
Chapter Twenty:  “Oh, the Places You’ll Go!” 

 

“We had no place to go before this group. Even our doctors usually said to institutionalize the 

child or take them home and give them all the love you can.” Nadine Moroski 
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Special Story: 

Happy Hearts Helped Me Patch My Leaky Sneakers and Go Places! 

by Kathy Covert (Warnes) 

…”Onward up many a frightening creek, though your arms may get sore and your sneakers may leak. 
Oh! The places you'll go!”  

Dr. Seuss, Oh, The Places You'll Go! 

My eight-year-old self watched my mother and dad open the gate of the white picket fence 

around our house in Ecorse, Michigan.  I didn’t want to look at the baby in her arms, especially 

since I already knew he was a boy and his name was Kim.  It didn’t even help that as the oldest 

child, she trusted me with the information that Kim’s brain had been damaged when he was born 

and he couldn’t learn as fast as the rest of us did. I wasn’t surprised to hear that he wouldn’t learn 

as fast as I could because my girlfriends and I already knew that girls were MUCH smarter than 

boys! 

My mom asked me to help her take special care of Kim because he learned more slowly than my 

three other brothers. I looked at that howling baby named Kim who seemed more like another 

babysitting bother than a baby brother. Little did I know that we both would end up at a school 

called Happy Hearts in Ashtabula, Ohio, at different times in our lives.  Then, I was more 

interested in hurrying to my school to stick out my tongue at the boy in the seat behind me. I 

would rather have worn a ruffled dress to school than to admit that I had a crush on him! It was a 

lot safer to stick out my tongue at him. 

 I read to Kim because he couldn’t read himself. I read Dr, Seuss books like “The Cat in the 

Hat,” “Fox and Sox”, and “Green Eggs and Ham” to him.  Often at night while I lay in my 

bedroom doorway reading by myself under the hallway light and ready to hurry back to bed as 

soon as I heard parental footsteps, my mother and father’s voices arguing about Kim floated up 

the stairs.  The doctor had advised them to put Kim in an institution.  

My mother scrambled for hope. In my mother’s 1950s, 1960s having a retarded child time, hope 

didn’t often surface. Doctors often told devastated parents to institutionalize their children and 

forget about them when all they wanted was hope that their children would be educated to the 

range of their abilities and lead a productive life. She dreamed of a better life for Kim and she 

knew that she and not the institution could find it. My father didn’t explore that dream with her.  

My father built a chain link fence from his perception of the life Kim would have and locked 

Kim firmly inside it. 

Kim watched the rest of his growing ranks of brothers and sisters go off to grade school and he 

wanted to tag along. I watched him stumble behind us. Even when the school opened its doors to 

him, Kim could only hesitate both academically and physically on the first of the concrete steps 

that the rest of us climbed so easily. He struggled to wrest letters from the squiggly shapes the 

teacher kept talking about and to understand the black marks that lived on the pages of the books.  

 My mother struggled to find patient teachers who wanted to help Kim and possessed the Special 

Education training to teach him. Kim struggled to fit into the elementary school routine.  His 

older brothers fought the playground bullies who teased him and called him a retard. I punched 
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the loudest one of them in the stomach hard enough to double him over and spit on him to seal 

the deal. I’m still not sorry for doing that.  

Some of the teachers in our schools cared enough to do what they could to help Kim, but others 

considered him a distraction and disruption in their classes. There were only a few scattered 

Special Education classes in our school district and I remember just a few generic ones in our 

high school. The “Special Education” label glowed like the neon sign on the White Castle 

Hamburger restaurant by the Detroit River. Special Education kids belonged in another world 

and most of us wanted to keep them on the outskirts of our world.  Absorbed in my own teenage 

world, I sometimes ignored Kim, and even sometimes felt a stab of resentment accompanied by a 

stab of shame because he was different, and loud. I watched how he struggled to keep up with 

my brothers. He liked to play baseball and basketball with them and sometimes they didn’t really 

want to play with him.  No one knew that he would eventually be on the Happy Hearts basketball 

team, an achievement he would loudly point out to my brothers every chance he got. 

It took moving to Geneva, Ohio, for my mother to finally find a school that would change Kim’s 

life. She enrolled him in Happy Hearts School which had been operating about eight years by the 

time he became a student. A group of local parents of special needs children founded Happy 

Hearts School in 1954, because there were no local facilities to teach their children and the 

public schools were reluctant to accept them. Community and parental support grew enough in 

pupils and teachers to merit state aide and offered a quality curriculum and qualified teachers and 

staff. The idea of a school to help special needs people develop to their full potential and lead 

happy and productive lives helped parents of retarded and developmentally disabled children 

transition from despair for their children to hope and possibility. The Happy Hearts curriculum 

enabled parents to experience the joy of viewing their children’s artwork on display in the 

community, participate in school plays and programs, and play sports. Mike DeMarino, the 

school’s music teacher, started a band, the Orff Band, that toured the country and performed at 

the Kennedy Center in New York City as well as locally and regionally.  Happy Hearts inspired 

and changed the lives of teachers, students, and parents. Happy Hearts changed Kim’s life and 

although it took a more circular path and more years, it impacted my life too.  

