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Dedication

For Bushwick





Epigraph

It is the history of our kindnesses that alone makes this world tolerable. If it were not for that, for the effect of kind words, kind looks, kind letters, multiplying, spreading, making one happy through another and bringing forth benefits, some thirty, some fifty, some a thousandfold, I should be tempted to think our life a practical jest in the worst possible spirit.

—Robert Louis Stevenson, Letters
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Introduction

“That’s a big book,” says Felicity. Her eyes are impossibly wide, made for seeing everything around her.

“Yes,” I answer.

“We’re going to read this?” she asks. At eight years old, she has never seen a book this big aside from the Bible in church. She is tiny and barely reaches my elbow as we sit side by side.

“Yes, and we’re going to translate the whole thing. It’s going to take five years.”

“Whoa.”

“Open it up.”

All of the kids open their copies. There are twenty-five students, aged six to fifteen, all sitting around the same table, facing each other.

“What are these words?” asks Felicity. “Is this Spanish?”

“Yes. Four-hundred-year-old Spanish.”

“I can’t read Spanish.”

“How many people here can read Spanish?” I ask the group.

Hands go up: about half the kids, mostly the teenagers. Percy, barely seven years old, also raises his hand, as does Rebecca, aged eleven.

“Don’t worry, Felicity. See? All of these people can help you. Plus, you know how to speak and understand spoken Spanish at home with your family just like everyone here except me, so you have an advantage.”

“Do you know how to read Spanish?” she asks me.

“I know the words that your parents are teaching me, and I can use my knowledge of Latin to guess. As you know, Latin is the mother of Spanish. I’m excited to learn more, right beside you.”

“Why are we doing this?” asks Rebecca, a little suspicious.

“For pleasure,” I say. “To fill our lives with beauty and adventure. And because it’s funny.”

Each kid has a copy of Don Quixote de la Mancha by Miguel de Cervantes, about one thousand pages bound by a red cover illustrated with a knight’s helmet blossoming with elaborate, endless swirls—a garden of imaginings gone wild.

“Go ahead and write your name in your copy. The book belongs to you.”

They write their names in the book.

“What’s it about?” asks Rebecca.

Percy has already read the first ten pages, right here in class. “It’s about an old man in Spain who reads all the time,” he says, “all day and all night, and he starts to believe that the adventure stories he reads are real. Then he loses his mind and believes that he is a knight from those stories, and he decides to go on the road to start rescuing people.”

“Thank you, Percy. That’s a good summary. It’s also a story of two opposites who become friends. The man who reads is Don Quixote, and his neighbor who goes on adventures with him—and who can’t read—is a farmer named Sancho Panza.”

That name makes the kids laugh because panza means “belly” in Spanish.

One girl is not laughing. Her name is Talia, and she is six. Her face is rearranging itself for tears.

“What’s wrong, Talia?” I ask. She’s sitting directly across the table from me.

“I can’t read,” she answers, her voice squeezed by the struggle not to cry.

“That’s okay,” I say.

“No, it’s not okay,” she answers.

“Maybe you could have the job of reading an English translation, so you can help us in case we get stuck.”

“I can’t read at all.”

Tears push their way out of her eyes and her hands can’t push them back inside.

Lily and Alex, two teenage girls, stand up, walk around the table to Talia and put their arms around her. Everyone waits while she sobs.

At long last, the sobbing subsides and Talia breathes normally. Rebecca brings her a cup of water.

“We’re all going to read this together,” I tell the class. “I’ll read the story out loud while you follow along. Anyone can help me pronounce the Spanish properly at any time, and readers of Spanish can take over from me whenever they’re ready.”

Joshua, our lone teenage boy, is sitting next to Talia. “Talia,” he says, gently, “I can point at the words while the person is reading so you can see what they look like while you hear what they sound like.”

“That’s very kind, Joshua,” I say, “and smart. Reading is like recognizing people’s faces and names. I’ll show you.”

