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Preface
Home-based learning (i.e., home schooling) was an extension of mothering for me, and as such, imbued with joy and fulfillment along with drudgery and exhaustion. I often felt isolated and unsure of myself. I was subjected to ridicule, attack, criticism, and other forms of persuasion because of this small variance in the cultural norm. It didn't need to be so, but since we act on a stage already set by culture and belief systems, it was.
Along the spectrum of schooling and learning are those at one edge who seem so certain that public school is best and right; at the other end are those who insist that home-based learning is optimal and desirable and capable of offering a holistic experience that the traditions of public school could never achieve. In the middle, many people are doing interesting, visionary things. Those of us who have chosen paths to learning outside of public education may be a fringey bunch, but during my years of home schooling, I liked the vitality and possibility in that edge and in what looked to me like the most important work I would ever do — care for children.
Nevertheless, when I read about how easily others managed their home school days, their home school lives, I suspected there was more to tell. I was lonely and needed support, and that was hard to come by. And so, this is the book I wish I'd had beside me — honest, intelligent, revealing — about a family that I could relate to with some troubles and with some joys. I couldn't hold up the image of the perfect home school family, and I didn't want to. The truth is, I like things a little on the messy side. I wanted a parenting book about the reality of my experience instead of more advice, more suggestions on what to do and how to do it, more preaching, more pressure to be a certain kind of home schooler, a certain kind of parent, a certain kind of woman, to have a certain political and religious identification. I wanted the more complicated truth.
I hope that this book will be a friend to those who are home schooling, to parents no matter what educational option they choose for their children, and an expansive reading experience for all. I hope that it will build understanding among professional educators. I hope that it will broaden acceptance for this important educational option and promote the creation of support systems that are truly supportive.
Thank you for your interest in By Heart and for what I know you'll contribute to the thinking and growth around the care of children and their learning in our culture, and what that means in all the intricate ways for our earth.
As in any work of nonfiction, there is fiction. The children, their father, and I are the real, actual main characters of this book; others are composites. The locations are all actual, as is much of the dialogue with a little paring for literary purposes. The names, of everyone except me, have been changed. I have tried to come to our differences with compassion and to the disastrous parts of myself and my former selves, the less easy-to-love parts, with the same generosity.
Joy and learning in the journey.
— Kathleen Melin
Chapter 1
Natural Life
"What really makes a teacher is love for the human child."
— Maria Montessori (1870-1952)
Pedagogical Anthropology
"School should have the atmosphere of a good home."
— Johann Pestalozzi (1746-1827)
Out the east-facing door on Jack's first day of school, the sun was still below the horizon. Jack and I, wild wind in our faces, rounded the house to the protected west side where we'd attempted a yard.
He would be a schoolboy now! A schoolboy! It seemed a sudden separation of child and family, but I held my feelings close. It was only school, I told myself. Besides, no one else seemed disturbed.
Certainly not Jack. He'd popped out of bed and stared into the arctic dark for the wonderful bus.
Certainly not my husband, Cyrus. I'd asked him to delay his departure for work at the Alaska Legal Services to tend four-year-old Carl and one-year-old Elly.
"I'd like to spend some time outdoors with Jack since he'll be inside all day," I said.
He'd agreed, but said, "I don't know why you're making such a big deal out of this. It's only school, the great common denominator."
It was, perhaps, his way of fortifying himself against this unnatural transit of family life. We mammals tend more to keeping our young with us, teaching and nurturing them within the family group rather than standing them on the edge of the nest and pressing them to fly.
For the moment, Cy considered school a necessary preparation for the twenty-first century work world, a life separate, lived elsewhere, like his. In the morning, he left home for the office and didn't return until evening. He left for long days and weeks, too. His work required travel — to Aniak, Chevak, Anchorage, Juneau, and Washington, D.C. I occasionally wrote grants and brochures, but my main work was mothering.
For the previous three years, we'd lived in Bethel, Alaska — a swelling town of forty-five hundred, half Yup'ik Eskimo and half white, the deepwater port on the Kuskokwim River. Its clustered houses littered an open landscape. Facing in all directions, they squatted around the curve of a shallow lake, the wide bends of the river, and over the fragile tundra.
