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For my children.


I love you to infinity plus one.


And to my husband,


who encouraged me to tell my story


even as others refused to listen.












Author’s Note






Advocates keep reminding me that the First Amendment protects my right to tell my story. But my trials are intertwined with the lives of others. While I want my experience to be heard and believed, I think children should be able to define and share their own narratives. As a result, key features of all youth characters have been altered to protect their privacy.


Surprising even myself, I concluded that adults, including those who behaved egregiously, must be protected as well. My intention never has been to “get even.” Moreover, I’ve learned that public disclosures of poor conduct induce shame. And shame is a destructive beast, often causing people who mistreat others to transgress even further. As behavioral researcher Brené Brown notes, “Shame corrodes the very part of us that believes we are capable of change.” I hope we all have the capacity to support one another, to value our collective humanity, to do better. As a result, all adult characters you are about to meet, except nationally known figures and published authors, have also been altered.


I’ve taken great lengths to change names, identities, and locations. I’ve altered facts, and I’ve created composites, all in an effort to protect both the innocent and the guilty. I also took the liberty of adjusting the timeline to connect dots and convey meaning more coherently.


So, with all of these revisions, what’s left?


I believe what remains is the most relevant part: one parent’s unvarnished look at the ways we treat children who don’t conform to society’s expectations of “normal” or “average” and the daunting challenges parents face when raising them. While the characters and events on the following pages might be altered, the underpinnings of my personal experience—my confusion, my hopes, my joy, and my sorrow—are very real.


In an ideal world, no reader would identify with the narrative that follows, but I’ve listened enough to know that many will. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if a saga similar to this one is unraveling in your own town at this very moment. My greatest hope is that if you relate to any portion, this account might help you feel less isolated or abandoned. You are not alone.


I hear you.


I believe you.


I see you.


We are in this together.












Goldfish






I join the other adults at the curb and wait. Students from various grades shuffle away, but second-grade parents remain, rechecking watches and raising eyebrows at one another.


We are annoyed.


Then curious.


And now we are worried.


I’m grateful my two boys are on playdates so I don’t have to contend with their impatience in addition to my own.


After about ten minutes, the missing class finally bounds toward its assigned bench to await pickup. My daughter is released from her seat, and we walk to the car hand-in-hand. She’s still young enough to reach for me out of habit.


“Sorry I’m late, Mom.” She explains, “Some kids created an ‘I Hate Hannah Club’ today, and the teacher needed to talk about kindness.” She reminds me of a reporter, objectively conveying the news of her community.


But “Hannah” is my child.


My emotions lock down as I halt the instinct to console her. First, I want facts. “What do you mean, an ‘I Hate Hannah Club’?” Softening my voice, I ask, “Can you tell me more about that?”


“Umm, Daniella created a club and got the other kids to join. Everyone wrote their names down on a paper.”


I question, “There’s a club charter?” while I think, Second graders have actually formalized this cruelty?


She asks, “What’s a charter?” but doesn’t wait for my answer. Instead, she rushes to another concern. “And, uh, Mom, at lunch the other day, Daniella yelled to all the kids, ‘If you like Hannah, raise your hand!’ And nobody did.”


“How many kids were there, Sweetie?” I modulate my voice to appear calm and controlled.


“About twenty.”


Her whole class.


Since the second month of school, we’ve heard reports of disruptive classroom behavior, and the frequency has only increased. We’re now six months in, and some people estimate our teacher spends eighty percent of her time trying to manage one child. Parents of a few of the more docile kids have requested that their child not be partnered with Daniella. And I recently learned that admissions tours are no longer allowed to visit the classroom, suggesting the administration knows this is not the shining example of joyful learning they wish to project.


So far, my husband and I have stayed in the background, opting to trust school leaders to manage the situation. We chose the Global Citizens Academy because of its commitment to developing kind children and instilling good values. The school’s mission is particularly attractive given the power and money seeping into our neighborhood from the looming city nearby. Manhattan might be a dozen train stops away, but its influence is inescapable.


Not only do we believe in GCA’s principles, but we resolved to be patient when we first heard about Daniella’s classroom disruptions. Her parents are divorcing, and we believed she needed support rather than judgment. We wanted to give the teacher the leeway to address specific needs. After all, who knows? It might be our kid who requires extra support next time.


But now it feels like it’s time to engage more intentionally. In the past few weeks, Daniella’s behavior has escalated rather than improved. While she was once a general, albeit almost constant, disruption to the class, her actions are now meaner. Hannah comes home from school complaining regularly that Daniella spit, pushed, and teased. Just last week, Hannah reported, “Daniella grabbed one of my arms and got Lauren to take the other one, and they spun me around till I fell to the ground.”


I assumed these behaviors were indiscriminate, but now I’m wondering, Have we crossed a new boundary? Is Daniella focusing on our child specifically? And encouraging other children to do the same?


When we arrive home, I help Hannah find a snack before stealing away to email her teacher:




Leslie, Hannah just told me about her day, and my heart sank. Before I rush to any conclusions, can you please share your understanding of what happened?





I’ve heard the eight-year-old version, and I’m hoping there’s a more benign explanation.


Leslie responds within the hour:




My heart is aching as well. Can you come and talk before class tomorrow?





That evening, I ask my husband to corral our preschool and first-grade boys, Jake and Theo, so I can focus on Hannah. She follows her bedtime routine but with none of her usual ebullient chatter. Instead, she’s silent and seems vacant. Her shell is going through the motions but there’s nothing visibly alive inside.


I try to play the part of a casual bystander so she doesn’t sense my concern. After all she’s been through, I don’t want to add to her stress or make her feel pitied. But I do want her to know she’s loved.


Unfortunately, my efforts have no visible impact. She remains forlorn. I wish I could direct the energy emanating from me to embrace and fill her, to help her feel stable and whole. When I see problems, I like to fix them. To take action. But tonight, Hannah’s emotions are on strike. They’re not taking orders from anyone.
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The next morning, I wear sunglasses despite the foggy sky. Sleep evaded me, but I won’t let my glassy eyes betray me as I address the teacher. I know I need to look capable and strong if I want to be taken seriously. My exhaustion will not sabotage my mission.


