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Chapter 1

I struggled with this my whole childhood—hell, much of my adulthood, too, for that matter. The thing is, for most of my childhood, I didn’t know what it meant. I knew what the literal translation was. I knew the question had to do with my identity. Who did I think I was? But you see, my mother had a way of making this question even meaner than it sounded.

She wasn’t mean to everybody. To my dad, she was, of course. That was the nature of their relationship. In fact, she would occasionally turn the phrase on him. “Who do you think you are?” So, I was in good company there. I heard her say it into the phone once. “Who do you think you are?” she said, then hung up. I can’t be sure, but I think she was talking to her mother, my grandmother. It wasn’t the only thing she would say to people, but this phrase stuck with me.

Who did we all think we were? This was an interesting proposition. But I was a kid. As a kid, I really didn’t know what it meant. Who did I think I was? Well, I wasn’t sure. I thought I was Daniel. I was pretty sure of that. Daniel is what everyone calls me. Well, not exactly. I mean, when I was tiny—you know, like four—I had these nicknames for when I wore specific shoes. Like when I wore my moccasins, you had to call me Tonto, or else I wouldn’t answer. And when I wore my cowboy boots, I was the Lone Ranger. My tennis shoes belonged to Pokey, and I was Bosco whenever I wore anything else. I stopped going with the nicknames about the time my mother started in with “Who do you think you are?” I was about five at the time. I didn’t know about birth certificates, but I was still pretty sure I was Daniel.

“I’m Daniel,” I said in answer to the question. “Smack” went her hand to my mouth. As was so often the case, I got no explanation, no rationale for such a punishment. I was pretty sure “I’m Daniel” was not what she was after, however. I learned at that point that answering that question was not such a safe thing to do. I wouldn’t answer the question. I would look down. In fact, talking was not the safest thing to do. So, I stopped talking. I don’t mean like not answering my favorite phrase (“Who do you think you are?”), But I mean, I stopped talking. It’s pretty easy now to figure out how ridiculous this was. I mean, stop talking? But hey, I was five. It was the easiest way out of a not-so-easy situation. I talk; I get smacked in the mouth. I don’t speak, no problem.

Only it wasn’t that simple. My mom was furious with me. And she didn’t have much ammunition. Ammunition? Hell, these were firearms, and they were loaded. Her favorite was when I’d round a corner and she caught me by surprise. “Smack” and I’d be down. It was usually for a reason. Like, I hadn’t put away my soldiers; they became silent now, too. My soldiers were stealth combat-trained. I didn’t get any “bang, you’re dead.” Their enemies just died. Silently. It was more fun that way anyway. So, I didn’t miss that at all. But like I say, Mom was angry. I mean, this was just one source of her anger, so I didn’t hold a special place or anything. She was just furious.

Then my world was rocked. School. Kindergarten to be precise. But school was good. School was safe. No smacking there. Just other kids, and crayons and fingerpaints! This was my place. School was new. I don’t mean like it was new to me, which it was. I mean that the school was brand new. They had just opened the school the year before, and we were among the first kids there. It had different colors on the outside, too. Like our room was a kind of blueish gray, other buildings in the school were pink, green, and gray. And we had our own kindergarten playground that had its own slide! And rings and a seesaw and everything. It was way cool.

But now what was I going to do? I couldn’t just start talking at school and then stop talking at home. So, I figured I’d have to stay silent at school too. I didn’t have much of a plan for this. Of course I was five, so my plans were pretty basic. Talk or no talk. I remember some of those kindergarten moments—like I could tie my own shoes. I got a special badge for that one. I could copy just about any shape Mrs. Flagg wrote on the board. She had a chalkboard that she used to draw enormous flowers and other shapes. I didn’t get anything for copying, though. Well, that’s not true. I got sent to the Principal, Mr. Tockett.

I was so surprised to see my mom in the principal’s office. She didn’t belong there. School was my thing, not hers.

“Mrs. Jensen, we’ve noticed some interesting things about Daniel,” Mr. Tockett began. I wasn’t sure about this. “Some interesting things” could have been just about anything. I wasn’t sure, but here I was in the principal’s office. It wasn’t looking good. My mom seemed to have taken a page from my playbook. She sat there in silence. I mean, not a word! I guess now I’d call that an awkward silence. Now it was Mr. Tockett’s turn.