I'd grown up in the Midwest, and I wanted to call that open space a "field." But it wasn't a field. It wasn't tilled, planted, or harvested. It was a wild uncultivated Eden, undulating and choppy as an ocean, on the delta formed from two of the earth's great watersheds — the Yukon and the Kuskokwim. Tussocks, dwarfed plants, crusts of moss and lichen had adapted over thousands of years and grew inches high. Under the thin living surface lay a depth of peat — brown curls, wet and cold — that insulated between the green upper layer and the eternal permafrost below.
Among our acquaintances, we knew of one old-time Bethel family with both a basement and a well. The well ran through hundreds of feet of iced ground and flowed at a gushing volume to prevent it from freezing. Most homes had water delivered from a city-maintained well to a household tank, and the houses were braced above ground.
Ours, painted deep red with white and blue trim, stood on leggy posts above its sand pad. Sand foundations protected buildings from the freeze and thaw, the heave and shift, of spongy ground that could crack anything so static and stick-built.
The house rose overhead at one side of the lot, and the elevated roadbed at the other. A tall driveway marked the back, and within these borders was a basin of what had been undisturbed tundra.
The summer before Jack started school, we'd bought "topsoil" at $45 per truckload and smoothed it over the ground in order to make a yard. Though at the far edge of America, we wanted the American Dream — a home of our own fringed with green grass and scattered with the happy chaos of sand pails and jump ropes.
The topsoil, compressed and gray, was nothing like what I'd imagined. Chilled for millennia by permafrost, it lacked organic matter and the loam of a good growing medium.
I dusted the acidic soil with lime from fifty-pound sacks, raked it in, and scattered grass seed in the grooves. At each corner of our house, black barrels collected rain from downspouts. I emptied one, and the children took turns riding inside the barrel while I rolled the seed. Tiny black-capped sparrows feasted. What little seed remained struggled up thin and fine.
Over the summer, the yard grew a bleak covering. On August 23, in that yard and in the dark, Jack and I played, rousing about, and always watching for the bus.
We stood apart and tossed a ball back and forth.
"I want to go to the bus stop," he said.
"The bus won't be there," I told him.
He ran around the corner of the house and looked the length of Ptarmigan Road, an open half mile all the way to the edge of town.
"How much longer until it comes?" he asked.
"Half an hour," I said.
He leaped on the tricycle, rode the slope to the low-bush cranberries, paused and peered again.
"Why isn't it coming?"
"It's picking up other children," I told him.
Such eagerness. Such confidence.
He wore new school clothes — a blue sweatsuit with fabulous cars of speedway checks, satin, and jewel headlights. My mother had bought new clothes for my brothers and me at the start of each school year, so I'd done the same for Jack. As a child, I assumed that we'd grown and that was enough reason. But as a mother, I hoped the clothes would give him some extra confidence so that he might do well. I also realized they were a consolation prize. Since the little fellow had to go to school, the least we could do was give him a small useable gift.
August weather required an insulated jacket. Jack's was bright yellow, like the school bus we anticipated. The jacket added visibility for dark mornings that would become darker every day until sunrise in December was delayed to noon.
He picked up a sand pail and dropped it. We examined the brown pelt of fall grass and the two struggling birch trees we'd planted.
"Can we go to the bus stop now?"
"Yes."
Jack hurried ahead of me on the crumbly recycled asphalt of the subdivision road. We passed the creek and waited in the windy open.
He gazed eastward to town, only glancing at things that normally absorbed him — stones, berries, rippling water. In the dusk a half mile away, two round headlights appeared like pale suns in the gray light. The heavy motor disturbed the dense quiet, and as the bus approached, it raised a hacking dry dust. It halted. The doors folded open. I took Jack's picture with a burning curve of sun rising over his right shoulder. He got on.
I watched the bus lurch away. It dipped into Tundra Ridge, where I lost sight of it briefly, and then it emerged on the road next to H-Marker Lake. When it turned onto the state highway two miles distant, it appeared as a long, silent blur of orange.
A child's first day of school is an ordinary moment in our culture, but something felt wrong. I chided myself. Overly sensitive, I thought. I really should discipline myself better, like the good Spartan women who understood that children belonged not only to the family but also to the nation.
I shoved my hands in my pockets and stumbled across the uneven ground to home. Cy was waiting to go to work. Carl and Elly were waiting for me.
