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To Ryan, my best teacher




The Water Giver




Prologue

I had not cried in his room. I believed he could hear me, or at least sense what I was feeling. So I chattered at him as if we were around our kitchen table. I told him we would be there when he woke up. That he should rest as long as he needed to heal. That he would be fine.

I believed it, despite everything that had happened. Ryan would be fine because children don’t die and because he was Ryan. I looked at him on the bed in the intensive care unit and saw a strong, broad-shouldered, tanned sixteen-year-old who seemed to be sleeping. My eyes looked past the tube clamped to his mouth to keep him breathing, the hard plastic collar around his neck, the gauze turban, the wires snaking from his arms, chest, and skull into various beeping, blinking machines.

I stood at his bedside and held his hand and kissed his smooth skin. His fingernails still had grease under them from working at Lucky Garage. I wouldn’t let the nurses clean them.

“You can’t do this,” I whispered in my son’s ear. I was crying. “I can handle anything. But I can’t handle losing you, Ryan. I can’t survive that.”




Part I





One

The bottom shelf of the bookcase in my home office is lined with black three-ring binders and manila folders marked “Ryan.” They are filled with year-by-year educational plans, teacher conference notes, school transcripts, specialists’ assessments, neuropsychiatrists’ reports, photocopied articles about special-ed laws, positive discipline, learning disabilities, behavior modification techniques, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.

They seem to chronicle a childhood. In truth they chronicle a motherhood.

The accumulation of information probably never helped Ryan very much. Oh, to some degree I’m sure it did. Mostly, though, the heaping piles of paper did for me what heaping piles of food do for others: they blunted my anxiety.

Ryan confounded me almost from birth. He was not the cooing cherub of my long-held imaginings, the come-to-life baby-doll I could dress up in soft sweaters and carry in the crook of my arm as I tested the temperature of his bottled milk on my wrist. Sometimes he was exactly that. Maybe often he was. The brain, I know, cannot be trusted with the past. It skips pages, whole chapters. It rewrites.



When I look back over Ryan’s childhood, many of the good times are missing. What I have are fragments of the past, broken pieces that swirl behind my eyes late at night. I know even as I write this I am putting forth a picture that is incomplete and skewed.

In my memories, my baby is colicky and irritable. His mouth is open and his tongue recoiled and vibrating. I am in a T-shirt and sweats carrying him through the dark rooms of our house, bouncing him and singing and walking until finally I am crying, too, from exhaustion and the deflating realization that I have no clue how to comfort my own child.

In my memories, I have such poor mothering instincts that I watch the drunken wife of a second cousin teeter around a backyard barbecue with my two-month-old in her arms until my aunt shoots me a look, and when I do nothing, grabs the baby back. In my memories, four-year-old Ryan wanders from the house when I’m in the shower, and when I can’t find him in the yard or on the sidewalk, I call the police and we find him crying at a neighbor’s house. I don’t immediately scoop him into my arms. I am afraid—because he is weird about being touched when he’s upset—that he’ll reject me in front of everybody. The neighbor lady, surely appalled, finally lurches forward and wraps her arms around him.

“I think this calls for hugs!” she says.

In my memories, when Ryan is nine, we are playing a pickup game of softball with my parents and siblings and aunts and uncles and cousins at a family reunion in New Jersey. Ryan hits a line drive to me in left field. He has never hit a ball as hard or as far. I catch it, much to the disbelief of the other adults. Wouldn’t any other mother, knowing how important it is for this child to succeed in something, let the ball drop? It never occurs to me. Ryan runs off the field, angry and crying. Embarrassed, I run after him, past the disapproving faces in the row of lawn chairs by the backstop.



In my memories, Ryan is writhing and screaming from some minor provocation. As a toddler, he went nuts about shirt tags rubbing against his neck and about socks that weren’t soft enough, ripping off clothes as if they were burning his skin. He screamed in the car when the sun made a direct hit on his eyes. When he was in preschool, I would wait by the phone for the teacher to tell me I had to come get him, that he had hit another child or exploded in another tantrum.