“I want you to look at this,” he said, giving her my paper. Now, this paper had something written on it. I don’t know to this day what it said. I mean, I just copied what Mrs. Flagg had written on the board. Uh-oh. I sank into my chair, preparing for a smack. Would Mr. Tockett join her? I didn’t cry aloud (didn’t do anything aloud), but the tears began anyway.

“No, Daniel, it’s okay. You’re not in trouble, okay? Here, look at this.” I was looking at the paper, which had what I later would know as cursive writing on it. But it was just what Mrs. Flagg had written on the board. I knew it was writing, but I had no idea what it said. “Can you tell me what this says?” I shook my head. “It’s okay, Daniel. Do you know it’s writing?” I nodded. My mom was still being very silent. I was trying to figure her out. She was so rarely silent that I couldn’t tell if she was angry or sad or what she was. I mean, this was my place. School was for me. But she was here, and she might smack me, and I didn’t really do anything. My copied cursive was doodling. It was just that. But I didn’t have the word “doodling” at five. I only knew that this was bad. I had done something wrong, and this was not going to be okay. By this time, Mrs. Flagg had entered the principal’s office.

“Vera,” began Mr. Tockett, “can you tell me what this is?” Mrs. Flagg looked at my doodling and made her “oh” sound that I had only heard once or twice. It, like my doodling, didn’t mean anything in particular, but she made the sound when she was surprised by something.


“Mr. Tockett, I realize there’s something very (she looked at me, then at my mom) different about Daniel. I mean, school has been in session for a week, and I haven’t heard him say anything. I mean, nothing. But he seems very bright. This writing sample is—well, it’s what I wrote on the board. He copied it.”


Now I was in for it. I knew copying was wrong. I mean, it wasn’t really copying, but, well, it was, I guess. Mr. Tockett was now the silent one. He had his hands together with his two forefingers pointing to his nose. His eyebrows were curling together. Mrs. Flagg had finished her explanation. The “oh” was so long ago now. And my mom, I think, was wondering just how hard she would smack me for this little escapade. We all sat like this for several minutes.

Finally, Mr. Tockett said, “Okay, Mrs. Flagg, why don’t we have you return to class with Daniel. Mrs. Jensen, I’ll be in touch with you about this.” And that was it. That was all anyone said. My mom went home. I went back to my class, and they were all on their blankets asleep—well, except for Janet Barton. She never slept because she had grown out of that (so she said, but I saw her sleeping once, when I woke up in the middle of nap time). Mrs. Flagg went right to the board and erased whatever I had copied. I felt better. Maybe now nobody would even remember I had copied that cursive. Perhaps they’d forget all about it, and I wouldn’t have to get into any more trouble.


Chapter 2

On the bus, I was worried again. I knew this wasn't good. I sat in the front next to Jack, the bus driver. I always sat in that front row. Nobody else wanted to sit in the first row, and nobody wanted to sit next to me. It was okay; I didn’t want them sitting next to me. Well, that’s not true, but I didn’t want anyone to know I didn’t want them to sit next to me. Jack was cool. He always wore the bus driver’s hat with the badge in the middle, like a policeman. He knew how to use the big handle to push the bus door open, and he looked in the mirror at me. He would call out, “236, let’s go!” and the three kids who lived at 236 would get off the bus. Whenever he came to my stop, he just stopped the bus and opened the door. He didn’t say “749 let’s go!” He didn’t say anything. I liked Jack.

My dad was waiting at the bench at the bottom of the driveway. “Hi, Daniel,” he was always so cheerful. I smiled. “Mom is making lamb stew for dinner, isn’t that great?” I nodded. We walked past Grandma’s house. I could see her looking through the window at us. I was going to wave but I had to touch my green rock in the driveway. Every morning on the way down to the bus stop and every afternoon on the way back up to the house, I had to touch my green rock, my lucky rock. When I looked up, Grandma had come away from the window.

