PERSONAL HISTORY

PARALLEL PLAY

A lifetime of restless isolation explained.

BY TIM PAGE

y second-grade teacher never

liked me much, and one assign-
ment | turned in annoyed her so extrav-
agantly that the red pencil with which
she scrawled “See me!” broke through
the lined paper. Our class had been
asked to write about a recent field trip,
and, as was so often the case in those
days, I had noticed the wrong things:

Well, we went to Boston, Mas-
sachusetts through the town of
Warrenville, Connecticut on Route
44A. It was very pretty and there
was a church that reminded me of
pictures of Russia from our book
that is published by Time-Life. We
arrived in Boston at 9:17. At 11 we
went on a big tour of Boston on
Gray Line 43, made by the Superior
Bus Company like School Bus Six,
which goes down Hunting Lodge
Road where Maria lives and then
on to Separatist Road and then to
South Eagleville before it comes
to our school. We saw lots of good
things like the Boston Massacre
site. The tour ended at 1:05. Before
1 knew it we were going home. We
went through Warrenville again but
it was too dark to see much. A few
days later it was Easter. We got a
cuckoo clock.

It is an unconventional but
hardly unobservant report.
In truth, I didn’t care one bit
about Boston on that spring day
in 1963. Instead, I wanted to
learn about Warrenville, a vil-
lage a few miles northeast of the
town of Mansfield, Connecticut,
where we were then living. I had
memorized the map of Mans-
field, and knew all the school-
bus routes by heart—a litany I
would sing out to anybody I could cor-
ner. But Warrenville was in the town of
Ashford, for which I had no guide, and
I remember the blissful sense of resolu-
tion I felt when I certified that Route 44A
crossed Route 89 in the town center, for
I had long hypothesized that they might
meet there. Of such joys and pains was my
childhood composed.
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I received a grade of “Unsatisfac-
tory” in Social Development from the
Mansfield Public Schools that year. I did
not work to the best of my ability, did
not show neatness and care in assign-
ments, did not codperate with the group,
and did not exercise self-control. About
the only positive assessment was that I
worked well independently. Of course:
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then as now, it was all that I could do.

In the years since the phrase became
a cliché, T have received any number of
compliments for my supposed ability to
“think outside the box.” Actually, it has
been a struggle for me to perceive just
what these “boxes” were—why they were
there, why other people regarded them as
important, where their borderlines might

be, how to live safely within and without
them. My efforts have been only partly
successful: after fifty-two years, I am left
with the melancholy sensation that my
life has been spent in a perpetual state
of parallel play, alongside, but distinctly
apart from, the rest of humanity.

From early childhood, my memory
was so acute and my wit so bleak that I
was described as a genius—by my parents,
by our neighbors, and even, on occasion,
by the same teachers who gave me failing
marks. I wrapped myselfin this mantle, of
course, as a poetic justification for behav-
ior that might otherwise have been judged
unhinged, and I did my best to believe in
it. But the explanation made no sense. A
genius at whar® Were other “geniuses”
so oblivious that they couldn't easily tell
right from left and idly wet their
pants into adolescence? What ac-
counted for my rages and frustra-
tions, for the imperious contempt
I showed to people who were in
a position to do me harm? Al-
though I delighted in younger
children, whom I could instruct
and gently dominate, and I was
thrilled when I ran across an adult
willing to discuss my pet subjects,
T could establish no connection
with most of my classmates. My
pervasive childhood memory is
an excruciating awareness of my
own strangeness.

Despite their roseate talk, my
parents and my school put a good
deal of effort into finding out pre~
cisely what was wrong with me. It
was obvious that I was not “nor-
mal,” especially by the straitened
standards of the early nineteen-
sixties. I have sometimes won-
dered whether the 1.Q. scores
with which I was credited were
nudged upward by my father,
who was both a professional edu-
cator with a keen interest in gifted
children and the person who ad-
ministered my most triumphant
examinations. Whatever the case, while
my younger brother and sister soared
through school, academically and socially,
I was consistently at or near the bottom of
the class, and decidedly out of control—
half asleep or aggressively assertive—
much of the time.

And so, between the ages of seven and &
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fifteen, I was given glucose-tolerance S
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NEED WE SAY MORE?

‘TICKETS ON SALE NOW!

The ultimate shopping event,
featuring our favorite brands
at up to 70% off, cocktails,
music, and a free gift bag*
($100+ value).

For tickets and information:

LUCKYSHOPS.COM
or 866-4LUCKYU

(866-458-2598)