Jack and I had made the customary school tour before his first day. The building was dimly lit, squarely made, and fixed into compartments. The classrooms on the perimeter were designated by gray modular panels, five feet tall and open at the top, arranged on gray industrial carpeting. The library, also of modular panels, was in the center. A low, suspended ceiling hovered over everything. The gym, open and echoing, tripled as cafeteria and stage, and there the lights flickered nervously. Out on the playground, leveled with sand and bereft of any living things, the metal skeleton of monkey bars stood next to the teeter-totters that groaned up and down. The metal swings screeched and clanged in the wind.
I had talked with the teacher, Ms. Kelly, before school began. It was her first year back teaching after a long hiatus spent raising her own children to their middle years. She showed me the schedule.
"The children have circle time in the morning, and then we do math."
She'd collected plastic bread tags, bottle caps, and junk jewelry in colorful bins.
"You'd be amazed at what they do with these," she said.
I liked her attitude toward exploration.
"There's a twenty-minute recess in the morning. We go outside, weather permitting," she said.
"So little."
"I know," she sympathized, "but it's something. Afterwards, the children work at their tables, cutting out pictures and matching letters — pre-reading and pre-writing — and then lunch."
We knew each other in the way one does in a small, isolated town, and each spoke freely.
"We don't do much in the afternoons," she confessed. "Nap time, story time, a visit to the library."
"This is like our day at home," I said.
"Jack will enjoy the other children."
I knew that was true. Jack liked large groups, a boisterous mix, and at home we could create that only rarely. In Bethel, playtime required planning, unlike my own childhood when we had gathered spontaneously in one yard or another.
"The work may be a little dull for Jack," Ms. Kelly said. "Many children come to school without the care and the benefits he's had. They haven't held a crayon or cut with a scissors. We start with the basics."
"What if I picked Jack up at noon?" I asked Ms. Kelly.
"That would be fine."
I tried to be as inconspicuous as possible when I picked Jack up, choosing playground recess or the time before lunch, but the children noticed.
They'd banter with Jack, "Good-bye. Good-bye." And they'd look in my eyes, with the searching look of children, whole and absorbing.
"Some of the kids ask if they can come home with me," he said.
Two weeks later, Jack walked willingly beside me out the school door but asked, "When can I spend the whole day at school?"
"Why do you want to stay?" I asked.
"All the other kids do."
Jack had many things to tell me about his hours at school. Most of them involved his rambunctious body, which he had to contain, and the use of his voice, which he had to reduce. There was a "time-out" corner.
"I know what to do, Mom," he told me, "but Ethan had to go to the corner four times this morning."
Days later, Jack was sent to the time-out corner.
"I don't know why. I was just playing," he said.
Jack was particularly puzzled about the rules governing bathroom use, another group activity scheduled into the day. The children walked in a quiet line past the openings to other classrooms, stood in their respective boy or girl bathroom lines, and returned to their class as a group. He had been denied an exception to the rule.
"Why won't Ms. Kelly let me go to the bathroom?" he asked.
"Perhaps she was teaching something to the group."
He shook his head.
"Maybe she felt she had to keep everyone together."
None of my answers settled his question.
By late October, two feet of wind-sculpted snow lay over our flat yard. The sun rose in a low arc at 10 a.m. and colored it lilac, pale blue, and sharp orange.
In the dark morning, Jack looked out of his nested bed at me.
"I don't want to go to school," he said.
"Are you sick?"
He closed his eyes meaningfully.
"Kind of."
"Did something happen at school?"
"Not really."
"You have to go to school unless you're sick."
"Well, I do have a stomachache."
I smiled at the ruse, and believed it.
Jack stayed home — stomachache one day, headache the next.
But sickness as a form of refusal was an unhealthy pattern I didn't want.
"You don't have to be sick to stay home," I finally said.
I sympathized with him. All that scheduled time in large groups, the constant direction, and the demanding hours didn't seem very child-friendly. Yet many of the children in Jack's classroom who had grown up in day care knew no other kind of life.
Cy adjusted his schedule in order to drive Jack to school. This eliminated an hour of bus time, but after a few weeks, Jack resisted again. There was nothing he could name. I was left to guessing.
Perhaps it was only the lethargic darkness, or the simple weariness of crossing the threshold from home to school.
I talked to Ms. Kelly. She said that everything was normal once he was at school.