Mom didn’t like her mom, Grandma. I didn’t know exactly why, but after Pompa died, neither she nor Mom talked much. Pompa helped my dad make the bench at the bottom of the driveway. He and my dad used the tape measure, pencils, hammers, and saws. My dad even let me use a hammer to pound nails into some wood that didn’t go onto the bench. Pompa never got to sit on it. Just got a heart attack and died. I didn’t know what a heart attack was, but it was bad and Pompa got one and he died. That made me sad, but it made my mom even more tragic. I know that because she stayed in her bedroom for days, and my dad had to make us dinner—my mom didn’t eat anything for a few days.

My grandma had a stroke. That’s what they called it. It wasn’t until years later that I knew what a stroke was. But my grandma had one, and she limped—I mean, really limped a lot. Sometimes she drooled too. My mom used to tell me to wipe my mouth when I drooled. Grandma had one arm that didn’t work much. Her hand went into a claw, like she was trying to hold onto something. She had a woman who lived with her after that, and she cooked stuff for her, and I don’t know what else. Sometimes she had a sling. A sling was like a bandage for her arm, even though she hadn’t cut it or anything. But she had her arm in a sling sometimes when I came over.

Anyway, so after going to Mr. Tockett’s office, I went to my room when I got in the house. I wasn’t sure what my mom would do. I didn’t know if she had told my dad. So, I went to my room and started coloring. I didn’t like coloring books like the ones they gave us in class sometimes. I liked just coloring stuff. I colored my green rock and my favorite boots. Sometimes I made a picture of my door. I don’t know why. My door had swirls on it, and a gold doorknob that didn’t work anymore. I mean, it worked because I used it to get in or out. But when I was a little kid, it went click. Now it didn’t click anymore. It just went around and around. The swirls were the best part, though. My dad said that’s because it was an oak door and oak doors had swirls. It was a naughty oak, he said. I wasn’t sure why. I mean, it didn’t seem naughty to me. But that’s what he said. So, I was drawing the swirls of my door when my mom came in. “So that’s pretty smart copying the teacher’s writing, huh?” I didn’t say anything. I thought this was it. This was where she would really smack me hard. This was where she would beat me again and again. But she didn’t. She didn’t! She just stared at me. She looked me right in the eyes and didn’t speak, didn’t do anything. She looked at me for the longest time and then left. She actually left my room, and didn’t hit me! I was stunned. It was unbelievable. She had left my room. I didn’t know what to do. I was still looking at where she had been. My mom. She was so scary. So big and scary. I wasn’t sure what had happened. I sat there for a long time, just looking at where my mom had been.

My room was right across from my parents’ room (I never colored their room. In fact, I rarely went in there). Those were the only two rooms we had—well, besides the kitchen and the living room. The living room had a couch and a TV with a door. It was a half-door because the other half wasn’t there. I never saw the other half of the door. Oh, and there was a big chair that my dad sat in a lot. It was blue, and my dad sat in it.

Eventually, I smelled lamb stew and came out. My dad was out there in his attention posture. That’s what my mom called it. Like he was a soldier at attention at the kitchen table, all ready for dinner, he had come home early on account of it being Tuesday (the grocery store was slow on Tuesdays), and he sometimes did so. Unless there was a sale, but I guess there wasn’t a sale today. But he sat straight up, with his fork in his left hand and his knife in his right hand, ready to eat. Sometimes I would sit at attention too, but not this time. I was too scared. Besides, I had barely escaped with my life today at school. I wasn’t about to sit like a soldier this time.

My mom had dinner all fixed. Lamb stew, with potatoes and carrots. Salad (eww, I hated salad, but today I thought I'd better eat it) with tomatoes (I could probably push the tomatoes off to the side), and a glass of milk. But I looked at my mom, and she had the oddest look. It was a look I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t mad. It wasn’t sad. I didn’t know what this look was.

My dad must have noticed, too. He said, “So, Beth, how was your day?” My mom was warming up. I could see it. Now she was beginning to look mad. She was going to yell or something.

“How was my day?” she asked.

“Yeah,” my dad said, “how was your day?”

