TRUCKS
by Amy Bechtel

What’s “hard” or “easy” depends on who’s judging.... 
* * * *

Fourteen hundred and seventy-six, Joanna thought automatically, watching frozen peas bounce across the kitchen floor. Some of them disappeared under the stove, where they would be virtually impossible to retrieve. Joanna sighed, holding the empty pea bag in her hands. It really wasn’t fair for it to split when all she’d done was lift it out of the freezer.

Joanna’s six-year-old son Ryan had been watching the peas fall too. “Ryan?” she said hopefully. “How many?”
Ryan looked bewildered. He gazed across the kitchen floor, as overwhelmed as if she’d asked him to memorize the dictionary.

“Never mind, sweetie,” Joanna said sadly. Ryan picked up his toy truck and hurried out of range of the peas, and ten-year-old Lauren skipped into the kitchen.

“Ha, ha!” Lauren said. “No peas tonight! No peas for dinner.” She scanned the floor quickly and said, “Fourteen hundred and fifty-nine.” She was seventeen short, of course, having missed seeing the peas that had rolled under the stove. Joanna studied her face carefully. Eyes crinkled, thirty-seven percent; right side of mouth up seven degrees, left side up eight degrees, wrinkles on the lateral side of each eye. Happy, laughing.

“Why don’t you help me pick these up, Lauren?” Joanna said, watching ruefully as the parameters of Lauren’s face changed dramatically. A moment of calculation later, Joanna deduced that her daughter was frowning.

“I didn’t spill them,” Lauren said.

“No, you didn’t, but don’t you think it would be nice if you helped me anyway?”
A pause, while Lauren studied Joanna’s face, obviously trying to decide if this was an order or not. But Lauren wasn’t that far along in school yet, and she still had trouble calculating even the most obvious expressions. She lifted her shoulders (sixteen percent left, twelve percent right), raised her eyebrows, and started picking up peas. Resignation, Joanna calculated. But at least Lauren was helping with the peas.

When they’d gathered eight hundred and ninety-two of them, Lauren said, “Mom? Why does Ryan have to go to that special class?”
Joanna closed her eyes. Her own little boy was in special education, completely unable to manage a normal first-grade class. It was a hard thing to bear. She said, “Because he doesn’t learn as fast as you do, honey.”
“The other kids call him names. They say he’s stupid. They say I’m stupid too, because I’m his sister.”
“Well, those other kids are just being mean, aren’t they? Besides that, they’re wrong. You’re a very smart girl. And Ryan isn’t stupid. He’s just slow.”
“Are you sure I’m smart?” Lauren shoveled her last handful of peas into the trash, her expression changing again. Joanna quickly evaluated the new movements and angles of her face. Anxiety.

“Yes, I’m sure.”
“Fifth grade is hard, though. We already have lots of homework, and it’s only the first week. Can you help me with it?”
“Of course, honey. As soon as I get dinner on.”
Lauren’s face changed. A smile. “Dinner with no peas!”
* * * *

Half an hour later Joanna was at the kitchen table by Lauren’s side, looking over her homework. Lauren had sailed through her physics and calculus, but she was struggling with her expressions assignment. This workpaper was all faces, some of the expressions much more subtle than Joanna would have expected to find assigned to fifth graders. Lauren was doing well with the calculations, but kept getting lost when it came to the final analysis.

“All right,” Joanna said. “Now you have the numbers for the eyebrows, the eyes, and the mouth. What does it all add up to?”
“Um.” Lauren opened her textbook, looking hopelessly at the columns of numbers. “I don’t know. Why is it so hard?”
“Because you have to memorize what expression goes with what range of numbers, and there’s a lot of them to learn. You’re doing fine, Lauren. Everybody has trouble with this part.”
“Vroom,” Ryan said. He rolled a toy truck across Lauren’s homework, peered at the problem she was working on, and pointed at the face. “Scared,” he said.

Joanna stared at him. The face was scared. How had he guessed?

“Don’t be silly, Ryan,” Lauren said. “This is fifth grade homework. It’s way too hard for you.”
Curiously, Joanna turned the page and pointed at another face. “What’s this one, Ryan?”
“Happy.” He scanned the rest of the page and his lips moved upward, smiling, reflecting the face he had just solved. He pointed to the next face, and the next, and the next. “Sad, angry, sleepy, sad, happy.”
Joanna laughed. No one could calculate faces that quickly, certainly not poor little Ryan. But then she started to work on the faces, and she felt her own face changing as she solved each one. Sad. Angry. Sleepy. Sad. Happy. Ryan had correctly named every one.

