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Day of
kicking
caffeine
grinds on

You reach a point in life when you get your own
birthday presents, and I’m done with the shoes and
jewelry.

I want a gift that will cost me nothing but exact
an enormous price on everyone around me.

It comes doctor-recommended. It is completely
and shamelessly selfish.

The gift of a caffeine-free life.

■  ■  ■

Easier to win Miss America. Go one-on-one
against Kobe Bryant. Calculate the national debt.

Sitting at my desk, throbbing head in hands, I
remember the neighbor I chatted with an hour ear-
lier. An incurable smoker, she sat parked on the
shoulder with a cigarette hoisted out the window in
her outstretched left hand.

My monkey is so bad, I can’t judge her. Caffeine
has been my lifelong companion.

Then the 40s come to call, and suddenly it’s all
about denial. Say goodbye to red meat, pizza, tequi-
la shots.

You tell yourself age is just a number, like the chil-
dren’s soccer score.

Then a degreed professional says caffeine might
be what’s sapping the calcium from your bones.
How much do you drink, they ask. How long is the
day?

You can ignore what they say and become Jabba
the Hutt in drag.

Or do one spectacularly difficult thing for no one
else but you.

■  ■  ■

I shall feel like a queen. I shall snap at people and
suck oranges for energy and lie down for naps and
get up even crankier. The kids can do their laundry;
I’m too tired. They can wake themselves up in the
morning or skip school. They can live with my self-
ishness and there’s more where that came from.

I just might spend all day Saturday on my hair
and nails.

■  ■  ■

Noon. The deadline I always gave myself to stop
pumping the brown stuff as a guard against insom-
nia. A co-worker comes to me with a question. I
TALKED TO YOU ALREADY. About this same
thing? YES, ABOUT THIS SAME THING. I see his
lips move and I want to pound, pound, pound my
head on the desk. Was I speaking Spanish earlier?
Or DID YOU NOT HEAR ME?

Must leave for lunch. Must walk to Starbucks.
“Give me the strongest-tasting decaf you have,” I
snarl and he offers a tour of the store. No thank
you, just a bag of ground Komodo Dragon. “Shall I
put it in a bag?” No, massage it in my hair. 
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Is ‘perfect’ rule flawed?
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Middleton senior Daniel Oquendo, 18, who hasn’t missed a
day of school in more than five years, signs a friend’s
yearbook during the perfect attendance assembly. 

■ Students who never miss a day of
school can waive final exams. It’s a
powerful incentive, but not everyone
likes it.

By ELISABETH DYER
Times Staff Writer

TAMPA — For coming to school every day all year,
junior Monica Rivera earned two rewards: a $25 gift cer-
tificate from University Mall and a pass to skip her ana-
lytic geometry exam.

“I don’t like missing a day, even if I’m sick,” said
Monica, who was among 215 of 2,200 students honored

at a perfect-attendance party Monday at Middleton High
School.   Monica is one of thousands of high schoolers in
the district who are exempting one or all of their exams
under a school district policy designed to encourage
good attendance. While students enjoy incentives like
gift certificates, MP3 players and even cars, what really
motivates them is the opportunity to get out of exams,
many say.

Hillsborough County began the exemptions in 1997 to
boost attendance, particularly among middle and high
school students. District officials hoped to improve high
school attendance from an average 89 percent to 96 percent.

“It gives them the incentive to go ahead and go,” said
Candy Olson, a School Board member since 1994.

By DEMORRIS LEE
Times Staff Writer

UNIVERSITY AREA — Tyler Sexton sat
in a restaurant, munching on a chicken
sandwich with iced tea, his conversation
veering from his plans for the summer to
the quality of play in the NBA and NFL.

Normal, casual talk typical of a 19-year-
old who had just polished off his freshman

year at the University of South Florida. But
when it came time to leave, the normalcy
changed. Out came Danny from under the
table, then came the stares.

None of that bothered Sexton.
Brandishing a broad smile, he put a har-
ness on Danny, a golden and Labrador
retriever mix. With a visible limp, the 6-
foot-4 youth with blond, mousse-spiked

hair made his way to the counter.
People assume Sexton is blind, but the dog

is simply his balance. His independence.
A Palm Harbor native who has cerebral

palsy, Sexton is believed to be the first per-
son in the country to get around with the
aid of a service dog and a two-wheeled
Segway transporter.

HOPE IN MOTION

Tyler Sexton has been beating odds since the day he was born. 
Cerebral palsy still affects his movement, but not his spirit.
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Tyler Sexton and his service dog Danny travel across the USF campus for a little exercise recently. Sexton, who was diagnosed with
cerebral palsy as a child, rides a Segway to help him get around and his dog helps with balance problems, because he is prone to falls. 
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