She didn’t answer, not at first. She put the salad on the table and sat down. “I’ll tell you how my day was. I got a call from Mr. Tockett today.”

My dad didn’t know who that was. “Who is—”

“He’s the principal at Daniel’s school, and that's who he is. It seems Daniel is copying his teacher’s writing from the board!”

My dad was confused. “What’s wrong with—”

“I’ll tell you what’s wrong with that! It was in cursive. Our son is trying to prove something to the world, or at least to Mrs. Flagg. I don’t know who he thinks he is anymore!”

There it was. That was my crime. I wasn’t sure —at least not until she said it —but now I knew I was doing the “who do you think you are” thing again. I sank into my chair. Here comes the smack. But it didn’t. It never came. I ate. I ate fast. I ate the carrots, I ate the salad (even the tomatoes), I drank my milk. I ate it all, and then I sat. I waited, thinking she’d change her mind and smack me once just because she could. But she didn’t. I went to bed that night afraid. Afraid my mom would change her mind and come running into the room and hurt me. I wasn’t sure how (though I had a pretty good guess). I wasn’t sure of anything now. But I finally slept.


Chapter 3

The next day at school, everything changed. Mrs. Flagg kept looking at me. I mean, she always looked at me, but this was different. It was like she wanted me to do something. Something like copying her again. I didn’t. Not that there was much to copy. Not at first. We sat in a circle, and she read us a story. Something like Run Flip Run or some other nonsense. That was the usual kindergarten story stuff. I sat back, resting on my elbows. She looked at me more now. It was often on the word “run.” I looked at her, wishing she would go back to before yesterday. It was so much better then. But we got through the story, and she then had us color. Or write. It was something like “free time” or something like that. Crayons were there, pencils too.

The kind of pencils that were huge, big fat things that were never quite sharp but never dull either. But I didn’t want any more attention on my writing, with all the loops. I could see the dotted I’s and the crossed t’s, so I knew it was writing, but I couldn’t tell with all the loops and turns where one letter ended and the next one began.

So, I went with crayons. Lines. A line for the door, and two more lines. Lines for the walls, and one for the floor. Flowers on Mrs. Flagg’s desk. That was hard. And all the handprints on the wall. Easier than the flowers, but still hard to get, so small. But then a lady entered the room, looking right at me. I crumpled my paper, put it under my butt, and sat on it. She was still looking at me, but was walking over to Mrs. Flagg. Mrs. Flagg stopped peering over at Janet Barton’s writing and nodded at the lady. It was like they had practiced this, maybe for a long time. The lady stopped and then walked over to me.

“Daniel?” she said, but I knew that she knew who I was. I nodded. “Come with me, Daniel,” and that was it. I was in trouble again. I wasn’t really a trouble-maker. I was just doing what Mrs. Flagg had said, really. I thought she was going to march me to the principal’s office again. But no, we went the other way, down to the left, not the right. We went to a room I had passed on my way into school every day. I never knew what the room was for. Inside was another lady, and a couple of kids I hadn’t seen before. One was in a wheelchair, which I thought was pretty cool. I mean, it had shiny blue wheels and a tray in the front with stickers of milkshakes and rockets. Hanging in the back was a red backpack. The kid, Nick, was painting something. I knew his name was Nick because his backpack had Nick written on the side in green letters. Nick looked up from his painting, but when our eyes met, he quickly looked down again. A girl, Rachel, was sitting in the corner, gently rocking back and forth, like she was listening to music, except there wasn’t any music. Just swaying back and forth. Kind of no expression on her face. She stopped rocking when she noticed me, but then turned her head to the side and kept rocking. Mrs. Stark was there too, sitting next to her. “Rachel and Nick, we have Daniel joining us today.”