Some mornings were like this: The wind chill measured minus 64 degrees. Frost climbed the north inside walls of the house. I'd flurry around in my blue quilted bathrobe, tending two toddlers and urging Jack along. Cy layered on his winter coat, wool outer pants, fur hat and mittens, and went out to the snow-packed driveway to start the car and clear the drifts. He came back inside and waited by the door, heated by the heavy winter clothes. Jack was not ready. He would not be ready. Cy flushed with irritation. He'd already moved his workday, and now Jack's dalliance meant he would be later still. I tried patience, which vexed Cy more. Cy's angry words hit Jack, hit me.
In the calm evenings when the children slept, Cy and I talked about what choices there were. There were none — no private schools, charter schools, or innovative learning centers. We talked about what else we might do.
One family we knew had recently left Bethel for a small community in the San Juan Islands, in part because they wanted a different education for their children. When the mother described in detail the small private school with parental involvement, the child-friendly building and its outdoor environment of gardens and ocean, I had brushed it aside as elitist.
"School is the great democracy at work," I'd said. "The kids will be fine."
She'd tightened her lips and dropped the subject.
We knew a family in town who taught their children at home, but that was incomprehensible. How foolish. How excessive. We wondered why anyone would go to such extremes. They were a strict Catholic family, and their decision appeared to be fired by a belief system that we couldn't understand. Besides, neither Cy nor I could imagine what home schooling would be like day by day. We assumed that one must have schedules, curricula, equipment, and experts. Impossible, we decided. After all, we'd both survived in the public schools and at times had even excelled.
So would Jack. But in an effort to break up Jack's week, we designated Wednesdays as "home" days.
Bethel was transient with the coming and going of bureaucrats who worked as doctors or teachers for the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and for federal and state wildlife offices. The villagers were somewhat nomadic. Native children missed school for moose hunting, fish camp, village travel, Russian Christmas. Many of the white children traveled for family and sun. Our chosen absences, our Wednesday home days, were unremarkable.
I pulled the school newsletter, all pink and crumpled, from Jack's backpack. My eye caught the paragraph on the importance of parental involvement for student success. It rang a bell with me. I was increasingly uncomfortable with the picture of myself as a visitor in my child's learning life. I wanted to be involved. I talked with Ms. Kelly and began working in the classroom for one morning once a week. Cy helped out some, too.
I made copies, read stories, and worked one-on-one. I began to understand the context of Jack's school day: the names of the children — twenty-eight of them; when to sit, stand, come, go; the movement toward deadlines built into every hour; the attention demanded of teachers to manage a group in the classroom, in the hallway, on the playground. The whirling social world exhausted me. The tired patience of the teachers and Jack's own after-school lethargy became real to me.
We were unusual parents, and there was no format for our participation. Our contribution in school was always extra, never essential. The gap between the rhetoric about parental involvement and the weak expectation of it bothered me.
In late fall, the Friday Morning Showcase began, and we parents were invited to school.
I plugged in the batter blanket and the engine heater early that first Friday so that our Toyota jeep would start and carry us down the road. Bethel is iced in winter from October through May, and rarely becalmed. We always dressed for disaster.
The sun's shallow ascent lightened the dark as I squeezed Carl and Elly, padded with winter clothes, into car seats. On the open road, wind rearranged loose snow, creating a ground blizzard, strangely beautiful, with dense horizontal flakes next to the earth and clear sky above. I guided our jeep by looking for the tops of telephone poles, darkly solid and parallel to the road.
Carl, Elly, and I arrived from home, took a seat on the folding chairs, and saved a place for Cy. Cy came from work.
We waited — our eyes creased, our morning voices scarce. The hollow gym, cavelike, held us, a scant crowd of parents and preschool siblings, hushed and obedient, half awake, half asleep. Where were our schoolchildren?
A door opened behind us, and we turned in unison. One parent, Wanda, hurried in at the last moment. She scanned the crowd and squeezed between the rows to the seat by me, empty since Carl had climbed onto Cy's lap. Her daughter, Tammy, was in Jack's class.
She looked at the school clock, caged against passing balls, high on the block wall.
"This better not last too long. I have to be back to work at 9:45."
Like Cy, she was pressed — by career, by the clock, by her desire to see her child, by her child's desire to have her there. She worked for the Department of Corrections, and she was accustomed to being in charge of the convicts in her domain and the single daughter whom she raised alone.
But here, Wanda fidgeted. She wove her hands on her lap, sighed heavily a time or two, but it was no good. She turned on me.
"Tammy says Jack only goes to school half days. How can you do that?"
How could I do that? Was I an unconscionable child? Was I a callous convict?
I'd hit a nerve, a "children and learning nerve," and I didn't know, yet, how raw and excitable they were.
