled 
in the nursing program and uses light rail to 
get to her classes every night around 8. She 
thinks the trains should run 24 hours a day, 
but her chief complaint is panhandlers.

“I don’t like folks riding and begging. It’s a 
nice thing [Regional Transit’s] got going, but 
they need to keep the bums off ,” says Cox.

It’s true that occasionally someone on 
a seat facing an innocent passenger might 
stare with an unblinking intensity, like a 
weirdo eyeballing a stranger from the other 
end of the bar. And most clean-cut commut-
ers avoid eye contact with transients, main-
taining an uneasy truce by reading or texting 
or pretending to do one or the other.

Laura Farley, an evening commuter to 
City College, has experienced marriage 
proposals on light rail. Farley, wearing a 
red bandana under a tweed jacket with 
an “un-fuck the world” button, recalls the 
proposal from a man claiming to be the 
son of Ernest Hemingway. He was an old 
Southern gentleman with a slow drawl.

“I told him I was skeptical; he wasn’t par-
ticularly coherent,” Farley recollects. “It was 
actually pretty anti-climactic —probably not 
his fi rst time proposing on light rail.”

Others have tried to convert Farley to 
a cult. A man wearing a ring that looked 
as though it had come out of a dispensing 
machine at a pizza parlor said he wanted 
to get to know her as a human being and 
where she thought she would go after 
death. She politely said, “No, thank you.”

Despite it all, Farley prefers mass tran-
sit in the states versus abroad. “In Europe, 

it’s like a wasted hour of life. No one talks 
to you or sings or does anything crazy. In 
America, you actually talk to people and 
meet people like this—it’s defi nitely a 
more colorful experience.”

At 9 p.m. City College station settles 
down for the night, and the din of back-
ground chatter has faded. Now the sounds 
of highway traffi  c and crickets fi ll the air. 
Leftover people are cagey, pent-up from 
a long day. Th ey sit or pace frenetically, 
awaiting their illuminated chariot of des-
tiny. In those long minutes ear buds are 
plugged in and faces are focused, intent on 
the prospect of home.

Light rail trains seem to come in slow 
waves at this hour, like tides moving in 
and out. Some have their own destina-
tion, their own stop. Others blow up and 
down the tracks aimlessly wandering, 
wondering where to sleep tonight. Light 
rail gives and takes bodies and minds to 
and from city and school, both of which, 
its riders say, are better because of it. Th e 
mechanical announcement fi nally comes 
like the bookends of a day—another one 
ending, and she will surely be there to 
herald the next.

“Train is departing. Please stand clear.”■

traveling
microcosmth

e

Light rail attracts myriad individuals with one thing in common: 
They all have to get somewhere

Written by 
Cody Kuenzli
& Justis Lang

Photos by Evan E. Duran
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“ I don’t like folks riding 
and begging. It’s a 
nice thing [Regional 
Transit’s] got going, 
but they need to keep 
the bums off .”
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“Meadowview-bound train.”

A woman’s disembodied voice reverberates through the light rail train’s cabin. She’s a robotic narrator, 
friendly, yet monotonous. “Next stop, City College station.” A squeal of brakes, and everything shifts 
slightly, then settles. The doors open with the squeaky whooshing noise of dusty rubber sliding against 
itself. Outside a crowd has formed, the daily shuffl  e routine. Blackened spots of ancient gum lie here 
and there, stepped on countless times and fused to the concrete.



ON A BRISK, SUNNY OCTOBER MORNING IN SAN FRANCISCO,
a few dozen students from U.C. Hastings College of the Law fill the Califor-
nia Supreme Court gallery with a sea of dark blue and charcoal gray suits; 
pinstripes abound. A couple of security officers stand against each wall scan-
ning the crowd, identifiable by their dark blue suits, gray ties, gold lapel pins 
with the court’s seal, and close-cropped haircuts.

Th e courtroom is quiet, like a congregation waiting for the sermon to begin.
Tani Gorre Cantil-Sakauye, California’s 28th chief justice, takes the center 

seat of the Supreme Court accompanied by six associate justices. Starting at 
9 o’clock sharp, the seven justices will hear argument in several cases today, 
deciding legal issues ranging from special education to criminal pleading as 
the court of last resort in California.

Cantil-Sakauye looks out at the gallery with quiet confi dence. Her shoul-
der-length brown hair parted neatly down the middle frames a calm, business-
like smile. An elegant necklace peeks out of her black robes. 

Th ough she’s the most important person in the judicial branch of California 
government, Cantil-Sakauye maintains humility by keeping a system-wide view 
of her place on the bench. “Th e courts are like this: When you need them, you 
desperately need them, and you need them now, and you needed them to act 
yesterday,” she says.

Chief Justice Cantil-Sakauye rose to become the top offi  cial in the state judi-
cial branch from humble beginnings. Born the youngest child of four siblings, 
her tightly-knit Filipino clan had to relocate from a family compound in an alley 
near the Capitol to Land Park when luxury condominium-minded redevelop-
ers took over the land through eminent domain. Cantil-Sakauye grew up eating 
Vic’s Ice Cream and went to school with the same friends from Crocker Elemen-
tary to California Middle School to C.K. McClatchy High School, where she got 
involved with student government and cheerleading. 

California Chief Justice 
Tani G. Cantil-Sakauye 
recollects her life and  
times in Sacramento.
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CALIFORNIA’S CHIEF JUSTICE RECALLS HER SACRAMENTO 
ROOTS, HER DEMANDING JOBS AND HER FORMATIVE YEARS
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“You knew everyone,” she recalls from 
her time at McClatchy. “Th ey lived near 
you, and because of the comfort that 
I felt in the school, I had a lot of confi -
dence in joining clubs and being with 
people I knew.”

Cantil-Sakauye’s intellectual curiosity 
and a passion for argument grew on the 
speech and debate team at Sacramento City 
College while still a senior at McClatchy 
High. She followed the example of her old-
er sister Kim, who earned a gold medal in 
a national forensics tournament, where 
“[Kim] had such a great time, and I met her 
colleagues, the other students, and I knew a 
little bit of her coach [Prof. Ken Lynch].” 

Cantil-Sakauye went on to win her own 
share of medals in forensics tournaments 
for City College in 1977 and 1978. She 
graduated from City College in 1978 and 
transferred to UC Davis where she earned 
her B.A. in 1980. 

After completing law school at UC Da-
vis in 1984, she worked as a prosecutor for 
the Sacramento County District Attorney 
and legal adviser to Gov. George Deuk-
mejian. Cantil-Sakauye says her work for 
the governor was fostered by “a rich en-
vironment of getting to know what goals 
the legislator had and what the governor 
wanted, and trying to work together to 
build and to achieve those goals.

“So I guess what I learned, which in-
forms me of the work I do now, is we’re not 
going to solve things overnight, and no one 
is going to get everything they want.”

In 1990, she was appointed one of the 
youngest trial judges on the bench, an 
exciting transition that would shape her 
career. “I liked the human drama of [being 
a trial judge],” she says. “It was unpredict-
able; it was understandable. And you really 
felt like you as a judge could aff ect it. I miss 
that part of it.”

After 14 years in the trial courts and fi ve 
years on the Th ird District Court of Appeals 
in Sacramento, Gov. Arnol Schwarzenegger 
nominated her serve as Chief Justic of the 
California Supreme Court. After confi rma-
tion by California voters in November 2010, 
Chief Justice Tani Cantil-Sakauye was sworn 
in Jan. 3, 2011. 

At the top of the California judicial 
branch, Chief Justice Cantil-Sakauye 
not only juggles responsibilities for her 
demanding job, such as commuting from 
Sacramento to San Francisco to decide 
cases and assign opinions, but also her 

family life, raising two teenage daugh-
ters, all while visiting 58 county superior 
courts to administer one of the largest 
judicial systems in the world that serves 
38 million people.

ANOTHER DAY AT THE OFFICE
Th e San Francisco headquarters of the 

California Supreme Court is majestic in 
its solemnity. Th e restored oak panels 
glow with sunlight coming in through the 
30-foot-high skylight built into the cof-
fered ceiling. Above the seven justices, a 
scenic landscape mural by Willard Dixon 
shows an idyllic vision of how California 
might have looked to early settlers: Th ree 
lapis creeks meander through a verdant 
plain, orange and green trees dot the hori-
zon, and a homestead cabin rests at the 
foot of a snow-capped purple mountain 
under a twilight sky.

Chief Justice Cantil-Sakauye nods to 
the clerk, Frank McGuire, to start the ar-
guments.

