IT'S HER EYES


My name is Maria and I live in Pomona, a small town not far from Los Angeles. This is the story of a field trip my class took a few months ago, just after we had finished reading "Charlotte's Web". Our teacher, Mr. Anderson, told us we'd visit a farm. He promised that we'd see pigs, cows, chickens, and sheep. He said the farm was a sanctuary. At the time, I didn't know what that meant. 

Everyone was excited about the trip. Right after Mr. Anderson finished talking, Jason, one of the boys, clapped his hands and yelled out, "Bananas!" Jason was the most annoying boy I'd ever met. He couldn't keep his mouth shut and he'd do anything to get the other kids to laugh. He had to sit in the front row so that Mr. Anderson could keep an eye on him. Every so often, Jason said something that simply made no sense. What did bananas have to do with a farm? 

Jason had light blond hair and freckles on his arms and face. His ears stuck out from the side of his head. The next thing I heard was Jason again, "Is that the farm where cows lick your face? Yuchhhh!" He turned in his seat so that we could all see him and made a really gross face. Then he pulled on his ears so that they stuck out even more and shook his head quickly back and forth saying, "Yuchhhhhhhhhhh! Slimy!" All the kids laughed. 

"Are we going to see Wilbur?" asked one girl. 

My best friend, Annie, called out, "What about Charlotte? Is there going to be a spider who spells with her web?" Annie sits across the room from me. She has long brown hair in a pony tail. We all knew that we wouldn't see Wilbur and that spiders can't spell. We were just having fun. 

Then Jason said, "Maybe we'll see a web that spells" and here he tried to make his voice sound like a vampire, "Come to me fly. I'll drink your blood!" He faced the class again and put his top teeth over his lower lip, trying to look bloodthirsty. The class laughed again. 

When Mr. Anderson got annoyed, he would straighten his glasses with his left hand. He did that now and raised his right hand. He didn't say a word. This was the signal for the class to be quiet. The kids settled down, and Mr. Anderson said, "Now, I want you to be respectful to the animals. We're going to see a lot of them close-up. It will be interesting." 

I looked across the room at Annie, and she glanced back at me. We hoped that Mr. Anderson would let us be field trip partners. We are more than best friends. We'd been born on the same day, in the same hospital, and we'd grown up on the same street. We played together almost every day. As a result, our teachers never let us sit together in class. "You'll just talk and won't learn anything," they said. 

After school, Annie's mom picked us up. In the car, we told her about the field trip and Annie said, "I hope they don't kill pigs at this farm." 

Annie's mom said, "Don't worry, honey. It's a sanctuary. They don't kill animals there." 
On the day of the trip we had to get to school an hour early. Mom made some of her special hot chocolate . . . a treat that she usually made only on holidays! When we got to school, Annie and I stood around with the rest of the class waiting for the bus. The early morning was bright and cool and we shivered a little in our light jackets. 

Mr. Anderson was pairing students for the day and making notes on a clipboard. "I know you two want to be partners," he said to us, "and since it's a field trip, I'm going to put you together. . . . But I also want you to sit with Jason and to stay with him at the sanctuary. Don't let him get into any trouble." 

The joy that Annie and I felt about being paired sank right to the ground at our feet. "Not Jason, Mr. Anderson," we said together. 

"He's so annoying," I explained. 

"It's up to you, girls," Mr. Anderson said, adjusting his glasses. "If you want to sit together, you have to make sure that Jason doesn't get into trouble. Besides, he's not so bad once you get to know him. He just doesn't know how to make friends. That's why he tries to make everyone laugh all the time." 

Being together was worth putting up with just about anyone, so we agreed. 

Mr. Anderson told us to sit on the long seat at the back of the bus. Just as the bus started to leave, Jason tried to make a joke, but I glared at him and told him to shut up. After that, he didn't say a word and just sat there staring straight ahead. That was a relief. 

As the bus turned into the farm, I had an idea about how to punish Jason for the fact that Mr. Anderson made us spend the day with him. I started with, "Hey, Jason, is it really true that a kid got licked by a cow?" 