This was the Speech Room, though I never heard any speech. I only knew it was the Speech Room because that’s what Miss Stacy called it, as in “Here we are in the speech room. Does anyone have anything to share?” Nobody ever had anything to share. We were the three mutes, I learned. I know that because that’s what Mrs. Stark called us. Not to our faces. But I heard her talking to Miss Stacy one morning. “Our three mutes. It’s ironic, don’t you think, that we’re here in the speech room, but you and I are the only ones who talk?” Miss Stacy smiled, but didn’t say anything. We didn’t do much in there. Or at least we didn’t do much that was that different from Mrs. Flagg’s room. Sometimes we were each given a drum or a bell, and encouraged to make music. I think the idea was for some sing-along, but nobody sang. We were content just to pound the little drum or ring the bell, or shake the tambourine. We were still the three mutes, after all. Mr. Tockett came in that first day, I guess to see what happened in there. He stood near the door. He could have sat, but the only chairs in the speech room were little people chairs, and Mr. Tockett was pretty big. Well, and there was Nick’s wheelchair, but he wasn’t going to give that up. So, we banged our drums, and sometimes colored, sometimes drew. We even wrote sometimes. I knew that was dangerous, even with block writing. I wasn’t quite sure what Mrs. Flagg and Mr. Tockett were after with my writing, but I sure wasn’t going to take a chance. So, I just wrote letters. Big letters, small letters. Just letters. It was all okay. Nick only had one hand, but he wrote too. Sometimes a word. His name, too. Rachel didn’t write. Mostly, she put the pencil in her mouth and rocked.

Once a woman came in and talked to me—just to me. She even brought her own chair! That was a good thing too, because there were a lot of empty chairs, but they were all chairs for five-year-olds. But she asked me a whole lot of questions—they were questions I could answer by nodding or shaking my head. And she had me cross out stuff. Like, there were different shapes and I had to cross out the different ones. This was easy-peasy, so I did it. Then I was supposed to copy some other shapes and build with blocks. This was pretty basic stuff, but it was more interesting than what Miss Stacy or Mrs. Stark had us do. So, I copied the shapes and drew the drawings and built the blocks. She wrote in her book. It was a book with lines in it, and she wrote in cursive, probably so I couldn’t tell what she was writing. Then she and Miss Stacy whispered to each other. Miss Stacy looked at me, and then they both left our Speech room. I wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but I worried about it. I thought maybe I’d have to go to Mr. Tockett’s office again. But I never did. That was all I had to do.


Chapter 4

One day, we all got on the bus (in the middle of the day!) and rode to San Francisco. That was fun. The bus was always fun. The front seat was the most fun. The seat didn’t have torn corners like the seats in the back. Just the dark green leather with the yellow lines on the edges that you could run your finger along. The inside of this bus was painted a light blue. That was different than Jack’s bus, which was painted light green on the inside. We didn’t have Jack the bus driver on this trip, though. I don’t know the driver’s name. He never looked at us in the mirror like Jack did. I sat in my usual spot, this time next to Nick. There was a spot in the front where they strapped Nick’s wheelchair, and I sat next to Nick. All of Mrs. Flagg’s class was with us, and all the first and second graders, too. We had a pretty full bus. I had my lunch box too, with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, an apple, a bag of chips, and a juice box! We drove around a circle where all the buses go, and there was a sign at the front that said this was the Aquarium. I knew it was the Aquarium because there was a picture of some waves and a mermaid, like in a cartoon I saw on TV, and because I could read the word, but I didn’t tell anyone I could read the word. It seemed I had already had enough of reading and writing that I didn’t want any more attention than I was getting for that. When we got to the entrance, all the other kids had to hold hands. I got to push Nick. I didn’t tell anyone, but Nick kind of moved himself with his one hand. He used his other arm—the one without a hand—to keep going straight. He had a sock on it, so I guess it wouldn’t make his arm sore. Anyway, he pushed himself mostly. Still, I was right behind him, pretending to move him from behind. He never told me not to push him (he never talked anyway). So, we went in and looked at all the fish. Over our heads were whale skeletons. I think they were whale skeletons, because I don’t know what else would be that big! There were seals and otters, and a bunch of big and small fish. But then I saw it. It wasn’t all that big, maybe like the size of a baseball. You could barely see it. I think Nick saw it before I did. He stopped his wheelchair and applied the brakes. It was on the floor of the tank, right where all the rocks and seaweed and sand and stuff were. It was an octopus, like the ones I'd seen in cartoons, only this one was real! I loved how quiet it was. So peaceful and silent. And it looked just like the sand and rock. And then woosh! It was gone, but only to the far corner, where it changed color! This was the best thing in the world. Nick and I (who had been left on our own by all the other kids) stared at that octopus for a long time. The other kids were looking at sea urchins and other stuff. They sometimes looked over at us (and one girl pointed at us), but for the most part just stared at whatever they were in front of.