"I talked it over with the teacher. It was fine with her, and compulsory instruction doesn't begin until age seven. There's no bus, so I pick him up at noon."
"So you're not working. I've always worked."
Apparently that explained everything. Now it was my turn to seethe. That shallow analysis, and its implication that I "didn't work" was a worn horse that needed a rest. I bit my tongue.
Her eyes darted away from me and back.
"Tammy wants to stay home, too. I wish I could do that."
The door across the gym creaked open …
"But she's used to it. She went to day care before."
… and the children, kindergarten through second grade, filed in like a frayed ribbon, smoothed here and there by the teachers who marched beside them and sat them on the floor, cross-legged, rigidly separate with their hands on their laps, facing the front, and far away from the parents in the metal folding chairs at the rear.
I searched to see the back of my schoolboy. He was there! Other parents focused all sight and soul on their schoolchildren, too.
Amidst the commotion, Cy and I heard an insuppressible laugh. It belonged to our son, the marvelous miracle, the one in the bowl haircut and the neon red and yellow shirt. We looked knowingly at each other. We found Jack fun, smart, quick, cooperative. His energy was one of his finest gifts, as far as we were concerned.
But a teacher circulated among the children, stepping the length of their rows.
"Keep your bodies to yourselves," she said, at the same time touching a child here and there to make her point, and once touching Jack.
Twice she simply commanded, "Stop touching," and pulled two children away from the seated group. She walked them to the wall and made them sit with their backs straight to it and out of reach of each other.
I liked this teacher. I wanted to trust her and to believe that she knew these children and their patterns so well that her actions were in fact preventing a disruptive chaos. Yet I couldn't imagine that such military standards were required. The tussle and comfort of touch were important. I sympathized with the two children who had been so publicly embarrassed. I realized that Jack had come very close to the same humiliation.
We stood to say the pledge of allegiance, hands on hearts, and sat down again. Mr. Michaels, the principal, welcomed us. He dropped his suit coat on a chair and slung a polished acoustic guitar over his neck, a woven strap of red, orange, and green on his white shirt. One strum of the guitar prompted the children to stand. They hopped up from the floor as if on springs, turned to face us, and belted out two songs: "Do Your Ears Hang Low?" and "Row, Row, Row Your Boat."
Mr. Michaels recognized children who had celebrated a birthday that week. He said their names one by one, slowly and importantly. Each one walked to the front and received a special pencil. Jack looked forward to January when he would walk to the front and receive his birthday pencil.
Then it was over.
Wanda was the first one out the door. She crushed by me with Elly on my lap. Cy said a quick good-bye, set Carl beside me, and returned to work. Other parents dutifully folded their chairs, stacked them on the chair trolley, and exited at the back of the gym. I watched the children go away from us out the opposite door. When the last child from the last line exited, the door, metal with a wire reinforced slit of glass, closed ever so softly until the sharp click of the latch.
There was little school for Jack from mid-December until well into the new year. The two-week winter holiday stretched to three with Russian Orthodox Christmas. At home, Jack made presents, wrote cards, and baked cookies. In January, temperatures in Fairbanks dropped to minus 80, and fuel oil jelled. We couldn't claim such pure cold out on the Delta, but wind confounded thermometer. The frost grew to spires three feet tall inside our home. It blossomed in the school buildings, too. School closed.
Now, when he didn't have to, Jack woke up early. He'd sit in front of the heater, the warm air blowing, with white paper and scissors, cutting and snipping his own blizzard; folding and gluing and trimming; diamonds, circles, squares, and fractions of them. He concentrated. A small frown lowered his dark eyebrows. His bottom lip pushed out slightly. Paper. Scissors. Rock. Water. He made floating boats, flying planes, and one tiny treasure box that held all of his counted coins — $1.67.
Outdoors, the dry grass poking up through the snow collected spears of frost. Jack led us on an expedition to collect the crystals in ice cream cones, bring them in, and flavor them with jam.
In late January, with a minus-74-degree windchill, school was dismissed for the K-300 sled dog race, the focal point of winter and a "fancy parka" day. At 9 a.m., we turned out with the rest of the town to watch the start.
The barking, lunging teams went out two-by-two, and we could see them for some distance before they disappeared onto the river.