Leslie extends her heart immediately. “I’m so sorry, Kayla. Our school has failed you. We try to teach kids to be upstanders, to speak up against mean behavior and help one another. And not one child did. I’m so, so sorry.” I see real concern on her face.


I’m shocked by Leslie’s candor. Maybe her thirty years of experience give her the confidence to convey her feelings freely, even at the risk of piercing the school’s pristine image and upsetting the administration.


Because I wasn’t prepared for her admission, I take a moment to gather myself, to inhale my emotions, and to regain my composure.


I soon learn that although Daniella told Hannah the whole class joined the I Hate Hannah Club, only two children did: Daniella and her playground ally, Lauren. A few other names were listed on the charter, but Leslie’s sure Daniella forged those.


I’m relieved the entire class wasn’t enrolled in the club but still disheartened by the lack of peers willing to raise their hands at lunch. Hannah’s two best friends, Amanda and Aisha, must have been nearby, but apparently, even they didn’t feel comfortable standing up to Daniella’s influence.


As we talk, Leslie’s empathy and acknowledgment of responsibility defuse my frustration. She even expresses embarrassment over her inability to rein Daniella in before this new, heightened level of cruelty. As a result, I find myself opening up. I describe Hannah’s demeanor the night before, the way she didn’t seem to be present in her own body. I hope my words inspire Leslie to intensify her effort to support Hannah and any other child who’s picked on.


As Leslie promises to address the problem, I feel pangs of guilt for my own contribution—for ignoring the early warning signs. There were so many. The reports of pushing Hannah to the ground during tag. The excessive potty language. The stealing of pencils. The spitting in Hannah’s face. I chalked these up to second-grade antics, and I assumed—naively, obtusely—the insults were random and spread across the class. Or accidental. I even thought, Maybe Daniella just spits when she talks? But it’s hard to deny the likelihood that Daniella’s actions are intentional and targeting Hannah. How else can you explain a club charter?


Back at home that evening, I find my husband Jim in his office and admit, “I need a glass of wine. Any interest in joining me?” A week before, a friend distinguished between wanting and needing a drink, the latter being a first step toward alcoholism. It’s only Tuesday, but I plop two glasses on his desk and pour as I recount Hannah’s descriptions of her classroom travails. I layer in corroborating details shared by parents who volunteered at school. As our words flow, we can’t ignore the accumulated mess, but I still defend Leslie. She buried herself in my heart when she empathized with Hannah. I insist, “Leslie’s a veteran, but it doesn’t look like she has the support she needs to manage Daniella and teach the other nineteen kids in the class. I mean, it’s a tough group.”


Jim shakes his head. He reminds me of his belief that different cohorts have different personalities and, because so much of child development relies on peer interaction, class characteristics matter. “This class has had problems since preschool!” he seethes.


I start to relay another incident, but Jim doesn’t need to hear more. My husband is done chatting. It’s never been his forte, actually. He wants action. He spends most of his days sifting through chaos to lead his budding technology company, leaving him little energy to debate what’s obvious to him at home. So we email the head of school and request a meeting. But before receiving a response from Richard, I get another email—from Daniella’s mother:




Hi, Kayla, I don’t know what to say. I was so sorry to hear about Daniella’s behavior today. It was so out of character. I have taken away all her stuffed animals tho. I’m very adamant that bullying is not ok. She is sad she lost her toys, but she’s looking forward to playing with Hannah again tomorrow!


Fondly, Kara


My fingers fly across the keyboard:


Kara, thank you for your kind note. We appreciate your concern. It would be nice if the girls could play together tomorrow. However, it sounds like you might not be aware that Daniella has been teasing Hannah for a few months now? Did the school not inform you of the various incidents?


Her next email does not quell my concern:


No. Really? I had no idea. Let me talk to Daniella. I’m sure she didn’t mean anything bad by it. She’s a very sensitive child and probably doesn’t understand how she comes across. But I’ll talk to her. Thanks for letting me know!





I’m perplexed. How could she not know about months of misbehavior? Didn’t the school contact her? Not sharing crucial information seems akin to denying Kara the right to parent her own child. It also seems counter to the school’s values and mission. It is, after all, the Global Citizens Academy. Or, maybe the school did contact her, but Kara refuses to hear what she’s been told?


I’m anxious to speak with the head of school, but Richard doesn’t respond for over twenty-four hours. When he does, he suggests a meeting on Friday at 4:00 p.m.


I sigh in Jim’s direction, “Wow, busy guy. He can’t fit us in for three more days?” I feel bullying should be a priority, but it seems Richard has other concerns.


Later that night, I hear from Daniella’s mom again:




I spoke to Daniella, but she says she has never teased Hannah. All I can do is go off what she says. Maybe there was some confusion? Anyway, I reminded her that she needs to be kind, so hopefully everything’s good. Daniella is looking forward to seeing Hannah tomorrow!





Good Lord, I think. “All I can do …”? It hasn’t occurred to her that Daniella might lie to avoid getting in trouble? It looks like I won’t be able to co-parent with this mother.
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Over the next three days, Hannah becomes needier. I first notice her insecurity when she begs me to walk her into school rather than use the car drop-off line. Delivering Hannah directly to her classroom is a time-suck during already busy mornings. But as I stand in her doorway, I hope my presence reminds the staff of Hannah’s situation and compels them to address any mean behavior swiftly.


I turn to depart, and a fusion of emotions pervades me. Yes, I’m stressed by my towering to-do list, but I’m also grateful I was able to take leave from my management consulting job. Had I been working today, I likely would have been on a plane or in another state right now, unable to attend to Hannah’s needs. And then I marvel—and recognize several undue benefits I have—when I consider all the working parents who somehow contend with similar situations. How do they do it? It’s impossible to earn a paycheck and protect kids at the same time. As a result, schools hold such powerful roles for the parents who entrust their children to them.


