
		
			[image: Cover image]
		

	
		HHW Roundup

		Written by _Undefined_

		
					My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic

					Original Character

					Human

					Slice of Life

		

		Description

A stallion, still acclimating to life on Earth, participates in a hazardous household waste collection event.
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The car pulls up to the curb just outside the entrance to the park. The driver gets out and opens my door so I don’t have to struggle with the handle. I get out, thank him for the ride, and as he drives away, I get out my phone and give him five stars. He played the radio too loud the entire trip, but he was nice and he had to do this early on a Saturday morning.
I almost always give the drivers five stars. The only time I ever gave a driver four stars was when he rolled through all three stop signs on the way to my house.
I’m here for my shift today with L.A. Sanitation. Today, we’re working at an event for people who need to get rid of old chemicals and machines cluttering up their homes. They drive their unwanted stuff to us, we unload and sort it, and then it goes off to facilities where it can be disposed of without hurting the planet.
I’ve lived in this world for over nine Earth months now, and I don’t think I’ll ever understand humans. Why would they make so many things like boat paint and chlorine bleach and antifreeze that can ruin the environment? Why would they put lead inside their machines, then just throw those machines away into big piles and let it eventually seep into the ground? Even when we do these pickup events, my coworkers say that the machines and chemicals we collect are just a small fraction of what the humans throw away. Why wouldn’t everyhuman do the responsible thing?
Ever since I took this job, I feel like this world makes less and less sense. Sometimes we’re assigned to clean up areas where humans who have no permanent homes set up tents so they have someplace to live. At first, I didn’t understand why the city would get in the way of the humans who just want to be nomads, but then I saw what those humans were doing to those spaces. Garbage just scattered around, attracting rats. Dangerous, used items thrown on the ground, waiting to hurt someone. One of my coworkers explained that it wasn’t fair that the homeless humans got to live for free in the city, not paying any taxes, while the ones who played by the rules had to pay for us to come and clean up their mess.
And while some of the humans wanted to be homeless, you could tell that some of them were there because they had some kind of mental problem and needed help. But I was told that we weren’t there to help them – it was likely that some of them had been offered help and they refused it, or they got help but relapsed to where they are now. We were only there to clean.
I mean, sure, Equestria has wealthy ponies and ponies who don’t have much, but the difference is so much greater here. Some humans have so little, it all fits into a tent and shopping cart; some humans have so much, they’re driving cars full of used machines to us because it’s easier to buy new machines than get the old ones repaired. It doesn’t make sense.
If it had been up to me, I never would have moved to Earth. I had a nice accounting job in Monterein that suited me well. I could have spent the rest of my career doing that and been content.
But my wife’s special talent is orthopedics. And while humans have orthopedic surgeons, none of them can magically mend broken bones without making a single incision.
It was either spend most of her time sitting around the hospital, treating one or two minor cases per day, or move to Earth where she could make a real difference. I couldn’t get in the way of her special talent.
Too bad my special talent means nothing here. If you want to be an accountant on Earth, you have to have a degree from one of their colleges. Never mind that that this is what I’m meant to do – my cutie mark even represents a balance sheet, with an equal number of bits on either side! Without that degree, no one will hire me. I couldn’t even find a job as an assistant in order to work my way up. Assistants don’t need a degree, but they do need to know how to use specific computer programs. And no one wants to hire me and pay to train me, too.
We can easily live in Los Angeles on only her salary, but I can’t just sit around the house all day. Eventually, I’ll probably learn those computer programs so I can get a job at an accounting firm. Even if they’ll never let me be an actual certified public accountant without a degree.
In the meantime, one thing that all ponies are better than humans at doing is moving heavy things. In Equestria, I’m one of the weakest stallions I know, but here, I’m the strongest member of any team I’m on. I could have gotten work at a factory or a moving company or something like that, but if I’m going to do something that doesn’t really fit me, at least I can feel like I’m making a difference.