Th e fi rst case: An incarcerated man with 
learning disabilities sued the Los Angeles 
Unifi ed School District for failing to provide 
him free public special education services 
once he transferred from a juvenile deten-
tion facility to county jail. Th e United States 
Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit re-
quested that the California Supreme Court 

interpret a section of the California Educa-
tion Code to determine whether the claim 
can go forward.

Th e attorney for the district approaches 
the lectern, clears his throat and begins to 
speak quickly. He appears nervous but in 
control. 

Th e California Supreme Court is a “hot 
bench”—Associate Justices Joyce Ken-
nard and Ming Chin pepper attorneys 
with incisive questions and hypotheti-
cals to test the limits of each side’s legal 
theory. Justice Marvin R. Baxter raises a 
soft-spoken inquiry about the practical 
consequences of the district’s argument 
against paying for Garcia’s special educa-
tion. Th e chief justice asks for specifi cs on 
the district’s assertion that interpreting 
the statute by its plain meaning would 
lead to absurd results. 

It’s 9:20, and the attorney for the LAUSD 
only has a few minutes left to argue.

Justice Carol A. Corrigan furrows her 
brow, fl ips through some papers, and 
covers her mouth with her hand until she 
interrupts the district’s lawyer. 

“Is this a question of who goes or who 
pays for the special education services in 
the county jail?” Corrigan asks. 

His reply trails off  a slippery slope of 
complex interagency funding what-ifs un-
til the chief justice cuts him off .

“We’re not here to decide all scenarios; 
we’re here to decide this scenario,” Can-
til-Sakauye says.

GROOMING A COMPETITIVE NATURE
One early decision that pointed Can-

til-Sakauye toward a successful legal and 
judicial career seemed small at the time: 
joining the speech and debate team at 
Sacramento City College. Her older sister 
enriched her City College experience on 
the speech and debate team, and Can-
til-Sakauye followed suit.

“What drew me to it was not the con-
tent of the club and the work, but it was 
the people,” she says in her Sacramento 
chambers. “Th e team was close and hon-
est, and it improved us because we were 
honest with each other.” 

Speech and debate competition plant-
ed a seed in Cantil-Sakauye’s mind. Her 
male teammates and opponents declared 
intentions to practice law, and though she 
didn’t totally understand what lawyers do, 
she saw a path of opportunity before her.

“We would compare scores, and I beat 
them in speech and debate, so I’m like, ‘If 
you’re going to go [to law school], I’m go-
ing to go,’” Cantil-Sakauye says.

Th e early decision to aim for a law ca-
reer infl uenced Cantil-Sakauye to leave Cal 
Poly San Luis Obispo after one semester 

and transfer to UC Davis, which was more 
conducive to her academic goals.

“My mother said, ‘You need to spend 
less time at the beach and more time with 
your studies,’” Cantil-Sakauye says. “So I 
knew I had to rip myself out of that en-
vironment. I knew I wanted to go to law 
school, and that wasn’t going to help me.”

ON THE BENCH AND IN A DINER BOOTH
After an hour, the first argument 

ends and the case is submitted for con-
sideration. 

Cantil-Sakauye and her colleagues have 
90 days to decide whether the California 
Legislature intended for the state’s special 
education mandate to apply to incarcerated 
young adults like the plaintiff . If the court 
fails to render a decision in 90 days, its mem-
bers don’t get paid under California law.

Th roughout college and law school, 
Cantil-Sakauye earned a living as a wait-
ress at AJ Bumps. She wistfully recalls 
pouring thousands of cups of coff ee at the 
diner and earning more money in tips than 
she did in her fi rst year practicing law. She 
also credits her waitress experience for de-
veloping her ability to work effi  ciently and 
read non-verbal cues, which helped her 
pick jury members as a young prosecutor.

“I harken back to those days when I 
poured coff ee at AJ Bumps,” she says. She 
says she learned an important lesson in 
resolving disputes with strangers from all 
walks of life, too. “I’m not going to make 
everyone at this table happy, but some of 
these people can never be happy.”

IN THE PUBLIC EYE
Two years into Cantil-Sakauye’s legal 

career in 1986, California voters removed 
Chief Justice Rose Byrd from offi  ce based 
on her principled opposition to the death 
penalty.

“…I remember thinking it feels politi-
cal,” Cantil-Sakauye says, “and the judicial 
branches aren’t supposed to be political.”

Cantil-Sakauye learned quickly as a 
trial judge, and then appellate judge, to 
remove her personal and political feelings 
from the equation.

“I have a lot of personal feelings about 
cases and laws, but I recognize profession-
ally that’s irrelevant, and that’s not what I 
was elected to do,” she says.

Th at lesson helps her handle every case 
that comes before the court, especial-
ly high-profi le cases like Hollingsworth 

v. Perry, the media-saturated case to 
overturn Proposition 8, which outlawed 
same-sex marriage.

“I won’t have a good night’s sleep before 
a high-profi le case,” Cantil-Sakauye says. 
“But I realize what I’m there for… when 
I get into the case, once I walk onto the 
bench, and I sit down, and open the book, 
and the parties start arguing, I completely 
forget about the audience, the media.”

Near the end of argument in a second 
case, Justice Ming Chin asks whether 
overturning the conviction will wreak 
havoc for trial judges handling numerous 
arraignment and plea hearings in a single 
morning calendar.

“Have you ever seen a calendar with 
150 defendants in Sacramento County?” 
Chin asks.

“Th ose were mine,” Chief Justice Can-
til-Sakauye says with a raised eyebrow.

Th e quiet courtroom erupts with un-
expected laughter. In the tension-fraught 
atmosphere of a courtroom, even a mildly 
dry comment can elicit belly laughs.

SWEET HOME SACRAMENTO
Cantil-Sakauye has built her career on 

a foundation of humble Sacramento roots 
and hard work. Th ough her job demands 
she spend time away from her home and 
family, she returns to tree-lined streets 
and sleepy suburban neighborhoods 
where she sees people she has known for 
30 years shopping at the grocery store and 
walking dogs through her neighborhood. 

“Sacramento is a refuge for me,” she 
says. “I was in the City College parking 
lot the other night, at about 11 o’clock at 
night, waiting for my daughters and their 
friends to come out of Hughes Stadium 
because there was a big football game. I 
could just see a ghost of myself walking to 
classes, carrying books, knowing I had to 
work [at AJ Bumps] later that day, won-
dering if my car would start. 

“I never could have imagined myself 
30 years later sitting in a parking lot as 
the Chief Justice of California, waiting 
for my two teenage girls to come out of 
Hughes Stadium so I could drive them 
home. I have very warm thoughts [of 
Sacramento], and I feel like it gave me a 
launching pad.”                                           

A look back at old City College 
Pony Express newspapers shows 

coverage of a young debater, Tani 
Cantil, winning tournaments.

Express Archives courtesy of Learning Resource Center
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One by one, students fi lter into the 
old trailer sectioned into three dis-
tinct spaces. Th e plastic chairs they 

are confi ned to this semester seem uncom-
fortable as they plunk themselves into the 
bucket seats. Th e makeshift classrooms 
on either end of the old portable building 
smell musty with mold mixed with after-
shaves and perfumes. Th e eggshell-colored, 
textured walls are made only slightly less 
sad with inspirational posters. Exposed 
twice a week to the fl uctuating elements 
of the bipolar A/C unit, students shiver as 
cold air blasts from the vents.

On opposing sides of a mobile tempo-
rary classroom on Sacramento City College 

campus, two professors take to their re-
spective white boards to impart their 
knowledge. On Monday and Wednesday 
mornings, unsuspecting students are 
taught to analyze literature and write by 
two professional writers—a poet and a 
fi ction writer. Th ese two professors begin 
yet another class on another day in anoth-
er semester. It’s not about the money. It’s 
not about the power. For them, it’s about 
the learning.

In the classroom in the south end of 
the trailer, Jodi Angel sits, waiting for her 
English 301 students to arrive. Th e morn-
ing traffi  c makes people a few minutes 
late at the 9 o’clock hour. She looks like 
just another student, with her straight 
auburn hair, charcoal-lined eyes and 

Coachella 2012 shirt. Her Chuck Taylor 
Converse All-Stars are beaten and worn, 
and her baggy jeans would fall from her 
slender frame if not for the studded belt 
she wears. She chews her gum in silence.

“Let’s talk about ‘Miss Brill,’” says An-
gel. Her voice is commanding and direct, 
with little nonsense, but not condemning. 
“Who read ‘Miss Brill’?”

A few hands shoot up. Most heads look 
down at their desks.