It took moving to Geneva, Ohio, to a farmhouse with a coal furnace to enhance Kim’s athletic 

skills. The farmhouse had a coal furnace and Kim’s chores included stoking the fire every winter 

day. By the time he graduated from Happy Hearts, he had coal fueled iron muscles that could 

sink baskets, lift boxes, and throw strike producing bowling balls.  He also participated in the 

Boy Scouts and wore his uniform like a proud parent. My Mom was the proud parent. She led 

the Happy Hearts Girl Scout troop and assisted with the Cub Scouts, and she attended all of 

Kim’s Boy Scout events. My Dad still held him at arm’s length, but Kim went places! 

From the next few stages of my life, I watched Kim from afar as I traveled to my own places, 

sometimes onward up many a frightening creek.  He graduated from Happy Hearts, and went to 

work at Ash/Craft Industries, a sheltered workshop that was part of the Happy Hearts mission of 

training and enabling mentally retarded people from birth to adulthood. At Ash/Craft he acquired 

a reputation for loud talking, (He thought he had to shout over his hearing aid) a kind heart, and a 

determined work ethic. He worked so diligently and thoroughly that his Workshop Specialists 

chose him as Worker of the Year for 1981. He glowed with pride for years after his award. Kim 

went places! 

 



 

 

Kim, second from left, is named 

Worker of the year, 1981, with my 

Mom, Dorothy Covert, standing 

proudly next to him. 

 

My arms got sore and my sneakers 

leaked as I married, divorced, and 

my daughter Jill and I moved away 

from my parents and Kim.  Jill and 

I read “The Cat in the Hat” and 

“Green Eggs and Ham” and other 

Dr. Seuss books for some of her 

bedtime stories. Jill went to an 

elementary school that 

mainstreamed retarded and 

developmentally disabled children 

and she developed a heart for them 

and skill in dealing with them and 

their problems. Even though she 

was his niece, Jill considered Kim her “better than family” friend. She liked Kim’s genuineness 

and gentleness flowing under his blustery surface.  

After working at Ash/Craft Industries for several years, Kim moved with my father and mother 

when then left Ohio for Texas. He spent years working in Texas and retired from a 

manufacturing plant there. He enjoyed living and continued to practice his hobbies including 

collecting clocks and weaving rugs.  

One of the major problems that parents with mentally retarded and developmentally disabled 

children face is ensuring who will care for their children after they die. I knew my mother had 

made arrangements for Kim, so I didn’t worry about him. In the back of my mind I took it for 

granted that if Kim did need a home, he would come with me. 

In 1994, my mother died and my father remarried a woman who couldn’t handle Kim and his 

problems. He didn’t honor the arrangements my mother had made for Kim which had provided a 

home for him until he died. When he died five years later, instead of being buried with my 

mother as she had wished, Kim is buried far away from her in another state. 

For years, I carried bitterness against my father and what I perceived as his weakness and cruelty 

toward Kim like a rock. Why would God plan such a thing for my mother and Kim? Then in 

2016, my daughter Jill who had become a pediatric nurse, died in a kayak accident. In her will 

she specified that the book, “Oh, the Places You’ll Go”, by Dr. Seuss be read at her memorial 

service and she left a copy in her things for me to find. I read this last book that Dr. Seuss wrote 

and published before his own death through my heartbroken tears over my daughter’s death. 



Most days I rocked back and forth with grief on the inside while robot-walking through my life 

on the outside. I knew God didn’t even hear me, much less have a plan for my life and the lives 

of the people I love. I believe Jill is in heaven because she loves God and God loves her, but she 

drowned because of the laws of biology and physics, not theology. 

Shortly after we moved back to Ohio from Michigan, I read in the local newspaper that Happy 

Hearts might close its doors because of financial problems, and even if it stayed open it would 

continue under different circumstances. I wanted to record its impact on Kim’s life and the lives 

of so many other parents and children and School Superintendent Anne Zeitler accepted my offer 

to write Happy Hearts and Ash/Craft Industries history.  

I didn’t imagine Happy Hearts would write the next chapter in my personal history as well. As 

part of writing the School’s history, I went to the graduation ceremonies of the last class to 

graduate from the old version of the school that has existed since 1954. The graduation speaker, 

Carol Mentges, quoted these lines from “Oh, the Places You’ll Go,” by Dr. Seuss. 

“ Congratulations! 

Today is your day. 

You're off to Great Places! 

You're off and away!” 

God’s voice has finally penetrated my fog of grief and living on automatic pilot.   Life has 

frightening creeks for all of us and we navigate them in different ways. My father navigated his 

frightening creek the only way he knew how, and forgiveness is part of God’s plan for all of us. I 

have to forgive him. 

 Retreating from life both inside ourselves and outwardly, is 

not living. As long as we are open to life’s hope and 

possibilities that God plans and provides, we can cross the 

frightening creeks and be off and away to great places that 

we help create. I am off and away again! 

The history, legacy, and hope of Happy Hearts can be off 

and away again, too. Happy Hearts has taken countless 

parents, students, teachers and many other people to good 

places where they didn’t expect to go. Let’s continue the 

journey. 

 

 

Noela Murton, a member of the Happy Hearts pre-school 

graduating class of 2018, hurries down the aisle of the 

Happy Hearts gymnasium to claim her diploma on May 25, 

2018. Ashtabula Star Beacon photo by Warren Dillaway. 

 



 

 

 

 

 


