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PART I

A CHILD
















1.

A boy sits by himself on a stained white carpet, the corner of a frayed blanket stuffed into his mouth, his head bobbing, the fingers of both hands twiddling at ear level. He seems neither to miss company nor show any eagerness to seek it. If you say hello, he will not look at you nor turn in the direction of your voice. If you take up position in his line of sight, he will look away.


We lived in Croton-on-Hudson in a white house atop a black driveway along which wild blackberry bushes bore fruit in the summer. I used to walk up that driveway, stopping to pick the berries. No one else in my family knew they were there, and I never told anyone about them.

I dont recall the precise beginning of concern. I was born in Kobe, Japan, on November 26, 1964; Noah was born in North Tarrytown, New York, on July 1, 1966. As soon as I was aware of myself, there he was. How could I have seen that Noah wasnt like other boys? What did I know of childhood development, normal or otherwise? I recall all the worry and conversation about Noah as steady background noise to which I would occasionally tune in. The two of them, my parentsmy father a head taller than my motherare sitting at the dinner table drinking tea after dinner, and their voices are low. Our living, dining, and kitchen areas share one sprawling space at the top of a four-step rise from the entryway. I can sit on these steps, just out of sight, and listen.

They talk about Noah. Something is wrong with Noah. Noah should be doing this by now but he is not. Karlthey said my name!hes already doing this. And when Karl was two he was doing that. But Noahthey are already back to Noahhes not doing this. This is serious, I know, a grownup conversation, with none of the careful enunciation or broad gestures that my father and mother use when they are talking to me. Their talk with me is meant, in part, to entertain me. This talk, this adult talk, is different.

I can also hear Noah. He is mumbling, repeatedly, a kind of dirgey stream of consonants, n-n-n-n-n-n, muh-muh-muh-muh, da-da-da-da-da. He doesnt talk. Not in words, anyway. The boy down the street, Mark, is younger than Noah and he talks. I play with Mark. I cant really play with Noah, not anymore.

My parents are saying that Noah used to talk.

Im surprised. Noah talked?

What did he say?

Did he talk to me?

I stand up. My pockets are stuffed with Matchbox cars. I take Matchbox cars with me everywhere.

Noah is sitting in the den, on a tan sofa with a wood frame that faces the television. He is kneading his blanket like it is Play-Doh. He never watches television. I watch television every Saturday, the Lone Rangerthe cartoon, not the live-action showand my mother makes me butter sandwiches on toast. I also have Lone Ranger pajamas.

Talk! I order Noah. Talk. You can talk.

He doesnt acknowledge me. He doesnt really look at me. He never really looks at me.

Mommy and Daddy said you could talk, I shout at him.

He never says a word.


2.

On April 24, 1969, my father wrote in his diary, My sons: Karl is truth. He looks like a boy, reacts without deviousness, his life never far from the surface. Noah is beauty, sensitive rather than sensible, his life throbbing away in some subcellar. Karl laughs, audibly, openly. Noah smiles, silently, mysteriously. Yet I cant deny it, Noah seems to regress more and more. He refuses to listen or to understand what we say to him, and has all but stopped talking. Its time to see the doctors again.

3.

My father is a writer, and he rides the train to work in New York City. He wears a tan raincoat that smells like water. Our train station is at the bottom of the hill, beside the gray river. My father once took me on the train. We rode one stop, got off, and took a taxi back home.

Once, my father got a haircut while he was in the city, and when he came through the front door I didnt recognize him and I started to cry.

Noah didnt notice the difference.

My brother and I each have our own bedroom with a mattress on the floor. In mine, I have my toys piled in bookcases. Noah doesnt like most toys. But if a toy is made of plastic, he will chew on it. He seems to like the texture, the malleability between his teeth. My mother believes chewing on these toys is dangerous, something about the coloring being poisonous. Whenever Noah receives a plastic toy as a gift from our parents friends, it ends up in my room because I wont chew on it. Often, we each receive the same toys from fair-minded adults, and I end up with two of them. Two Spirograph sets, for example, when what I really wanted was a Billy Blastoff.

Noah is not interested in me. When I have nothing else to do, I will tickle him or wrestle with him. But that quickly becomes boring because Noah doesnt resist or tickle back. He just lies there giggling until I stop, and then he doesnt notice that Ive stopped or he doesnt care.

Im normal, my parents have said so in their hushed conversations. And Noah isnt normal. And the rest of the kids on Hillside Avenue, they are normal, except for Dana, who shot someone in the eye with a slingshot. That cant be normal. But how can everyone be normal but Noah? How can Noah be the only one not normal?

I have other friends on the block. I have a swing in the front yard and a cat named Brodsky. The Robinsons next door have a swing set with a slide and a dog named Alexander. Tom lives next door on the other side, and he has a train set in the basement. Kirsten lives at the house at the bottom of our driveway, and her father built her an entire toy kitchen out of wood. I liked playing in the toy kitchen with her until Dana made fun of me. Kirstens older brother Arno has a ten-speed bicycle. He can ride all the way to the toy store by himself. I took three dollars from an envelope in the cabinet and gave it to him because he said he would buy me a Matchbox Mini Cooper. Instead he bought me a Volkswagen bus.

I go to the Scarborough School, and my best friend there is named Robe. He has a younger sister, Pierre. One day when his mother was picking him up from school and I was waiting for the school bus, she asked if Noah and I would like to come over some day and play with Robe and Pierre.