“Really? It’s a good story; you guys 
should have read it.” Angel engages the 
students in a discussion about “Miss Brill,” 
a Katherine Mansfi eld short story of a 
middle-aged spinster in the early 1900s. 

Angel talks as if she were in a book club, 
articulating her thoughts on theme with 
precision but as if part of a conversation. 
Her love of literature is apparent. 

“I love exposing students to literature,” 
says Angel after class. 

Angel has been teaching composition 
and literature as an adjunct professor 
at Sacramento City College since 2007. 
Teaching began at a young age for Angel, 
and she says it has always come somewhat 
naturally.  

“In third grade, there was a girl from 
Cambodia who came [to California] 
that couldn’t speak English and she was 
assigned to me. I had to teach her English. 
Th at was my fi rst teaching experience. 
I remember feeling pretty rewarded by 

the experience. One time she danced and 
she was talking about dancing, and I was 
thinking I taught her that; I taught her 
how to talk about that. I felt sort of ful-
fi lled by it.”

Around the same time, Angel began 
writing. She was 7 years old when her mom 
encouraged her to enter an essay contest. 

“Twenty-fi ve words or less—what 
Christmas means to you. I [entered] and I 
won fi rst place. I won a skateboard. By the 
time I was in junior high, I was writing 30-
page stories.” 

Eventually, Angel, who fi nished both a 
bachelor’s degree in English and a master’s 
in fi ne arts in fi ction at UC Davis, became 
a part-time instructor at City College. Her 
fi rst collection, “Th e History of Vegas” was 
published in 2006. 

Most recently, in July 2013, Angel’s 
second book was published. “You Only 
Get Letters From Jail” is a book of 11 
short stories told from the viewpoints 
of teenage boys straddling the line 
between adolescence and adulthood, and 
it is receiving national critical acclaim. 
Pam Houston, author of “Th e Devil All the 
Time” and Angel’s mentor at UCD, says, 
“Jodi Angel embodies this pack of low-
rent, no-count, hard-luck, heart-tugging 
teenage boys so thoroughly that one can 
only conclude she was one, in this or some 
former lifetime.”

Oddly enough, telling stories from the 
voice of teenage boys did not come easily 
to Angel. 

“[Th e teenage boy voice] requires me to 
use a lot of imagination. I have to really 
make things up,” she says. 

Angel also admits that the short story 
is a diffi  cult medium to read and write. 

“Th e short story is so demanding of the 
reader. It has to do as much as a novel with 
the exactitude of the poem.”

As she works on her next project, a nov-
el, Angel says she doesn’t have a rigorous 
writing schedule, but she approaches each 
chapter like its own short story, following 
the arc of the larger tale. It doesn’t always 
come easily. 

“It’s not always a given that I will produce 
what I set out to do. Writing is rigorous and 
demanding, and in that way it’s like a job,” 
she says. “But it’s also a form of escape.”

An escape she hopes to expose her 
English students to. 

“I want the students to learn how to 

TWO OF SACRAMENTO’S LITERARY GENIUSES TEACH 
AT OPPOSITE ENDS OF A TEMPORARY BUILDING AT 

SACRAMENTO CITY COLLEGE

A TALE OF

writerstwo
BY JESSICA RINE  |  JESSICARINEEXPRESS@GMAIL.COM
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express themselves through written  lan-
guage,” Angel says. “I think students need 
to be able to articulate their thoughts. Writ-
ten communication is really important.”

As the class continues, the students 
begin to engage with Angel, shouting 
answers to her questions, excitement in 
their voices as comprehension settles in. 
Angel’s demeanor also brightens. 

“[Teaching] is a lot of responsibility,” 
she says. “I am responsible for the stu-
dents learning the material, and it’s not 
always easy. Unless they learn, I am not 
doing my job.”

On the opposite side of the trailer, Sac-
ramento Poet Laureate Jeff  Knorr starts 
his Monday and Wednesday mornings 
with English/Creative Writing 400 and 
then moves on to his section of English 
301, College Composition and Literature.

Th e dingy room with fl ickering fl uo-
rescents doesn’t faze him. Knorr looks as 
though he is teaching poetry on a grassy 
knoll with the errant sounds of a waterfall 
in the background. His blue eyes sparkle 
with enthusiasm; his arms speak volumes 
louder than the easy timbre of his voice. 

“Poetry was used as a form of enter-
tainment,” Knorr explains. “Th omas Wyatt 
would entertain [King Henry VIII’s] court 
with sonnets, sometimes calling people 
out on who they were sleeping with. He 
got in a lot of trouble.”

Th e class is getting into it. Knorr chuck-
les as he explains the sex and passion 
behind 16th-century poetry. It’s one of 
his favorite parts of this particular class. 

“I love having so many non-major stu-
dents in there talking and writing about lit-
erature and coming to love it,” says Knorr. 

 Knorr has been teaching for some 20 
years, 13 of those at Sacramento City 
College, so he has seen his fair share of 
students. Knorr has also published three 
collections of poetry, English textbooks, 

and has contributed to a number of liter-
ary journals and anthologies. From basic 
composition to advanced creative writing, 
Knorr has found a niche in teaching at the 
community college level.  

“I love it and I always have,” says Knorr. 
“Th at sense of the [community college] 
students working on things—[it’s] diff er-
ent than at university. So many students 
at a community college are putting their 
education together and putting their life 
together in a way that they needed a go 
at it before the university. It’s a pretty 
remarkable place.”

Writing and teaching both came some-
what unexpectedly into Knorr’s life. A 
friend in college told him to enroll in a 
fi ction writing class, and Knorr became 
hooked. 

As he was pursuing his master’s de-
gree at California State University, Chico, 
Knorr knew he wanted to work in a fi eld 
relevant to what he was studying.  

“Th ere was a position available as a TA 
in an adult [education] program at Butte 
College, so I applied and got that job. 
Th en I thought, ‘I’m gonna contact the 
head of the English department and see if 
they have any classes.’ I essentially cold-
called her. She said, ‘Why don’t you work 
with me and grade papers for a semester?’ 
So I did that for a semester, and she hired 
me. I taught developmental writing at 
the community college, and I absolutely 
loved it.”

Along with teaching full time, Knorr is 
in his second year as poet laureate for Sac-
ramento city and county. Knorr’s job is to 
bring poetry to the masses of the greater 
Sacramento area. At a recent food truck 
event, Knorr described a form of “guerilla 
poetry,” where Curtis Park poets read their 
poetry in between the music. 

“[The people] were really into it,” says 
Knorr with a chuckle. “They were turn-
ing around, plates of food in their hand, 
listening to poetry.” 

With juggling his poet laureate events, 
his teaching and three teenagers at home, 
Knorr still tries to make time for about 
45 minutes of writing every day. Typically 
drawing from natural landscapes as inspi-
ration, Knorr has found peace in poetry. 

“Th ere is something about poetry that 
has become a deeply spiritual place, a place 
of prayer and meditation for me,” says 
Knorr. “[It is] the way I articulate myself 
the most deeply.”

Which, for Knorr, is the most import-
ant aspect of what he teaches his students. 

“On a practical level, the goal is to get 
[students] to a deeper level of thinking 
and how to articulate that. As we think, we 
want to be able to articulate the ideas in a 
way that can be understood. I just kind of 
believe that if people can articulate them-
selves it is a better way to live.”

Knorr leans against the desk at the 
front of the room. He clarifi es the necessi-
ty of fi xed form in poetry with a metaphor.

“It’s like a glass of water,” he explains. 
“You could get a drink of water from the 
kitchen sink by putting your mouth under 
it, but the water wouldn’t all get in your 

When he isn’t teaching City College 
students the joys of literature, 

Sacramento poet laureate Jeff Knorr 
brings poetry to the masses.
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mouth, and you would make a mess. Or 
you could get a glass and fi ll it with water 
and drink from it. You don’t have to be 
a glass blower to appreciate the glass is 
giving you access to the water.”

Th ere is nothing contrived about his 
passion for the material he teaches or the 
job itself. Knorr acts as though he was 
born for this and only this. 

“I have thought about changing careers 
and I can’t imagine not being in the class-
room,” Knorr says. “Teaching is a way of 
life. I believe in the power of language in 
that it helps us think and identify us as 
people. Teaching, to me, means helping 
college students how to do that.”           

“I want  the students
 TO LEARN HOW TO EXPRESS 

THEMSELVES THROUGH WRITTEN 

LANGUAGE. I THINK STUDENTS 

NEED TO BE ABLE TO ARTICULATE 

THEIR THOUGHTS.”

