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	Only a few more days left in the seemingly overnight summer.  It’s Monday morning and I’m just getting off the always late number 42 bus.  I take my bike off of the rack knowing that I’ll have to push my bike to the limits in order to get to work by 8 o’clock.  Most of the kids have already started school, so it will be hectic as soon as I get to the shelter.  This is the first week of the entire summer that the house has all 6 rooms and 11 beds filled - Jamie, the executive director, is very happy because it means more money for us (translation: more money for her to spend on amenities like another new couch, you know - things that really matter).  


As soon as I walk into the door Bryant, the cutest 7 year old ever (or so I’m told by all the female staff), runs up to me and gives me a hug.  He only woke up an hour ago, but you wouldn’t know it by all the energy he has.  I say “hi” quickly and tell him I’ll be right back.  I don’t take another half step before Judd, a 15 year old with spiked hair and something to rebel against (although he’s not sure what yet), comes out asking if I’m dating another one of the staff members - Jennifer.  I’ve gotten a ride from her a couple times so, naturally, we must be living together.  


I tell Judd “The answer is the same as the last time you asked that question - no.”


To which he replies “Ah, yeah right Chris I know you better than that. You like Jennifer, you like Jennifer.”  His teasing makes me laugh, but the voice of the psychiatrist booms internally: Judd is obviously eager for attention and he is used to getting negative attention, so make sure you don’t reinforce this behavior, but at the same time be sure not to make him feel bad.


“You better check yourself…” I say while smiling and pointing at him.


He finishes the now familiar phrase, smiling “…before you wreck yourself.”


“Exactly” I say.


Finally I get past the first doorway and into the big kids’ dining room, I’m almost to the staff office.  Just before I reach the door I hear a whiny voice yell my name.  I look over and see Cynthia in the kitchen working frantically on another last minute homework assignment.  I walk over - now further from my refuge of the office - and peek over her shoulder.  She tilts her head up and with an indignant look says that she’s going to be late for school.  Fearing her volatile attitude, but also wanting to admonish her, I attempt to find a happy medium and say “Just do as much of it as you can now, but next time you might want to do this earlier so you don’t have to stress later.”  My body tenses hoping that she doesn’t have the time or energy to give me the kind of attitude no nine year-old should have.  She says nothing.


At last I reach the office and close the door behind me.  Scott, another staff member - recently turned friend, is also in the office.  He greets me with a smile and the com (communications) log.  Inside I read that Rebecca is still on the run and the last time she came home, two days ago, she had marks all over her neck.  Some are thought to be hickies from her escapades as Woodland’s latest 14 year old prostitute, others are believed to be from the drug use her 17 year old female pimp gives her to make her keep running away and selling herself.  I look at Scott and ask if he knows anymore about Rebecca.  He shakes his head and gives me the all too familiar look of disgust, disappointment, and futility.  I sigh and read on.  


The remaining information is less intense, ranging from dentist appointments and lice warnings to the announcement that the infamous Chuck, a 15 year-old client is back at the shelter.  Of this I was already informed, in fact most everybody in Woodland knows when Chuck is back - he is by far the most stressful and tension causing of the clients.  He has the uncanny ability to annoy even the most patient of souls.  Chuck has been through more than anyone at the shelter can imagine.  He was beaten by his father, told he is worthless, has failed several other shelter placements.  Feelings of abandonment…the list goes on.  And on top of all this he is a paranoid schizophrenic without meds.  We are the only home he’s ever had, he’s been here 5 months - and this is a temporary shelter!  It helps to get feedback from the psychiatrist who comes in once a week, but even after you know what these kids have gone through it’s still hard to patient to seemingly no end.


I go back out and see Cynthia is almost done with her homework.  I tell her to finish it up because we need to go to school soon.  I walk over to Bryant and give him another hug and ask how he’s been doing.  He smiles and says great.  He adds that he has a visit with his mom tomorrow.  Bryant has been here two months (after being told he would stay there only 30 days) and has seen his mother only once before this.  I smile and say that that should be fun.  In my left ear he goes on about the candy she’ll get him, in my right ear I hear Chuck asking for milk.  I look to Bryant and say “cool” pretending I heard absolutely everything he said, but the sad truth is that I have to be more concerned with Chuck, who shouldn’t even be at a level 10 facility, he’s much more fit for a level 14 (the highest level) shelter.  I tell Bryant to get ready for school and in the same breath I tend to Chuck’s request.


