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The Facts


At 3:15 P.M. on April 29, 1992, a jury acquitted Los Angeles Police Department Officers Theodore Briseno and Timothy Wind, as well as Sergeant Stacey Koon, of excessive force used to subdue civilian Rodney King. The jury failed to reach a verdict on the same charge against Officer Laurence Powell.

At roughly 5:00 P.M., riots began. They lasted six days, finally ending on Monday, May 4th after 10,904 arrests had been made, over 2,383 people had been injured, 11,113 fires had burned, and more than one billion dollars’ worth of property damage was sustained. In addition, 60 deaths were attributed to rioting, but this number fails to account for murder victims who died outside active rioting sites during those six days of curfews and little to no emergency assistance. As LAPD Chief Daryl Gates himself said on the first night, “There are going to be situations where people are going to be without assistance. That’s just the facts of life. There are not enough of us to be everywhere.”

It is possible, and even likely, that a number of victims not designated as riot-related were actually the targets of a sinister combination of opportunity and circumstance. As it happened, 121 hours of lawlessness in a city of nearly 3.6 million people contained within a county of 9.15 million was a long time for scores to be settled.

This is about some of them.







DAY 3

FRIDAY




 

 

CAN WE ALL GET ALONG? CAN WE STOP MAKING IT HORRIBLE FOR
THE OLDER PEOPLE AND THE KIDS?

—RODNEY KING






GLORIA RUBIO, R.N.


MAY 1, 1992

3:17 A.M.
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I haven’t slept since the riot began. I can’t get Ernesto Vera’s body out of my head. It’s like it’s burned in me, permanently, on my brain. His name, the look on his face—I can’t shake them, and I’ve seen more death than most people ever should. Part of that I asked for, I know. It’s my job. But part of it is my neighborhood too.

Ernesto’s, though, it was different. It was personal. He didn’t even recognize me when I was there trying to help him, but even beat-up as he was, I recognized him. I knew we went to Lynwood High together, that we even hung out a little freshman year and he was kind. We kissed some in the band room, but it never became anything. He never knew it because I never told him, but he was the first boy I ever did that with.

Years later, I saw him sometimes at the Tacos Al Unico truck or the stand on Atlantic and Rosecrans, and he’d always give my abuela one more taco than we ordered, extra onion because that’s how my grandma liked it and he always remembered. That was Ernesto, I guess. He remembered the small things. A while later I heard from my cousin Termite that Ernesto had to pay for those extra tacos out of his wages. He never said anything to us about that. He never complained. I guess that was Ernesto too.

Then I come home one night and Ernesto’s lying flat in my alley and all this nursing school I had can’t save him. He gives up right under my fingers, and then he stays there all night, into the next day. He stays there blocking the way I normally go to work, and insects and birds were getting too interested in him, so I called 911 five times and only got through once, but then got put on hold and they never picked back up. So then I called my aunt’s boyfriend that works at the county coroner’s and he said he was sympathetic and all, but no way was he coming down, not with how dangerous things were, and besides, he said, he had zero resources. His guys were spread out all over the city, already hours behind on pickups, even in safe areas.

That set me off. I was screaming before I knew it, asking him how he thought it made me feel having to live in the middle of it, having to have the dead body of the first boy I ever kissed outside my garage for more than a day? Did he know that I’ve had the windows closed in my house this whole time but now I’m starting to smell it, and did he have any idea how awful that was when you can’t get away?

After that, I didn’t wait for him to say anything, I hung up and called a private ambulance company I know of through the hospital and I begged them to come, but it wasn’t until I told them I’d pay the drivers extra that they started listening. I had to lie, too. I told them I was his sister and, please, we just needed him treated right. The guy on the phone I didn’t know, but he said he knew of a place to take the body, and then he started building a lie of his own, saying how he’d have to tell the cops there was no crime scene, that it was a body dump, and they were just out doing a run and stumbled across it and the family begged us, and, Ah, I don’t know, I remember him saying, I’ll think of something. Just make it cash.

I watched two guys take Ernesto up and put him in the back for $228. That’s eleven 20s, a 5, and three 1s. All the banks have been closed since the riots started, so I could only give what I had in the house, every last little thing I’d saved for rainy days. I was going to buy a new TV with that money, but now that seems stupid. I don’t even want to look at everything going on in the city anymore. I don’t want to see the news. I just want quiet.

The thing that sticks with me about how they took him is that they didn’t remove his sister’s flannel from his face, the black-and-white one I watched her put on him specially. They just put a white sheet over everything, from head to toe, and tried not to disturb anything about the body. On the chance it had evidence on it, they said. After that, I watched them close the doors up, and I watched Ernesto get driven away. Somebody had to. I’ve been nursing long enough to know that not everybody can be helped. Sometimes, you just have to be there, be a witness, so they don’t pass on alone. I hope I was that for him, but I don’t know. I still feel I failed. I stood in the alley for a long time after he was gone, and when I finally left for work, I didn’t come home.

So I’m still at the hospital, Harbor-UCLA. I can’t bring myself to go home, so I just stay on and think about Ernesto and worry about my brother. He’s out there with everybody else banging and looting, I just know it. Him and what he calls his party crew. I didn’t even know what that was so I asked him to explain it to me, and he didn’t even do that. He just told me a story about how this one time, a bunch of them ditched school and had a ditching party. It was the kind of thing where everyone was taking drugs and having sex in the backyard during the day. He wouldn’t shut up about how great it was. Gangster Woodstock, that’s what he called it. I wish he was kidding. Aurelio is a lot of things, but not a liar.

Stacy must see me just standing there in the hallway so she comes over from the nursing station. “You okay, lady?”

“Long day,” I say automatically.