Shielding a piece of paper from view with my arms, I write eight random letters on one side. Then I say to the kids, “I’m going to show you this paper, with eight letters on it, for two seconds. Then I’m going to test you to see how many letters you remember.”

“No, please don’t test us!” says Felicity. “It’s too stressful!”

“It’s not a test like at school. It’s a scientific experiment.”

After I show them the paper for two seconds, the kids start shouting out letters. The most anyone can remember is four.

“Now,” I say, “I’m going to write down eleven letters, show them to you for only one second, and I bet you right now that you will remember every letter.”

The kids make sounds that indicate their amazement and doubt.

I write the letters, again shielding them from view, then raise the paper and display it for one second before putting it out of sight.

“New York City!” they shout in unison with big smiles, including Talia.

They are easily able to name every one of those eleven letters.

“Why?” I ask. “How can you remember all eleven letters when before you could remember only four out of eight?”

“Because they’re words,” says Talia.

“Yes!” I say. “Bravo, Talia! There is structure! The letters are organized into words! The more words you see, the more words you recognize, and the easier it is to read. It’s just like recognizing the people in this room and knowing their names. Joshua is going to help you with that.”

“Thank you, Joshua,” says Talia. She takes one deep breath, in and out, and her face relaxes.

Dylan, one of the soccer players in the group, places a yellow card in front of me.

“A penalty? For me? What did I do?”

“It’s for making Talia cry.”

“No he didn’t,” says Talia. “It’s just I get in trouble at school when I can’t read.”

“You can read,” I say. “You’re learning how. You’re always learning.”

“Wait,” says Felicity, rerouting the conversation. “What does an old man have to do with us?”

“A lot. You’ll see.”

Not everyone speaks that first day of Don Quixote class. Nor do they need to speak—not until they’re ready.

Wendy, aged eight, has the smile of someone who agrees with life. I have never seen her angry or worried or bothered by anything. Her teenaged sister, Ruth, sits next to her, paralyzed by anxiety, her default state. Neither sister says anything.

One girl, Sarah, who at age six in the spring joined the little school—la escuelita, as the families call it—is now seven. As always she is silent; her eyes track everything that happens in the room and her face reveals nothing of what she thinks. She is also drawing with her pencil inside her copy of Don Quixote. I almost ask her not to, but I stop myself. The book belongs to her.

“All right,” I say, “Let’s read!”

* * *

Kid Quixotes weaves together three main narratives: the story of Sarah, a shy little Mexican girl, and her family living in Bushwick, Brooklyn; the story of Stephen (me), a former public school teacher recovering from bipolar depression; and the story of Still Waters in a Storm, the one-room schoolhouse where Sarah and her peers and I translate Don Quixote, adapt it as a bilingual touring musical show, and—in the process—rescue each other. Running through this weave is the secret world of Sarah’s imagination, drawn by her in the margins of the novel, in which she is a superhero battling monsters and defending the defenseless.

Sarah’s story, representing those of her classmates, is one of coming out of hiding—as is mine—and the story of Still Waters is the story of our shared sanctuary, a place where everyone is safe. Our show, The Traveling Serialized Adventures of Kid Quixote, takes us on the road, outside the safety of our little school, with purpose.

The kids and I meet in Bushwick, our Brooklyn neighborhood, five times per week: Monday through Thursday after the kids are released from their day schools, and on Saturday. All classes are free, there is always food (provided by me or by the families), and there is no admissions process. Whoever appears is part of the group. The name “Still Waters in a Storm” was composed by a student of mine at Bushwick High School, a young poet named Angelo who, before and after naming the school, has spent a number of years in jail. He said that the group, wherever we met, was a place of peace in his stormy life.

The one rule at Still Waters is “Everyone listens to everyone.” It’s a simple maxim that produces beautiful, complex results.

Everything we do—whether Spanish, English, Latin, or music—is based on the same ritual of reading a text, discussing it together, writing a response, and taking turns reading our responses to the group. There are no tests, homework, or grades, no punishments or rewards—just reverential listening to each and every person in the room.

