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CHAPTER ONE: K-2
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After each page of his Individualized Education Plan, I asked his mother if she had any questions. 

She had comments instead.

“At least he’s friendly. He don’t sit in a corner rockin’ back and forth, makin’ noise.”

“His older brothers and sisters are all gonna live at home when they grow up. At least Field has an excuse. They’re just lazy.”

I didn’t mind. I was surprised and delighted that his mother even brought him in for the evaluation. I had already worked ten years as a Learning Disability Specialist by that time, so it’s not hindsight to say that I had developed a pretty keen sense of which families would follow through on a recommendation and which ones would ignore it. Working in a small town helped, since I was familiar with a lot of the families anyway, but for the most part my instincts were sharpened thanks to recognizing certain characteristics which extend beyond our valley, and still apply all these years later. 

Ignoring a teacher’s referral, assuming it was a legitimate suggestion, sometimes involved denial, other times oblivion. Denial was more likely to circulate amid the moneyed families, the owners of the vineyards and the olive groves, and of the businesses that served them. Oblivion was more common amongst those who either strung together many jobs at once, or had no job at all. 

I had pegged Kathy Spahn as the oblivious type.

When Field’s pre-school teacher had contacted me about her recommendation, that one of the Spahn kids may be coming in for an assessment, the shock came from so many directions that my laughter was merely the first inappropriate response. 

“Hold on,” I needed to back up. “One of the Spahn spawn is in pre-school?”

“Spahn spawn?”

“Spahn children,” I grimaced, disappointed in myself for revealing the slang term we used in referring to Kathy’s kids.

The young idealist was kind enough to slip past my slip. 

“I opened up my school down the street from them last year. I thought it would be neighborly to let him attend.”

“For free?”

“Well, at a discount.”

“But it’s turned out to be free.”

“Yes.”

“You are neighborly. And very sweet to recommend Field.”

“You don’t think she’ll bring him in?”

“I’ve tried to get every one of those kids in here.”

“Maybe since I’m their neighbor.”

“And you haven’t complained about them yet?”

“Maybe being a few doors down is just far enough away.”

I laughed and repeated the world “maybe”. I thanked her and couldn’t resist cracking “I’ll be holding my breath” as I hung up the phone.

I may as well have been holding my breath when Kathy called, as I lost my capacity to breathe for a couple of heartbeats. 

The results of Field’s evaluation were not as outside the norm as his family was. He was well within the range of qualifying for an IEP and Special Education, but not to a degree that made the idea of mainstreaming him at some point implausible.

“We may be able to raise his academic goals as he grows up and matures,” I told Ms. Spahn.

“Matures,” Ms. Spahn sucked on the word. “He’ll grow, I’ll give you that. His Dad’s a big son of a bitch.”

Field’s IEP was filled with phrases like “has trouble transitioning from one activity to the next”, “fixates on a single task”, and “frustrates easily”. His goals included, “Field will respond to a request without having to be reminded more than three times.”

But such was the case for all of his Special Ed classmates. They all had the request-and-reminder goal in their plans. The number of times they would need to be asked varied, as did the ways they ignored those who were asking.

The range of personalities was most apparent when they all happened to be in the same room together, after starting the morning in their mainstream classrooms and being led to the Special Education room for however long their IEPs required.

Some were quiet, saying nothing, not making any noises. Amongst the quiet ones, some projected warmth, seeming content with the world inside themselves, a slight smile granted to those who tried to gain access, while some offered a chill, as though they were trapped in their silence, determined to get out, but wanted to do it on their own, refusing any hand extended their way.

Some were loud, sharing every thought that came to mind, filling in the blank spaces of their monologues with humming or sound effects. Amongst the loud, some tethered themselves to whomever was nearby, asking questions, sharing their ideas, expecting to be understood regardless of how their words piled up, while others didn’t appear to care whether anyone was listening, expressing their thoughts aloud while their meaning remained private. 

There was a physical faction, a small subset whose inner life met the outer with constant movement. Field had the most in common with this group. He was difficult to categorize, as he dabbled in each cast without starring in any of them, but while his physical idiosyncrasies were no more pronounced than his talking sprees, they were steady. His teachers often had to encourage him to put down the paper and start writing on it, rather than running it up and down his face to sniff it, or graze his cheeks. And while he was hardly the only child in either his mainstream or Special Ed class to massage his temples with the eraser of his pencil, he reached a level of meditation while doing so that required more than words to pull him back into the present, usually a gentle nudge from a teacher, or slightly harder one from a classmate. He developed a method of his own that he called “shake the page.” When he caught himself tuning out, he picked up the paper he was working on and wiggled it. He would proudly alert the teacher he was “shaking the page”, and the teacher would congratulate him for checking back in on earth.