I cross my fingers that Hannah will slide back into a regular routine and regain the bounce in her step. Unfortunately, she can’t seem to get a break. Hannah tells me after pickup the next day, “Mommy, my stomach hurts,” and her appetite wanes. I consider canceling the barbeque I’m hosting for friends at the end of the week. This school drama is wearing my family down! But a thermometer insists Hannah’s temperature is normal, so I commit to keeping our plans and resist Hannah’s pleas to stay home.


When Friday finally rolls around, our babysitter retrieves the kids from school so Jim and I can convene at Richard’s office. “Jim! Kayla!” Richard greets us wholeheartedly. “It’s so great to see you! Please, take a seat!” His handshake almost doubles my knuckles around, but I suppress a wince. I refuse to show any signs of weakness today.


As I scan the room, I note a picture of Richard’s beautiful wife but none of children. He has no kids of his own, but I’ve always thought it odd that he doesn’t at least display some of the cute drawings and lopsided pottery that students must have given him over the years. Instead, his walls exhibit awards of all types, including a high school diploma from upstate New York, a college degree, and certificates documenting his participation in various training programs. In fact, the only potentially playful things I see are two goldfish gliding lazily around a tank.


Richard pulls my attention from the fish when he says, “I just want you to know I spoke with Leslie about everything. I love Hannah and Jake, and we can’t believe Theo’s almost old enough to join us! They’re important parts of our GCA family.” His use of the word “love” feels incongruous with this clinical office, but I listen as he continues. “Now, as you know, scuffles are a regular part of elementary school, and it’s our job to help children learn from them.” He’s charming and convincing, although he does direct his comments primarily toward Jim. Other moms have told me Richard focuses his attention on their husbands as well.


Jim thanks Richard for his concern but reminds him that this class has had issues for a while now.


“It’s been a rough year,” I chime in. “We only have three months left, and we’re hopeful we can get things back on track.” I’ve heard parents often come here to complain, so I want to signal my intention to be constructive. Since I’ve heard several other families have already voiced concerns about the continuous classroom disruptions, I pivot to our personal concern. “It seems Hannah’s the target of some pretty mean behavior. And when I spoke with Daniella’s mother, she was unaware that Daniella’s been teasing her most of the year.”


I know that if my child was taunting another, I’d want someone to tell me, and I’m tempted to tell Richard so. But I restrain myself. Other mothers have warned me that he doesn’t appreciate suggestions from “the cheap seats.” Just recently, the parent who chaired the last school fundraiser revealed, “The only way I could get Richard to agree to anything was to make him feel like it was his idea in the first place.”


Apparently, Richard doesn’t appreciate my restraint. His response is curt. “I assure you, we’re actively involved.” Before I can probe for details, he admonishes, “I would ask that you not talk to Daniella’s parents directly. We’ll handle that.”


It takes me a second to rebound from his evasion and condescension. I ask, “Um, really? Don’t you think we should all be engaged together? I mean, an I Hate Hannah Club is just cruel. We’re supposed to just sit on the sidelines? Especially when Daniella appears to be screaming for help. When we don’t address her behavior, we’re neglecting her needs as well. Shouldn’t all the adults be working together on this?”


Richard insists, “We’re handling it.”


Jim nods. “I’m glad to hear that because this behavior is completely inconsistent with the school’s mission and values.” I smile as I realize he’s parroting some of the phrases I spewed last night. “We came to this school for its commitment to raising good, kind kids. And we’ve been trusting your process for months now, but things are getting out of hand.”


“You might not see all we’re doing, but we’re engaged,” Richard tells us. “In fact, I’ve been handling this situation personally.” He stalls for a second and then stammers, “What’s the best way to say this? Umm … Daniella’s therapist isn’t great, so I’ve been meeting with Daniella personally. She comes to my office once a week.”


I’m confused. Part of me is glad he’s involved, but I also wonder, Is his approach ethical? Is he trained to do this kind of counseling? Is he now biased toward one child in particular? I later learn that Richard even visited each of Daniella’s parents’ homes to “set consistent schedules.”


Maybe Richard senses my concern over his focus on one child because he reveals, “I invited both girls to my office last week, and we had a wonderful chat. See the two goldfish over there? We decided to name them Hannah and Daniella!” He then declares with satisfaction, “Look! They’re swimming together!”


I’m speechless. Is he really equating Hannah’s experience with her classmate to a relationship between two goldfish? Is bullying this trivial to him? Am I supposed to be as enamored with the fish as he is?


I peer at the tank and then turn to study Richard’s proud face, but his smile and raised eyebrows beckon me to look again at the fish. I wonder if he appreciates that he’s comparing young children to creatures trapped for others to admire. There’s no escape route if one decides to attack the other. What would he do if one of the two goldfish behaved more like a beta fighter? Would he sit here so blissfully?


Richard’s stance seems so distant, so unsympathetic, that I sense he’s no longer available to us … to Hannah.


I want to grasp the tank and heave it against the wall. I can envision the glass and pebbles as they ricochet around the room while I sweep up the fish and escape. Might a display like that wipe the smug look off his face and get him to care about a little girl who’s hurting? The image is tempting, but I force myself to remain calm. I’ve learned over the years how swiftly women are dismissed when they appear “dramatic.”


Clenching my jaw, I allow my husband to wrap up the conversation. We’ve always been a good tag team this way. Sometimes Jim takes the lead, sometimes I do. Today, I have no desire to participate in the banal conversation expected prior to a civilized departure. So I watch the aimless fish while Jim manages the goodbyes.


We stand, and I force myself to offer a nod and a handshake. My lips are pursed, but I turn them up at the sides. It’s a submission I resent, but I know I must appear respectful if I want anyone to help Hannah.


As we depart, I hope Richard feels at least a little pressure to ensure the school is as uneventful as his ridiculous fishbowl seems to be.












She’s for Real






I’m relieved to escape Richard’s office, but I immediately wish I weren’t hosting this barbeque tonight. I’m going to need to work quickly to prepare dinner for three other families!