Sometimes I found myself so infuriated with Ryan—when he refused to stop banging his fork on his plate, or ripped toys from another child’s hands, or shattered a neighbor’s patio light by hitting golf balls from our yard into his, or butchered the bottoms of the kitchen cabinets yet again by skateboarding in the house—that I would come undone. It was as if his crackly irritability ricocheted around the room long after he left, so even in his absence it was often impossible to regroup. I screamed, usually at him, but sometimes into the air, a primal howl of exhaustion, frustration, fury. He alone had the ability to rip away my competent, she-hasit-figured-out outer self and expose the unhinged creature within, flailing to regain order and control.

Some of what Ryan and I did could seem funny in retrospect. When I told the stories, I would laugh, casting him as a Dennis-the-Menace character and me as the Looney-Tunes mom. But in the moment, as I marched him to the car after another meltdown at another birthday party, or when I lay awake at night, unable to let go of the day’s events, I would feel angry at myself and this little boy for not being more than we were.

My husband, Barry, let much of Ryan’s behavior slide off his back. He recognized our son’s challenges and supported my efforts to find the right diagnoses and professional support. But he found ways to delight in Ryan. He loved Ryan’s sense of humor, his affection for animals, his sweet way with babies and old people, his automatic but genuine “I love you” with every greeting and parting.



Barry looked at Ryan and saw what was wonderful about him. I looked at him and saw what needed fixing.

I attacked the puzzle of my son the way I attacked my stories as a journalist: by reading and studying, contacting experts, and compiling data. I went into full analytic mode. I seemed to believe that I could, with enough research and hard work, construct the child I wanted him to be. I became, over the years, less his loving mother and more his relentless reformer.

I was not the mother I imagined I would be. I was not the mother my son needed.

Then one horrible summer afternoon, I got a second chance.




Two

Ryan was born at 7:10 on a Thursday morning in June 1990 at Hemet Community Hospital near Palm Springs, California. Barry and I were asleep in a motel down the road. A twenty-year-old college student named Seyth had been in labor for more than twenty-four hours before delivering Ryan by C-section. We had met her over the phone four months earlier. We couldn’t have children ourselves. During his first marriage, Barry had had a vasectomy after his second daughter was born, and a reversal was not likely to be successful. We had written a letter with our picture attached and given it to an adoption lawyer, who then distributed it around the country. Seyth had seen ours, along with a stack of others, at her doctor’s office.

When she called us for the first time, she explained she was five months pregnant and living in Hawaii with her nineteen-year-old boyfriend, Tony. Both were born and raised on Oahu. Both wanted to finish college. They weren’t ready for marriage, much less parenthood. It was too late for an abortion, though Seyth wasn’t sure she would have considered one, anyway. She sounded bright and kind and practical. She told us she was the only child of divorced parents, who had died in the past year. Her father had been killed when the backhoe he was driving flipped over; he had been putting the finishing touches on a home he had built in Maui. Seyth’s mother died of a brain aneurysm at her home in Idylwild, California, just weeks before Seyth called us. She and Tony were flying to Idylwild to settle her estate. They said they would stay and have the baby at the hospital in nearby Hemet.

When we hung up from that first call, Barry and I sat silent.

“What do you think?” he finally asked.

I said I liked them both a lot. Tony had gotten on the phone, too, so we could get to know him a little. They sounded mature and sure of what they wanted.

“But,” I said, “how is she going to give up this baby after losing both parents—her entire family—in the past year? She’s had so much loss already.”

“I know.”

Once she held the baby in her arms, I thought, she would change her mind. But there was no reason to make a decision yet. We had scheduled another phone call for the following week. We would see. In the meantime, Seyth and Tony had sent a photo. They were tanned and tall and smiling, arms around each other’s waists, leaning against a railing at what looked like a park.

Seyth’s great-grandfather, we learned in the next call, had been a Welsh doctor who joined an American Red Cross expeditionary group to escape Russia during the revolution. They sailed halfway around the world to Hawaii. He set up shop on Molokai, the only doctor on the island, then moved to Oahu. The family had been there ever since.

Tony came from a big Italian-Irish family. His father was an executive with Traveler’s Insurance and his mother a travel agent who moved to Hawaii from the Midwest. Tony wanted to study architecture in college. When Seyth’s father died, Tony’s family took her in; they already had been dating for several years, since the early days of high school. With the help of loose clothing, she hid her pregnancy.