The next afternoon, the temperature a balmy, windless 8 degrees, we adventured along the leg of the trail near our house. Jack sprinted ahead to a pink dot in the landscape while I poked along with Elly, whom I'd bundled in the back of my coat Eskimo style, and Carl, who rode in the sled I'd fitted with an insulated camping pad and old sleeping bag.
Jack held up a pouch of pink fleece.
He'd found a dog booty used to protect the tender skin between canine toes from cutting ice.
During the three days of the race, he kept it in his jacket pocket. He listened for race news on the radio announced in Yup'ik Eskimo and English, and compared times at race headquarters. When the lead musher was an hour out of town, the children and I bundled up and hiked the winter trail to the finish line. After the winning team crossed it, the weary dogs lay down. We praised and patted them. Jack gave his paper box of coins to the first-place musher.
In February, we cashed in Cy's frequent flier airline miles and traveled the Pacific flyway like the migrating fowl of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. We landed in Mexico and spent two weeks there. When Jack got a conch spike in his foot, Marisol, our friend at a beach restaurant, looked at it.
"Momentito," she said.
She plucked a stiff piece of needlelike grass from the ground. Relaxed and smiling, she held his tender foot. Jack watched her hand and the grass needle. She barely touched the sliver of shell, and it lifted out. When Jack caught blue crabs on the breakwater, she showed him how to clean them, and then she cooked them for him on the wood-fired grill.
Jack wondered about the worm trails in the sand at low tide. In the evenings, he learned some Spanish from the other children on the plaza.
Even this pleasant absence was ruled by school and the red folder of assignments, work sheets, and clever learning ideas. Cy and I took turns guiding Jack through the thick materials each morning. We argued, ordered. He hurried through assignments only to get done.
Back in Bethel, he asked, "Do I have to go to school?"
I was secretly glad that he wanted to stay at home, but I said, "Yes."
We moved temporarily to Juneau in April for Cy's work during the last months of the legislative session. Jack ended his school year scanning the open water for orca whales and visiting the snow crab laboratories. I photographed him with a sea star, bright pink with sixteen reaching arms, in the rock-dimpled water at Sunshine Cove.
The school year faded away.
Arctic summer is strictly wonderful, no matter if it drizzles endlessly, scorches with heat, or clouds with mosquitoes. It is a benevolent season compared to winter.
Back in Bethel, we moved outdoors for greater portions of each day, traveled the river, watched the blossoms turn to berries, and played in our yard. I mowed the lawn once, twice, but it didn't thrive.
At Seawall Haven Greenhouse, I bought a sack of pebbly fertilizer to counteract the leaching of minerals. The sack slumped in the entryway while I waited for rain. When the clouds finally galloped over the mirage of distant mountains, I scooped it with a three-pound coffee can and scattered it amid the weak growth of lawn.
The grass greened in scant patches. In midsummer, I reseeded the bare spots and hoped for the best.
By August, the wild tundra lay quilted in shades of brown, orange, red, and green. Water soaked our jeans in rounds as we kneeled on the soft ground to pick blueberries. The abundance of lichen, the variety of moss dazzled. Though low and stunted in growth, the tundra released fresh air — nourishing as an evergreen woods and scented by Labrador Tea. The chill clamped our fingers into icy claws.
At the end of the month, Carl turned five.
Now Carl could be a schoolboy, too!
He wasn't the least bit interested.
Since his birthday was near the cutoff date, he would have been young among his peers. We let it pass.
Besides, his days were pleasant. He had friends. He'd begun writing. We read. He made double-messy batches of green play dough, painted a bestiary, and grouped his miniature collection of cars by color and style; sets of red, green, blue, and yellow; sports cars or sedans. He spilled coins from his cube bank onto the floor and counted them many ways. He played through domestic chores, baking bread in shapes, making bubbles from dishwater on the lip of a cup, jumping over the wand of the vacuum cleaner while I cleaned and shrieking above its motor. We dedicated ourselves to outdoor adventures morning and afternoon.
For Jack, first grade was similar to kindergarten, with one notable exception. A small room near the entrance to the school was reserved for the gifted and talented students, taught by Ms. Brown. Every morning, the arriving students walked past that doorway and glimpsed the wonderful aquarium and the colorful math manipulatives. Only a select few were invited in. They later returned to their classrooms with candy and status.
"I wish I could go to Ms. Brown's room," Jack said.
His main interest was the candy. But he quickly understood something beyond rewards.
"It's only for the smart kids. The rest of us stay in the classroom."