–JODI ANGEL

“So many students at a community college 

ARE PUTTING THEIR EDUCATION TOGETHER AND 

PUTTING THEIR LIFE TOGETHER IN A WAY THAT THEY 

NEEDED A GO AT IT BEFORE THE UNIVERSITY. IT’S A 

PRETTY REMARKABLE PLACE.”

–JEFF KNORR
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Duran knew, even as a young soldier, 
that he had other ambitions for his life. 
And decades after surviving a tour of duty 
in Vietnam and becoming an artist who 
works with bronze and fi re, he hopes to 
create a safe haven for veterans to feel se-
cure and understood.

“My dream is to make some studio 
space for artistic veterans coming back 
into the mainstream,” says Duran. “Also a 
place to do bronze work and sculpting.” 

Before being exposed to the compli-
cations of war, Edward Duran says he 
enjoyed the normal life of a carefree 
teenager. He was fun and easy-going. He 
enjoyed attending sporting events and 
creating art. The time came, too early, 
when he needed to make a decision that 
would affect him for the rest of his life. 
In the span of six short months, Duran 
made the leap from youth to man—
throwing dirt on open wounds and toss-
ing feelings underneath the rug with the 
shallow hope of them never resurfacing.

Like many of his peers, Duran didn’t 
know what he wanted to do with his life 
after high school. Duran says he felt that 
college wasn’t a likely possibility, and he 
wanted to explore other options, so he 
and a few of his friends joined the Ma-
rine Corps. They didn’t really know what 
to expect, and at the time it seemed like 
a challenge worthy of exploration. 

None of them expected to be shipped 
off  to Vietnam into the heart of a war, 

where many had already lost their lives, 
while others were thrown into a snake pit 
with little hope of survival.

 CAST ING THE  MOLD 
July 26, 1967, was a big day for Duran. 

He had fi nished his eight-week training 
and was enlisted as an infantry Marine—
trained to locate, get close to and destroy 
the enemy by fi re and maneuver, or get rid 
of the enemy’s attacks by fi re and close 
combat—which would put him in the 
front line for combat. Six months later he 
was sent into the battlefi eld and given a 
job as a radio operator. 

“Six months out of high school, and 
you get trained for combat, and you sort 
of expect it,” says Duran. “But when you 
actually experience it, it’s not the same. 
It’s defi nitely not the same.”

Marines are trained to react fi rst and 
ask questions later. Duran quickly learned 
his feelings didn’t matter as long as he was 
on the battlefi eld. He had to suck up those 
emotions and store them deep within 
himself. Get the job at hand done. 

Th e soldiers did not know each other’s 
names, nor did they want to. Such per-
sonal contact with someone else became 
a burden, and it was easier to move for-
ward if they weren’t so personal with one 
another, says Duran. He recalled that he 
received his nickname “Th e Kid” because 
he looked like one.

Four days into his Vietnam deploy-
ment, Duran made contact with the enemy. 
Duran had no clue what he was doing—
and no experience operating a radio—so 
he asked his squad leader. 

“Well, you’re the newest guy, and we al-
ready lost three other guys prior to you,” 
said the squad leader. “Just stay close to 
me, and that’s all you need to know.”

Th at day those eight weeks of training 
came in handy, and the words “lock and 
load” sank into Duran’s head. It was time 
to go, and he was scared.

He and his squad members patrolled for 
about two hours, occasionally stopping. 
Th e squad leader told Duran to keep the 
radio low and close to his ear, so he could 
be reached. Soon, he heard a message over 
the radio—“Possible hostile area”—and 
Duran knew that wasn’t where he want-
ed to be. His unit moved forward as the 
sound of gunfi re got stronger. 

As the radio man, Duran was required 
to follow his squad leader, which meant 
moving toward the danger, instead of 
away, so they could avoid being surround-
ed by the enemy, otherwise known as the 
“killing zone.” 

Th e closer they got to the area, the 
louder the sound of gunshots became. Th e 
enemy stood in defense positions, waiting 
for Duran’s unit to approach so the North 
Vietnamese could open fi re. Th e enemy 
fi red, and Duran’s squad leader fi red back, 
hitting a couple of enemy soldiers. 

“When we started going toward the 
hostile area, some of our men began drop-
ping,” says Duran. “Th ey weren’t ducking 
down; they were hit.”

 LAY ING THE  FOUNDAT ION 
Not many people are given the option to 

get out of the service early, but Duran and 
several others were off ered that choice, 
and he took it. He was discharged in 1969, 
six months after he got home from Viet-
nam. When he arrived home, Duran re-
calls, he was not greeted with open arms 
or thanked for his sacrifi ces. People told 
him to “suck it up,” and said things like, 
“He knew what he was getting into.” Many 
Vietnam veterans were greeted with re-
sentment and disdain, says Duran. A part 
of him resented being in the war, too. 

Once home, Duran got a job with Th e 
Sacramento Bee repairing the machines 
that dispensed newspapers. He says he 
didn’t go to school right away because he 
was still trying to fi nd himself again. He 
felt out of place and didn’t know how to 
rejoin society. 

Duran worked for Th e Sacramento Bee 
for two-and-a-half years, feeling more 
and more antiwar and antisocial as time 

went on. He experienced symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress disorder, such as 
anxiety, alcohol abuse and began experi-
menting with drugs.

He says he was on the verge of free-fall-
ing into a life of drug addiction, when a 
couple of high-school buddies, who were 
also veterans, explained that Duran could 
use his GI bill—government funding for 
veterans that can be used toward educa-
tion—and encouraged him to go to school. 
He enrolled in art classes at Sacramento 
City College and studied under interna-
tionally known artist Gregory Kondos. 
Duran eventually got his AA degree in art. 

“Little by little, I started to get more 
comfortable with things,” says Duran. 
“During that time [Americans] were go-
ing through the antiwar movement, and 
schools weren’t as demanding, and they 
allowed us to be open and free.”

 THE  NOT-QUITE 
 F IN ISHED PRODUCT 

Duran recalls that he still thought 
about the war a lot, though he had been 
out of the service for a couple of years. 
After he received his AA, he took a year-
long hiatus from school before pursuing 

a bachelor’s degree in fi ne arts. A friend 
mentioned a NATO list of government-ap-
proved colleges outside the United States, 
and Duran decided to continue his educa-
tion at a university in Mexico. 

“My family originated in Mexico, so I 
[fi gured I] might as well go study art down 
there,” says Duran. 

He got accepted into a college affili-
ated with the University of Guanajuato 
called San Miguel de Allende—an art 
school approximately four hours north 
of Mexico City. 

It was in Mexico that he learned to do 
bronze sculptures.

“Originally I wanted to be a muralist, a 
painter, but [I] met some guys from New 
York who  were a little crazy,” Duran jokes. 
“But all artists are.” After a few shots of te-
quila at a local cantina, the artists nagged 
Duran to watch them pour bronze.

“I don’t care about that,” Duran recalls 
that he stubbornly told the artists. “I don’t 
care about bronze.” 

Th e heat in Mexico makes it too hot 
to pour bronze during the day, so they 
worked at night. When it was cool enough, 
Duran followed the artists from the can-
tina to the bronze pouring area, and the 
New Yorkers went straight to work. 

THE  SOUND OF  GUNSHOTS  WHIZZ ING BY  H IS  EARS 
was loud and jarr ing as Edward Duran stood in the middle of  the jungle 
watching his unit  forge ahead. His own heartbeat blared in his head, 
thumping rapidly,  growing louder.  He trembled beneath his armor—he 
was scared. Members of  his unit  pushed forward, more determined than 
ever to reach their  destination.  The bodies of  people whose names he 
never knew dropped l i felessly in front of  him, the sights and sounds of 
war forever etched in his brain.

Duran puts the fi nishing 
touches on a wax sculpture 
before it goes to bronzing.
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SACRAMENTO CITY COLLEGE OFFERS 
several different tools and programs to help 
veterans and their dependents and spouses 
transition into college and give them the tools 
they need to prepare for their future as civilians. 
The Veterans Affairs offi ce, located in Rodda 
North, Room 159 on the main campus has 
several different educational programs. 

The Post-9/11 GI Bill helps with tuition and fee 
payments to the veteran’s school of choice and 
the applicant also receives a monthly housing 
allowance. The bill can also be used for different 
types of training such as on the job, vocational, 
apprenticeships and graduate/undergraduate 
degrees.

The Vocational Rehabilitation, Chapter 31 program 
helps veterans with service-connected disabilities 
to live independently by aiding them in fi nding and 
preparing for suitable jobs. Some of the services 
that it helps with are rehabilitation evaluation to 
determine abilities and skills, vocational counsel-
ing and on the job training.