I thought they were terrific. I liked everything about them. Despite our doubts that Seyth would, in the end, be able to part with her baby, we decided to move forward. I took out their photo a million times over the next few months. I studied their faces: her olive skin and almond-shaped eyes, his wide forehead and square jaw. What would their baby—our baby—be? Barry and I bought a crib and a car seat but almost nothing else. I didn’t want to face a home full of baby things if we returned from Hemet empty-handed.

When Tony called at dawn on June 27, 1990, to say Seyth had gone into labor, Barry and I hopped a flight to Ontario in Southern California, then drove into the 113-degree heat of Hemet. A dozen forest fires were sweeping across five thousand acres of Southern California, turning the sky in Hemet charcoal gray.

Folded neatly in our suitcase was a tiny yellow sunsuit and jacket.

We met Tony in the maternity ward waiting room. He was about six-feet-three-inches tall and broad-shouldered with dark eyes and an easy smile.

“Come meet Seyth,” he said.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Definitely.”

Seyth was propped against two pillows on a gurney in a small room, reading a magazine. She lit up when we walked in and shook our hands and asked if we had a pleasant trip. We said it was fine, thank you, how are you doing, unsure of what you are supposed to say to a woman about to give birth to your child. We asked if there was anything she needed and said that we would be right outside in the waiting room should she think of something.

Then she asked if we wanted to be in the delivery room when the baby arrived. “If it’s all right with you,” I said. “That would be wonderful.”

We retreated to the waiting room, where Tony popped in and out, leaping up from the couch to check on Seyth, then bounding back to chat with us.



Around 2:00 A.M., Seyth still wasn’t dilated enough to deliver. She would have to have a C-section. We couldn’t be in the delivery room, after all. We drove the silent, stifling streets back to our motel and slept restlessly. We called the hospital at eight.

Seyth had delivered a boy. Eight pounds six ounces. Twenty inches long. In perfect health.

The baby was three hours old when we arrived at the nursery. Barry and I slipped on paper gowns, and I sat in a blue-cushioned rocking chair. A nurse placed the baby in my arms. Barry stood at my side, bending over to inspect this tiny creature. He had thick black hair that stuck up in every direction, perfect little fingers, huge dark eyes that opened and closed as if in slow motion.

All the walls we had erected to protect ourselves crumbled quickly and quietly. I fed the baby a bottle, watching his cheeks rise and fall, studying his little fingernails, and breathing in his sweet baby smell. Then Barry held him as the nurse stripped him for a diaper change. Ryan pooped in Barry’s hand, a story that, later, never failed to send Ryan into spasms of laughter.

During the course of the day, I visited Seyth twice in her room. She was in pain from the cesarean section, but she was cheerful. She had held and even breast-fed the baby. I knew this because when I left Seyth’s room, a nurse made it a point to tell me. “She’s not giving him up now,” she said, waving her hand as if dismissing any hope we had of taking the baby home.

During my second visit to Seyth’s room, she said she and Tony had a request.

“We have nothing to give our baby, so we’d like to give him a middle name,” she said. They had chosen Iokepa, Hawaiian for Joseph, Tony’s middle name.

We had planned to name the baby David Ryan Tompkins: Barry’s middle name, my last name, and Barry’s last name. Instead we named him Ryan Iokepa Tompkins. Seyth and Tony signed the release papers. They still had six months to change their minds, but they were so clear about their decision that Barry and I weren’t worried. (Six months later, in the chambers of a Marin County judge, the adoption became final.)

When the doctor cleared Ryan to leave the hospital, he was thirty hours old.

Seyth helped me dress him in the yellow sunsuit and jacket. She held him while I slipped his tiny arms into the sleeves. My throat burned from the tears I held back, knowing if I let go, I would crumple into a quivering heap.

Then in the single most courageous act I have ever witnessed, Seyth handed me her baby.

“I’m happy you’re going to be his parents,” she said. “I’m really happy you’re going to make a nice home for him.”

She cried and I cried. Barry, overwhelmed, had already left to get the car. I can’t remember if Tony was in the room or not.

We drove out of Hemet, the skies still dark with smoke. I sat in the back of the rental car, next to Ryan’s car seat, and stared at him. He stared back. He had a perfect little face. Of all the babies in the world, this one had landed in our backseat. This eight pounds, six ounces of squishy fat and downy skin was my son. I repeated it in my head, as if to convince myself it finally was true.