The last week of first grade, Jack begged to walk home one mile rather than ride the bus. I was unsure about that distance and the safety for one so young. I consulted his teacher before saying yes.
She helped the children cross the road at school. After that, they were on their own, a cluster of five-, six-, and seven-year-olds. They dropped away one by one in the first half mile, jumbled with houses on dusty lots. The structures were colored in subdued reds, grays, and browns, sided with T-111. Then the houses stopped abruptly, and the open tundra began. Along this stretch, the creek crossed in a culvert beneath the gravel road, raised because of frequent flooding.
At 3:10 p.m., I'd start looking out the east window for the yellow jacket and Jack's intentional, lively presence. I'd watch him. Oh, how he wandered. This stone, that grass. He'd jump below the embankment when a car came by. The creek and its bent and twisted culvert required exploration, and after a while, he'd be up on the road, along the dusty stretch until he got to our neighborhood, when he'd cut straight across the tundra. The low-bush cranberries from last fall had dried on the evergreen branches. He'd pluck them. Small and tart, they'd color his lips.
I would be casually outside by this time.
"Hi, Mom," he'd say, the returning son, having crossed the long desolation to home.
Why do we do the radical things, the difficult things? Why was I compelled to return to my ancestral farm and birth family? Why did I insist? Sometimes, I think we must be filled with knowledge of an unutterable kind. What faith to simply know a thing — clarified, singular — and permit it to determine the future.
Perhaps I trusted myself because of my children. They were little gods to me, spiritual teachers and guides. At birth, each seemed on the cusp between worlds, and through the early years, I witnessed their wise knowing.
They had not yet learned the social arts of masking feeling or denying their essential selves. They did not know reason. Purity and power permeated their experience, a direct experience for which they didn't require interpretation of any kind.
Such an ephemeral explanation.
Perhaps I was simply tired of the winter darkness, the confinement of weather, of being a perpetual stranger in a well-defined culture not mine. For five years, I'd coped during Cy's absences as he was drawn into an increasingly demanding work life. It carried him all over North America.
Cy was reluctant to move. The midwestern farmstead was a neglected one-hundred-year-old fixer-upper. He'd be pulled out of the main flow of his work life by geography, and he'd still have to travel — Washington, D.C., would be easier; Chevak much harder.
In the spring of 1991, we packed a few things, stuffed the remainder into the sloping attic of our Bethel house, and rented it out for a year, we thought, while we'd live in Wisconsin.
In our Bethel yard, the encroaching tundra plants that prefer acidic soil had begun to spot the perimeter. Before leaving, I limed the soil to improve it for grass. We said good-bye to friends and moved four thousand miles and a world away from western Alaska to midwestern Wisconsin and the family farm of my immigrant great-grandparents. The house had stood empty on its forty acres for eight years since the death of my pioneer grandmother.
Jack was seven and ready to begin second grade. Curious and confident, he wanted school, not for its sake, but for the children there, twenty-four of them in his class alone.
Carl, aged six and now the eldest of his kindergarten peers, refused.
I took him to school, walked him through the pale block building seven miles and an hour by bus from home. I listed all the advantages — the lovely children, the attractive environment with its indoor climbing structure, a wooden airplane with a child-sized cockpit, a "touch and feel" table of natural mysteries, and the capable and lively Ms. Ginny.
"Doesn't that look like fun?" I exclaimed.
"No," he said.
"Won't it be interesting!"
He answered with silence.
For his own reasons — whether temperament, family position, or the recent move — he wanted to be with us at our simple farm, decrepit with age and inattention, and not at that smug and distant building. It was a righteous stubbornness. He didn't have the language to say what he wanted. He had the power of feeling — articulate though wordless. It was an emotional need, a basic one more essential than schooling. Besides, if I'd had the insight to look at our life objectively at that time, I would have realized that I'd been teaching my children all along and that it was a process that could have continued without interruption.
But I nudged Carl away. Our culture required it. I took him to school, stayed in the classroom, played. Eventually, he accepted the idea of school, on half-day terms with Wednesdays off.
When I look back at that point, I'm bewildered by my own insistence on public school. Perhaps it had something to do with a return to the "Lower 48" and the expectations of a more homogeneous and domesticated population. Certainly, there was more pressure there to conform. Perhaps I believed that school in the middle of America was something central to an English-speaking, predominantly white, middle-class mainstream culture rather than peripheral to a marginalized one, like the Yu'pik Eskimo-speaking, subsistence-based one we'd left.