The Still Waters practice of careful, reciprocal attention is inspired by Alcoholics Anonymous, Quaker prayer meetings, and psychotherapy, and it creates deep trust among all people in the group across a wide range of ages. Years ago, when I had my breakdown, I didn’t know what I know now: this cross-generational group, this random family, was what I was missing.

* * *

The pedagogy of attention at Still Waters came to me in part through Denise, one of my high school students, who was also an alcoholic. At least twice a week she would drink so much she would black out, often waking to find herself in jail (one time for attacking a police officer). When she wasn’t drunk, she was a brilliant poet.

Denise would call me often to read me a new poem over the phone, and the conversation would always turn to alcohol. More than once I was able to talk her into pouring a bottle of vodka—her favorite because it was hard for other people to detect on her breath—out of her third-floor apartment window. She held her phone out the window, too, so that I could hear the poisonous liquid splashing on the sidewalk.

Growing up in Canada, I learned that if we were playing hockey on the frozen lake and somebody fell through the ice, we were not to go to the hole to help them: the ice is weakest at the edge of the hole, so we would fall in, too. Instead, we were to go to shore, and from solid ground, throw a rope or a extend a tree branch for the swimming person to grab.

Likewise, there was no way I could sustain the rescue operation for Denise on my own, so I brought her to her first Alcoholics Anonymous meeting nearby her home. It was very simple: everyone took a turn speaking while the whole group listened. This basic ritual was a solid footing for relationships that had a chance of pulling people up from drowning. Why, I wondered, is this practice only for alcoholics?

* * *

Around that same time, after reading about the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers), I visited their Brooklyn location to experience the ritual myself. The meeting room was unadorned and full of light. There was no order of worship. Everyone sat in silence, heads bowed, until one person rose and spoke. When a Friend was moved to speak or sing or recite poetry, everyone else continued to sit and listen to that person. Time passed before the next person spoke, although nobody was obliged to say anything. There are variations on the ritual, but this is the heart of the practice: the silence, the occasional speaking, and the constant listening—and the idea that anyone can supply ideas for the group to contemplate, for each person is divine.

* * *

The single classroom at Still Waters in a Storm is a storefront with a large, transparent window and a glass door. Those inside can see the neighborhood go by and the neighborhood can see into the classroom, our neighborhood within the neighborhood. The sirens of ambulances, fire trucks, and police cars, the music blasting from nearby buildings, and the shouts and laughter of pedestrians often make the room noisy.

There is nothing spectacular about the interior, just a collection of ordinary household wooden tables and chairs and an array of very full bookshelves of varying sizes hugging the walls. We have a piano and a couch, and a half dozen floor lamps light the room. One wall is a chalkboard that displays kid graffiti and the conjugation of the Latin verb amare, “to love.” All year round a string of multicolored Christmas lights runs across two walls, and one wall is filled by a scale map of Bushwick—hand-drawn—with children’s writing inside the blocks where they live.

Yet visitors often gasp and smile and gaze slowly around the room when they enter for the first time. They expect a classroom with rock-hard institutional desks arranged in rows and humming fluorescent lighting from above. What they see—a living room, a home—surprises them. They feel welcome; they belong here.

The real miracles—from the Latin for “objects of wonder”—are the children. People may smile at the room when they enter, but they leave in awe of the children and the relationships among them.

My job is to make sure that our mutual listening is practiced with devotion. I am often passionately reminding everyone that most of us don’t have a place to go where other people will simply listen to our stories and accept us: if we want to speak to the group, we need to raise our hands to be acknowledged, so that the conversation isn’t dominated by the fastest or loudest among us.

I have a certain experience and expertise in literature and theater, but the kids, too, each have their own experience and expertise. We are all experts on our own thoughts and feelings; nobody, no matter how young, is an empty vessel; no one knows better than we ourselves what lives in our minds and hearts. When listening to each other, as in the Quaker meetings, there is no need for an authority to negotiate for us. Our reverence is for each other.

We listen to each other in a sacred hush, even as the streets of Bushwick holler all around.