My son. My son. My son.

[image: Image]

Ryan at two weeks old, asleep in my arms.




Three

I set out to raise Ryan the way I was raised. My son would listen to his parents. He would do his homework. He would do his chores. He would fall into line. My parents managed to get six children to sit quietly at mass and clean their rooms and finish their peas. How hard could it be to tame one?

But straight-out discipline didn’t work. As a toddler and preschooler, Ryan didn’t seem to respond to consequences. Or rather, he responded in the moment—he cried about being banished to his room or banned from watching TV, for example—but timeouts didn’t keep him from repeating the same behavior again and again. Nothing stopped the tantrums. Nothing stopped the irritability, the lashing out, the aggression with other children, the defiance that triggered my own furious tantrums.

But for as much as Ryan drove me out of my mind, I loved him with a fierceness that could make me cry just to look at him sometimes. And he loved me. No matter what sharp words passed between us during the day, at night we could sink into each other and just be mother and son. I would read to him, the two of us sitting in bed under the covers. Then I would sing “American Pie” or some other 1970s songs I knew by heart and stroke his hair. Sometimes, as a toddler, he talked about our trips to Hawaii, which he loved from his first visit when he was just a year old, as if he knew these were his roots. He was an island boy, at home in the ocean. When he got older, he slipped through the waves like a fish, as if the water were as elemental to him as air.

Sometimes Ryan mused about God. When he was four years old, he wondered aloud if only God was real and we were just his dream. He once told me that inside each person are boxes inside boxes, hundreds of thousands of them. You could open one each day until you were twenty, then one each year. At the center, he said, is perfection. Some people get so far as to cut the tape off the final box. He informed me that I had 103 more boxes. I said I’d be dead before I got to the perfect one. He said I’d open it in heaven with God.

When Ryan and I finished our talks at night and his eyes grew heavy, we would tell each other, “I love you more than all the stars in the sky,” or all the sand on the beach, all the hubcaps on all the cars in the world, all the chocolate chips in all the cookies ever baked—the sayings became sillier as the years went on.

[image: Image]

Ryan at ten months old on his first trip to Hawaii.



“You’re the best kid in the world,” I would say when I turned out the light.

“You’re the best mom in the world.”

“I love you, baby-babe.”

“I love you, too, Mommy-mom.”

But the quiet magic of bedtime too often disappeared with the morning alarm.




Four

One autumn day, when Ryan was four, he was riding his tricycle around the table on our back deck. We were eating lunch with Barry’s parents, who were then in their late seventies.

Barry’s mother, Rose, left to retrieve something from the house. She didn’t see the screen across the doorway and stepped into it. She bounced off and tumbled backward down two steps. She lay on the deck stunned though not injured.

Ryan freaked. He kicked his tricycle over. He yelled. He knocked over a chair. He stomped around, punching at Barry and me as we tried to calm him. He was agitated for at least thirty minutes, long after Barry’s mother had gotten up and assured him she was fine.

We began to realize that what seemed at first to be isolated tantrums—reacting violently to the smell of smoke and the car heater, the feel of certain fabrics, the presence of dust, the temperature of food, the pitch and volume of people’s voices—were in fact almost everyday behaviors. Ryan would throw himself on the floor or flail at us or his preschool teachers, landing his share of whacks and punches. He was clumsier and less coordinated than most kids his age. He couldn’t jump, for example, and he looked like a bag of spare parts when he ran. He also seemed to be hyperaware of kids bumping into him and almost oblivious when he bumped into and even knocked down other children.

What was wrong with this kid? And how do we fix him? I went into research mode. I had come to believe through my career in journalism that diligence and smarts could solve any problem. I convinced myself I could learn to navigate even the most unfamiliar terrain because I had done it before, in particular when I became a sportswriter.

I was an unlikely pioneer. I was a behind-the-scenes person—so shy as a kid my face flushed and my heart pounded at the mere thought of raising my hand in class. I majored in journalism but took the editing track, satisfied to correct other people’s stories and write headlines, figuring this would someday lead to a spot on the masthead. I was introverted, yes, but not without ambition.

