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I
t was the selfie photo of a stu-
dent holding a gun — a photo 
thought to have been taken in 

a bathroom at Menlo-Atherton 
High School on the morning 
of April 4 — that led Atherton 
police to issue a precautionary 
school lockdown order at around 
11:30 a.m. that day.

Police later learned that the 
bathroom in the photo was not 
on the M-A campus, that the 
photo was weeks old, that the teen 
pictured did not own an actual 
gun — it was a pellet gun — and 
that he had informed police that 
he had no ill intentions toward 
himself or anyone else.

Police found the 16-year-old 
the following night living in a 
tent in a backyard on Newbridge 
Street in East Palo Alto with 
two other teens and “a bunch 
of trash around,” said Sgt. Jeff 
Rickel of the Atherton Police 
Department. He had run away 
from home and was taken into 
custody and released to the 
county’s Child Protective Ser-
vices, Sgt. Rickel said.

“He didn’t really commit a 
crime,” Sgt. Rickel said of the 
photo. “There’s no crime there. 
He’s not making a credible 
threat to anybody.” 

An unfolding story
The incident began when 

someone called county 
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Local News
By Kate Bradshaw
Almanac Staff Writer

O
n a sunny Thursday 
afternoon, one Men-
lo Park household is a 

flurry of activity. Twin almost-
2-year-olds Khloe and Kaitlyn 
toddle around their Coleman 
Avenue apartment, their palms 
sticky with mushed crackers and 
cheese snacks; 9-year-old Ken-
neth observes his family quietly 
from behind his glasses; and a 
beaming 11-year-old Kaileen 
shows off her doll collection. But 
the setting of their idyllic family 
life has been precarious since 
they moved in a little over two 
years ago. 

Since Karla S. and Chad Y. 
began leasing an apartment on 
Coleman Avenue, part of the 
L&B Apartment complex near 
the Palo Alto VA health care 
center in Menlo Park at Willow 
Road, they have received three 
significant rent increases and 
two “termination of tenancy” 
notices: the first, delivered dur-
ing a children’s birthday party 
on Nov. 26, 2016, and the sec-
ond, a 60-day notice delivered 
Dec. 5, 2017, under circum-
stances that the family has since 
alleged are discriminatory in a 
lawsuit filed Feb. 6. (The family 
has asked that their last names 
not be used out of privacy con-
cerns for their children.) 

For months, they were stuck 
in housing limbo, waiting for 
their court-scheduled case 

management conference on June 
6, believing they could be served 
a three-day eviction order any 
day. 

The move to the L&B apart-
ment was a big step for the 
couple: Karla and her daughter 
and Chad and his son were 
joining households in anticipa-
tion of twins. In January 2016, 
they began renting their two-
bedroom apartment month-to-
month for $1,950 a month.

Chad is the sole earner for the 
household and works as a dining 
hall manager at Stanford. Day-
care is so expensive, he said, that 
paying for it would effectively 
cancel out a second household 
earner’s income, which is why 
Karla stays home with the kids, 
and likely will need to at least 
until the twins are old enough 
for preschool or transitional 
kindergarten, when they may be 
eligible for subsidized childcare 
programs.

The property manager, Katie 
Cage, lives in the unit below the 
family’s apartment. (Ms. Cage 
recently served on Menlo Park’s 
advisory districting committee. 
The committee was tasked with 
coming up with recommenda-
tions for the district boundar-
ies for City Council elections 
through 2020.) 

Ms. Cage declined to speak 
with the Almanac for this story. 

Karla and Chad said that soon 
after they moved in, they began 
receiving complaints from 
the manager that the family’s 

everyday actions — using the 
kitchen, walking around the 
apartment, even dropping a toy 
on the ground — were causing 
too much noise below. 

Karla said the noise com-
plaints were frequent, and that 
she found herself constantly 
shushing the kids and becoming 
stressed when the twins weren’t 
silent. 

To decrease noise, she said, 
she put cork board on the floor 

(which she later pulled up when 
the babies started eating it) and 
decreased the frequency with 
which she vacuums the floor. 

“It feels like we’re causing 
trouble,” she said. “We’re just 
living, trying to have a normal 
life.” 