The smallest division of children in the IEP company was an emotional handful who had no default setting, only highs and lows. They were either in complete silence or a raging fit.

A hierarchy never established itself within the small band of outsiders to whom Field was assigned, due in part to their dispositions, but also the transient nature of their meetings, as they were shuttled to and from their headquarters at designated times. If a leader could have emerged, Lulu would have been the one.

She stopped crying by the time she was four years old. She had cried a lot up until then. Her struggles were so many that she seemed to realize there wasn’t enough time to cry over them. Instead she appeared to age, her posture bent, her eyes pleading, walking like an old lady on hot sand. Her family spoke very little English, made very little money, while being very dedicated to insuring she had whatever she needed to reach her modest goals. Observing her family accomplish so much with such a limited ability to communicate and so few means may have demonstrated to her the value of engaging the world regardless of how challenging the engagement may be. She was the kid in the crew most willing to interact with her colleagues in the Special Ed room, even though her efforts were rarely reciprocated. She was also the most willing to give mainstream interaction a try, even though her attempts at bridge-building led to looks and comments from the so-called normal kids that would make most children her age cry, regardless of what classroom they called home. But she had given up crying.

Except on the third day of Kindergarten.

She was running on the grass field beyond the playground. The turf wasn’t much softer than the pavement, having been baked over the summer. But there was a miniature swamp hidden in the grass. A sprinkler head had burst in the heat, water gurgling up through the exposed opening and soaking the area around it. Lulu slid in the tiny marsh, leaving her marked with mud on one whole side, ankle to armpit. She was as surprised to find herself muddy as she was to find herself crying. Once she started, though, she let it rip. She was used to mental obstacles. Now the physical was taunting her. She cried as though running out of places in the world where she could function. Her long stints between cries may have also contributed to the intensity, which even took the yard duty by surprise. No one seemed willing to step in, as she appeared capable of popping into an explosion of tears and vanishing if anyone touched her.

Field wasn’t worried. Those who knew they were in Special Education together may have claimed he understood her condition. Those who didn’t know may have been surprised to find out he was in the same program, with struggles that rivaled hers, given how much he looked the part of a hero as he brought her a handful of paper towels from the bathroom. 

They were coarse, like paper towels in public places tend to be, and wadded up into a ball, but they may as well have been a bouquet of white roses. 

Lulu thanked him through her tears. She wasn’t yet composed enough to put the paper towels to use, so Field did his best to wipe the mud from her. 

Only then did the yard duty intervene.

“Hands to yourself,” she reminded him.

They obeyed the rule. 

They kept their hands to themselves, as they grew inseparable.

In a more primitive time, Field and Lulu may have been child prodigies, rather than drags on their school district’s budget and performance metrics. Their sensitivity to noise would keep the tribe safe, their feel for the rhythms of the earth keep everyone fed, and pleasure at working with their hands for as long as it took to complete a project would keep the tribe sheltered. Field and Lulu would one day become sages, healers, elders, whatever the title may be, depending on where in the world they grew up. But they were born into an era buried under centuries of human invention, a place that gave little more than lip service to the natural order of things. There were no predators just outside the village perimeter, so their acute hearing didn’t make them heroes, it only prevented them from learning their multiplication tables. Those rumblings in the ground they could feel weren’t stampedes or earthquakes or aquifers, they were trucks and airplanes and hundreds of classmates, which kept them from learning to read at the same pace as the rest. There was never enough time to finish what they were doing. It was on to the next subject. It was on to the other room, two buildings away, the room filled with a shifting handful of fellow children whom people pitied but resented. 

They would come and go, depending on the subject they were wrestling with, their grade level, and the plan that the adults in their lives had agreed to. 

The kids in their cohort were rarely invited to birthday parties. Neither did their families throw many parties to make up for their kids’ exclusion. The parents tended to be self-conscious about their children, reversing the traditional roles of kids being embarrassed by their parents. At any event, the parents would form a tense circle around the kids, watching them in preparation to jump in when their child lost control. Their vigilance had the added benefit of allowing them to avoid eye contact with the other parents and the nervous smiles and sympathetic looks that were well-intentioned, but had the effect of prisoners in the yard asking each other, “What are you in for?” 

It was easy for the parents to believe their children didn’t mind having their names struck from the guest lists, as absorbed in their own realities as their kids appeared to be. 

Field and Lulu were able to break through the velvet rope on occasion and score an invitation from a homeroom classmate. Their chances at convention were likely thanks to parental prodding if the party was large enough, and held at a public space rather than someone’s house. Field was extended more invites than Lulu, since he wasn’t as loud as her. But a pizza place with an arcade, or a laser tag arena, or a bounce house next to a playground were the kinds of stimuli-rich environments that didn’t suit either of their needs very well.