* * *

Psychotherapy taught me that devoted, mutual listening can save people from despair. After giving me the diagnosis of bipolar depression, my psychiatrist told me that I would eventually recover, with a combination of medication and talk. I imagined that talk meant advice—someone telling me what to do—but it turned out to be a process of storytelling and revision. My therapist would ask me to tell the story of my suffering, and she would answer by reflecting back to me what she heard. Often the story and the reflection sounded different to me. There was a gap between what I said and what she received, so I would try harder, over the course of years, to articulate what I was thinking, to close that gap, to understand myself and to be understood.

* * *

Our other discipline is reading and writing. One influence in this academic arena was the writing workshop that ran all the way through my three years at the Yale School of Drama. Every week, one writer in the small group, which usually was composed of one professor and five students, submitted an essay for the group to read. During class, the professor would read the essay aloud while everyone else followed along on their copies. After reading the whole essay, the professor would start reading again at the beginning, and this time the group was allowed to speak: to analyze and criticize the writing, sentence by sentence.

This process—the relentless ripping apart of every phrase, delivered in a tone that said the writer should have known better and needed to be shamed—knocked out all of my belief in my ability to write and thereby ruined my belief in myself and the value of what I had to say. My classmates suffered the same abuse, and all of us would later confess that, after our first session or two, we had to run to the restroom to weep.

There was a stated purpose to this activity, though the rationale often went unfulfilled. The goal of our writing, said the professors, was exactitude; the corresponding goal of reading these essays was to locate failure of exactitude. The professors did not want us to summarize someone else’s thoughts or to quote another writer or to stray from the heart of the matter. They wanted our ideas in our own precise words. The standard was high, and deviation was derided, but I am grateful that—after I survived multiple harsh critiques—I had learned the necessary courage and resolve to speak for myself.

At Still Waters, we aspire to hear each other’s true thoughts, but without the threat of shame. Instead of attacking or policing standards of expression, we ask kindhearted questions in order to better understand what the writer is saying.

* * *

Still Waters in a Storm began in the spring of 2008 as a small gathering in my apartment on Saturday afternoons, an opportunity for me to stay in touch with my students after I had resigned from teaching for the New York City Department of Education. Despite the violence and desperation of Bushwick High, I loved the kids and I wanted to continue teaching, but in an environment that truly encouraged empathy and learning.

The key, I would discover, was reciprocal listening among all members of the group across a range of ages.

As a teacher at the high school, I represented the institutional power against which my students rebelled. Their presence in the room was compulsory, and they were required to obey my orders. They competed for the attention of the only surrogate parent: namely, me. There were ways I tried to let them know that I was a person who cared about them as individuals, despite the impossible 150-to-1 student-to-teacher ratio across my five classes. They wrote in journals, and I wrote back to them in private ungraded, uncritical correspondence every night, but it wasn’t until Still Waters that I discovered that the need for attention didn’t always and totally have to be answered by me. The group could take care of its own.

After that discovery, classroom management was a breeze.

At Bushwick High, where I first heard the term “classroom management”—a skill much different from teaching—I often lost my temper, raised my voice, even threw chalk against the board where it exploded into dust. Once I hurled a book up into the dropped ceiling of the classroom—it never came back down—and overturned an empty chair. I resorted to threats of poor report cards, or I called parents who applied their own kind of discipline at home. This phone call was the action that the kids feared most.

* * *

As the group grew in number—from two to six to twelve to fifteen, and the kids brought their own kids, siblings, cousins and friends—across the passing of two years we moved from my living room to a local pizzeria to our own dedicated storefront classroom in the neighborhood, rented for us by benefactors who believed in the work we were doing together. Friends and family and social assistance kept me fed and housed until I began applying for and receiving grants.

That spring of 2010 we started to meet in our new home on weekdays as well as Saturdays. Parents walked by the classroom, saw kids inside and asked what was happening. I told them we were practicing reading and writing. They asked if I could help their kids with homework and I said, “Sure!” and held open the door.