Around July 2016, rent 
increased to $2,150 from 
$1,950 “supposedly to cover the 
increased cost of ‘maintenance 
and insurance,’” according to 

the legal complaint. 
Then, in November 2016, the 

family made plans to host a 
birthday party for their two old-
est kids, inviting a small group 
of family and friends over on a 
Saturday afternoon. 

After the manager told the 
tenants the group was causing 
too much noise, she then called 
the police; officers responded, 

One family’s battle to stay in Menlo Park

Boy linked to M-A lockdown now with child protective services
See EVICTION, page 18

 Police found him living in a tent in East Palo Alto. dispatchers saying that a teenage 
male had posted the picture on 
Facebook at about 9:30 a.m. Dis-
patchers said they were told the 
photo might have been taken in 
a high school restroom and that 
the teen pictured had attended 
Woodside High School, accord-
ing to an Atherton police report.

Atherton police learned that 
the teen in the photo had actu-
ally attended M-A and had 
recently been expelled, and so 
ordered a lockdown of the cam-
pus at 555 Middlefield Road in 
Atherton.

On the scene for the lockdown 
were 10 officers: the police chief, 
the department commander, 
two detectives, five Atherton 
police officers and one Menlo 
Park police officer, Sgt. Rickel 
said.

Two M-A staff members told 
police that the pattern of tiles 
on the bathroom wall shown in 
the photo looked like it could be 
a bathroom on the campus, Sgt. 
Rickel said. 

The officers divided into three 
teams to search the campus for 
the teen in the photo, including 
restrooms and classrooms in 
which students had barricaded 
themselves. The protocol for 
police at a locked classroom 
door was to knock, identify 
oneself as a police officer, and 
unlock the door with a key pro-
vided by the school, Sgt. Rickel 
said. 

If the unlocked door wouldn’t 
open, chances were that students 
had blocked it with a bookshelf, 
eliciting a response like, “Ather-
ton police. You need to move the 

bookshelf,” Sgt. Rickel said.
“They did an awesome job,” he 

said, referring to students tak-
ing such protective steps. Asked 
about their mood, he said they 
were “pretty stressed ... a lot of 
fear and trepidation,” with at 
least one encounter in which 
a student was ready to swing 
an improvised weapon at an 
intruder before realizing it was 
an officer.

The search of the campus 
proved fruitless, but having 
acquired a cellphone number for 
the teen, police called him. On 
receiving the call, the teen, who 
lives in East Palo Alto and was at 
a job site in Campbell and spoke 
only Spanish, handed the phone 
to his boss, Sgt. Rickel said.

See M-A LOCKDOWN, page 19
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Karla, left, on March 29 sorts through the various notices she and her family have received since moving to  
their Menlo Park apartment in 2016.  On the cover:  Chad and Karla pose with their twins in their Menlo 
Park apartment.
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but did not find a problem with 
the noise, Karla said.
 During the birthday party, the 
family was immediately served a 
“termination of tenancy” notice, 
the complaint reported. Friends 
and family were asked to leave 
the party, Karla said.
 Next, Karla contacted the 
property owners, asking them 
to allow her family to stay in the 
apartment. Ms. Cage then asked 
the family to sign a lease adden-
dum that would ban any other 
gatherings in the apartment or 
pool area; any contact with the 
property owners; and any ques-
tioning of other tenants.
  The agreement also stipulated 
that they must agree to “no con-
spiring against property owner 
or apartment management.”
  They did not sign the adden-
dum, but stayed in the unit and 
continued to pay rent. 
 In February 2017, the family 
received another rent increase: 
to $2,300 from $2,150.  
 Between October and Novem-
ber that year, Karla’s uncle came 
to visit after her father died to 
help care for the kids. According 
to the legal complaint, he com-
plied with the terms of the lease 
that applied to visitors. When 
the property manager learned 
about Karla’s uncle, Ms. Cage 
requested a lease application, 
according to the legal complaint.
  On Dec. 1, the family received 
another rent increase, to $2,600 
from $2,300. That increase com-
bined with the other increases 
imposed since the family had 
started leasing the home less 
than two years before repre-
sented a 33 percent overall boost 
in rent. 
 By then, the rent increases had 
increasingly strained the young 
family. Chad said he has taken 
on extra work hours at the din-
ing hall at night and spending 
more time at home during the 
day to help look after the twins. 
 Karla said she has looked daily 

