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Chapter 1: The Animals Don't Care






The school bus stopped at the zoo entrance at nine-fifteen on a Thursday morning in May. The girls hurried off, full of noise and energy, their white blouses shining in the San Diego sun and their maroon plaid, pleated skirts swaying as they reached the pavement. Anna Maria Rodriguez was the third to step down. She waited at the bottom for Rosalinda, who always dropped something—this time it was her lunch bag. Waiting for her was simply what you did.

Their teacher, Miss Vargas, counted heads with one hand pressed flat against her chest like she was pledging allegiance to her own anxiety. Twenty-two girls. All present. She exhaled and waved them forward, her silver bracelet catching the light.

The zoo was already filling up on a weekday morning. Young parents steered strollers with the focused precision of people running late. An elderly couple moved arm in arm, the man pointing at a peacock that sat on a low wall as if it owned the place. And there were the women—women about Anna Maria's mother's age but wearing the kind of linen slacks that stayed pressed without effort, the kind of sunglasses that sat perfectly on their noses as if they had been made for exactly those faces. Those women walked differently than the girls' mothers walked. Not faster or slower. Just like the path cleared ahead of them without being asked.

Anna Maria noticed this as naturally as she noticed the weather. No one had taught her; she just sensed it.

The girls moved together through the first stretch of the zoo, past the flamingos that stood in the shallow water like pink candles burning at both ends. Past the tortoises that inched through their exhibit with the unhurried dignity of creatures that had decided long ago that hurrying solved nothing. Rosalinda grabbed Anna Maria's elbow near the reptile house. "I'm not going in there," she whispered, loud enough for four people to hear. "Those things have no eyelids. They can never stop looking at you."

Anna Maria laughed. She always laughed at Rosalinda. Some people made everything funnier without even trying, and Rosalinda was like that. Anna Maria thought it was a gift, even if she couldn't say it that way. It just felt good, like drinking water when you were thirsty.

They didn't ride the double-decker buses that rolled along the paved paths, narrating the exhibits through speakers while passengers looked down on the animals from above. The buses cost extra. Everyone in the group understood this without it being said. The understanding settled into their morning the way sand settles to the bottom of a glass of water—always there, always still, not something you stirred up. The girls didn't talk about the buses. They watched one roll past with its second deck full of tanned arms resting on the railing, and then they looked at something else.