My old high school students—those who were now in college—became volunteer tutors for the younger ones. Not only would they help with homework, they would also read aloud to their little partners and talk about what they were reading, what it reminded them of, and how it made them feel. The kids began leaping up reading levels at school, and their mothers told more mothers what was happening. I put the word out to friends I’d made from my thirty years in town, and to college students via professor friends, that kids in Bushwick needed homework help, and many came to volunteer.

Alas, weekday homework help started to distress me. Saturdays were still reserved for the ritual of reading, writing, and listening, but on weekdays I was essentially back in the public school system. The problem was that homework help was the prize parents valued, the reason the room was filling up with kids.

So, for the sake of joy, I began in 2011 to offer classes each day, Monday through Thursday, after homework time: reading literature on Mondays and Tuesdays, Latin on Wednesdays, and small group mentoring on Thursdays. Volunteers who helped with homework also stayed to work with the kids in class. About twenty-five kids regularly came to weekday classes, along with a staff of five or more volunteers. On Saturdays we could rely on an average of fifteen volunteers to work with upwards of fifty kids. I just kept saying “Yes!” to anyone who asked to come in.

Mondays and Tuesdays we read out loud, wrote about, and discussed classics of children’s literature including The Call of the Wild, The Jungle Book, A Wrinkle in Time, and Alice in Wonderland, one book per year, taking our time to understand each sentence. There was no real deadline—our lives were already busy and structured enough. This reading was for pleasure. In 2015, we sailed into Paradise Lost, the seventeenth-century epic poem by John Milton that baffles college students. We collectively translated it from the original intricate verse and antiquated English into our present-day vernacular as we read, writing and speaking about the ways in which it is still relevant to our lives.

We teamed up on Wednesdays with the Paideia Institute, a nonprofit advocate for the study and conversational use of Latin, who supplied a rotating roster of fifty passionate classicist volunteers including high school students, college and graduate students, teachers, and professors.

The Thursday mentoring groups, each with two or three kids—as many as twenty groups on any given day—were guided by volunteers from all walks of life. There were college professors and their students of writing, science, mathematics, economics, literature, religion, language, and history. Tradespeople from a wide range of professions, such as an electrician, a nurse, a doctor, a detective, a lawyer, a politician, an architect, a social worker, visual artists, actors, musicians, songwriters, photographers—all came to volunteer. My former high school students, honored to be thought worthy of such responsibility, were especially kind and devoted to the little ones. Many volunteers found Still Waters by reading about us in social media or were referred by their friends and acquaintances, grown-ups who would read and write and talk about daily life together with the Still Waters students, and, in the process, provide examples of the variety of lives that are available to the kids as they grow.

Saturday afternoons we welcomed accomplished authors who would read to the kids and participate in our ritual by listening as the children read their own work in return. This exchange began when a dear friend of mine who happened to be a world-renowned writer visited us on a Saturday in the early days of Still Waters and was moved by the reciprocity he found. He was accustomed to reading his work in public—always for grown-ups—with a moderator, who would introduce the reading, have a conversation with the author, and perhaps elicit two or three questions from the audience, who themselves had come to the event because they knew his work. The Still Waters kids, by contrast, had no idea who he was apart from the fact that he had written the book he read that day. They were polite, but not at all in awe. Their written responses to his work, spoken aloud, balanced his own reading, and the process created a partnership he hadn’t experienced before in his long and celebrated career. In that space, the children’s voices mattered as much as his.

Rapidly and for years to come, he reached out to friends of his and pushed them to visit Still Waters, telling them that a day with these kids would “lift up your heart.” “You will be beloved,” he wrote, “rather than admired.” The writers came and in turn recruited their own friends to come, with the same promise that had been made to them before their first visit.

This relay radiated swiftly, and soon we counted more than one hundred writers as our friends. Every time these writers gave their full, respectful attention to the kids, the kids received the message that their words mattered, not only inside the room but beyond, in a world where they could one day belong.

* * *

Just as important as practicing the culture of listening is choosing the right puzzle for the group to work on. The kids at Still Waters love the puzzle of translating Latin and the puzzle of reading Paradise Lost. Classroom management here needs no strategy: the puzzle is the strategy, the curriculum, and the goal.