“Hey, kid!” I was still staring at the octopus. “You, geeky boy. Yeah, you!” I looked over at the second-grader. He was big and fat, and looking at me and at Nick. “That’s right, I’m talking to you, geeky boy.” I wasn’t exactly afraid. But I was no fool either. I knew this meant trouble. But I wasn’t sure what to do. I looked at Nick, who was looking back at me. I didn’t want Nick to get hurt by this boy. Then I felt the push. This big kid was pushing me, right into Nick. Nick had his wheelchair brakes on, which meant I was pushing right into his back. I knew I had to do something, but wasn’t sure what, when all of a sudden, “whack!” Nick had grabbed my lunch box and whacked the second grader right in the head! He was down on the ground, on the hard floor, holding his ear, and Nick and I were more concerned for the octopus than the second grader. We couldn’t see it at all. It had been right there in the corner, but was no longer visible to us. A teacher was tending to the second-grader, who was now crying. “He hit me, he hit me!” he sobbed. The teacher (I think he was the second-grade teacher) looked at me and looked at Nick. We were still trying to find the octopus. The teacher looked at the second grader, “Billy, what happened here?” “He hit me with his lunch box!” he said, pointing at Nick. Nick was staring at the octopus. I realized I was holding the lunch box. I’m not sure how I came to be holding it, but there it was in my hand. The teacher looked confused. “Is that true?” he asked me. I just looked at him. This was a key moment. The teacher didn’t want to admit that Nick could create such a scene. It didn’t look likely in any case. I mean, I was holding the lunchbox. Nick, with only one hand, did not look capable of this violent act. The bully certainly did look capable of violence. And then there was me. Holding the lunch box. “Wait, did this guy hit you, or the kid in the wheelchair?” “The geeky kid in the wheelchair, that’s who!” shouted Billy. Nick was still looking for the octopus when he found it. He pointed to it with his right hand—well, his only hand. I looked, and he was right, it had been there the whole time, looking like a rock in the near corner. Hiding in plain sight. The teacher grabbed Billy by the arms, lifted him, and walked him to the restroom. I don’t know what he said to him. I do know that I looked at Nick, who looked at me, and we both grinned.

In the bus going back to school, Mrs. Stark and the second-grade teacher sat next to each other, talking. I wasn’t sure what that was all about, but when we got back to school, Mrs. Stark walked us right to Mr. Tockett’s office: Hoo boy, another trip to the principal’s office, this time with Nick. Mr. Tockett sat back in his chair. “Yes, Mrs. Stark?” he asked. “Well, it seems that either Daniel or Nick here got a little violent at the aquarium today, Mr. Tockett.” I couldn’t believe it, but there it was. Now we were being violent. “Excuse me?” Mr. Tockett said. It must have sounded a bit absurd, but Mrs. Stark explained what Billy had been telling his teacher. I didn’t say anything. Nick didn’t say anything either. Mrs. Stark repeated what she had said. “So, neither of these gentlemen (he meant us) is going to say anything, and you—” he stopped. I admit, it did sound absurd. “Wait, this is all coming from Billy Armstrong, right?” “Well, yes, Mr. Tockett, but I really think…” she stopped. He stopped. Nick and I just looked straight ahead. “Mrs. Stark, never mind, please. I have too much on my plate right now to take this on, too. Boys,” he said, meaning Nick and me. “Boys, look, I don’t know who did what to whom, but you’re never going to do this again, are you?”

Nick looked at me, and I looked at him. Then we just looked at Mr. Tockett. “Okay, Mrs. Stark, just get them back to class. This is too much,” and we were set free. I really think Mrs. Stark was on our side with this, but I don’t know. I do know that Nick and I became friends that day. The mutes. Yes!