Which is how I got this job helping keep the city clean. I’ve been doing it since June – a couple of months after I went through the depression of learning that I couldn’t even get accounting work during the busy tax-preparation season. The sanitation department calls me off and on when they have work nearby that I’d be good at. It isn’t safe for me to pick up waste with my teeth and although I’m good at using brooms and rakes, because a human has to handle the dustpan, I don’t get assigned to help sweep up the homeless areas much anymore. So it isn’t a full-time job, but that’s not a bad thing – for me, it’s a good balance of staying home to keep the house running for Tibby and going out and making money and giving me something to do.
I’ve arrived at today’s event a little early, so I check out the park. One of the many things about Los Angeles that took some getting used to is how so much of it is covered by concrete. Our house has a small lawn, but it’s still nice to feel the dirt and grass under my hooves. Even if the grass hasn’t been getting enough water.
I want to gallop a lap or two around the park, but it’s already a little bit warm. Considering how hot it’s going to get and how much physical labor I’ll be doing today, I’d better not wear myself out early.
So I wander over to where I’ll be working, in the parking lot next to the park. It’s about time to start setting up, so I help by rolling out the plastic sheets that will cover the ground. Then I help pull the orange cones off the dolly and put them into place to show the drivers where to go. Other workers are setting up canopies and the boxes and pallets that we need to keep everything organized.
Once everything is set up, it’s time for us to put on our Tyvek suits – we each wear a white, loose-fitting, full-body garment that’s designed to protect us from any chemicals that might accidentally get on us. Since I’m only lifting machines, it isn’t really necessary, but better safe than sorry. Although as proof of how unlikely it is, none of us have to wear anything over our faces. The humans have to wear protective gloves and footwear, and I have to wear four protective boots.
A couple cars arrive early, but we make them wait until the official starting time of 9:00 before letting them in. Before the cars get to us, they have to talk to some high school volunteers. First, the volunteers check to see whether the cars are even allowed to come in – only residents of certain places are allowed to drop off their things here. I don’t understand why we would say no if somebody has a machine that they want to responsibly get rid of, but if they don’t pay taxes to this county, we’re not allowed to help them.
Then the volunteers ask whether each car has sharp objects in it. Things like needles have to go to a separate area to be thrown away because we don’t want anybody to accidentally get pricked by something that might be contaminated.
Finally, each car makes it to the area where I’m stationed. The driver unlocks their trunk or back door – human cars are designed so they can do this without leaving the driver’s seat – and we take out everything in the back.
Some cars only have one or two things; some are stuffed as full as possible. We have enough workers that we can usually unload two cars at a time. Because I can’t easily reach into the cars like the humans can, I just hang around until they get to one of the heavier machines – say, a microwave or an older, boxy television with a glass screen – and then one of the humans puts it on my back so I can carry it to the appropriate pile.
We have sections for each type of machine – the flat televisions go in one spot, the small kitchen devices go in another spot, and so on. Some of the machines, like microwaves and computers, stack easily by themselves on the pallets. Others, like printers and vacuum cleaners, have to be dumped into boxes on the pallets because otherwise they’d fall all over the place.
There are also barrels for small items like light bulbs and batteries, as well as places for chemicals like paint and cleaning fluids. But I’m almost never in those areas – when my coworkers pick up those lighter items, they put them on carts so they don’t have to balance a bunch of little things in their arms. I can easily push the carts, but so can the humans.
I’m always the only pony at these events – I’ve never even seen another pony come through the line. By this point, I’ve worked with most of my coworkers before, and we all get along fine. Once every so often, a human who clearly hasn’t had much interaction with ponies yet will need help with something heavy, so they’ll whistle for me like I’m their pet dog. Then I have to gently tell them that they can call for me by my name like they would any of their other coworkers.