“How’s it going Chuck” I ask.


“Sup dawg?  Could I get some milk, Chris?” he says as we exchange a five part handshake maneuver.  Luckily for me I grew up in a city where these handshakes are pedestrian so I at look “down with it” by being able to do the handshake without a falter.


“Sure thing, how about some breakfast too?” I reply.


“What are we having for breakfast?” he asks.


I point to the menu on the opposite wall and say “It looks like cereal, fruit, and toast for today.”


“Could I have some muffins?” he asks knowing what the answer is.  After all he’s been here longer than many of the newly hired staff members.  When Chuck asks for special favors he’s crying for help, these requests reach far deeper than just muffins or milk.  Also bear in mind that if you fulfill one request another will pop up - it’s impossible to satisfy his wants.  It’s always best to just stick to the rules.  


“You know the rules Chuck - what kind of cereal do you want?” I answer.


“I don’t want any cereal” he says.


“Okay, just tell me when you’re hungry then.”


I go to the little kids’ side and horde Cynthia and Bryant toward the front door.  A short walk across the street and they are at school.  Before taking them to their respective classrooms I try to lighten the mood in the hope that it will help them have a better day at school.


“You know that I played Michael Jordan one-on-one the other day in basketball?” I say, looking for a smile.


Bryant is the first to have a response.  He looks up half believing half waiting for a punch line.


I look down and add “Yea, I balled him up.  He’s pretty good, but he can’t stop my jumper” I say while I imitate the story, bouncing a ball of air between my legs grabbing it and taking a flawless jumper.


Bryant laughs and says “yea right Chris.”


Cynthia adds “You’re not that good at basketball.”


“I’m telling you, guys, I took him to the hole!” this time dunking on the imaginary rim only a foot above my head.


Both of them laugh and give me a ‘you’re crazy’ look.  As long as they are smiling I feel I’ve done my job.  A few more steps and I drop off Cynthia, telling her to have a good day.  Across the grass is Bryant’s room.  I put my hand on his shoulder and tell him he’s a good kid and wish him a good day at school.  We hug and he skips into the classroom.


Once home I’m greeted by Chuck trying to scare me at the doorway.  I’m used to him coming out of nowhere and yelling in my ear so I just ignore him.  Besides, I know it’s another plea for attention, but hopefully he’ll learn that that isn’t the way to get attention.  I walk straight to the office to make sure everyone has gotten their medication.  Scott is still in there working on an incident report.  I ask what happened.  He informs me that last night they had to restrain Cynthia.  I wish I had known about this before taking her to school, but this is the way it works around here.  The com log doesn’t tell me everything and the other staff doesn’t always remember to tell you.  I ask where Judd and Timmy, the last of five siblings who were at the shelter just last week, are.  He tells me that Julie, the third and last staff member, has taken Ariel, Judd, and Robby to their respective schools.  Timmy was taken yesterday, he adds.


“What? Where did he go? How did that happen?” is all I’m able to spit out as my mind reels.  Timmy was my favorite kid at the shelter and I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye, I think to myself. 


“Yea, he left yesterday afternoon to some foster home, his social worker picked him up and they left.” Scott says matter-of-factly.


“That fucking sucks” I check to make sure the door is closed and then add “why do they always do that? The good ones never stay long enough.” Trying to regain composure I regress “I guess it’s for the best, but it still sucks.”


“I hear you there.  If it makes you feel better he left you his lanyard.  The six-stringer you started him on.  Man he loved those things.  He wanted me to say goodbye to you for him.  Sorry about that.” Scott says, trying to calm me.


Feeling bad that now he has to console not only the kids, but me as well I say futilely “He was a cool kid, but I guess that’s just how it goes.”


I walk out of the office and into the kitchen.  Chuck pops out from behind the refr