That usually means, don’t ask, or, it’s not over yet. For me and the other nurses, it’s like a code. We had curfew tonight all over the city. It started at dusk, the news said, but the only thing it did for us in the hospital was slow the flow from nonstop to an occasional flash flood because when people come in, they come in waves. We’re in a lull now, but it’ll pick up soon.

“Long day,” Stacy says back, smiles, and walks away, but as she’s going she kind of winks at me and points behind her clipboard at a man coming up the hall.

I follow her finger to the man known as Mister So-and-So, and that’s when my heart decides to palpitate like it was jumping rope and all of a sudden got tangled up in it.

That’s not his real name, by the way. Only me and the other nurses call him that. At first, it was because Filipina Maria—there’s two Marias, Abulog and Zaragoza—well, Maria Abulog saw him first sixteen months ago and liked what she saw even though she’s married and has three kids, but I guess she felt it was important to tell all the single nurses about him because that’s how nurses are: they either wanna set you up, or knock you down. In my experience, there’s not really much in between.

Anyways, when Filipina Maria looked at Mr. So-and-So’s name tag, she saw a last name that started with S that she couldn’t even hope to pronounce, so she just called him Mr. So-and-So, and then we all did. Pretty soon everybody got real good at being on the lookout for the tall firefighter, over six foot, with a black mustache and a chin with a dent in it, brown eyes, and good-looking eyebrows like he gets them plucked or something, but I know he doesn’t. Lots of girls have made plays for him, but he doesn’t seem interested. At least he wasn’t into Stacy and she’s all blond and an ex-volleyball player, so I don’t know what his type is. All the older nurses on the ward say he likes me, but I don’t believe them. Maybe I’m too short for him. Maybe I’m too brown.

Here’s what I know about Mr. So-and-So: his first name is Anthony, he’s thirty-six years old but I don’t know when his birthday is and that’s a shame because it would be helpful for horoscopes, he has a scar on his left cheek that looks like a lowercase letter v but I don’t know how he got it, under that scar is a dimple when he smiles but there isn’t one on the right side, he lives in San Pedro and he grew up there, his family is Croatian and I know because Teresa over in Billing is from Pedro too and she knows his family because there’s only one public high school and one tiny Catholic high school so everybody knows everybody, this is good too because Teresa also knows his family is Catholic, which is great news for my mother, if, you know, she ever met him or anything. I should probably say I’m not obsessed at all. I just like him a little.

Okay, maybe a lot. And it’s weird too, because normally I’m not so good at paying close attention to anything but my job, but with him, I can’t help it. Like, when he’s done talking to me, right before he has to go, he always bows his head a little, like he’s acknowledging me, like our talks mean something to him, too. And his hands, they’re not like normal size. They’re so big, the kind that could swoop you up, the kind that hold women tight on the covers of the silly romance books Tia Luz reads, and best of all, his left hand has got no ring on it. I asked Teresa and she says he’s never been married, just engaged once but it didn’t work out. I try not to stare when he sees me and walks toward me.

When I was just a girl, I took ballet because my mother said I needed culture, and now the only thing I remember about it is how the pirouetting made me feel all dizzy and twisted up inside after. That’s how I feel when Mr. So-and-So gets close.

I’ve seen him in a few times, always with other firemen. He’s the driver. I guess they call him an engineer though, like on a train. He gets them to the fires, and if anybody’s hurt, he drives them here. His look tells me that’s why he’s here, and my heart sinks.

“Good morning, Nurse Gloria.” He says it all quiet.

He does that, calls me Nurse and my first name. I can’t think why or how it started. I like it though. It’s become our thing, the way we greet each other, so I always respond with “Good morning, Fireman Anthony.”

But he doesn’t smile at me today, and I don’t get to see his dimple, not like normal. His head is down. I know it’s because of everything going on, but even when things are bad—and when you work where we work and meet how we meet, there’s always something bad—he has a smile for me, even a little one, or a dark joke about something he saw or something he heard. He usually tries to make me smile, but not today. Today, he puts his hands in his pockets.

So that’s when I know I have to be the one to start the conversation, so I say, “From what’s coming in, it doesn’t look good out there. What’s going on?”

I touch his triceps softly and drop my hand quick. I want him to know I care, but at the same time, I don’t want him to know I care. My heart’s kind of fluttery, like it remembers tripping over the jump rope and it’s a little wary. I look him over to make sure he isn’t hurt or anything, not even a little bit.

“Uh” is what he says. Nothing else.

I know not to push it. You hear things in the hospital. You see things. We treated eleven firemen last night that I know of—and trust me, I checked every single name when they came in. One of them had been shot, but he made it through surgery and could pull through. There might’ve been more. It seems like firemen got it the worst that first day. Everything was so disorganized and there were no cops to protect them, so they got shot at. It seems better now, but still not great. I even heard there were sniper attacks on Fire Stations 9, 16, and 41. As soon as the engines left the stations, people started shooting.

So if I’m acting weird at all, or jumpy, just forgive me because I didn’t know if Mr. So-and-So would be safe or if I’d see him again, and women sometimes do strange things when they don’t know if they’ll see somebody-that-might-end-up-being-really-special-to-them again. That’s what my abuela said anyways, and she was an expert on all kinds of things, especially on being a woman.

“You be sure to take care of him,” Mr. So-and-So finally says.

I don’t know who he’s talking about exactly, but I know we got one more firefighter to take care of now. I’ll ask Stacy about it later, after he’s gone. Mr. So-and-So bows his head a little right then, and before he looks back down the hall the way he came—because he always does that right after bowing his head—I say, “You have to go.”

He gives me a look like he’s not sure how I know that, but I just give him a little smile, hoping he’ll give me one in return. He doesn’t.

“Be safe out there,” I say.

He nods and goes. He doesn’t look back at me. I try not to take it personal but it
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