A few months into my first job at the Orlando Sentinel in 1982, I concluded that I would never climb the newspaper ladder without putting in at least a little time as a reporter. All the top editors had been reporters at some point. I had always admired the writing in the sports section. I had grown up in a sporty family—my father had cared more about my softball batting average than my grade-point average.

I mentioned to a colleague on the copy desk that at some point I might like to write sports. Before I knew it, word had reached the editor-in-chief, and in the summer of 1983, I was working on the copy desk in the Sentinel sports department, the first woman to cross that threshold.

I soon found myself hanging out most nights after the final edition with the wonderful motley crew of sports guys: the sweet forty-five-year-old Alfred E. Newman look-alike who still lived with his mother; the quiet divorced copy editor who piped up with answers to our most obscure fact-checking questions; the twenty-something clerk who, with a wink, introduced himself to me as Well-Hung McClung; a gorgeous dark-haired married football writer who pretended not to notice my stammering and flushing when I spoke with him; and Bill, the lanky, funny, gregarious ringleader of the copy desk who answered my stupidest questions without making me feel like an idiot.

I started drinking scotch, learning early on never to order a drink “the color of baby clothes,” as one editor put it. I became adept at using fuck in all its grammatical applications. I ditched my father’s Nova and bought a 1979 Trans-Am with a 405 engine. I was having a blast. The sports editor began interspersing my copy-editing shifts with assignments to cover a tennis match here and a minor league baseball game there. I would get almost sick with fright before each assignment.

One day I was covering a yacht race in Tampa. I was in the press tent, typing on a portable computer that weighed nearly as much as I did. (To send the story, we had to shove the phone’s handset into two rubber cups, enter a phone number into the computer, listen for the high-pitched tone, and press Send. We usually repeated the process three or four times before the story actually went through, a frustrating ordeal on deadline that led to many telephone handsets smashing against many press-box desks.)

“The masts sliced the air like stilettos,” I began, composing a story that prompted the paper’s managing editor to pop his head into the sports department the next day.

“Beautiful story,” he said.

I felt for the rest of the day as if I had won the lottery, repeating the compliment in my head in order to relive the flush of pleasure.

Not long afterward, I was asked to fill in as a columnist when one of the regulars went on vacation. I wrote what I thought was a humorous essay on why golf is not a sport. When I turned it in, my friends on the copy desk looked at me as if I had lost my mind.

“You don’t want to do this,” one said.



“What do you mean?”

The editor of the paper had two sacred loves in his life: the San Francisco 49ers and golf.

“It’s just poking a little fun,” I said. I couldn’t imagine the editor could take golf so seriously that he would be offended by a little ribbing about lime-green polyester pants and beer bellies.

Early the next morning, the day the column ran, my roommate hollered from the kitchen that my editor was on the phone. My heart stopped. Shit. What had I been thinking?

“I read your column,” he said.

I could barely breathe.

“I’m giving you a $50-a-week raise,” he said. “It took balls to write that.”

I was starting to warm to sportswriting.

Then I entered my first locker room.

I had been sent to a U.S. Football League game between the Orlando Renegades and the Birmingham Stallions. It was 1984. By then, I had almost a year under my belt of covering the University of Central Florida football and basketball teams. The college players had always come out of the locker room after games to talk to me.

But at halftime that March night in Orlando, the snippy PR guy for the Stallions said no, he couldn’t bring players out of the locker room. If I wanted to interview running back Joe Cribbs—the focus of my story—I would have to go in.

As the game clock counted off the final seconds, my stomach churned. I rode the elevator to the bowels of the stadium and, as luck would have it, arrived at the Stallions locker room before any other reporters. I looked at the door. I looked at my watch. I had about an hour before deadline. That meant about fifteen minutes to interview Cribbs, five minutes to race back down the hall and up the elevator to the press box, and forty minutes to write and send my story.

I felt the familiar pounding of my heart in my ears. I pushed the door and took two steps inside. It smelled like mold and thrummed with shouts and laughs and running water. Massive men in various stages of undress, some naked, walked across my path, traveling between the lockers on the right and the showers on the left. I scanned the room for Cribbs, then suddenly stopped, mortified that the players might think I was checking them out. I dropped my eyes to the notebook clutched in my damp hand. Now how do I find Cribbs without actually looking?