"Sure, it happened to a kid in Mrs. Chen's class. Last week they went to the same farm we're going to." 

I said, "Well, I don't believe you. I've never heard of cows licking people. I think you made it up." 

"I didn't make it up. That's what he said. And cows do too lick people." 

Annie joined in, "No, they don't. They eat grass. Who ever heard of a cow licking a person?" 

"They do, too. That cow licked Juan. You can ask him." 

I said, "I wouldn't believe a friend of yours and I don't believe you. But if you want to prove it, why don't you get yourself licked today?" 

Jason's face fell. "I never said I got licked by a cow. I said Juan got licked. And he's not my friend, he just told me that." 

Annie smiled at Jason. "I know, but Juan's not here to back you up, even if we would believe him . . . which we wouldn't anyway. And he's still alive isn't he? He didn't die from getting licked by a cow." 

This was too good. I said, "I've got a used Kleenex if you need to wipe your face. If you're so sure this happened, why don't you prove it? And then you'd be the only one in class who's been licked by a cow!" 

"Well . . . " said Jason. I was amazed; he was actually considering it. "If I go up to a cow and get a lick, will you go next? Same thing, full in the face?" Annie gave me a poke in the ribs and shook her head, "no way". 

Well, I had to think about this. First, I had no intention of allowing a big old cow to lick my face. But also, I knew that Jason was bluffing. He'd never go through with it. 

"O.K." I said. "If you do it, I'll do it, too. But I bet you don't have the guts to get close enough to a cow so that she can lick your face." 

By that time, the bus was pulling into the parking lot of the farm. It had a stone house and a large red barn, just like other farms. Fields separated by fences stretched out in all directions. A man in coveralls, with white in his hair and a red bandana on his neck, waved to us. 

Soon the entire class was standing in front of the house and the man with the coveralls and bandana talked to us. "This farm is different because we don't kill any animals, we don't send them to the slaughterhouse, we don't milk the cows, and we don't take the wool from the sheep. This is a farm for the animals, so that they can live out their normal lives in peace. It's a sanctuary farm." 

"Where do you get the animals from?" Mr. Anderson asked. 

"If an animal is lucky enough to escape from a slaughterhouse, the police will sometimes bring the animal here. Sometimes, we go to the slaughterhouse. They aren't allowed to sell the meat of an animal that can't stand up, so they don't go to the expense of killing them. They call them 'downers'. We take those animals and nurse them back to health and they live here." 

Annie raised her hand. "What about Wilbur the pig? Do you have Wilbur here?" Some of the kids giggled. Mr. Anderson frowned and adjusted his glasses. 

"Yes, we have a pig here named Wilbur. He's not the pig in the story. He's one of our heroes because he broke out of a cage when they were taking him to the slaughterhouse and went running down the street." 

Mr. Anderson said, "O.K. class, we've got a free hour. You can go and look at the animals. Be careful and be respectful. The people in blue T-shirts are volunteers who gave up their day to take care of the animals. You can ask them any questions you want. Remember to meet back here in an hour." 

"Come on," I said to Jason, "Let's go find your cow." He swallowed hard. 

"You've got to do it, too," he said. 

"But, you've got to do it first," I replied. It seemed as if Jason looked kind of pale, except for his ears which seemed to be a little red. 

The barn was close to the house and dark inside. It had the dry, crisp scent of straw and the heavy, dark-wet smell of cow droppings. At first, coming in from the sunlight, it was hard to see and the only thing we could make out was the huge white face of a very large, scary cow. This cow was twice as tall as Jason or me and white all over. It looked as if it was as big as a truck. I'd never seen an animal that size in all my life, except maybe the elephant at the zoo. Its face alone must have been two feet long and it seemed a lot bigger looming out from the dark of the barn. The massive cow just stood there, its jaws working, chewing and chewing. 

We all stopped. Annie said, "Wow!" 

Jason turned to walk out of the barn, but I pushed him toward the cow and said, "Oh, no you don't! Meet the cow that's going to give you a big fat lick." Jason's face was white, almost as white as the cow, except for his standout ears which were now bright red. He didn't say a word. 