The Veteran’s Affairs offi ce offers extensive other 
programs. Each program has a description and its 
own eligibility requirements on the website. 

To be eligible for the programs, Admissions and 
records clerk and Veterans Affairs certifying 
offi cial Blanche Levy says each recipient must 
complete the following after applying for the 
college and going through orientation:

 » Apply for fi nancial aid
 » Apply for their educational benefi ts
 »  Submit a copy of the DD214 

(Veteran’s Discharge Paperwork) or a 
birth/marriage certifi cate (dependents 
proving their relation to veteran)

 »  Sumbit a copy of math and English 
assessment scores

 »  Submit transcripts from all 
colleges attended

 »  Meet with a counselor to get a VA 
course planner

Aside from the VA Offi ce, City College also provides 
a veteran’s resource center that helps with bene-
fi ts and other educational opportunities. 

The Veteran’s Resource Center is where student 
veterans meet other veterans and fi nd support.

 “One of the biggest main objectives of [the 
resource center] is camaraderie,” says Mary-Sue 
Allred, a veteran’s resource center counselor. 
“Many student veterans don’t feel comfortable 
in the general student population. They feel more 
comfortable with people who have experienced the 
same thing that they’ve experienced.”  

Veterans help each other out with their 
homework and answering questions. For those 

students who want a quick snack in between 
classes, the Veteran’s Resource Center sells 
refreshments provided by all who participate in 
the resource center.

In the VRC, veterans can take advantage of re-
sources such as setting up an appointment with a 
VA counselor to set up an educational planner and 
they also have access to computers and printers. 
The VRC also provides different types of workshops 
that include:

 » Career readiness
 » Transfer information
 » Financial Aid
 » Scholarships 

“Whenever we see a need, we try to bring in some 
kind of presentation or workshop,” says Allred.

Connected to the Veterans Resource Center is a 
club on campus called City VETS that is open to 
any student who wants to join.  Club co-adviser 
Jake Kattan says the club helps veterans get more 
involved with the campus and community. 

“Sometimes the transition from military life to col-
lege life can seem overwhelming. City Vets helps 
veterans identify with other students who can help 
with that transition,” says Kattan.

The club organizes fundraisers, like selling 
military food called Meals Ready to Eat, or MRE, 
and rescue bracelets. The club sets up trips for 
the veterans to come together and enjoy activities 
like barbecues, River Cats games or bowling. City 
Vets also helps with the Veterans Day appreciation 
barbecue, where City Vets members volunteer to 
barbecue for their fellow student veterans.  

VETERANS AFFAIRS  
www.scc.losrios.edu/veterans 
Location: Rodda North, Room 159

VA Offi ce:
Phone:  (916) 558-2591
Hours: Mon–Thurs 8am–6pm, Fri 8am–4pm

Contact: Blanche Levy
Fax:  (916) 558-2190
Email:  levyb@scc.losrios.edu

VETERANS RESOURCE CENTER
Location: Student Center, Room 103
Hours: Mon–Thurs 8am–5pm, Fri 8am–3:30pm 

Contact: Mary-Sue Allred
Phone: 558-2299 
E-mail: allredm@scc.losrios.edu 

CITY VETS
Contact: Jake Kattan
Phone: 650-2951
E-mail: kattanj@scc.losrios.edu 

—Guillermina Bedolla

Th e pour, he learned, was like a choreo-
graphed dance, says Duran. Th ey had to do 
certain things in a certain sequence, and 
he recalls that he was mesmerized, watch-
ing the artists work in unison. Th e grand 
fi nale was pouring the contents of the hot 
crucible into a mold. 

Th e New Yorkers asked Duran what he 
thought of the bronzing, and he recalls 
that he replied, “Man, this is dynamite! 
I’m glad I saw this.”

Duran ended up enrolling in a bronze 
sculpting class the following day where his 
passion for bronzing unfolded. He studied 
the art for about two years before return-
ing to the United States to go back to work 
and start a family. 

Duran began looking for studio space 
in Sacramento and saw a foundry that 
was once a pottery called Earth Works. He 
entered the foundry and noticed that the 
bronze-sculpting equipment on the wall 
looked similar to the tools he had used in 
Mexico. He talked to one of the employees 
about meeting their boss. 

“What do you do here?” asked Duran. 
Th e man told him that they did bronze 

sculpting. Duran spoke to the owner, who 
was also a combat Marine veteran in the 
service at the same time as Duran, and 
they got to talking about art. A few days 
later Duran said he wanted to help the 
other vet with the bronze. 

Th ough he was still working at Th e 
Sacramento Bee, Duran was on the night 
crew and still had his days available to lend 
a hand. He off ered to work for free so he 
could get back into the bronze work.

During the day Duran assisted the found-
ry and helped move their original foundry 
from Shingle Springs to what is now Art 
Foundry Gallery on R and 10th streets in 
downtown Sacramento. Duran does con-
temporary art, some traditional art as well 
as contemporary formed designs. 

Duran retired four years ago from work-
ing at Art Foundry Gallery and is creating 
his own foundry. He is currently building 
a studio to use as a springboard so he can 
get a grant and qualify for funds to assist 
him with his goal: to give veterans coming 
back from war a place to feel comfortable 
and make art.

 “I want to help veterans coming home,” 
says Duran. “I want about 70 percent of 
the funding to be dedicated to them. Th is 
is a way to say thank you for their service 
and making this country the great country 
that it is.”                 

 VETERAN SERVICES

Clockwise from top left: 
Duran carves the cooling wax sculpture to begin the 
bronzing stage; the bronzing stage begins; Duran 
pours plaster slurry onto the sculpture before the 
bronze pour; Duran and fellow artists demonstrate 
a bronze pour for onlookers.
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HERE’S HOW TO DONATE:
CAN ANYONE DONATE? ANY TIME?

Yes and yes.
IS THERE A MINIMUM OR MAXIMUM 
DONATION?

No minimum or maximum. 
CAN I DONATE ONLINE?

Yes; WVR accepts all forms of 
payment online via PayPal.

CAN I WRITE A CHECK?
Yes; WVR will provide an address to 
send the check. 

ARE THERE OTHER WAYS TO DONATE?
WVR has a donation bin at the race 
and vendor booths at other events. 
There you can make a cash or check 
donation.

HERE’S HOW TO VOLUNTEER:
WHO CAN VOLUNTEER? 

Anyone can volunteer. 
ARE THERE ANY REQUIREMENTS TO 
VOLUNTEER?

No requirements necessary—just 
the desire to help!

WHAT ARE THE VOLUNTEER DUTIES?
At the run, volunteers are needed 
to work packet pickup, registration, 
hand out water, direct traffi c on the 
course, work aid stations, supervise 
the bounce house, sell merchandise 
and other duties. 

Also volunteers can put up posters 
and fl yers throughout the area in 
the months before the event and 
walk with the group in the Veterans 
Day Parade in Folsom. 

WHERE DO VOLUNTEERS SIGN UP AT 
AND REPORT TO?

Sign up on the website by emailing 
volunteer coordinator Julie Lindsay at 
Julie@woundedveteranrun.org. She 
will be in touch when opportunities 
become available. 

WHEN ARE VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES 
AVAILABLE?

Memorial Day weekend for the run 
event. The next run will be May 26, 
2014. Starting in January, WVR will 
try to go to a different running event 
every weekend to hand out fl yers to 
runners. 
Putting up posters around town 
starts in March.

IS THERE A DEADLINE DATE FOR 
CONTACTING JULIE TO VOLUNTEER?

WVR accepts volunteers up to the 
day of the event.

www.woundedveteranrun.org
www.facebook.com/WoundedVeteranRun 

–Megan Chan

“We fi rst found out that something was wrong 
because we heard that one of our family friends who 
was in the vehicle had been killed,” Hvostal continues. 
“And he and Adam were always together. We weren’t 
getting emails, so we knew that something was wrong. 
But we didn’t know what.”

On July 14, 2010, Keys  was serving in Afghanistan 
when a roadside bomb hit his vehicle. Th ere were fi ve 
servicemen in the vehicle. Courtney and her family 
learned that Keys was the sole survivor. 

Keys was sent to Walter Reed Hospital in Washing-
ton, D.C. Hvostal, who is Keys’ younger sister and a 
City College graduate, quietly recounts the process of 
learning more about her brother’s injury. 