One human – his name is Luis – has worked with me at a few different jobs now. He’s always looking out for me. One time, when a human tried to call me over by saying “Here boy,” Luis confronted him immediately, demanding that he show me the same respect he’d show any other person. I had to be the one to calm Luis down.
It does get frustrating, being treated like an animal every now and then, but I have to be the bigger pony and keep the peace. Some of the humans don’t want us on Earth at all – I don’t need to give them any actual reasons to hate us.
By 10:30, it’s already getting hot – my Tyvek suit may be white, but it still acts like an insulator for my body heat. The weatherpeople knew it was going to be really hot today, so we have a big dispenser filled with cold water that all of us visit regularly. I’ve also got a couple of bottles of Gatorade waiting in my bags so I have a way to replace my electrolytes.
A lot of the humans are wearing hats to keep the sun off their faces. I wish I had thought of that, but I didn’t bring one and human hats don’t fit me.
Cars are coming to the event at a pretty steady rate, so we’re always moving. On rare occasion, someone will try to drop off a really big machine, like a stove. We have to tell them that we can’t take anything that large, and then they get angry. Probably because they went to the trouble of loading the machine into their car in the first place. I feel bad, but it isn’t our fault that they didn’t read the list correctly before coming here.
A couple of cars try to bring us old tires, which we also don’t accept. One of my coworkers said that once, someone wanted them to take a worn-out recliner. That doesn’t even make sense to try to bring to an event that says it’s for hazardous household waste.
Nothing out of the ordinary happens during the morning. By the time I get to take my lunch break, the heat is getting really bad. They say that humans have been around for thousands of years – just like ponies – but I can’t understand how they’ve managed to accomplish so much without conquering something as basic as the weather. Plenty of pegasi whose talents are weather control have immigrated here, but right now, they’re all working to eliminate hurricanes and typhoons before they move on to temperature regulation.
I try not to think about that, though. Even among the humans who are okay with ponies coming to Earth, some of them only want the ponies who can help with Earth problems. And once they found out that earth ponies aren’t miracle workers – nopony can make non-native crops grow in the desert – humans seem to care more about pegasi and unicorns. It makes me miss Equestria, where I know we’re all equal.
As soon as my lunch break begins, I take off my suit. There’s no breeze, so the sweat isn’t evaporating away, but I still feel a little better. I want to dump cold water all over myself, but that’s for drinking only.
The Gatorade tastes really good.
As I eat, Luis checks up on me to make sure I’m doing okay. Everyone is reapplying sunscreen, and I’m sure to do the same.
During the second half of the day, the heat is wearing all of us down. I’m sure we’re not unloading cars quite as quickly as we were this morning, and every movement takes a little extra effort. I try to spend as much time as I can under the canopies, even though it isn’t much cooler there. I also have to remember not to touch any of the stacks of machines with my muzzle, because after spending hours exposed directly to the sun, the metal and plastic are extremely hot.
There are rarely any breaks in the procession of cars, and all of the stacks and piles of collected materials are quickly growing. If this is just a fraction of what the humans get rid of, I don’t even want to imagine how much is being thrown away irresponsibly.
I receive my final 15-minute break during the last 15 minutes of collection. I had specifically requested that scheduling because once the collection is over, I don’t have to keep my suit on – having my break now allows me to take it off 15 minutes early. This is the only situation where I envy the humans and their hairless skin.
Los Angeles is one of the most populated cities in the country – why would they put such a large city in such a hot place?
At 3:00, the volunteers have to start turning cars away because we need time to pack everything up. The first time I worked at one of these events, I thought I’d have to help lift the stacks of machines and boxes filled with chemicals, but it turned out that that’s what the pallets are for – one of the humans just operates a forklift to load everything into the trucks. Instead, I help put away the orange cones.
With so many of us helping, it doesn’t take long to turn the space into a parking lot again. As we wrap up, I mention that I’m not looking forward to ordering a ride back to my house – I’m all sweaty and no matter how much I apologize, it’s going to hurt my passenger rating. Luis offers to take me in his car, even though it’s out of his way. I feel bad about accepting, especially when he refuses to let me pay him. Finally, we agree that I’ll buy him a smoothie on the way back. Although that isn’t nearly fair enough.