The boys are excited to have guests, but when I recruit them to help, they scurry away. Fortunately, Hannah volunteers to set the table. She begs to use the tablecloth and settings I reserve for special occasions, but I insist we keep things casual. “Let’s make it easy on ourselves!” She gets to work while the babysitter scoots the boys toward the living room to collect their toys.


When I pass the dinner table an hour later, it’s organized flawlessly except for a book strewn on the floor nearby. I lean down and see it’s open to a page diagramming a proper place setting. Noting the similarity between the drawing and our table, I’m both pleased and annoyed. I told Hannah I wanted to keep things casual, but the scene before me is almost ostentatious with unnecessary utensils and plates.


I decide to contain my frustration. She’s been working hard to demonstrate her competence lately, and the table does look gorgeous. My only adjustment is to swipe up the butter knives and bread plates, leaving fewer things to clean later.


Hannah enters the room with an armful of flowers. I pray she didn’t strip the yard of all its color as I say, “Are those for the table? It’s amazing, by the way. Thanks for your hard work!”


But she looks violated. “Mom, why did you ruin it?” And she huffs away.


Ugh. Why must she be so sensitive?! Her constant need for validation can be exhausting, and it’s only gotten worse lately. Parenting her is different than nagging my boys to clean up their messes. She requires nuanced and emotionally draining responses, and now she’s diverting my attention from preparing for our guests, who will be here shortly!


I find Hannah curled up on the couch. The babysitter’s trying to console her, but I know she won’t be pacified by someone she doesn’t know well. Realizing it’s time for the sitter to leave anyway, I hand her some cash and turn my attention back toward my daughter.


“I see you’re angry, and I’m sorry. But do you remember me saying I wanted to keep things simple? Extra plates just create more mess and complication.” I think she might be swayed, but she’s clearly still dismayed. “Why don’t you come with me to the kitchen? You can be in charge of the salad!”


She contemplates, then nods. As I suspected, the allure of being “in charge” appeals to her. She gallops down the hall and almost trips on her way, but she catches herself and beats me to the kitchen.


Hannah gathers vegetables from the refrigerator, and I hand her an avocado.


“Eww!” she squeals. “No way!” Amid the drama, I forgot her aversion to mushy foods. She grabs a cucumber and some carrots and then reaches for a knife with an eight-inch blade.


I sigh. If I take the knife away, she’ll feel insulted and demoralized, assuming I don’t think she’s capable. But if I don’t grab the blade, she could slice her finger off.


I make an offer, but in a tone that suggests my parameters are firm. “I’ll make the first cuts, and then you can do all the rest.” I want to slice the vegetables in half and place the flat sides down so they’ll stay in place as she works. Her face first registers frustration but soon fades to pride as she realizes she’ll have responsibility for most of the work.


Of the families I invited to join us tonight, two I know well. The third is new to the school—a mom and her son who joined Jake’s class after winter break. I stood near them during pickup a few weeks ago and immediately appreciated her friendly, laid-back demeanor and the way the two shared giggles over inside jokes.


This new family arrives first, and I’m flustered. I was hoping to be further along with the dinner prep by now. Fortunately, Jim bounds into the entryway to greet our guests. He’s usually running late from work, so my heart leaps at his presence. He’s on time!


We crowd awkwardly inside our front door, offering introductions until Jim suggests, “Why don’t we all head out to the yard? We just hung a swing!”


Jake dashes out first with Theo and our young guest in tow.


I encourage Hannah to join the boys, but she insists, “No! They’re too chaotic! I want to be a chef with you!”


I clench my jaw and inhale deeply.


Maya must notice my stress because she offers, “I’ll join you! How can I help?” I knew I liked this woman. She rolls with whatever’s thrown her way.


Hannah leaps ahead while Maya raises an eyebrow questioning me with one word: “Chaotic?”


I respond, “Yeah, Hannah prefers things calmer than her brothers.” But then I realize Maya was likely referring more to Hannah’s advanced vocabulary than to her inclinations.


Maya settles in with Hannah while I prepare the marinating chicken for the grill.


When Hannah asks her, “How has your day been?” Maya appears taken aback.


“Wow! Thank you for asking, Hannah! It’s been great.”


“You’re welcome!”


They chat for a while, and I worry Hannah’s dominating our guest’s time. I encourage again, “Hannah, why don’t you head outside?” But the two ignore me and continue chatting about school and work.


My daughter’s eyes pop when Maya explains that she’s a math professor at the local university. Hannah exclaims, “Cool! Do you know Euler’s formula?”


Maya scrunches her eyebrows and looks at me as if to say, Is this kid for real?


I sigh, wondering if I should explain Hannah’s interest in math and physics and how she stays up late with her dad to discuss complicated concepts, like the dimensions of black holes. But I’m still worried about getting dinner ready, so I let a nod suffice. Yes, she’s for real.


Maya and Hannah remain engrossed in conversation while I focus on the meal. I spy Maya resting her head in both hands with her elbows propped on the counter. She looks intently at my child as Hannah asks, “Did you know a lot of calculus is just about finding the area under a curve? Look, you can see how to do it if you draw a bunch of tall skinny boxes …”


Now she’s just showing off.


I worry Maya might judge this peculiar conversation, and the little girl, too, but one look tells me she’s enchanted. Some people take delight in my kid’s quirks, and others judge and dismiss her for the very same reasons.


When the doorbell rings, I prod, “Hannah Banana, let Maya come with me so I can introduce her to some friends!” Maybe the third time is the charm?


Hannah remains still, except for a slow movement of her head to the left and then the right. She has found somebody who “gets” her, and she doesn’t want to budge.


Maya smiles, “It’s okay! Go attend to the others. We’re having fun!”


“Are you sure?”


Maya gives me a thumbs up, and I give Hannah the warning that often helps her prepare to switch gears. “How about five more minutes with your new friend, and then we’re going to let her hang out with the adults, okay?”