“He was in a coma for a while. He came back with 
a TBI—a traumatic brain injury—and he wasn’t 
responding to whatever cues they were testing him 
with,” recalls Hvostal. “He couldn’t fi ght this infec-
tion. It attacked his internal organs, and he went into 
multiple organ failure.” 

She sighs heavily. “Now, both legs are amputated 
above the knee, one a little shorter than the other. 
And his left arm at the forearm.” Hvostal sighs again. 
“It was a rough couple of weeks.” 

When Keys came out of his coma, Hvostal says, he 
didn’t realize he was the only passenger in his vehicle 
to have survived the blast. 

“He didn’t know for a few months,” says Hvostal, 
“and when he came to, he didn’t remember anything 
about that day. It all came back eventually, and we did 
end up telling him. It was kind of a weird moment. He 

didn’t quite understand what had happened. He still 
had pictures of them. He thought they were all still 
over there fi ghting.”

Hvostal and her parents were constantly at Keys’ 
bedside at Walter Reed after he returned from over-
seas. “I went over there for fi ve months and stayed 
there with my family, and I was at the hospital every 
day hanging out with him.”

Keys has only 18 months on his baby sister and is 
Hvostal’s only sibling. “We were pretty close when we 
were growing up,” she says. But since his return, they 
have grown even closer. “We’ve opened up more. We 
had a lot of time to sit around and talk, and we all got 
through it together. [My parents and I] took a lot of 
walks around the hospital together when we needed 
to get out of the room.”

Keys was in inpatient care for over a year and has 
had dozens of surgeries to repair the damage from the 
explosion. He is still in outpatient care at Walter Reed, 
three years after the life-changing blast. 

“[Adam] stays there on base and does PT every day. 
He has a couple of surgeries left to go,” says Hvostal.

While spending so much time with her brother at 
Walter Reed, Hvostal met numerous veterans and began 
to think of what she could do to help them. She came 
up with the idea of a run, and Memorial Day seemed 
like the perfect time to do it. In 2011, Wounded Veteran 
Run, Hvostal’s nonprofi t, held its fi rst event in a large, 
golden fi eld off  Blue Ravine Road in Folsom.

“I’m not quite sure how I was able to juggle every-
thing and get the run off  the ground the fi rst year,” 

“HE WAS SO BROKEN WHEN HE CAME BACK.” 
COURTNEY HVOSTAL’S VOICE IS HEAVY WITH 
REMEMBERED PAIN AS SHE SPEAKS ABOUT 
HER BROTHER, SGT. ADAM KEYS.

she says with a laugh. “But now that we’ve done it for 
a few years, we know what we’re doing, and it’s get-
ting a lot easier.”

WVR benefi ts the Wounded Warrior Project and 
the Fallen Warrior Memorial Organization. Th e Fallen 
Warrior Memorial Organization was a new benefi cia-
ry for the 2013 run. “We love the Wounded Warrior 
Project, but we also wanted to [support] something 
local, so we gave 10 percent to the Fallen Warrior Me-
morial Organization. I know that 10 percent doesn’t 
sound that big, but they are a pretty small organiza-
tion, and they cried when we gave it to them.”

Th e 2013 event raised $47,158, and Hvostal says 
she hopes the 2014 run cracks $50,000.

On May 7, 2013, Hvostal and her husband Ben 
attended the People Helping People Awards, honor-
ing volunteers throughout the Sacramento Region. 
Hvostal was recognized with the “Unsung Hero 
Award” for her work with Wounded Veteran Run. 

“I was defi nitely shocked to get that award,” she 
says. “It was nice to be acknowledged for all the work 
I’ve put in. I think it did help get the word out a bit 
more since a lot of people hadn’t heard of our organi-
zation before.”

Recognition or no, Hvostal says she is glad to be 
doing what she can to help veterans and continues to 
be inspired by her brother. 

“We are so glad that he’s alive and that he’s very 
positive,” Hvostal’s voice brightens a little. “He took 
what could have been survivor’s guilt and thought, 
‘Well, I made it out, so I’m going to live. For my 
friends.’”                  

A RUN FOR 
REMEMBRANCE

A SISTER INSPIRED BY HER WOUNDED 
SOLDIER BROTHER STARTS A NONPROFIT 
TO HELP OTHER WOUNDED VETERANS 
BY MEG MASTERSON   |  THECALLIGRAPHER@GMAIL.COM

YOU CAN HELP, TOO! 
DONATE OR VOLUNTEER!

Courtney Hvostal with her 
brother, Adam Keys, works 
to help wounded veterans 

on the road to recovery.

Photo courtesy of Courtney Hvostal
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W ITH NEAR-PERFECT POSTURE, BOTH HANDS 
placed demurely on her lap, Bella Gomez glanc-

es around at the group of people chatting inside a tiny room 
located in the second story of a brown building in downtown 
Sacramento. Th e tiny windows let in just enough light to hint 
that the shabby building is not abandoned. Despite their vari-
ation in appearance, these young people share a very strong 
link—the reason they all found their way here.

An androgynous voice resonates across the room and leaks 
into the hallway of the Gender Health Services building. “We are 
the minority of the LGBT community.”  It is Bella’s fi rst time in a 
group meeting as an open transgender teen.

Th e group meets every Monday night to counsel each other 
and to share experiences. Tonight, they talk about hormones, 
surgery, family, college and high school. But for Bella, remem-
bering high school is not easy. High school was a period of her 

life marked with diffi  cult changes and struggles to express her 
identity.

“I lived a double life,” explains Bella. 
Now, a City College theater major, Bella was born a boy.
Bella lifts her head, runs her hand through her long brown hair 

and pushes it back.
 “I started presenting myself more as a girl. I would leave the 

house in boy clothes and change into girl clothes in the school 
bathroom.”

High school marked the pivotal chapter in Bella’s life when she 
decided to fully express her gender identity. She could no longer 
tolerate wearing what she calls “boy clothes” and wanted to fully 
transition into living as a girl. Her decision was met with heavy 
disapproval from her father.

“A close girlfriend gave me some of her old clothes,” she 
remembers, “and I started wearing them around the house. 

BELLA GOMEZ MAKES HER DREAM TRANSFORMATION FROM BOY TO WOMAN

Story and Photos by JD Villanueva

Bella Gomez holds a picture of 
Richie, the boy she used to be.
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And [my father] told me that if I wore 
them, he would kick me out of the 
house and threatened to burn my 
clothes. After school I would dread 
to change back into a boy, and it was 
hard because it wasn’t me. I felt like 
Cinderella—from being happy one 
moment to coming out of the bathroom 
and being sad.”

During high school she was the only, 
or one of the only, transgender students 
in Natomas Charter School. Th is resulted 
in disdain and sometimes aggression from 
fellow students. Bella’s situation made her 

vulnerable to bullies and discrimination. 
Despite some incidents of intolerance, 
she recalls that high school was still bet-
ter than home. At least at school she could 
express her identity, and that was more 
important to her. 

“It was weird for a while because my 
school felt like home—my home didn’t 
feel like home—because in my house I 
didn’t feel happy, and I wasn’t who I want-
ed to be. I was uncomfortable.”

Bella’s biggest challenge came from 
her father who persistently believed that 
Bella—who was Richie at the time—was 

simply confused because he was always 
surrounded by girls, such as his two older 
sisters. 

Her father’s denial, heavily infl uenced 
by the fact that Richie was his only son 
and without previous experience to cre-
ate awareness of the issue, only compli-
cated the situation. Bella’s sisters, on the 
other hand, were more at peace with the 
situation but thought that Richie was gay. 
It was Yosy, the older sister, who noticed 
that Richie was a little bit diff erent from 
other gays. 

“I didn’t know what it was, but I knew 
something was diff erent,” Yosy remarks. 
“Being around cousins, [Bella] wasn’t real-
ly talkative, and she was always diff erent 
from all the other boy cousins. Th e way she 
walked, the way she always wanted to have 
long hair. She didn’t want to cut off  her 
nails, and they were always glossy, and the 
way she played with the girls. I thought she 
was gay, and you don’t really think about it 
until you have someone close to you.”

Yosy was uncertain about what she 
would fi nd, but in an eff ort to help her 
brother, she began to research. 

“I went on Google to search for lesbian 
and gay,” says Yosy.  “Somewhere the word 
‘transgendered’ came around, and I won-
dered what it was because I’d never heard 
it before. I read about it, and it was then 
that I began to explain it to my mom what 
transgendered meant.”