As panic set in, the room suddenly fell silent. I looked up. A hundred eyes took me in, gaping as if a three-headed Martian had just materialized in their midst. Then they erupted, roaring obscenities and crude jokes. They were outraged, indignant, and having the time of their lives.

“Where is Joe Cribbs’s locker?” I stammered.

On a bench next to me sat an enormous shirtless player cutting tape off his ankle with a long-handled razor.

“Can you tell me where Joe Cribbs’s locker is?” I repeated, directing the question to the seated player. He didn’t look up.

Suddenly I felt something slide up my calf toward the hem of my skirt.

The player on the bench was running the long handle of the razor up my leg.

“What are you doing?” I yelled, yanking my leg away.

Humiliated and furious, I wheeled around. In the doorway stood a middle-aged man in a red V-neck sweater, the kind I had noticed on all the Stallions’ coaches. He was smiling in a way that made me want to punch him in the face, if I had been that sort of person. I brushed past him and out of the locker room.

“Look,” I said, turning back toward him, trying to modulate my voice. “I’m trying to do my job here. This isn’t okay.”

The V-neck sweater guy smiled wider.

“You’re entering on your own initiative, so you’re subject to what goes on in there,” he said. “It is not a proper place for a female to be.”



He was defending these guys? This was my fault? Before I could explode, I caught sight of the PR guy and grabbed his arm.

“I need to talk to Joe Cribbs,” I said. “You have to bring him out here.”

He headed toward the locker room. Five minutes slipped by. Ten. I’d have thirty minutes to write. Finally, Cribbs emerged. I asked him a few bad questions, he gave me a few bad answers, then I sprinted back up to the press box and wrote a few bad paragraphs. But I made deadline.

In flipping through the Stallions’ media guide later the next day, I recognized the man in the V-neck sweater as the team president.

Christ. It’s one thing for the players to act like bullies. But the team president? He believed, as the players did, that I had no business covering that game, much less entering the sanctuary of the locker room. When my sports editor asked me to write a column about the experience, readers rallied behind the players. They depicted me in their letters as everything from a whore to a voyeur.

The backlash was a revelation.

The players, coaches, owners, and fans really, really didn’t want me to do this job.

Suddenly I really, really wanted to be a sportswriter.

The episode in the locker room tapped into something elemental, something I had not felt since my softball days—specifically, the crystalline moment of digging into the batter’s box against a pitcher and deciding she was not going to beat me.

Soon after the Stallions’ episode, my editor/mentor was hired as the editor at the San Francisco Examiner, and he hired me as a full-time sports columnist, one of the first women in the country to hold that position. I learned to ignore the jockstraps that occasionally pelted my back inside the locker rooms and the players who disrobed the moment I approached their lockers. Because the locker room was the official interviewing area—a fact overlooked by most fans and even players—I couldn’t do my job without going in.

I was in the 49ers locker room after a game in 1985, my first year in San Francisco, when a well-dressed man tapped me on the shoulder. He asked if I was Joan Ryan, a pretty good guess considering I was the only woman in the locker room. He introduced himself as Barry Tompkins, a friend of the Examiner editor who had brought me out from Orlando. He was a sportscaster for HBO. I was polite but basically blew him off. I was on deadline. I had no time to chat.

Eight months later, I was having lunch with another local sports columnist at the Washington Square Bar & Grill, a popular hangout for newsies. Barry was at the next table with a friend. I had only a vague recollection of meeting him in the locker room. But he knew my colleague, and the four of us ended up talking through lunch. I liked how easily he laughed and how he treated the busboy with as much respect as the restaurant’s owner, who had come by to greet him. He was handsome and well spoken and worldly. I figured I didn’t have a chance.

I found out later that Barry had called his friend Stephanie, who worked with me at the Examiner, after lunch.

“Tell me about Joan Ryan,” Barry said. “I have a rule about not dating anyone under thirty.” I was twenty-six. Barry was forty-five.

“Break your rule,” Stephanie said.

Three days later, Barry called from New York and left a message on my answering machine, asking if I would have dinner with him when he returned home later that week. He took me to a beautiful restaurant, but I was so nervous that I pushed the lobster ravioli around my plate, unable to swallow a bite. My face radiated from a sunburn I had gotten that afternoon at Baker Beach. I wore a dowdy pink-print pleated skirt and an oversized black leather jacket. I still marvel that he asked me out on a second date.