"Hi kids, what's up?" It was one of the farm volunteers. She was tall with close cropped black hair. She looked about the same age as my cousin who's in college, but I have trouble guessing the ages of older people. She wore the bright blue shirt of a volunteer at the farm. She patted the side of the cow. "You want to meet Bessie? She's my favorite cow on the place. My name is Raisha. What are your names?" 

Annie answered. "I'm Annie and this is my best friend, Maria. And this is Jason. He wants to get licked by a cow. What's your name again?" 

"Raisha," said the volunteer. She looked at Jason and grinned. "Are you all right? You seem kind of pale." 

Annie said, "Raisha, they're here on a dare. Maria dared Jason to get licked by a cow and he dared her back. So, if he gets a lick, she has to get the next one." 

Jason looked sick and the sicker he looked, the better I felt. 

"Well," Raisha said, "Who's going first?" She looked from Jason and then to me. Neither of us moved. 

Annie came to my rescue, kinda. "He's going to go first, and then Maria." 

Raisha came up to Jason and said, "O.K. Jason, let me tell you why I like old Bessie so much. She's about ten years old. She was a dairy cow, and for years, she was hooked up to one of those electronic milking machines. For five long years she lived that way, and each year the dairy farmers got her pregnant and each year when she had her baby, they took it away, and each year Bessie mourned for her baby. The dairy farmers keep their cows pregnant because it means they'll give more milk, but the baby gets taken away just after birth. And then, when Bessie stopped producing a lot of milk, the farmer was going to sell her to a company that would grind her up for hamburger. But when they came to take her to the slaughterhouse, Bessie was so tired and worn out from giving milk all those years that she had fallen down and couldn't get up. And so, the farmer called the sanctuary and we brought her here. That was about four years ago. She's a healthy cow now. She's even got a new baby to take care of. It's an orphan goat named Punkie. Bessie takes care of Punkie like she was that goat's mother." 

Annie said, "Will she lick him?" Annie wanted to see Jason run away like a coward. 

"Oh sure," said Raisha. "Bessie gives great kisses." She came up to Jason, took his hand, and started to lead him to the cow. 

Now was the time. I expected Jason to bolt and run --- but he didn't. Raisha talked to him softly. "Now don't be afraid. I'll be with you the whole time. Bessie and I are good friends and she's the gentlest old girl you'll ever meet." 

Jason was still pale and his ears were redder than ever, but he didn't run away. 

Now I got nervous. I could feel sweat dripping down my back, and my knees were a little weak. Was he really going to do it? 

"Put your hands up to the sides of her face . . . very gently. That's the signal that you want a kiss." 

I still expected Jason to turn and run, but his hands slowly moved to the side of the cow's face. I saw her tongue, large, gray and rough, move from the bottom of Jason's face to the very top. After the cow had licked him, Jason stood there for a minute with his hands up on the sides of the cow's face just looking at her. Then he turned toward me, his eyes glistening with tears. 

He said in a soft voice, "You don't have to get licked Maria, if you don't want to. It's O.K." He said to Raisha, "Thank you." 

Well, I couldn't let Jason go back to school and say that I'd run out on a dare, and anyway, the lick hadn't seemed to hurt him. He actually seemed to like it. Why should it hurt me? 

As Raisha took me by the hand, Jason whispered in my ear, "It's her eyes. Look into her eyes." 

Well, I got kissed that day by Bessie. A large gentle tongue licked my face -- and I looked into deep, brown, sad eyes that were full of love. 

Annie got kissed that day, too. Afterwards, she, Jason and I spent the rest of the hour helping Raisha get straw for Bessie. It was one of the best times I had all year. 


And Jason? Well it turns out that Jason isn't so bad after all. Since our trip to the sanctuary, Annie and I hang out with him quite a bit. He doesn't say strange things anymore, but he still likes to make kids laugh. In fact, most of the time, he's a pretty funny guy. 
The end.
"It's Her Eyes" was written by James Frieden and Deborah Elliott. It is based on an experience that Deborah Elliott had with a cow at Animal Acres, a sanctuary farm in Acton, California.
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