for more affordable housing that 
meets her family’s needs, but 
has been discouraged. She’s also 
asked her sister to consider mov-
ing in with them.
 “The market is really expen-
sive,” she said. 
 One of the main reasons both 
Karla and Chad gave for trying 
to stay in the area is that they 
don’t want their kids’ educations 
to be interrupted. Both Kaileen 
and Kenneth are excelling in 
Menlo Park schools after trans-
ferring from schools in South 
San Francisco and Redwood 
City, respectively, their parents 
say. Kaileen, a 6th grader, is on 
the Honor Roll, and proudly 
talks about using microscopes to 
learn about cells in science class. 
Kenneth, his father reports, told 
him he likes school because “the 
teachers aren’t yelling.” 
 “Wherever we go is going to 
be a downgrade in schools,” 
Chad said. “What we can afford 
would put us in a place where ... 
the school districts aren’t rated 
very well.” 
 In response to the Dec. 1 rent 
increase, Karla sent a text mes-
sage to Ms. Cage in a group text 
with other tenants, asking for 
an explanation for the dramatic 
rent increase. Previously, the 
explanation had always referred 
to “maintenance and insur-
ance,” according to the legal 
complaint. 
 Ms. Cage’s text response said 
that the rent increase applied 
only to Karla and Chad’s 
apartment. 
 In the same group text, Karla 
informed the other tenants of 
the new Menlo Park ordinance 
that requires property owners 
to offer tenants 12-month leases, 
which the property owners and 
manager had not offered at 
that point, the legal complaint 
alleges. 
 On Dec. 4, Karla again tried 
contacting one of the prop-
erty owners, Lottie Franks, who 
allegedly told her to abide by the 
rent increase without further 
explanation. On Dec. 5, the 
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EVICTION
continued from page 5

Is Menlo Park’s 12-month lease policy working? 
By Kate Bradshaw
Almanac Staff Writer

T
he experience of Karla and 
Chad’s family and their 
request for a 12-month 

lease ultimately led them to the 
Menlo Park Housing Commis-
sion. Housing Commissioner 
Karen Grove, speaking as an 
individual, said that hearing 
about their predicament “added 
to my sense of urgency that we 
need to have protections” for 
renters.
 That landlords can make ten-
ants’ requests for a 12-month 
lease so expensive or diffi-
cult raises questions about the 

one-year-old policy’s effect — 
particularly as other Peninsula 
cities consider this and other 
renter policies. Redwood City 
just passed its own mandatory 
12-month lease ordinance, and 
rejected a proposed requirement 
that a one-year lease not be more 
expensive than a month-to-
month rental agreement. 
 Menlo Park Housing and 
Economic Development Man-
ager Jim Cogan said the city has 
received anecdotal feedback that 
the policy has been helpful to 
tenants.
 Joshua Howard, senior vice 
president at the California 
Apartment Association, said 

the 12-month lease ordinance 
“codified an industry best 
practice.” 
 “Our members appreciate and 
recognize that these ordinances 
do not create any form of rent 
or price control, they do not 
create any barriers to evicting a 
problem tenant, and do not take 
flexibility away from an owner 
on how they renew their lease 
agreements when they come due 
for renewal,” he said in a written 
statement. 
 On the other hand, Jason 
Tarricone, an attorney at Com-
munity Legal Services in East 
Palo Alto, said he has seen 
another narrative play out with 

the policy: “Anecdotally, we’ve 
seen it can have unintended 
consequences.” 
 “We don’t think it’s a good 
idea,” he added. “It can just 
prompt the landlord to raise the 
rent significantly.” 
 Angie Evans, community 
builder at the Housing Lead-
ership Council of San Mateo 
County, said in an interview 
that there are two main flaws 
with the city’s 12-month lease 
ordinance: It fails to protect 
renters from unpredictable rent 
increases, and it applies only to 
a very small number of house-
holds in the city. In the long 
term, she added, “If you actually 