The Traveling Serialized Adventures of Kid Quixote project began at Still Waters early in the fall of 2016, in the school’s ninth year and just two months before an election that would release a plague of fear among vulnerable people, humans in need of asylum and a second chance.

For our reading class I chose Don Quixote de la Mancha by Miguel de Cervantes (originally published in two parts in 1605 and 1615) because that book is everything human—it is funny and tragic and beautiful and disgusting and smart and stupid—and because it was written in Spanish, the native language of my students and their families. This time we would not only be reading together out loud, we would also be translating the novel collectively, by speaking and writing, from Spanish into English, and for five years instead of one. Later we would also decide to adapt our translation as a series of bilingual, musical “Adventure Plays,” reimagining the story of a delusional old man in Spain of the early 1600s as the story of a group of Spanish-speaking immigrant children living in Brooklyn today.

By reading one book across a period of five years, the Kid Quixotes (as they call themselves) are reclaiming the patient practice of reading itself—the play opens with Sarah as the titular Kid Quixote sitting on the floor and reading in silence, and it ends with the words, “Let’s read!” sung by the whole group. In three years, our group has only read the first twenty-two chapters of Don Quixote (234 pages), an average of about seven chapters (78 pages) per year.

By reading slowly, we make sure that everyone in the group understands the story in depth. There’s also pleasure to be had in thinking, and we don’t want to hurry pleasure. As we read aloud we often stop to talk, to debate choices in translation, and to relate the reading to our own lives, which is how the work of adapting begins. These conversations help us to know each other and ourselves and to discover common ground between Cervantes and our group, a process that takes time and can’t be coerced any more than the growth of a flower can be accelerated by yelling at it or pulling it out of the ground.

Slowing down is a rebellion. Students struggle with deadlines in their day schools for homework and tests. If they don’t understand the material they’ve been studying by the deadline, they are said to have failed. Taking five years to read one book states that the experience of reading, not the time frame, is what matters most.

* * *

“What do we call this show?” I ask the group in rehearsal the night before our first performance at a private home in Manhattan. “People will want to know what it’s called.”

Nobody answers. They’re all thinking.

“Well,” I ask, “What are the important words to describe the show, so people have some idea of what they’re going to see?”

“Quixote,” says Felicity, who will end up not performing on the tour because she and her mother are afraid of what could happen to her away from home. “And kids.”

“Adventure,” shouts Percy, who is vibrating with anticipation.

“Funny,” says Sarah.

“Also sad,” Rebecca says.

“The Sad, Funny Adventure of Quixote, by Kids?” I offer.

Lily, aged sixteen at the time, objects. “I think we need to let the audience decide if they find it funny or sad. We can’t tell them what to think or feel.”

Everyone nods and says yes, that’s right, respect the audience.

I revise the title: “The Adventure of Quixote, by Kids.”

“It’s not just by kids, it is kids.” This is Joshua. “How about The Adventure of the Quixote Kids?”

“There’s more than one adventure in the play,” says Rebecca. “We could say, The Adventures of the Quixote Kids.”

“But just like Quixote in the book,” says Lily, “We are also having adventures on the road by doing the play in many different places. It’s a traveling show, like a carnival. We need to say that.”

“The Traveling Adventures of the Quixote Kids?” asks Ruth.

“Yes!” says Lily, her face opening and closing in reflexive self-doubt.

“That makes it sound like there’s more than one Quixote,” says Rebecca, Lily’s younger sister, a middle child who is as tenacious as a badger. “Or like Quixote is our father and we are all his babies.”

The group laughs at the idea.

“There is a way,” I say, “that all of you are Quixotes. You’re bravely going out into the world with your story, every one of you.”

“But people will be confused because in the show there’s only one Quixote,” says little Talia, who wept two years ago about not being able to read.

Alex, our beloved, mysterious adolescent, raises her hand. Everyone goes quiet. This is what Alex does; she waits, she listens, and then she puts things together.