Hannah smiles as I head off to greet the other guests at the door. But since the remaining families have been to our home many times before, the gang has already found Jim and the boys in the yard. I steal back to the kitchen to save Maya, but she remains thoroughly amused. Still, I insist, “Hannah. It’s time to head outside. Let’s help everyone get to know one another.”


“Okay, Mom, just let me finish up the salad, okay?”


“Hah!” Maya laughs. “Can you teach my son to be that responsible?”


I lead Maya out before Hannah can dominate her any longer, but Maya lags nervously as she asks, “Are you okay leaving her with that knife?”


“Trust me. Leaving her with that knife is lower risk than telling her she can’t use it.” When the world is right with Hannah, the whole house runs more smoothly. And I’m comforted knowing she already completed the chopping. All that remains is dressing and tossing.


Maya checks on her son and then introduces herself to the dads nearby. She looks comfortable, so I sidle up to my friends, Ellen and Heather, and hug them as I ask, “How was your week?”


They respond simultaneously. “Fine. Busy!”


When they ask me about mine, I consider how honestly I should answer. Since they’re two of my closest friends, I decide to bare the truth. “It was a rough one.”


I explain about the targeting of Hannah without mentioning any names. Ellen is on the board of the school, so I want her to know what’s happening. Dynamics like these not only affect my child but can impact the entire school culture.


She responds, “Really?”


I nod. “We met with Richard today, but he wasn’t very responsive. He equated Hannah and the girl who’s taunting her to goldfish.”


“Huh.” They seem to find the notion more entertaining than ridiculous, but before I can elaborate on the analogy, Heather changes the subject.


“Have you guys decided what you’re doing for spring break?”


I stifle the half-formed sentence in my mouth.


Apparently, there are more interesting things to discuss.












The Canary






I feel somewhat victorious as I get Hannah and Jake to school on Monday morning a minute before the bell rings. It’s a small win, but I’ll take any I can get.


Once Theo is settled at his preschool nearby, I check my watch and note I have an hour to kill before my next commitment: a board meeting for one of my favorite nonprofits. I hit the coffee shop to grab my morning caffeine and then wander into the adjoining bookstore. I’m always on the hunt for a good read, especially something that invites me to widen or shift my point of view. Today, I’m drawn to a memoir a friend recommended. Sprawled on the cover is a large red heart and the words, Love Warrior. I swipe it up, pleased to have a distraction from the parenting guides stacked on my nightstand.


That evening after reading a story to the kids and tucking them in, I pick up my own book and indulge. It begins like an easy beach read, but on page twenty-nine, it shoves me sideways, clear off my footing. Here, author Glennon Doyle flashes back to a period in high school when she was admitted to a mental health facility. She recalls befriending her roommate and sharing with her a description of her great-grandfather, a coal miner who worked alongside a canary each day. Doyle writes, “When the toxin levels rose too high, the canary stopped singing, and the silence was the miners’ signal to flee the mine.” She then wondered aloud to her roommate if perhaps neither of them was “crazy” as society seemed to suggest. Maybe they were sensitive instead. Doyle’s teenage-self asked, “Could it be … that we aren’t making any of this up—we’re just sensing the very real danger in the air?” She continued, “I think the world is more than a little poisonous, and that [we] were built to notice that.” She told her new friend that “in lots of places, canaries are appreciated. They’re the shamans and the poets and the sages, but not here.”


I’m blown away by the metaphor. The shock of recognition lands like a meteor, morphing the landscape I thought I knew well. Oh my God, Hannah is a canary!


I flash back four years to Hannah’s early weeks in preschool. She was the first child to say, “That teacher isn’t nice,” and all the adults, myself included, ignored her. The teacher started reporting to us that Hannah was not compliant, and I sided with the teacher. I didn’t want Hannah to “play the adults off one another.” When the teacher suggested Hannah was a bad child, poorly mannered and obstinate, I worried that I had a kid with behavior problems. Eventually, I was invited to visit the classroom to observe Hannah’s problems firsthand, but when I went, I witnessed something very different. The teacher didn’t appear to like children, nor adults for that matter. And she provoked dissidence. For example, she insisted that one of Hannah’s classmates sign his name to the attendance list before allowing him to join the other children. When he resisted, I wondered if the boy was embarrassed because he was unable to accomplish the task. He was in preschool, after all. But the teacher was adamant and directed him to sit on a bench until his name was signed. When I left the classroom at the end of my visit, the boy was still confined to the seat. The teacher had effectively given a three-year-old a two-hour timeout.


For the rest of that afternoon, I reconsidered my original reactions to what Hannah had been trying to tell me, and I wondered why I had chosen to dismiss her. I resolved never to ignore my children so readily again.


Later that day, I sat on the floor in Hannah’s room and searched deep in her eyes as I explained, “Hannah, I believe you. I saw what is happening at school. You have good instincts. Let’s listen to them. I love you so much.”


She peered at me with such overwhelming gratitude, I almost broke. I could tell she was trying hard not to cry as she threw her arms around me in an embrace that was unusually long and intense for a preschooler. It was then that I started to recognize her “old soul.”


Four years later, I can still feel the magnitude of the message delivered in that hug: Thank you for believing me. Thank you for not letting me be alone.


Jim and I switched schools the very next day, and the teacher was asked to resign a few months later. It took a little time, but adults eventually caught up to Hannah’s assessment.


Still overwhelmed by the canary metaphor, I consider another event that took place about eight months after Hannah transferred preschools. We had hired a new babysitter, and as I was tucking Hannah into bed, she shared, “Jenna makes my heart turn brown.”


I wasn’t sure that such a young child knew much about anatomy, especially the colors of her insides, so I asked, “What color is your heart normally?”


“Red or pink or something like that.” And then she added, “But when I think of Jenna, my heart turns brown, or gray. Or what color is it when things burn and they die?” Her round eyes questioned me innocently.


I was speechless. Hannah had complained about Jenna several times, but I assumed she just wanted to be with a parent rather than a babysitter. Yet, the day after Hannah’s heart turned brown, another adult visiting our home approached me and said, “Kayla, I feel awkward saying this, but I think you should know that Jenna acts very differently when you’re not around.” We fired Jenna, and I later learned that she was released by her next employer after only a few days.