want a holistic community, you 
have to protect current ten-
ants and create more affordable 
housing.” 
 One of the big challenges 
with trying to get data on such 
policies is that it is not readily 
tracked many places, Mr. Tar-
ricone explained. This data is 
collected, though, in East Palo 
Alto as part of that city’s rent 
control and just-cause eviction 
policies.
 He said that while the legal 
services agency does not have 
data on how many households 
have been displaced in Menlo 

family was served with a “ter-
mination of tenancy” notice and 
given two months to move out. 
 After that, the family sought 
help from the legal-aid nonprof-
it Community Legal Services 
in East Palo Alto, and has been 
working with attorney Justin 
Hendrix of Finnegan, Hender-
son, Farabow, Garrett & Dunner 
LLP, who is working on the case 
pro bono.
 The lawsuit alleges that the 
property manager and owners 
retaliated against Chad and 
Karla’s family for exercising 
the First Amendment right to 
organize or participate in a ten-
ants’ association, and to speak 
to other tenants and the prop-
erty owners; and that they were 
unfairly targeted for the $300 
monthly rent increase because 
of their “familial status” — hav-
ing young children who are, by 
nature, somewhat noisy. 
 Later, the property owners 
and manager posted a let-
ter, dated Jan. 26, outside the 
family’s door, saying that all 

tenants at the property would 
be permitted to get a 12-month 
lease — but only if they were 
willing to pay an extra $1,000 
per month. 
 “She (the property manager) 
knows we cannot afford $3,600 
a month,” she said. “Who would 
want to sign that?”
 Ken Frank, the son of one of 
the property owners, told The 
Almanac that a meeting between 
the plaintiffs’ and defendants’ 
attorneys was held April 3. In 
response to the family’s lawsuit, 
he has recently stepped in on 
behalf of the owners — two sis-
ters in their 90s, he said — and 
is trying to sort matters out. The 
property has 14 apartments and 
has been owned by the family 
since the 1960s, he said. 
 Mr. Frank said that his family 
is in the process of bringing in 
new professional management 
and has offered to let Karla and 
Chad’s family stay in place, with 
a 12-month lease and rent at the 
level it was prior to the most 
recent increase.

 He was shocked, he noted, 
when he heard about the pro-
posed monthly rent increase of 
$1,000 for a 12-month lease, and 
said it “will not happen.”
  “That’s just not how we roll as 
a family,” he said. “I think we’re 
good landlords. We want to be.” 
 As of April 6, Karla said that 
her family had not yet reached an 
agreement with the defendants. 
 While the owners have agreed 
to let her family stay there, 
she said, it’s not so easy to 
forget everything they’ve been 
through. “It was really hard for 
our family,” she said. 
 “We have to consider a lot of 
stuff before we agree with this,” 
she said. “We need to make sure 
this is not temporary.”
 If her family drops the case, 
she asked, what guarantee is 
there that the rent won’t just go 
up again — if not at random on 
a month-to-month rent agree-
ment, then in a year, at the end 
of a 12-month lease? 
 “There’s no protection,” she 
said. A

See LEASE POLICY, page 19
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A Menlo Park family  received three rent increases in less than two years, which added up to a 33 
percent increase in their monthly rent since they began living there. The family has filed a lawsuit alleging the 
most recent rent increase was discriminatory because it applied only to their apartment.



April 11, 2018 AlmanacNews.com The Almanac 19

N E W S

Park, “We have certainly repre-
sented many families who face 
eviction in Men-
lo Park because 
of very large rent 
increases or no-
cause eviction 
notices.”

Most displace-
ment happens 
under the radar, 
he explained. 
“Unless an evic-
tion case is filed, 
there’s no offi-
cial document or 
record-keeping 
of tenants who 
are getting evic-
tion notices,” he 
said. 

Solutions 
Ms. Evans pointed out that 

there are things that can be done 
to “actually prevent displace-
ment.” Putting in place disincen-
tives to evict people — making 
property owners pay tenants’ 
relocation fees, for instance — is 
one possibility. 