“The Traveling Adventures of Kid Quixote.”

“I love that!” says Joshua. “It’s like the name of a superhero: ‘Kid Quixote!’ Sarah, you will need a cape!”

Everyone laughs.

“I’d like to add one more word,” I say. “‘Serialized.’”

“That sounds like ‘cereal,’” says Percy. “It makes me think of Captain Crunch.”

The kids all laugh.

“It means ‘in a series,’” I explain. “Like a TV series, where you keep adding stories. That’s what we’re doing, and when people read that word they will know that more adventures are coming.”

“‘Tune in next time,’” says Percy, to the delight of his adoring crowd.

“So,” says Lily, “We have The Traveling Serialized Adventures of Kid Quixote. Raise your hand if you agree.”

The agreement is unanimous.

* * *

The families of Still Waters in a Storm have left their native soil for the promise of prosperity and peace, only to run into the hard reality of the Bushwick barrio, just as Quixote leaves his village in order to live out his fantasy of heroism and discovers that the road can be hostile to dreams. His persistence despite the wide and heavy obstacles in his path runs parallel to the undeniable determination of these families, the parents who risked everything to come to this country, and now parallel to their children who are remaking classic Spanish literature as a bilingual vessel for their own stories and the stories of their people and traveling together in defiance of biases.

The word translate comes from the Latin, meaning “carry across.” Translation, across languages and borders and cultures and identities and generations, is a fundamental experience of these children and their families. They live in two worlds and must always move between the two, the children often helping their parents, for whom the duality of the immigrant life is especially difficult, by negotiating between Spanish and English at school, the doctor’s office, or in court. The multiple ways The Traveling Serialized Adventures of Kid Quixote crosses art forms, history, geography, gender, fiction, and reality in addition to language widen the very idea of translation.

After three of a projected five years devoted to this project, the kids continue all of these crossings—while also teaching me how to speak Spanish—as a group, negotiating every word of dialogue, every lyric and note, until they reach consensus. They perform their ever-growing work in non-theatrical settings, such as private homes of the rich and poor, college classrooms, and government offices (including City Hall), places where friends of Still Waters have invited us.

This is their brave, public response to the nationwide scapegoating and persecution of their people, fueled by a government trading in xenophobia and hate: the kids manufacture a cooperative belonging. Having all ages sit around the same table recreates our ancestral tribe, an extended family where the big ones care for the little ones and the little ones, in return, with naïve gratitude and silliness, lift up their hearts. Seeing through each other’s eyes, benefiting from multiple visions and a variety of truths that widen our understanding of everyone, we all feel loved and necessary.

Collective storytelling and choral singing are ways of making a community in class, in rehearsal, and—with the consent of the audience—in performance. These compositions and presentations are emotional, imaginative art and deliberate social action. The children are showing that they belong, in our group, in Spanish and in English, in all neighborhoods, and in the worlds of literature, higher education, and civic power.

They belong in this country, and this project will carry on—beyond five years if necessary—until the whole country agrees.
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The Rescuing Song

A girl is born. A sweet and goofy girl.

She is born to throw thunderbolts at those who trample down the tenderness of things.

She learns to speak Spanish and English.

She contains multitudes.

This girl lives in a Brooklyn barrio, where her father teaches her how to defend herself on the streets, and she carries inside her Mexico, the countryside where her mother as a child daily dug up potatoes and harvested corn—corn that was blue, red, white, and yellow. She crushed the corn between two rocks, making flour for the tortillas cooked on a flat stone above a fire out in the field. After dark, all nine children and two parents slept on a dirt floor in a one-room wooden shack. They had no electricity and rarely a candle. In the fields the children would tie a rope to a tree branch to make a swing and play pretend that rocks were cars. They were poor, and most days a total of two tortillas was all each person was allowed to eat, but no one ever got sick.