Bella knew that she was uncomfortable 
being a boy and that she was attracted to 
boys, but the best explanation she could 
come up with was that she was gay. She 
didn’t know exactly what she was, but in 
middle school Bella came out as gay to her 
mother and both sisters, partly because 
it was the simplest way to explain how 
she felt. Even before middle school, Bella 
knew she wanted to be a girl long before 
she could even grasp the concept of gender 
identity.  

“Starting in fi rst grade I would have a 
recurring dream,” Bella recalls. “[My mom] 
would wake me up and say, ‘Miranda, it’s 
time to go to school.’ I would get up and 
look in the mirror, and I would look com-
pletely diff erent, like a biological girl. I had 
a round face, long brown hair, and I saw 
myself and I was happy, but then I would 
actually wake up to go to school, and I was 
a boy. Th is dream repeated until I was in, 
like, eighth grade.”

IN HER JUNIOR YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL, 
Bella continued to present herself fully as 
a girl, but only during school and school 
activities. She kept her female identity 
from her father for fear of punishment.  

“I was also teaching my dad, and I knew 
it was all about time, and I knew if I was 
persistent in a way that I was letting him 
see that. But what helped me a lot was 
when I came out to my uncles, especially 
my Tío Vicente because he talked to my 
dad in a way he understood, and without 
my Uncle Vicente, me and my dad wouldn’t 
be where we are now,” she remarks.

Bella’s sisters continued to educate 
their father on the subject as a way to 

soften his view and encourage his toler-
ance; friends and family members who 
were already aware of the situation joined 
the cause. 

“One day I went to a football game at 
my high school,” Bella remembers. “I went 
to my friend’s house fi rst, and I changed 
into girl clothes. I went to the football 
game as a girl, and when it was over, I 
changed back into boy clothes in the car 
before I got dropped off  back home. My 
parents and everyone [were] at my uncle’s 
house. I walk[ed] in to my Uncle Vicente’s 
house and everyone was crying. When I 
came in, everyone began hugging me and 
still crying. I was confused. My mom was 
kind of tipsy and she said, ‘See te quieren 
[they love you].’”

As the night progressed, family mem-
bers continued crying and talking to each 
other about Bella’s gender choice. Th ough 
she recalls it as an emotional family gath-
ering, it also served as an intervention for 
Bella’s father, who remained stubborn.

“He didn’t change completely after that 
night,” remembers Bella.  “But a couple of 

months went by, and we were back at my 
uncle’s house, and he was a little tipsy, and 
he said, ‘I have three daughters, and I love 
them with all my heart.’ And he told me. ‘I 
love you. You are my daughter, and I want 
you to make me proud.’” 

Bella still recalls that signifi cant moment 
because her father up to that moment had 
never shown her much aff ection.

“When he hugged me, I just started 
bawling.” Her eyes become glossy and her 
smile creeps up as she recalls that moment. 
“I was just letting it all out, and it was so 
refreshing. It feels so good when your dad 
looks at you and it feels like [he] loves you. 
Ever since that moment he started cooling 

down. Everything changed, and knowing 
that I had him [on my side] made [me] 
stronger.” 

Th e acceptance coming from Bella’s fa-
ther also meant she could fi nally put an 
end to the struggle of her double life. She 
felt she had the chance to fully express 
who she wanted to be and go forward with 
her transition.

“Most of this happened when I was 16, 
but I asked [my parents] to re-name me for 
my 17th birthday,” she says. “Before I was 
born, I was expected to be a girl, and I was 
going to be named Isabella, so my mom 
decided to give me that name, and they 
chose it on my 17th birthday. 

“From that moment on I changed my 
name on Facebook, and I started calling 
myself that, but it was not until recently 
that I changed my name legally.”

BELLA CONTINUES TO TAKE STEPS IN 
her transition and has recently started 
hormonal therapy. As one of the steps to 
learn to cope with these changes, she at-
tends counseling and weekly meetings like 

the ones held at the Gender Health Center. 
At her fi rst meeting, Bella nervously 

wiggles her fi ngers that still lie on her legs, 
but she quickly smiles, as the androgynous 
voice picks up again. 

“Puberty sucked the fi rst time—try 
going through it as an adult. And peo-
ple don’t understand what you’re going 
through. People can’t keep up with it. Th ey 
think that [being] trans is like being a 
transvestite or a cross dresser. Th ey don’t 
understand that it goes beyond that.”

Experts say that sexual identity can be 
complex, sometimes too complex for most 
people to understand, and goes beyond 
one’s sexual make up, sexual orientation 
or biological sex. Gender identity deter-
mines who people think they are, male or 
female, and sometimes a combination of 
both. 

“Transgender is an umbrella term that 
describes people who are gender-variant 
in some way,” explains Gayle Pitman, a 
City College psychology professor. “Some 
transgender people go through a transi-
tion process, where they were born in the 
body of one sex, but their internal gender 
identity doesn’t match, so they take bio-
logical steps—hormones, surgery, etc.—
to transition their body so it matches more 
closely their internal gender identity. 

“It’s not exactly clear what causes some-
one to be gay, lesbian, bisexual, and/or 
transgender,” Pitman adds. “Th ere’s some 
biological evidence suggesting that people 
might be born with these tendencies, but 
that literature is small.” 

Some changes are already taking eff ect 
on Bella’s body: Her female breasts have 
started to develop, her facial hair has be-
gun to diminish, and with these changes 
her self-esteem continues to fl ourish. She 
looks to the future with hope and looks 
back with some sorrow. 

“I accept being transgender, and I don’t 
want to erase that, but I want to look at 
myself and see Isabella,” she says. “In my 
childhood dream I would wake up look 
in the mirror and see myself [as a girl], 
and I want that. Th e hardest part is see-
ing physical aspects of Richie, because he 
was always so sad and uncomfortable, and 
I guess I’m also afraid that my family will 
see Richie and not see me. 

“I won’t be fully happy until I see myself 
as Isabella,” she says. “I know as I grow I 
will develop into a happy woman.”           

Bella Gomez once hated her 
refl ection—now she can look 
in a mirror and love the face 

staring back at her.

“ I accept being transgender, and I 

don’t want to erase that, but I want 

to look at myself and see Isabella.”
–Bella Gomez
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“EVERYBODY, GET IN LINE!” 
shouts a woman wearing yellow sweats 
and a white T-shirt with “SCC” stretched 
across her chest. 

The dancers hurry into four windowed 
lines facing the wall full of mirrors as the 
woman’s dark brown eyes observe them 
from her seat in the back of the room. 
Each dancer stands in her place, her arms 
at her side. Every head is bowed.  

The woman nods then waves her hand. 
“Ready?” she yells.

A loud series of beats erupts through 
the speakers, and one of the dancers be-
gins to stomp her feet and clap her hands. 
Another dancer follows suit, then another, 
rippling through each line. Suddenly, the 
music cuts off, but the dancers continue, 
keeping the rhythmic beat with the move-
ment of their bodies and the pounding of 
their feet. 

The dance comes to a halt. Each dancer 
holds her position for a moment.

“This is my drill team,” says Angela Mur-
chison.

Murchison, a City College graduate, 
along with her daughter, Brittany New-
man, a current SCC student, launched a 
new stomp dance team this semester with 
the approval of City College’s cheer and 
dance adviser, Trinidad Stassi, who says 
she liked this unique form of dance.  “Our 
team does ‘stomp,’ where you use your 
hands and your feet in a drum beat-like 
noisemaking way,” explains Murchison.  

“This style is very different and fun,” says 
Stassi. “They keep the rhythm going, and it 
makes you want to join in with them.”

Murchison, 48, started dancing when 
she was 5 years old. By the time she was 18 
years old, she started her own dance team.

“A lot of people looked up to me and al-
ready knew about me and would say to me 

‘Oooh, I want to be on your team,’” laughs 
Murchison. 

She says she started the team to help 
keep girls off the streets and stay busy 
with something productive to do with 
their spare time. She wanted to give 
back to the community and keep them 
entertained. 

“We have a lot of first place trophies 
from competitions,” says Murchison, “but 
my main focus is that I don’t want to see 
these girls go down the wrong path. I felt I 
needed to give them something to do.”

Murchison’s team, the Angelettes, 
started around 10 years ago as a fami-
ly-oriented team involving Murchison and 
her daughters, granddaughters and niec-
es, and soon grew to allow anyone on the 
team who either held the passion of dance 
or was willing to learn.

“Drilling has always been a part of my 
family’s life,” says Murchison.

Former Angelette Brittany Newman is 
one of Murchison’s daughters. Newman 
remembers her mother starting her dance 
team when Newman was three years old 
and has since followed in her mother’s 
footsteps.  

“I was raised up in the drill lifestyle,” 
says Newman.

