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APINNING IN CIRCLES

Kindergarten through second grade was a fun time, but not without a few
bumps and bruises along the way. During that time Dad fell in love and got mar-
ried. But they soon divorced and Dad and [ were on our own again.

The most significant and exciting news, from my perspective, was that Dad
got back into the sport of sled dog racing. He bought twenty dogs and had
another twenty given to him. He started a business, Oregon Trail of Dreams,
taking paying customers on sled dog rides around Mount Bachelor. I spent all
the time I could with him. I was happiest when I was riding on the sled or play-
ing with the dogs. I loved the mountain and the snow, but most of all I loved
the dogs.

When there were chores to be done I pitched in and helped any way [ could:
packing small buckets of water to fill the dogs’ water pans, taking turns stirring
the dog food, and even using my little plastic scoop shovel to clean up messes.
And when we had puppies it became my job to care for them. I was their first
human contact. As soon as I stepped inside their pena throng of yapping, yelp-
ing, hyper puppies descended on me and in their excitement they jumped on
me, scratched me, and pulled at my pant legs until they knocked me down. And
once I was on the ground they were like a pack of playful wolves, licking me,
nuzzling me, tickling me, nipping at me.

Dad taught me how to handle the puppies. Whenever I went into the puppy
pen I took a little switch with me. Any puppy that jumped on me I swatted on

the top of the head. Dad always said if you swat a dog on the behind he will
look at his behind. But if you swat him on the head he will look at you. I never
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swatted a puppy to hurt him. I would never, could never, do that. I just tapped

a misbehaving puppy to get his attention. It worked.

We kept the dogs at a friend’s farm until Dad bought a place way out in
the country, away from everything and everyone. We moved to forty acres in
the middle of the Badlands of Central Oregon, a National Wilderness Study
Area. It was twenty-three miles to Bend, twenty-eight miles to Prineville, and
twenty-five miles to Redmond. We lived in a trailer with no running water and
no electricity. The water was trucked in and pumped into a cistern. We ran a
generator for power. But the most difficult adjustment for me was that T had to
change schools.

1 had been perfectly content at Bear Creek Elementary. But now, enrolled at
Buckingham Elementary on the outskirts of Bend, I began the most difficult
period of my life. Many of the students at Buckingham Elementary came from
privileged families, and cliques developed by the third grade. I did not fit into
any of their exclusive cliques.

The popular kids dressed in trendy designer clothes. I threw on whatever
was clean, and it never mattered if it matched: green and purple, blue and red,
pink and green. Besides, I wore clunky glasses with incredibly thick lenses. I
was always squinting at people and things, trying to bring them into focus so
that I could see. As a result I was ostracized and ridiculed. Sometimes it went
beyond normal childish teasing and I was the center of a cruel and deviant form
of entertainment. In the hallway between classes, boys ran up from behind,
grabbed my arms, and spun me in circles. In an effort to try to keep from fall-
ing I lurched this way and that, like a gangly moose on an icy pond. They tossed
their caustic laughter and insults in my direction. “What’s the matter, stupid
blind girl, can’t you see?” or, “Four Eyes, look where you're going!”

After an attack I stumbled around, trying to gain my bearings, trying to fig-
ure out where I was and in exactly which direction I was facing. If I made a
mistake and started back the way I had come from or, heaven forbid, staggered
into something, the kids whooped and hollered like this was the most hilarious
thing they had ever witnessed. And as their laughter and jeering washed over
me I felt like crawling into a hole and dying.

There was another visually impaired girl at Buckingham Elementary. Her
name was Stacy. She had an additional strike against her because she was also
an albino. Stacy suffered the same type of treatment I did; but when the boys
spun her, she fought back like an enraged badger, screaming, shouting, and
cursing until a teacher came on the run to see what the crisis was about. I was
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timid and passive, suffering in silence and allowing myself to be dominated by
these hooligans who took such a perverse glee in exploiting my weaknesses.

Dad never knew what was happening at school, because I did not want to bea
snitch and tell him. And so the struggle to survive continued until one day Dad
happened to see a neighbor boy, Jimmy, walking along the road. Dad pulled
over. “Hey, Jimmy, need a ride home?”

“Sure.”

Jimmy climbed into the pickup and Dad, making small talk, inquired, “How’s
school going?”

“Fine.”

“Been staying out of trouble?”

“I didn’t do anything.”

Jimmy’s reply was so quick and defensive Dad knew something was eating at
his conscience. Dad turned his head and saw that a tide of emotions was welling
up behind Jimmy’s eyes. ‘I was just joking. What's wrong?”

Jimmy blurted out, “I just feel real bad about what’s happening at school
with Rachael”

Dad’s demeanor was very calm, but inside he was seething. “What’s happen-
ing to Rachael?”

And that was when Jimmy broke down and started crying and all the ugly

things that were happening poured out into the open, “There’s this group of fifth-
grade boys and every time they catch Rachael alone in the hall they pick on her.”

Dad pulled off to the shoulder of the road and stopped. “Really? So what are
they doing? How do they pick on her?”

Tears were spilling down Jimmy’s cheeks. “They run up behind her in the hall,
grabherby the arms, and spin her in circles. If she falls down, or stumbles into some-
thing, it’s a big joke. And they call her names, too. They tease her all the time.”

“Really?”
Jimmy whimpered. “I've wanted to tell someone for the longest time. I'm
really sorry, Mr. Scdoris.”

I was unaware that Dad knew about my personal problems until he asked me,

“What's going on at school?”
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“Nothing. Everything’s fine.”

“What's happening in the hallway? Tell me about the fifth-grade boys.”

At that point I knew that he knew, but I tried to make light of it. “They’re just
playing. They're having fun. It just happens to be at my expense.”

“I'm taking you to school tomorrow and we're going to sit down and talk to
the principal. We're getting to the bottom of this and I guarantee you this crap
won't be happening again. Not to you, not to anyone else.”

“No, Dad. Don’t say anything. You'll only make it worse.” I argued with him,
but secretly I was glad that the boys’ outlandish behavior had been exposed. I
hoped, I had secretly prayed, that something might be done about it. But I was
also scared, scared of what the boys might do to me in retaliation. I could not
sleep that night. I was that fearful.

The following morning Dad was on a mission. He marched me into the prin-
cipal’s office, informed the principal what was going on, and very forcefully
stated, “Either you monitor the halls and make them safe for my daughter or I
promise you that I will be here to monitor the halls myself. It’s up to you.”

“I'had no idea such a thing was going on. You can be assured we will take care
of the situation,” the principal said.

I was excused to attend my first-period class, but midway through it I was
called to the principal’s office. The special education teacher was there, and so
was Stacy. Stacy had already described the injustices we had been subjected to
and I confirmed that what she said was true, as well as adding that the trouble
was not confined to the hallway. “Some boys give me a hard time at recess. They
run around and scream in my face and pull my hair. They’re just boys being stu-
pid. That’s the way boys are.”

The special education teacher wanted to know, “Can you tell me who's doing
this? Can you give me names?”

Stacy and I never saw faces. Perhaps we could have identified exactly who was
terrorizing us in the hallways and on the playground, but even if we knew for a
certainty I do not know that we would have named names. At that point both
of us felt pretty much scared to death.

The principal made a solemn promise to have the staff monitor the situation.
But as far as I could tell, nothing really changed. Each evening when Dad asked
if there had been any problems, I would lie and tell him no, that everything was
hunky-dory.
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