Now, as I continue to reflect, I start to appreciate my daughter’s sensitivity and understand that perhaps it’s more complex than I previously imagined. She’s living her life like a canary sensing toxins. And when she voices concerns, people regularly dismiss her. “In lots of places, canaries are appreciated,” Doyle wrote, “but not here.”


I’m not sure how to proceed, so I decide to seek advice from someone who can give me a gut check. I want to understand how to support a young child like Hannah, and I’m worried about the recent developments at the Global Citizens Academy. I want a safe place to work through my thoughts—a place where I won’t be considered “high maintenance” as I determine what’s reasonable to expect from a school like GCA.


I find a local therapist with a strong reputation. Gail impresses me immediately when I see that her perspectives are rooted in science and reason. I need an approach like hers because I often don’t trust my own instincts and judgment, especially when others are dismissing me, as they have been lately.


When I tell Gail about the goldfish, she validates my assessment. “It’s disappointing your head of school isn’t taking bullying seriously.” She notes his stance both reflects poorly on his leadership and puts the school in jeopardy, increasing its liability.


I appreciate her insights, but I’m still insecure. She’s just one person, after all, and most others seem complacent. Yes, Hannah’s teacher expressed concern about the bullying, but few others have. And yes, parents are upset about the unruly classroom behavior, but nothing’s being done about it. Daniella’s mom seemed unaware there was even a problem. All of this adds to my lack of confidence. And I worry that the more I advocate for Hannah, the more I’ll be considered the problem: a mom who’s too quick to indulge her kid. Worse, Hannah could be considered a spoiled, hypersensitive brat who perhaps deserves what she gets.


I complain to Gail, “With all the talk about bullying, you’d think the school would be more proactive. And parents would be more concerned.”


She agrees. “Yes, it’s discouraging. There’s a lot of talk about how we can do better, but actions don’t always follow. People often don’t get concerned until it affects their own kid.”


I then divulge, “I feel guilty. I imagined I would be a rock for my children. Reliable. But I saw the warning signs, and I did nothing.”


She encourages me to see that we have done something. We met with teachers and administrators. We spoke with friends. And I am here, after all.


She then tells me about a growing body of science on “high sensitivity.” I want to support my canary-like daughter, so following the session, I dive into multiple books and articles. The research findings challenge many common assumptions, including my own.


I feel vindicated, and like my family is a little less peculiar, when I learn that roughly twenty percent of the human population is genetically wired with a more sensitive nervous system. So Hannah isn’t alone! Not even close. Apparently, this predisposition is too common to be written off as an aberration. In fact, the tendency toward sensitivity exists because it’s evolutionarily desirable. For example, during the times of hunting and gathering, clans benefited from an association with individuals who assessed environments before rushing in to gather berries or attack prey. Who knows what kind of predator might have been lurking?


And many advantages remain today. Multiple books, like Elaine Aron’s The Highly Sensitive Child, identify several characteristics that are overrepresented among highly sensitive people. For example, they regularly demonstrate elaborate cerebral processing; sensitive individuals often think at a deeper level, a finding documented by brain MRIs. They are also known to be exceptionally kind and conscientious and more likely to react to heartlessness, injustice, and cruelty. This, too, is documented by brain studies; imaging shows highly sensitive people tend to have more activation in the neural structures involved with empathy.


Scientists agree that while high sensitivity allows individuals to be especially aware of nuances in their surroundings—like subtle sounds, unique smells, and different textures—it also causes people to feel overwhelmed. Stadiums and concerts and busy markets can be exasperating rather than enjoyable. So too can loud classrooms and testy tones of voice. To survive, sensitive people might try to control their surroundings, they can become less emotionally flexible, and they might even flee. Essentially, life is richer yet harder for individuals with high sensitivity.


Unfortunately, rather than appreciate the valuable attributes of sensitive people, modern society often regards them disdainfully. The exceptional skills related to sensitivity are disregarded as “soft,” and the people themselves are devalued for being delicate, inhibited, reactive, rigid, and anxious. Aware of the excessive scrutiny they face, sensitive kids might feign composure at school and then break down at home. They also might become perfectionists and react intensely to even the slightest error. Many seek constant affirmation to calm their nerves and perform poorly when watched or tested. Given these distinct responses, experts encourage adults to allow for calmer environments, gentler forms of guidance, and more compassion.


I find the research consistent with my personal experience, and it stills some of my nagging concerns. I’ve been parenting Hannah differently than my other children because I’ve noticed for years now that an authoritarian posture and a stern voice don’t work with her. Jake might respond swiftly to a command like “Hurry up!” but Hannah is likely to quiver and insist, “I’m trying!” I use a softer approach with her, to the extent that I’ve wondered if my differentiated parenting tactics are fair. But now, they seem necessary.


While many assume sensitive children underperform compared to “more resilient” children throughout life, researchers like Jay Belsky and Michael Pluess disagree. In several studies (a favorite of mine is titled “Vantage Sensitivity”), they demonstrated that while highly sensitive children do, on average, lag behind their peers in difficult environments, like unsupportive homes or rigid classrooms, they also outperform less sensitive children in healthier, more constructive arenas. I take this to mean that the outcomes of sensitive children can be more binary, with the possibility of failure or success highly dependent on their situations and the way they’re treated.


Summarizing his research findings, W. Thomas Boyce compares highly sensitive children to orchids and their counterparts to dandelions. He acknowledges that the latter often outperform the former in many settings, especially ones that are arid and rough. But he explains that when orchids are placed in hospitable environments, they often outshine their dandelion counterparts in dazzling ways.


I consider the implications of the research for schools. We all revere the educators who change a child’s trajectory for the better, and I imagine many enter the teaching field with just such aspirations. It seems, given the science, that if educators want to induce positive inflection points for children, they might have the greatest chances if they create classrooms that support the orchids and canaries of the world. In so doing, they also might also teach the rest of us how to respect people who learn differently or are unique in any number of ways.