“We would much rather see 

other tenant protections in 
place, such as just cause for evic-
tion,” said Mr. Tarricone. That’s 
a law that says tenants can be 
evicted only for a good reason, 

he explained. 
One recom-

mendation he 
offered: requir-
ing landlords 
to send cities 
a copy of any 
eviction notice 
or rent increase 
that’s given. That 
wouldn’t capture 
all the incidents 
of households 
being displaced 
or priced out 
of town, but it 
could be a first 
step to help a 

city understand the extent of the 
problem, he said. 

Ms. Grove, again speaking 
not as a member of the Hous-
ing Commission, said, “I think 
there’s not one answer.” Inclu-
sionary housing — requiring 
developers to designate a certain 
number of housing units they 
build across the city as affordable 
— is “going to take years before 
it kicks in.” 

In collaboration with Ather-
ton investigators, Campbell 
police interviewed the teen and 
found that he “was not in pos-
session of a gun,” and had “no 
intention of harming himself or 
others.” He did own a pellet gun, 
a .357 Magnum replica thought 
to have been the gun in the 
photo and that has since been 
confiscated, Sgt. Rickel said. 

Police said they learned that 
the photo was “weeks old” and 
that the bathroom in the photo 
was not on the M-A campus, 
but in a restaurant in Redwood 
City.

The day after the lockdown, 
the teen did send text messag-
es threatening an unidentified 
M-A student who investigators 
were subsequently able to iden-
tify, Sgt. Rickel said, adding 
that the teen was “cooperative 
the whole time, other than what 

he sent in the text that got us all 
riled up.”

Live texting
The lockdown at M-A lasted 

almost two and a half hours. 
Atherton police lifted it at 1:52 
p.m., according to a bulletin 
posted on the police department 
website that afternoon.

Around the time the lock-
down was lifted, according to 
Superintendent Mary Streshly of 
the Sequoia Union High School 

District, M-A Principal Simone 
Rick-Kennel informed the M-A 
community that the school day 
would “resume as normal,” and 
that police had “completed their 
clearing of all classrooms and 
spaces on our very large site.”

The mother of a freshman 
at M-A told a reporter that her 
daughter, from the floor of a 
science classroom, joined her 
friends throughout the school 
on their phones in a group chat 
during the lockdown.

The woman also texted her 
daughter during the incident, as 
did other parents, she said.

Atherton police dismissed 
rumors of parents driving to 
M-A and causing traffic jams. 
Parents did collect as pedes-
trians outside the school with 
questions for officers that only 
school officials could respond 
to, Sgt. Rickel said.

 “It wasn’t that big of a deal,” 
he said, referring to being asked 
questions. A

M-A LOCKDOWN
continued from page 5

LEASE POLICY
continued from page 18

Renters at the L&B Apartments complex at 770 Coleman Ave. were told they could get a one-
year lease — if they agree to pay an extra $1,000 a month. (A son of one of the property owners has since 
retracted that condition for a 12-month lease.)

Avenidas Village helps older adults:
• Maintain their independence

• Live in the home they love

• Connect to their community

• Get access to resources

• Stay fit and active

• Enjoy sense of belonging

Village
Your life, your way, in your home

Learn more by attending a FREE Avenidas Village Coffee 
Chat on Tuesday, April 17 @ 10am; Tuesday, May 22 at 

2pm or Thursday, June 28 at 10am. RSVP today!

www.avenidas.org        (650) 289-5405
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       The Stein Visiting Writer
                        Ron Carlson

“Carlson’s style—low-key, deliberate, reminiscent of both early 
Hemingway and contemporary James Salter . . . can turn even 
a shopping list into a poem.”    — The Washington PostPhoto by Tracy Hall

“I think we should 
consider rent control, 

just-cause eviction, 
rental relocation — 
everything we can to 
keep our community 
intact. Once people 

are gone, they’re 
gone.”

KAREN GROVE

“In the meantime,” she added, 
“I think we should consider rent 
control, just-cause eviction, rental 
relocation — everything we can to 

keep our community intact. Once 
people are gone, they’re gone.” 

If you have a story to share 
about displacement or Menlo 

Park’s 12-month lease ordinance, 
contact reporter Kate Bradshaw 
at kbradshaw@almanacnews.
com or (650) 223-6588. A