I’m not sure which turns out to be better – drinking the smoothie or simply getting to sit inside the air-conditioned Jamba Juice. He’s really interested in all the ways Equestria is different than Earth, so most of our conversation is me telling him about home.
He seems a little surprised when he pulls up to my house. As he lets me out of the car, I thank him repeatedly for the ride and ask him again if I can give him some money, but he still says no.
Even though I’m feeling better after the smoothie, the first thing I do when I get inside is take a cool shower. Tibby isn’t scheduled to get off work for another couple of hours, so after the shower, I take a little time to relax and read the newspaper. Newspapers here are a lot thicker than the ones in Monterein.
I also have to figure out what to do about dinner. After the day I had, the last thing I want to do is turn on the oven and heat the whole kitchen, so I think I’ll just make some spaghetti. Once it gets closer to the time Tibby will be back, I start to prepare the salad while a couple of slices of garlic bread cook in the toaster oven. The sheer number of different machines the humans have invented may be overwhelming, but I have to admit, this little oven is really convenient.
When there are just a couple of minutes left to go on the bread, Tibby comes in – I greet her in the living room with a kiss on the cheek. Then, as I start to boil the water for the spaghetti, she tells me how her day went.
Because her specialty is bone health, most of her patients are elderly, so she has to deal with a fair number of older humans who don’t trust a unicorn doctor. Although they change their tune once they see what she can do for them.
She had one patient today who was especially patronizing to her. As she tells me how he kept trying to pet her mane while asking her when the doctor would arrive – apparently he thought she was some kind of nurse/therapy dog – I step over to nuzzle her and try to make her feel better.
But then she tells me about an emergency that she had to attend to this afternoon. A little human girl, who had broken her forearm pretty badly, came in with two adult women. One of the adults was just as distraught as the girl. The other one, who had driven them in, was trying to keep them both calm.
When she saw them, Tibby took a deep breath and walked over, hoping that the fact she was a pony wouldn’t make the situation worse. As soon as the little girl saw her, she was too overcome with curiosity to keep crying. Tibby was able to say hello, calm the girl down, and make a pass with her magic to diagnose the problem. The distraught woman panicked when she saw the girl’s arm glow, but the other woman told her it was okay.
Then Tibby had to have the girl get an x-ray – an unnecessary step the humans make her take. She already knew where the breaks were and how to fix them, but for legal reasons, there has to be a picture on file.
The distraught woman was the girl’s mother – of course the calm woman would be the one left in the waiting room for the rest of the treatment. Before Tibby led the girl and her mother to the x-ray, that woman did her best to try to get the mother to stop panicking. Luckily, the girl was too focused on Tibby to pick up on her mother’s emotions.
After the x-ray, Tibby said that she was going to apply magic to repair the damage. The mother looked terrified, but the girl was fascinated by Tibby’s glowing horn.
Naturally, the procedure went flawlessly – after all, it’s Tibby’s specialty – and Tibby finished by applying a splint and telling the girl to leave it on for the next 24 hours. To be honest, the splint wasn’t necessary, but it makes the humans feel better. They just can’t believe that a unicorn could completely mend a broken bone so quickly.
While the mother talked to the receptionist, the little girl hugged Tibby with her good arm and said thank you. Tibby told her she was welcome, then turned to the woman who had been left behind in the waiting room and asked how she was related to them.
And that’s when she found out that the other woman didn’t know the little girl or the mother at all. She had just seen that the two of them were too scared by the girl’s broken arm to think straight, so she dropped everything she was doing so she could drive them over and make sure that everything turned out okay.
I’ll never fully understand Earth. But at least parts of it make sense.

			Author's Notes: 
Full disclosure: I made a lot of assumptions about what it’s like to work at a hazardous household waste collection event. I’m not even completely sure who would actually be hired to staff one. I couldn’t find any accounts describing the workers’ experience, so don’t presume that any of this story is “official” regarding how an event like that works behind the scenes.


	images/cover.jpg