Ryan pointed at her, said, “Surprised,” and picked up his toy truck again.

“Ryan, you’re bothering me. Go somewhere else and play,” Lauren said. “Mom, I can’t find it in the book. Mom? I need help.”
But Joanna sat very still for a moment longer, her mind racing, unable to believe what she had just seen. No one could do what Ryan had just done, no one but an utter genius. But Ryan couldn’t even count, and the school had put him into special education classes. Deep in her heart she didn’t believe he belonged there, but even so they were right that he would never be able to manage a normal class. First grade meant elementary algebra and geometry, and even at recess the other kids would be playing with square roots and primes.

But he’d figured out every single face correctly. In a flash, as if he hadn’t had to calculate at all. What was going on in her little boy’s mind?

* * * *

That night in bed, Joanna murmured the news to her husband David.

“He did what?” David said.

“He did all of Lauren’s expressions homework. In seconds. He knew what every face meant.”
There was a silence while David shifted in bed and adjusted his pillow. “Joanna, honey,” he said, “I know you’re really upset about Ryan going into special education, but—”
“Yes, I am, but that doesn’t have anything to do with this.”
David sighed. “Oh, Joanna. He must have been guessing.”
“But he couldn’t have been. If he was guessing, he wouldn’t have been right every time.”
David shook his head. “It’s impossible, honey,” he said gently and turned over.

“It is not,” Joanna whispered, but David was already asleep. Joanna turned away from him and lay awake for a long time in the dark.

* * * *

When Joanna picked up the children at school the next day, Lauren’s voice was high and strident from the back seat. Excitement, Joanna decided.

“We have to write a paper,” Lauren said, “about what we’re going to be when we grow up. I’m going to be a spaceship computer and navigate all the way to Mars.”
Joanna felt her face move into a smile. “That’s a good ambition, Lauren.”
“I know. What about you, Ryan? What do you want to be when you grow up?”
Silence from the back seat. Joanna pulled out into traffic, headed for the grocery store.

“Come on, Ryan,” Lauren said. “You must want to be something when you grow up.”
“I’m not going to be anything,” Ryan muttered. “I’m too stupid.”
Moisture filled Joanna’s eyes, and they stung. Ryan had never said anything like that before he’d started school. She rubbed her eyes as she drove past a spindly tree that had recently been planted in the median. It only had seven hundred and eighty-three leaves left, and it looked wilted; it probably wasn’t going to survive there.

“You are not either stupid,” Lauren said. “You’re just slow. And you have to be something when you grow up. Why don’t you be a spaceship computer, like me?”
“No,” Ryan said. “I can’t count.”
What would Ryan do when he grew up? What happened to special-needs children when they became special-needs adults? Even if she wasn’t imagining it, even if he was a genius with faces, what good would that do him in the long run?

At the grocery store, she had an inspiration. “Ryan,” she said. “That man over there by the bananas. What’s his expression?”
“I know, I know,” Ryan said. “Bored.”
“And how about that woman by the bread?”
“That one, in the yellow pants? She’s angry.”
After several more rounds she was certain of it. Ryan was a genius with expression, not only of faces, but of voices and body positions as well. Somehow he took in the whole person at a glance and knew the answer without making a single calculation. He could instantly see expressions as easily as a normal person could instantly count the number of peas falling from a split bag.

Joanna was in a daze when she reached the checkout counter, and she agreed without thinking when Lauren and Ryan asked for a candy bar each. The teenage checkout clerk chewed gum as she tallied Joanna’s purchases.

“...two ninety-eight, four ninety-nine, eleven ninety-nine, one twenty-five, one thirty-five, discount two twenty-three, tax six seventy-six, total ninety-eight thirty-two,” the checker said all in one breath, and cracked her gum.

Joanna frowned, pulling out her checkbook. The teenager’s brows drew together: confusion.

“What’s that expression, ma’am?” the teenager asked. “It’s one of the bad ones, isn’t it?”
“It’s disapproval,” Joanna said. “It’s rude to crack your gum when you’re taking care of customers. I’m surprised your manager lets you chew gum at all.”
“Oh.” The clerk lifted her shoulders. “I forgot I had the gum. And I have, like, trouble reading expressions.”
“Maybe you should work a bit harder in school,” Joanna suggested.