I exhale, relieved Leslie is one of these teachers. She sees Hannah’s vulnerabilities but also appreciates her strengths. She was genuinely upset when classmates targeted Hannah and is trying to teach her peers to be “upstanders.” I realize Leslie must answer to Richard, but I’m grateful to have her on Hannah’s team.
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A few weeks after my canary revelation, a friend invites me to join her in Manhattan’s West Twenties, an area studded with art galleries. We step into a building with bleached hardwood floors and monumental white walls, each paired with a single painting. I note how every single piece, even the smallest, dominates its wall. No matter how minimal, each work has presence.


As I turn the corner to the final room, I’m shocked to find myself face-to-face with a colossal yellow canary on a bright turquoise background. The painting is about five feet square, but it would have been striking at any size. I think, There you are. I know you.


I’m transfixed by the bird’s presence, by the simplicity of her beauty. Then I notice the demoralizing reality of her existence. She stands proud, so I was initially deceived into believing her position here is intentional—as if she had chosen this very spot to greet me all by herself. But the artificial perch and silver band on her leg suggest otherwise. I can’t help but wonder, Is this what we do to our children? We display them proudly, but we clip their wings and assign them restrictive, self-serving roles. And then we stifle anything that’s especially unique about them because honoring that beauty, that distinctiveness, would be so much more difficult to manage.


The painting is at once glorious and heartbreaking. I decide I must have it, even though I’m not sure I have a wall to house her. Still, somebody who understands this creature must give her space. I tell the gallery associate about my own canary, and she nods. I wonder if she’s paid to agree with whatever potential customers say, but I sense she gets it. Perhaps she has her own canary at home.


The associate then reveals the price, and my excitement plummets. My husband would choke if I told him the cost. In my conscience, where what is right is aligned with what is, this bird belongs with my family. But if I want to avoid conflict, I probably need to keep strolling. As I exit, I sign my name to the gallery’s contact list in hopes that I might at least be emailed images of such beautiful things.


A week later, the associate from the gallery calls me. She says she conveyed the story of my canary to the artist, and he would like for the bird to live with me. Apparently, he was reluctant to let his baby go in the first place and priced her accordingly. Maybe this explanation is part of a sell job, but I decide I don’t really care. I haven’t stopped thinking about the bird. When I’m offered a healthy but doable price, I’m overjoyed.


Sometimes, what should be, is.












Upside Down






We settle into spring slowly. Shoots pop from the turf as soft winds and green tracery remind me nature doesn’t stop, not for concerned mothers nor their sensitive daughters. While I can manage the home environment, I have no control over the school setting. So after each drop-off, I hold my breath and hope to greet a smiling child at the end of the day.


Today my kids are clearly appreciating the warmer weather because they all ask to play in the yard after school. I lift Theo on my hip, hand him a snack, and let the other two run off. I keep my eye on Hannah, though, surveying as Daniella initiates a game of tag. I’m relieved to see Hannah’s included. She squeals while running after the girls who are not “It.” But after a few rounds, I realize the tagged girls never actually become “It.” They continue running away, despite Hannah’s successful efforts.


My daughter’s exuberance turns to indignation as she stops, crosses her arms, and stomps the ground. I call her over and suggest, “Babe, if a game isn’t working for you, maybe you can find someone who plays the way you like? I see Aisha over there on the swings.” Aisha is a joyful girl who doesn’t seem to engage in playground power-plays.


While Hannah often has difficulty being redirected, she rushes to join her friend.


Good choice, I think.
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The next morning, I pull her teacher aside and say, “Leslie, I noticed more mean-spirited behavior on the playground yesterday. It wasn’t flagrant, but it was there. Have you seen anything?”


She responds, “I get my break at recess so, unfortunately, I’m not there. But Hannah has been telling me about some teasing on the playground. I’ve already alerted the monitors.”


I’m frustrated to learn that Hannah’s main ally is not around when she might need her most. I remember the perils of the playground from my own childhood.


Leslie must see my disappointment because she responds, “I’m frustrated too; I’ll do everything I can to fix this. On a positive note, I’ve been impressed with Hannah’s ability to articulate her feelings and advocate for her needs. She should be proud of herself.”
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A few weeks follow without incidents, lulling our apprehension and raising our hope that the worst is behind us. Then one evening, as I turn off her bedroom lights, Hannah drops a bomb in the safety of the dark. “I’m fat,” she asserts.


I’m confused as I try to decipher what she’s really telling me. At Hannah’s recent checkup, the pediatrician confirmed her weight and height percentiles are solidly average.


I want to scream. Already? We can’t get past second grade without body image issues? Are you kidding me? All women of my generation are aware of the potentially devastating effects of idealized, unattainable expectations for body shapes and any related weight-shaming. So with all my children, I’ve emphasized the values of strength, nutrition, and a healthy lifestyle. And I’ve strived to validate the natural beauty in all sorts of body shapes. I rack my brain to determine the source of Hannah’s new concern, and I mentally start berating the advertising industry—so ready to make a quick buck on the back of people’s self-confidence.


“Hannah, Sweetie. What makes you say you’re fat?”


“Daniella told me I look like a whale. And then Lauren said I’m so fat and ugly that my mom puts a bag over my head to kiss me goodnight.”


It seems even second-graders know the tools to induce insecurity and shame.


I insist, “Hannah. You are beautiful and healthy. Daniella and Lauren are just trying to be mean, but nothing they say is true.”


“They told me there’s so much fat on my arm, it’s going to fall off.”


“Now that’s just ridiculous. Do you think that could actually happen?”


Hannah starts to laugh, but the absurdity of the notion only distracts her for a moment. Her voice turns earnest as she asks, “Mom, why are they being mean to me?”


What can I say? I try, “Sometimes when people aren’t happy, they are mean to others. They think that by bringing others down, they’ll feel better. But it never works because being mean doesn’t make you feel better. It makes you feel worse. Happy people don’t do mean things.”