The ride home in the bus was—well, it was dull. Nothing bad about Jack. He was the same old Jack. But with all that excitement at the Aquarium, and Mr. Tockett and all, this was definitely dull. But there was Dad on the bench, waiting for me. “So how was school, Daniel?” I never knew whether he had just forgotten that I didn’t talk or was trying to trick me into talking. But he sometimes asked me about school. But wow, how could I tell him about today? How could I say to him about the octopus and Billy, and Mr. Tockett, and about my new friend? My dad and I stopped at my rock. I rubbed it three times, then kept walking. My dad kept walking too. I came into the kitchen and “smack!” My mom had met me. “Geez, Beth, what are you—” “Tell him, Daniel! Oh, that’s right, you can’t tell him!” She grabbed my collar. “Tell him what happened at the aquarium today!” So, I guess they found out. I wasn’t exactly safe after all. “He beat some kid with his lunch box, and thought he’d get away with it, that’s what!” Mom was pretty dramatic most of the time. This was going to be big, I guess. My dad was kinda the opposite. He didn’t get too excited about much. “Wait, so Daniel hit another kid? Daniel?” he asked. This was a reasonable question. I mean, first of all, I didn’t hit anyone, but second, it wasn’t at all like me to do that. I think my dad was maybe a little proud that his son would do something like that. Kind of an “atta boy.”


“He nailed him in the ear with his lunch box, that’s what he did.” Mom was only a little bit calmer. “I got a call from Mr. Tockett just now. It seems you’re getting to know Mr. Tockett quite a bit now, aren’t you, Daniel? He—hey, where is your lunch box, Daniel?” I was dreading the lunch box scene. I had been holding it under my arm. The handle was broken, and the side of it was dented. The Superman sign on the side now said “Superma.” I mean, you could still see his cape and the buildings below, but there was that dent and that handle. “Smack.” That was worth another slap on the face. My nose began to bleed. I looked for a Kleenex. Nosebleeds were common in our house, so there were Kleenex boxes everywhere. I dabbed. My dad, in the way only he could, was working on the handle and the dent, trying to fix it, piece it all back together.

“Who do you think you are!” Her refrain. Who did I think I was? Apparently, “Daniel” was not the correct answer. Besides, I didn’t talk anymore, so I stayed silent on that one. My dad had snapped the handle back into place by now and was turning the lunch box this way and that, trying to figure out where to bend the cover to work out the dent.

The phone rang. That meant that Mom would answer it. My dad stopped fooling with my lunch box and was looking at my bloody nose. This was his realm. Sometimes it was Mom’s, but when she caused the nosebleed, it was definitely his to treat.

“Put your head back. Yeah, like that.” He knew exactly how to stop the nose bleeds. “So how does the other guy look?” I thought he meant Nick, who came out of it pretty well. But then I realized he must mean Billy, whom he didn’t know. Actually, he didn’t know either one of them, but Billy probably got the worst of it. Still, only a little blood, if any, so that he would be okay. I still wasn’t sure how I was going to get out of this one. I mean, there was my lunch box, and there was Billy’s ear. I smiled at my dad.


“Well, that was enlightening!” my mom was back. “We have Mrs. Armstrong coming over to apologize to Daniel!” What? Apologize? Oh man, this was getting worse and worse. “I tried to dissuade her, but she’s adamant that Billy pushed Daniel at the aquarium, and now she insists that he come over and apologize.” This was rich. I had never had anyone apologize to me for anything, and now this second grader was coming over to say he was sorry? Oh man!


It only took a few minutes for Billy and his mom to show up. Apparently, they lived in the neighborhood. He sure didn’t want to be there. He was still dressed like he had been at the aquarium. Kind of a tough-guy look. Plaid shirt and jeans, sneakers. He had everything except a sign around his neck, saying “bully.” You couldn’t really tell he had been hit with my lunch box. No bruise, no bleeding. Just him. I wasn’t sure who had called Mrs. Armstrong. She looked a lot like my mom. Kinda fat, with the same kind of glasses. She was dressed in those kinds of stretch pants that made her look even more overweight than she actually was. Then she began, “Billy was bragging to his dad about bullying these kids at the aquarium, and I overheard the whole saga,” she began. “But then I said, ‘wait a minute, who was the first one to hit who? Then it all came out.” So that was it. Nobody called anybody. This guy was just too dumb to keep his mouth shut. My mom was unusually quiet. “So, Billy, tell him!” his mom was a lot like my mom, I could tell. I had to wonder if his mom whacked him like my mom whacked me—or if she ever said, “Who do you think you are?”