Cy still clung to his belief in the good of school. He considered Carl shy, and school the antidote. But the person I am now cannot account for the decision of the one then. We were home with Elly. It would have been easier to fit Carl into our day than to hurry him away. It would have been a pleasure.
Eventually, I weaned Carl from the morning ride to school, which had also benefited Jack. They both rode the bus. It was a rough-and-tumble business, with eighty-four kids and a stressed, explosive driver whom they dubbed "Lucky Charms" for his green cap with a stitched clover. They were shocked when he slapped an eleven-year-old girl because he considered her too "lippy."
I picked Carl up at noon, which required a fourteen-mile round-trip on country roads. On the warm days of late summer, we'd go home by Half Moon Lake. I tried to cajole him into enjoying a swim in the water, or to dangling his legs off the end of the dock. Listlessly, he'd sit on the hot beach. He'd trace shapes in the dry grains of sand that crumbled in on themselves.
Jack spent all seven hours in school, plus two on the bus. The institution controlled his day, and it controlled his evenings, too. When he returned home at 4:30 p.m., he had little time to play, talk, or cuddle, for he had to do his homework, have supper, and go to bed promptly at 8 p.m. in order to rise at 6:30 a.m.
In the late color of that year — the deep green line of grass, lollipop trees, white sun, and blue sky — Elly and I sat in the back yard in the midmornings. I unfolded the child-sized card table; we filled only two of the four sides. It had been a good year for watermelons. I'd cleave one, dark green, round as a four-square ball, and give her the smaller half. We'd eat the entire fruit.
I was uneasy that fall, even though I diligently put my little sons on the bus. I did what I could at home to ensure the life of our family and their school success — nourishing food, the blessing of outdoor play, a soothing bedtime routine.
Jack swung from confident and curious to diffident and erratic. He began to think badly of himself.
"I'm dumb," he cried.
He lost his patience for learning.
"I can't," he said.
His soft core eroded day by day. We hadn't time to restore it in the little bit of evening left to us. Cy railed at the rigorous schedule. Jack's natural ability to learn seemed to diminish like the sands in an hourglass.
With the move, we'd established an office at home, and Cy and I balanced work time. I continued to write grants, and Cy did legal work long distance for Yup'ik Eskimo Tribes. In the afternoons, we were all home except Jack. Cy felt his absence keenly.
Perhaps he wouldn't have if he had continued to work in an office somewhere else. Throughout kindergarten and first grade, Jack's absences had coincided with Cy's, and Cy hadn't had any qualms about public school.
"I miss him," he said it daily.
Cy's struggle with having our sons in public school came at a time when I was considering taking advantage of the personal time it would allow. I'd applied to graduate school and hoped to begin my studies the next fall.
I sometimes wonder what would have happened, if we might have become accustomed to institutionalized learning, its demands on children, and its provision of day care for parents, but two intimate shocks determined our thinking.
On October 17, Cy's father died unexpectedly of a heart attack. Four months later, my youngest brother who lived down the road was killed in a snowmobile accident, leaving a wife and three children, ages eleven, ten, and eight.
Cy and I reeled through the days, off balance and grieving. Jack and Carl, ages eight and six, stretched up the steep, cleated steps of the bus at 7:28 a.m. each morning. The door slapped behind them. "Lucky Charms" would start the bus while they were still in the aisle. The sudden motion jerked them to a seat. I'd look through the high smudged windows. Sometimes they'd wave.
We were all unhappy, except Elly.
That spring, she strode on top of the crusted snow, crunchy and shining as diamond dust, in search of animal tracks: the pearled necklace of mice feet, the limp crosses of pheasant, and the straight-toed trail of fox.
Late at night, wrapped in the humid cold air of spring, endless fog, and the undercurrent of loss, Cy and I walked the flat road from our driveway to the south property line. We'd stopped renting those fifteen acres since the test of our well water showed trace amounts of atrazine, a cancer-causing herbicide. The farmer had turned the soil anyway and left the plowed furrows, great clefts that he never returned to disk smooth. We talked about what to do with the field.
We talked about school. We were concerned about Jack. He'd stumbled through the past year in spite of all that we and the school had done. We were concerned about Carl, who would go from a pleasant, open kindergarten to the dreary format of first grade. He'd seen his future across the hall, the first grade children seated at desks with their heads propped on their hands.
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