My words have no effect, and Hannah clarifies why. “But Mom, why are they being mean to me? They could be mean to anyone. Why me?” Tears pool in her eyes.


I console her with a hug, which also serves to block her view of my own sad face. They shot an arrow with so much force that it blew through her and punctured me. It’s not just the mean words; it’s the way they were targeted so precisely at her.


How do I respond? Do I explain how her uniqueness makes her vulnerable? She loves math and science, while her peers prefer dolls and tag. She has a vocabulary significantly outsized for her age. She moves inefficiently as if she’s forever almost falling. Kids notice these things.


It’s true. She is unique. And interesting. And fabulous. And endearing. And fun. I love her differences. But they make Hannah the perfect target for children looking to assert their own warped need for dominance. And today, their aim was swift and devastating.


“Oh, Hon. You have so many qualities that make you special. Often, the kids who feel bad about themselves pick on the kids who have their own wonderful way.”


I know this isn’t enough, but what is? I’m powerless to protect her from the pain. No bandage in my medicine cabinet can heal a sinewy, deep-seated wound like this.


Sticks and stones, my ass. Words cut like a serrated knife, penetrating to the core.


I decide that, despite Richard’s directive to avoid other parents, I believe communication among adults can be a constructive means for addressing challenges. But since Daniella’s mother was a dead-end last time, I call Lauren’s mom this evening.


After we exchange greetings, I try to sound casual as I say, “So, there’s been a little problem at school, but I’m hoping that if we put our heads together, we can solve it. Apparently, Lauren teased Hannah about her weight.”


“That’s awful. But are you sure it was Lauren?”


“Yes.” I’m surprised she’s suggesting otherwise—as if my assertion is somehow inconsistent with her daughter’s past behavior—so I remind her, “I think it was especially hurtful given all the other teasing this year.”


“What do you mean?”


“The school hasn’t mentioned anything to you?” I’m noticing a pattern here.


“No, honestly, this is the first I’ve heard of any problems between the girls, besides the Club thing.”


I’m thrown. Is this woman for real? Is she really being dismissive of “the Club thing”?


I take a long breath and ask, “Would you mind talking to Lauren? Maybe help her understand the impact of what she’s saying?”


“Oh, sure! No problem!”


I’m relieved, and I consider saying more, being more direct, but I worry she might judge me rather than help the girls if I push too much.


When we hang up, I can only hope she follows through. I sigh as I realize I might have said both too much and not enough.




[image: image]




The next morning, a Wednesday, Hannah scurries to our bed before dusk and burrows under the covers. When the alarm sounds, she stays buried. I reach to massage her back to help her wake and realize her chest is heaving.


“Honey, are you okay? What’s bothering you?” I envelop her in a hug.


Amid gasps, she’s barely able to say, “I … don’t … know …”


This girl is unrecognizable. Jim is awake now, and while we can guess the source of her distress, we try to encourage her to articulate it. The incidents she mentioned are enough to humiliate anyone, but maybe there’s more she has yet to describe?


Despite my prodding, Hannah refuses to speak. She’s usually the most loquacious child we know. Yet everything about her body language signals that she’s closed herself off to us. This is the first time I haven’t had access to my own child, and I’m anxious and frustrated by my incompetence.


Jim and I agree to let her stay in bed. If she can’t get up to go to school today, we won’t make her. New rules apply under these unique circumstances.


We email the nurse and Leslie and copy Richard:




Hannah has not stopped crying since she awoke this morning. And for the first time in years, she is unable to put her feelings into words. Apparently, she was taunted again, this time about weight. We will bring her to school when she is ready. In the meantime, can the adults please convene to figure out how to resolve this ongoing problem?





We hear from Richard at the very end of the school day. Why it took him this long to get back to us is beyond me. He says:




Thanks for letting us know. I think this is better discussed in person. My assistant will get back to you with times.





My husband muses, “Do you suppose he’s trying to avoid a paper trail? He never has much to say on email.”


My mind flashes with clarity as I realize almost all our interactions with the teachers and staff to date have been in person. I have always believed difficult issues are best handled face-to-face, but now I see my naivete. We have no documentation. I also grasp that while I assumed Richard was working on the problem since our last meeting, I have no proof he’s done a thing.


I rush to my computer and start drafting.




Dear Richard,


We are writing to express our concern for the children in second grade. Leslie is a skilled, veteran teacher who is doing her best to manage this particular cohort of students. It’s apparent, however, that she could use more support.


Several families have spoken to you about troubling classroom dynamics and the behavior of two children in particular. For months you have promised concerned parents that your team is working with the children and their families, but the situation has become more concerning with time. To date, we have not heard of any consequences to troubling behaviors, and we are regularly dismissed when we try to discuss important issues.





The email goes on for a few more paragraphs, detailing my concerns, explaining the impact on Hannah’s well-being, and asking for transparent communication and policies. I also suggest the school’s response to date is inconsistent with its purported values. I finish the email explaining that we are considering withdrawing our children from GCA. I want to get Richard’s attention. I want him to recognize the significance of what is going on here. I want him to pull his head out of the sand and support all the children at this school.


I’m shaking when I hit the send button, and this time I don’t have to wait long for a response:




Kayla and Jim, Let’s discuss this in person. Are you available tomorrow at 4 pm?





We agree, and then we email Leslie and her assistant teacher to determine if Hannah will be safe at school the next day. They promise to remind the playground and lunchroom aides to monitor closely, so we encourage Hannah to return. We can’t let her remain home all year. (Or can we? Might that be a more humane option?) We then try to arm Hannah, encouraging her to play near the aides, at least for the next couple of days. And we share advice that our pediatrician insisted was effective. She believes that girls like Daniella and Lauren are trying to get a rise out of people, so Hannah’s best response would be a dismissive, “Whatever.” We explain to Hannah that if she reacts to their taunts, Daniella and Lauren will likely keep coming at her.


I wonder if I should also teach Hannah an uppercut. Or at least a few good swear words. Our world has clearly turned upside down.
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