They were happiest attending each other’s birthday parties. 

They were small affairs, thrown by Lulu’s family, even when it was Field’s birthday.

“Field’s family can’t have a party for him,” Lulu would tell her family. “Can we please, please, please, please, please, please, please, please have a party for him?”

“That’s sweet of you, mija,” her mother would say. “But that might hurt his family’s feelings.”

“They’re tough,” she would insist. “He says they don’t worry about anything.”

So they compromised, inviting Field over for a playdate then surprising him with a cake, and singing both Happy Birthday and Feliz Cumpleanos, at Lulu’s insistence. 

“You get two birthday songs this way,” she whispered to Field. 

She also whispered to him that his party had to be a secret, that her parents didn’t want to offend his parents. 

It was an easy secret to keep. The Spahns tended not to ask Field how his day went, nor if he had a good time. When it was Lulu’s birthday party, and secrecy wasn’t necessary, Ms. Spahn sent Field’s older sister to escort him, who didn’t mind since it meant free food. 

“I figure lunch was probably pretty good,” Ms. Spahn said after they arrived back home from Lulu’s sixth birthday. “But what about the cake? Was it from one of those Mexican bakeries?”

“No, it was good,” Field’s sister answered. “Ice cream, too. Not shaved ice or nothin’.”

“Damn. Maybe I’ll go next year. Brush up my Spanish.”

“Just bring your phone,” Field’s sister shrugged.

“Seriously?” their mother barked. “You just batted around on that thing the whole time?”

“So?”

“I swear, you older kids are more embarrassing than Field sometimes. Where’s your manners?”

“At least I went.”

Which is a claim she could throw not only at her mother, but most of the other families from the Special Education program who received hand-written invitations from Lulu in their children’s folders. 

The most likely to show up were the quiet kids, whose parents didn’t have to worry about an outburst, aside from some low-volume noises and maybe some sobbing. Field and Lulu liked having those classmates attend, since they could show them how to play the party games and encourage them to swing the plastic bat and hit the piñata, rather than study the bat’s color and contours, which was often their preference. Lulu gave each of them two hugs while she opened her gifts, one when she read whom the gift was from, and another after she discovered what it was. She would hug Field an extra-long time until they started to giggle and fall over. 

“Hands to yourself,” they would be reminded at school when they did the same thing on the playground.

Field always had rocks in his pockets that he collected from the nooks and crannies in the school landscaping. He would present Lulu with the ones that sparkled or appeared to have streaks of silver in them.

When they ate lunch together, neither appeared to notice the other’s mealtime quirks. Field would touch every bite of food against two parts of his face, usually his cheeks or eyebrows, one at a time, before eating it. Sometimes he would go with his ears. First the left, then the right, each a light tap so as to avoid leaving any traces of peanut butter or crumbs, though that often happened anyway thanks to the repetition. Lulu didn’t have a ritual so much as a position. She liked to perch on her seat rather than sit in it, resembling an ancient presence crouched by a fire ready to fight or take flight should someone or something try to snatch her food.

They attended different mainstream classes when they weren’t in Special Ed together. Their teachers thought it best to encourage them to branch out and perhaps make some additional friends, but the kids in their homerooms weren’t interested. They weren’t mean, at least not often or overtly, but did keep their distance. 

Field tried to make some friends online when he earned the right to play games on the classroom computer on Friday afternoons. His family didn’t have one at home, so he was proud of himself and excited at the idea of talking to kids from around the whole wide world. But even between children, the online community was ruthless. They played math games with Field, simple scenarios involving basic arithmetic, but he couldn’t complete them without help. He didn’t ask for that help because this was his time, a chance to feel bigger, and the online opponents typed comments that he didn’t understand were sarcastic. 

“Great job, dopey.”

“Way to suck, smarty.”

How could he do a great job if he was a dope? How could he suck if he was smart?

He asked his teacher.

“Just play the games on your own, Field, against the computer. Don’t invite anyone to play with you.”

Lulu played the math games with him, and he didn’t need to ask her. They would get everything wrong together and laugh when the cartoon raccoon would make a surprised face and a speech bubble would pop up saying, “OOPS. Almost. Try again!”

They would read it aloud. They were always proud when they could read something. They needed help with the word “again” when they first saw it, but the words quickly became theirs, and not only during Friday afternoon math games.

They used the words every time they whiffed while trying to slap the tether ball as it swung past. 

“OOPS. Almost. Try again!”

They would imitate the raccoon’s surprised face and send each other into hysterics.

Every time the hula hoop spun down their legs to the ground. Every time they tried to throw the volleyball into the basketball hoop. Every time they mispronounced a word on a flashcard, even if they were in different groups on opposite ends of the Special Ed room, one would call out to the other.