“I don’t like school,” the clerk said, her eyes lowered, her mouth turned down. “I’m slow, see.”
“Oh,” Joanna said, suddenly and acutely reminded of Ryan. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”
* * * *

She pulled up to the bank next, to make a deposit. There were twenty-nine people waiting in the lobby and the lines were long, but the tellers were generally quick. Lauren was still trying to interest Ryan in something to do when he grew up.

“A bank teller,” she suggested, pointing to the counter. “A security guard. Look, see? You could have a gun.”
“Maybe,” Ryan said, looking at the security guard, and Joanna thought she could analyze a trace of interest in his voice. More people joined the lines. Two men moved to stand behind Joanna, shifting from foot to foot. Their expressions were odd; she couldn’t quite figure them out. Nervous, but there was something else as well. “Ryan,” she whispered, hoping he remembered the game from the grocery store.

Ryan looked at the two men and his own face changed. His eyes widened, his mouth opened; twenty-nine percent, twenty-seven. Frightened. “Let’s go home, Mom,” he said.

“In a little bit, Ryan. See? We’re almost to the counter.”
“I want to go home now.”
“Ryan—”
Ryan pulled away from her, made a wide circle around the two men, and headed for the door. “Ryan! You come back here right now!” She ran after the little boy, with Lauren at her heels, and caught up with him at the door.

“Please, Mom, let’s go. Those men are scary. Let’s go. Please.”
She almost dragged him back into line, to teach him a lesson about running off. But he had looked at the men’s faces, and he could read people at a glance, and he was more frightened than she had ever seen him. She took his hand and went out the door, and Lauren followed them.

“Mom, what are we doing?” Lauren asked. “We never got up to the teller. Mom?”
“I’ve changed my mind,” Joanna said. “We’re going to go home now.”
* * * *

Joanna watched the news that night after the children were in bed. The top story was about an armed robbery at the local bank, in which customers had been terrorized and two men had escaped with a large amount of cash. Joanna recognized them in the blurry picture from the security camera.

She decided not to say anything to David. He wouldn’t believe her, and he would learn the truth soon enough just by being around Ryan. What should she do now with her little boy? Suddenly she saw all sorts of futures for him. He could be an interpreter for those who could not read expressions well. He could be a security guard who could see potential problems coming. He could be anything, as long as it had to do with people and not numbers.

But if only he could learn something about numbers, oh, how that would help him in the world. If only he could see the numbers, like everyone else did. But he couldn’t, no more than she could see a face. She had to break down expressions into parts, analyze each one, add them together. Was there some way to do that with numbers?

Joanna turned off the television and sighed. You could break numbers down into primes, of course. Most little kids loved doing that, but Ryan had always been bewildered by the game. Or you could break down a total into its parts, like a grocery sum divided into the amounts due for bread, milk, and bananas. But Ryan would never understand that either. He needed something simpler. What was simpler than a grocery sum?

Disconsolately, Joanna got up and began to straighten the living room. Lauren had left her essay on the coffee table, and Ryan’s toy trucks were scattered all over the carpet. Joanna put the essay by Lauren’s backpack and then went to get the trucks. She picked up one in each hand, then transferred both to one hand so she could pick up another one. Then she froze, staring down at her hand.

“Mom?” Ryan was standing in the door to the hall.

“What are you doing up, Ryan?”
“I forgot my trucks.”
“Yes, you did.” Joanna held up the two in her hand. “How many, Ryan?”
He stiffened. “I don’t know. I can’t count. I’m stupid.”
And you’re never going back to that school, Joanna thought, if that’s all you’ve learned there. “You can’t count the way other people do,” she said, “but I’ll bet you can learn another way.”
“What other way?” he said warily.

One truck and one truck is two trucks. He could learn that, and he could learn each tiny progression thereafter; she was sure of it. It was going to be terribly awkward, terribly slow; it would take years for Ryan to learn numbers in this strange and convoluted manner, and he would still never be able to see numbers the way a normal person could.

But it had taken Joanna years to learn expressions, hadn’t it? And she would never be able to see expressions the way Ryan did.

She put a truck on the floor in front of Ryan. “One truck,” she said.
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