The girl carries inside her the violence of her mother’s father, a man who would drink alcohol and beat his wife and daughter, whipping them with ropes and hitting them with the fallen branches of trees. He told them they were not allowed to go to school because they couldn’t afford a pencil, and school was a waste of time when there was food to be gathered in the fields. His wife found a discarded pencil in the village and hid it at home so that her daughter could practice writing in secret.

That daughter, the girl’s mother, would eventually walk for more than two weeks across the burning desert sand, carrying nothing, avoiding snakes and going days without water, to climb over a wall into the promised land.

The girl’s mother has stopped the legacy of violence. She has never raised a hand in anger, except once, when she held up a leather belt as a warning to her misbehaving children and the girl asked, “Are you going to do what your father did?”

The girl never speaks an unkind word to anyone. When asked what she would say to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents, she says, “Please stop doing what you’re doing.” She would not insult them, but suggests that they might try living in a cage or walking across the desert—not as revenge or punishment, but to better understand what migrant people are suffering. Empathy can bring understanding and wisdom.

“Their hearts need to grow, like flowers,” she says. “Flowers need water and dirt and sunshine to grow. The hearts of ICE need to be loved; they need the enjoying of something, or hanging out with friends; they need the celebrating of themselves, and beauty and nature.”

This kindness is her thunderbolt.

The girl has learned from her mother, who learned in turn from her mother, always to say, “Please” and “Thank you.” These are not just superficial manners. She approaches everyone with genuine respect and gratitude.

Her heart beats at twice the normal rate for children her age, her mother says.

Her name is Sarah, she is seven years old, and she is Kid Quixote.

* * *

At Still Waters in a Storm, the day after the 2016 United States federal election, about a dozen of my students and I sit around our table—which really is four tables pushed together, surrounded by chairs—ready to continue our ongoing collective translation of Don Quixote de la Mancha from Spanish into English. The surface is stacked with copies of the novel in Spanish, Spanish-English dictionaries, a Latin dictionary, an etymological dictionary of English, books of synonyms in Spanish and in English, and a big coffee cup full of sharpened pencils.

But we can’t begin, because no one can speak. The silence is alive and monstrous. Goliath has been chosen ruler by riding a wave of racist hatred against immigrants, a rolling, roaring fire that burns but gives no light. The lives of my students and their families have been plunged into fresh horror. We use the names Goliath and ruler to remind us that such horrors have risen before, and to seek solace and resolve in the patterns of myth and history. Giants have come and gone.

Early in 2017, after the swearing in of the new ruler, The Legal Aid Society distributes a flyer to schools and community centers in New York—in Spanish and in English—warning migrants, in all-capital and boldface letters, not to open the door. Migrants are being hunted by officers of ICE, and while New York is officially a “Sanctuary City” where the immigration status of residents is supposed to be protected, nothing is sacred anymore. I post a copy of the warning on our bulletin board and give a copy to each of the families I work with. They trust me with their children’s safety every weekday after regular school is over and all of Saturday afternoon.

In class we speak about the very real danger the children face, the danger of separation from their parents. We talk about the “Cold Room” where ICE agents confine refugees, a room held at a very low temperature, where the asylum-seekers are fed frozen peanut butter sandwiches.

The children in their fear remind me of sparrows: tiny birds who gather in bushes and chirp to each other before a coming storm. Sparrows never seem able to relax. Even when they’re not hopping or flying, their heads keep moving, turning swiftly, rotating in at least a dozen directions in quick glances of precise panic, scanning the sky for falling doom.

“Why do they hate us?” asks Miriam, a guarded eleven-year-old girl who brings her pet birds to class in a box with a hole in the top and lets them fly around in the bathroom. “They don’t even know us.”

“That’s why,” says Joshua, the







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/9780062934086_Cover.jpg
“A picture of what education in America could and perhaps should be.”
—ANDREW SOLOMON, National Book Award-winning author
of The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression

The One-Room School Where
Everyone Listens to Everyone

STEPHEN HAFF

FORMERLY PUBLISHED AS KID QUIXOTES





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
A Group of Students, Their Teacher, and the
One-Room School Where Everything Is Possible

Cepper Hatf

D

HarperOne

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