“Sorry,” he said.

“For what, Billy, tell him for what.”

“For pushing you.”

So here is where I would say, “don’t worry about it, man,” or “it’s cool, just lay off next time,” or “okay,” except I didn’t talk. I think that’s why my mom was so quiet. She was waiting for me to say something. I didn’t say anything. Mrs. Armstrong looked at me, waiting for me to respond. This was what they call an awkward silence, even though I was just silent all the time. My dad returned to the lunch box, fooling with the dent a little more.

Finally, my mom said, “he doesn’t talk.”

“I’m sorry, he what?”

“He doesn't talk, like at all,” my mom explained. Mrs. Armstrong gave one of those “ohs” like Mrs. Flagg sometimes did. “Well, I am sorry for my son’s behavior, Mrs. Jensen, and Mr. Jensen. I can assure you this will never happen again,” and they headed for the door. “What are you picking on a mute now? what were you thinking…” she was saying on her way out. I thought that might be what his mom said. Like, instead of “who do you think you are,” maybe she just said, “what were you thinking?” I liked it better.

My mom went to her room. I was surprised by that. I thought there might be more smacks, but no. She was gone. “Look here, Daniel,” my dad was saying, “I think if I just use a little bit of duct tape here, it’ll be just fine.” This was my dad all over. He could fix anything. It didn’t matter that Billy had been wacked in the ear with my lunch box, or that Nick was the real perpetrator. Nick! Geez, he didn’t even know about Nick. But no, he was fixed on that lunch box.


Chapter 5

So, Nick and I had this bond. It was pretty great. We didn’t see much of Billy. I mean, he was in second grade, and we were in the Speech Room. There was recess, but it was at a different time for second graders. The Speech kids all ate in the Speech Room at lunch time, too. Nick was pretty brilliant. He had these hearing aids that sang. I mean, they just made this sound when he took them out that was this high-pitched kind of squeal. Miss Stacy never did figure out what was going on with them. But Nick would take the one in the right ear out, put his finger over it, and “squeee” — it would make this sound. He always did it when Miss Stacy was clear across the room. She always looked up, as if the sound might be coming from the ceiling (she always looked up when Nick did it). Nick and I would look down at our table or our work, whatever we were working on at the time. Once, I thought she was onto us. She came right over to our area. I played with the latch on my lunch box, which always made a kind of noise (though not exactly the “squeee” that came from Nick’s hearing aids). She looked at me and at the lunch box. I looked at her and stopped making that noise. Nick also had this way of making a clicking noise with his tongue. He made that noise at the oddest moments. It was loud enough, but never when Miss Stacy or Mrs. Stark were nearby. I tried to make the sound, but I never could figure out how he did it.

One day, I came to school and Nick wasn’t there. He was always there. In fact, I hadn’t thought about it before, but he was always there, and always before me. Like he lived in school or something. But not today. He was just not there. Gone. I didn’t know what to do. I walked over to Miss Stacy, staring up at her. She looked back at me, but that was all. Just the stare. It’s hard to tell your teacher what’s going on when you can’t talk. I kept looking at her. She walked over to Rachel. Rachel was rocking, as usual. Nothing strange there. I began to draw. Superman came to mind, and I decided to draw my lunchbox. Down below Superman, below the buildings, I drew Nick, looking up at Superman, and pointing at him. He was there in his wheelchair, pointing at Superman with his one hand. Miss Stacy walked over to me. “Hey, Superman, huh? That’s very good, Daniel? What’s this down here? That’s—is that Nick?” I looked at it. It was Nick—dark brown skin, blank expression (very Nick), and of course, his wheelchair. “Nick is sick today, Daniel,” she said. I kept drawing.
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