I was smitten, setting aside all the factors going against us. He was older, Jewish, an only child. I was young, Catholic, from a large family. He was a fashion plate, flying to Montreal to have his suits tailor-made. I wore Levi’s and had yet to discover heels or eyeliner. He knew wine and how to order in French and what to tip the bellman at the Four Seasons. I knew Birds-Eye, Mrs. Paul’s, and Grand Slam breakfasts at Denny’s.

He had been married for ten years and had lived with a girlfriend for seven. My personal record in a sustained relationship was six months. He had two grown children and no desire for more. He wanted to hop planes to Paris and eat dinner at ten and have white sofas in the living room. I wanted to make Halloween costumes and read Green Eggs and Ham and tape finger-paint art to my refrigerator.

We were an unlikely couple.

Yet about a year after we began dating, I asked Barry to marry me, and he said yes. Then I said the offer came with a condition: we had to have at least one child. He said okay.

Barry and I were constantly flying off in different directions to our various sporting events, talking daily by phone, and returning to San Francisco with stories and gossip. In his career, Barry had covered just about every major sports event in the world. I was a rookie, still a little stunned to find myself at the Olympics or World Series, the Super Bowl or Wimbledon, sitting elbow to elbow with Dave Anderson of the New York Times and Jim Murray of the LA Times. I learned how to convince myself—at least for the time it took to write my piece—that I was as good as they were. I pretended to be them. Eventually, by listening and watching, I developed my own style and quietly built respect for what I produced.

My success in sports and my role as a pioneer surprised even my family, perhaps especially my family. Though always a competitive student and athlete, I was so quiet and unremarkable among my five brothers and sisters that when a friend asked my mother a few years ago to tell her about my childhood, she couldn’t think of a single story.

In time, writing sports turned me into someone who felt self-assured, even bulletproof. It was as if having survived—and triumphed over—the people who hoped to drive me away, nothing could rattle me. I could talk to anyone. Most miraculous of all, through the guidance of a speaking coach, I learned how to speak in public, finally building up the confidence to accept speaking engagements and appear on television.

I believed I could handle anything.

Then I became a mother.




Five

After the freak-out over Barry’s mother’s fall, Ryan saw his first specialist and received his first diagnosis.

A top psychologist and occupational therapist at California Pacific Medical Center in San Francisco said Ryan had sensory integration dysfunction. It is most common among children with autism, though Ryan was not autistic. Ryan’s diagnosis meant he had an underdeveloped central nervous system. It did a poor job of processing the information he received through his senses. He had an oversensitivity to touch, particularly when he was agitated, yet he also needed things in his hands at all times, seeming to crave the stimulation of certain objects. He was overly sensitive to tiny details in his environment, unable to ignore a fly outside the window or the drip of a faucet, yet he completely missed obvious visual cues like body language. He was overly sensitive to noise, yet he couldn’t discern tone of voice and often missed the actual meaning of what people said.

We were told that children with sensory integration dysfunction overreact to life’s stresses and demands. They also have problems with motor planning, the sequence of muscle functions necessary to form letters or ride a bike. They have difficulty stopping one activity and moving on to something else. They get stuck. They can be inflexible and irrational, unable to see another point of view.

For six months, we drove Ryan into San Francisco twice a week for occupational therapy. The OT taught us techniques we could use at home to help him learn to monitor, modulate, and respond to stimuli. We brushed him with a soft brush, ran a rolling pin over his back and limbs, got him to jump into pillows and burrow under blankets, engaged him in controlled roughhousing.

He was better but only by degree. I was more patient with him. There was a diagnosis, which meant his behavior wasn’t completely his fault. And it meant it wasn’t completely mine, either. Kindergarten was about to start. I had mixed feelings. On the one hand, I was excited for Ryan, and I was hopeful the therapies had taken care of the worst of his behaviors. On the other hand, I felt a vague dread. At home, Barry and I could protect him. We and his grandparents and his babysitters loved him, whines and temper tantrums and all, because he was such a sweet, affectionate kid and because such love is unconditional.
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