“OOPS. Almost. Try again!”

And they would both make the face. 

They usually were in different groups on opposite ends of the room. 

“Hands to yourself” morphed into “Safe hands” as they moved up from one grade to the next. The principal liked the idea of including the word “safe”. To the kids, it provided a reason for why hands should be kept to one’s self. To the adults, it provided legal cover. To Field and Lulu, it provided more evidence that nothing could keep them apart. 

“We’re getting married someday,” Field told his Mom. 

“We love each other like you guys do,” Lulu told her parents. 

“But we met later in life, mija,” they told her.

“You need to marry someone smarter than you,” Field’s mother told him. 

They didn’t actually pass each grade, but were moved along on speculation, the idea that they would eventually catch up as their work in Special Education led to some breakthroughs. They managed to reach most of the benchmarks on their IEPs. They increased the number of words they could read in a certain amount of time, decreased the amount of time needed to put random digits in their place along a number line, and responded more promptly to requests. Progress in those areas was incremental, so much the product of hard work and gradual recognition that none could truly be labeled a breakthrough. Sudden leaps were social rather than academic, occurring in the company of other children, as everyone started to grow more aware of the divergent routes into which each group was mapped. 

A pair of boys in his second grade homeroom were talking about girls one morning, and Field told them he had a girlfriend, too.

“That ugly girl?” one of them said.

He spent his weekends and school holidays at home for the most part, in his room, or in the backyard. He wasn’t trusted to go on playdates, his family couldn’t afford to go anywhere, and his siblings stayed away at their jobs, other people’s houses, the park, and the shopping center. He would get excited when he’d see one of them hanging around with their friends outside the grocery store when he and his Mom would run errands on the first of the month. He’d wave and shout their name. His sibling would wince and make the pack of friends laugh by rolling out some version of the same joke all the Spahn kids used against each other, that they were only half-brothers and half-sisters. The best was a play on “My Dad can beat up your Dad.” The worst was “My Dad is smarter than your Dad,” because it was directed exclusively at Field, though never to his face. 

He thought a lot about what those boys said, that Lulu was ugly, during the long days talking to himself in the backyard. Sometimes he shared his thoughts with their dog, who paced inside a chain-linked holding area as though on display at an outdated zoo. Other times he would lie down on his back in the weeds. They rose above him on all sides, the sky peeking out from the opening created by his body. 

Sometimes he fantasized about punching the boys, really graceful punches and spin kicks like in the video games his brothers played on their phones, and the boys at school would simply stand there in shock and let Field whale away on them. Then he would think about that Special Ed classmate who would have a fit and attack someone who said something he didn’t like. It was nothing like the video games. It was sloppy and nerve-wracking, and everyone watching would either stare in disbelief or cry as his classmate had to be restrained by the para-educator assigned to follow him around, and at least one other yard duty.  His classmate sounded like the stray cat his sister’s Dad once trapped in a cage, making noises somewhere between a grunt and a scream. The classmate would disappear for days afterwards, and eventually he vanished altogether, transferring to another school. 

So Field wondered what it would be like to cut the boys down with his words, which was even more unrealistic. He couldn’t come up with anything clever enough or cruel enough as he stared at the sky or at the ceiling in his room. 

He shared the room with one of his brothers who usually spent the night at his girlfriend’s house, so Field considered himself lucky to be able to use the CD player on the nightstand between their beds. He didn’t like his brother’s music, which was loud and agitating, and he only had one CD of his own, but it was all he needed. The CD was called Symphony of the Ocean. It was mostly recordings of whales calling to one another, with some gulls chirping in occasionally, and soft synthesizer music playing in the background. He won it on a field trip to the aquarium when he correctly answered a question about how mother otters carry their babies. 

“On their chest,” he said. 

“Close to their heart,” Lulu added. 

She won a tiny otter bean bag for her contribution.

The CD was relaxing. Whether he needed to fall asleep, or think about something longer than he was capable of without the whales’ help, their songs were a reliable comfort. But even their music did not guide him to a place where he could imagine insulting the boys beyond response. There was no fantasy version he could construct that would not collapse upon entering reality.

He thought about a lesson he learned from an episode of Thomas the Tank Engine on a DVD he used to watch before it accumulated too many scratches and smudges to work anymore. Everyone was laughing at Henry, the big green engine, after he was splashed with water by a circus elephant, and they finally stopped when he laughed along with them. But they weren’t laughing at something mean. The elephant splashed him by accident. 

Field wasn’t even sure the boys were trying to be mean. Neither of them laughed when they said Lulu was ugly. His class had learned about fact and opinion, and Field was convinced their statement was an opinion. He thought about all the other girls in his class and his homeroom, and any others he had encountered on the playground or in the multipurpose room on rainy days
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