Along with the Angelettes, Newman 
was a member of the Pacerettes when she 
attended Grant High School, and was a 
part of last season’s City College cheer 
team. She now captains the City College 
stomp dance team. 

“We are a good team. We have a good 
bond, [and] we are on the same page… 
good connection, I guess you can say,” says 
Newman. 

Murchison says she hopes to expand 
the stomp dance team at City College to 
more than 40 members, men and wom-
en. She is excited about the ideas that she 
has for her drill team, such as competing, 
dancing at college games and attending 
different events. 

With guidance from Murchison and 
leadership from Newman, the City College 
drill team looks toward its first successful 
season, and Murchison hopes to continue 
the drill team at City College for seasons 
to come. 

“[Stomp teams are] something different 
that you don’t see, and I brought it back,” 
says Murchison.              

CITY COLLEGE DRILL TEAM KEEPS THE BEAT IN THE FAMILY
NAOMI WILLIAMS  |  NAE_BOO14@YAHOO.COM 

TY’ NEISHA TEMPLETON  |  NEWNEW73@GMAIL.COM

Angela Murchison  
shows her drill 

 team how to stomp 
 and clap their way  

to recognition.
PHOTO BY ARTIJANE WICKLIFF

B Y  L ATA S H A  P U R D I SA  P E R S O N A L  E S S AY

T H E N 

T H E  S M O K E 
C L E A R E D 
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The room wore an off-white residue from all of the 
cigarettes and crack smoked there throughout the 
years. The carpet was old, worn and shaggy, as if it 
had laid on the floor since the motel was built. The 
curtains were even worse; they were green with beige 
flowers and had holes in them big enough for an eye 
to peep out. The orange bedspread on the bed had a 
weird design on it, but what really stood out were the 
cigarettes burns all over it. 

There was a time in my life when I thought I would 
not live to see 25. My life had consisted of drugs 
and prostitution for thirteen-and-a-half years. It 
all changed when I was one month away from being 
26 years old. I was three months pregnant with my 
sixth child.

Any normal person in her right mind would have 
gotten out of that motel and not looked back.

 But not me; I stayed there as if I was at the Hilton 
Hotel. The first thing I did was kick off my shoes, lie 
back on the bed and get high as the sky. Crack cocaine 
was my drug of choice, and I smoked it using a glass 
pipe. That went on for a couple of hours until I got 
bored with getting high alone, so I decided to walk to 
the store to get something to drink and come down a 
little bit off the crack high.

While walking to the store, I ran into Tina, an old 
friend. As we walked to the store, we talked about how 
both our lives had changed for the worse, and we won-
dered aloud how we’d gotten hooked on drugs and let 
them take over our lives.

I wanted to continue our conversation. “Would you 
like to come back to my room for a while?” I asked 
Tina, who agreed.

We went back to the motel to have a few wine 
coolers and keep talking about our out-of-control 
lives. As we sat outside enjoying ourselves, the man-
ager walked over and told me, “That woman is not 
allowed on the property, and if she doesn’t leave, I 
will call the police.”

Tina and I looked at each other, gathered up ev-
erything and moved the party indoors. When we got 
inside my room, we took a couple hits of crack, and 
then I said, “You have to leave because I don’t want 
any problems with the manager. And I don’t want the 
police coming to my door.”

We said our goodbyes, and she left. I just wanted 
to relax and lie down because the baby in my stomach 
was tossing and turning, doing flips. At least that’s 
what it felt like.

A few hours drifted by as I dozed on the bed. A loud 
knock on the door startled me out of my daze. Who 
could that be?

I got up to open the door to see two police offi-
cers looking back at me. The one closest to the door 
was a woman—short with a medium build and short 
brown, curly hair. The second officer, a man with a 
military haircut, stood off to the side and observed 
me. I thought, “This must be some kind of mistake. I 
haven’t done anything wrong.”

That’s when the manager walked up and said, “I 
want the girl in your room off the property.”

“She’s gone,” I said. “She left earlier.”
He did not believe me, so the lady officer said, “Can 

I check to make sure?”
I stepped outside and she went into the room. 

When she stepped back out, she said, “Place your 
hands behind your back. You’re under arrest.”

T H E R E  WA S  A  T I M E  I N  M Y  L I F E  
I  T H O U G H T  I  W O U L D  N O T  L I V E  
T O  S E E  2 5 . 

I  WA S  S I T T I N G  I N  A  M O T E L  R O O M 
O N  S T O C K T O N  B O U L E VA R D , 
T H E  W O R S T  M O T E L  I M A G I N A B L E .

“Why?” I said, genuinely confused.
“For the crack cocaine on the bed,” the officer said. 

“But most important to give that baby in your stom-
ach a chance at life.”

That was August 16, 1999, the day my life changed 
forever.

THAT NIGHT I WENT TO JAIL, AND IT WAS 
there that I met Patricia, the woman who helped me 
change my life for the better.

Patricia was a case manager for Options for  
Recovery, a treatment facility for pregnant women.  
She came into the jail doing outreach work, letting 
women know about the program, and giving them 
something to do besides sitting in a cell for 23 hours a 
day. Some of the women came to the classes just to get 
out of their cold, clammy cells, and some came to take 
advantage of the help that was offered. I went to the 
classes because I really wanted to stop smoking crack, 
but I knew I couldn’t stop on my own.

Patricia came every week to help women with their 
paperwork and help them get recommendation let-
ters for their court dates, as well as to reconnect with 
family members who had given up on them because of 
their drug usage.

At one meeting I asked, “How 
can I get into the program?”

Patricia said, “I will help you.”
She did all the paperwork, 

got me on the waiting list for 
Options for Recovery, and even 
got the judge to release me to 
the program.

I left Sacramento County Jail 
December 2, 1999, on a road to 
recovery.

I was 7 months pregnant, and I was finally going 
to have a drug-free baby. I went to the recovery home 
with only the clothes on my back, a brown paper bag 
with all of my paperwork and a toothbrush. That was 
the best thing I could have ever done for myself and 
for my children. I walked through the doors of that 
recovery home and never looked back. I told myself 
when I walked out of those doors again I would be a 
changed woman.

Indeed, I was. I delivered a healthy baby girl, com-
pleted the two-year drug treatment program and nev-
er picked up crack cocaine again.

Two years later I was about to enter a Narcot-
ics Anonymous meeting in Sacramento and I spot-
ted a familiar face.

I walked over to the woman and discovered I did 
know her. It was the police officer, Pam, who had ar-
rested me two years earlier.

I walked up to her and said, “Thank you for arrest-
ing me that night at the motel.”

Pam, who seemed to remember me, said, “You’re 
welcome.”

I introduced her to my daughter, the child I was 
pregnant with when I got arrested.

I said, “If you hadn’t arrested me that night, I 
would probably still be out there using drugs, and my 
daughter would be with someone else.”

Pam smiled at me.
If I had not been at the wrong place at the right 

time, I would have never met those two women who 
saw the good in me that I could not see in myself.  Had 
those two women not come into my life, I would not 
be here today drug-free and going to Sacramento City 
College.                     ■



The Last Word
THE HOLIDAY SEASON IS IN FULL FORCE 

in Sacramento, complete with torrential downpours, Christmas music 
(that started playing way too early) and charities that make us all feel like 
we don’t give enough. And stuck somewhere in the midst of the holiday 
hoopla is the day-to-day trek of real life. Some days we sludge through 
hours and hours of work, trying to make a dent in the never-ending pile on 
our desks, in our lives. 

In those moments when the pile gets a little too high, a little too daunting, 
it’s good to take a step back, breathe deeply and remember that the work 
will get done. In this season of shopping, gift-giving and overeating, it’s 
good to remember the things we are thankful for. 

As the semester comes to an end and the magazine has been put to bed, 
I take a look at all of it and breathe a heavy sigh. Through the seeming 
continuum of edits and re-edits, I can’t help but be grateful. 

I am grateful for literature professors and stomp teams. I am grateful 
for an artist with a past and an incredibly gracious chief justice of 
California. I am grateful for women willing to share their most intimate 
stories. I am grateful for designers who stare at the screen until it blurs. 
I am grateful for writers who tolerate my constant barrage of edits. I 
am grateful for photographers who get the shot, whatever it takes. I am 
grateful for advisers who are patient and kind. 

As the New Year approaches, I look forward to another year of things to 
be grateful for, another year of stories to be written, another year of…oh, 
yeah, work. Now that I think about it, though, it’s not so bad. 

–Jessica Rine 
E D I T O R  I N  C H I E F
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