Why do you want Noah to come over? I asked.


Isnt he three?

I shrugged. What did that have to do with it?

I like fossils and dinosaurs, astronauts, the Lone Ranger, Matchbox cars, and now, lately, Hot Wheels. My father watches football and basketball, but I dont understand what they are doing. When I ask him how they play, he says, follow the ball.

I watch the ball, but I still cant figure out what is going on.

But at school, all the boys say they like football and baseball and basketball. Our favorite player is Joe Namath. Im not sure exactly who or what he is.

4.

I dont consciously worry about Noah. He is a fact of my life, as much a part of it as our house or my parents or our blue Oldsmobile. Vaguely, there is a sense that something is wrong, that something in the center, at the heart, is not as it should be. But I cant put words or thought to it any more than I could elucidate my inchoate notions of God or the soul. But it is there, always, like an arrhythmic baseline underneath an otherwise happy family melody.

We live in a crescendo of questions: First, Is something wrong? Then, What is wrong? Then, What is it called? Then, What can we do? And most disappointing of all is the fact that as every query is first conceived, then formulated, then verbalized, we all already know the only answers are bad ones. The result is that alwaysgathering, accreting, growing steadily louderis the idea that something, somewhere, is indeed very wrong. The familys every day together, even those of relative tranquillity when Noah is behaving well, are exhibits in a case of steady disappointment.


I now understand that my parents were every day confronting the reality of Noahs autism. First, he wasnt turning over, then he wasnt crawling, walking, talking. And then, most vexing, after the miracle of speech begins when he is eighteen months or so, he recedes, sentences becoming phrases, phrases becoming words, words becoming nothing. He wets himself and makes bowel movements in his pants until he is six. He sleeps irregularly and wakes constantly, keeping my parents up as if tending to a newborn. And always, my parents are struggling to find out what is wrong with Noah.

5.

JUNE 6, 1969

Our fears about Noah continue to undergo dramatic ups and downs. Because of his increased opacity, the fact that he doesnt respond when we call his name and fails to relate completely to his immediate environmenta pattern of retardation or autismwe took him to a nearby hospital. There, in a team approach, a child psychologist, a psychiatrist, and a speech therapist will all test him and then compare notes. The doctor in charge of the overall program preexamined Noah. She used phrases such as autistic tendencies to describe him, thus intensifying our worst fears. Especially Foumis. In her heart she knows something is wrong with Noah. What disturbs her most are his sudden outbursts of laughter. I guess we both fear that what we dread is so, that Noah is not a normal child, that he is a freak, and his condition is getting worse.


6.

Come on, Noah. Climb off that swing, put down those smooth stones from the Japanese garden. No matter how many times you run them through your fingers, youre not going to find a gem. Just come with me.

I am five, you are three. I can read, you cant speak. I can tie my shoes, you cant slip on a sock. You still sleep in a crib.

You cant come with me. We dont grow up so much as grow apart.

In the morning, we eat breakfast before you. If you see bread on the table, you will refuse to eat or drink anything until you get your bread. So my father and I eat our eggs and toast and listen to your keening and mindless, repeated syllables, the sounds as regular and meaningless as a washing machine. Then my mother climbs the stairs and helps you from your crib, and you come down and you are smiling and bobbing your head. You and I share our mothers black hair, yours is thinner than mine. You have a narrower, more refined nose than me and high, almost elfin cheekbones. My father says that you look like my mother and I look like him. So that means you look like a girl and I look like a boy. What I wont understand until later is that this means you are beautiful and I amjust a boy. When we go to the supermarket, when you are seated in the cart, housewives will stop my father to tell him that you are so beautiful. They never did this for me. He looks like that because he is pure, my father will write, he is not touched by anything in this world. Everything he feels, everything he is, comes from inside himself. Thats what autism means. It means being locked in the confines of the self, being ones own entire world.

It is like a trick, this beauty, that seduces so many teachers, specialists, psychiatrists, and even your family into believing that somehow there must be a way through to you, that God would not have made you so lovely on the outside and so messed up in the middle. And in the morning, in that first instance when you come bounding into the sunny kitchen and gaze around at all of us, my parents are fooled again into believing, despite all their better judgment and wisdom, that perhaps today will be different. You talk in his dreams, my father says.

But you dont fool me. You are my brother. And my rival. And I can feel the room tilting toward you whenever you walk in, all the attention and parental love drains into you, never to come back out. You possess gravity out of all proportion to your size. And perhaps your indifference to your own importance makes you even more beloved. I am learning that I can never compete with you; despite being older, bigger, smarter, faster, I will lose every race for our parents time and attention.

If you could come with me, then it would all be different. We are playing in the front yard, in the few minutes between breakfast and when Bus 13 comes to take me to school. It is a sunny day, mid-September, and I have bendy, rubber figures of space monsters tied to the ends of strings. My mother has planted a patch of ferns by the porch, and I like the way the monsters look amid their broad, green leaves. But when I play in the garden, I step on the plants, so my mother has tied strings to the figures and told me to dangle them in the plants, which is actually better because I can stand up and watch green and blue Lord Neptune march through the boreal forest.

Then it is time to go. And thats when I think that, if you could come with me to school, it would all be different. Then you would be like me, then it would all be fair and we could even play with Lord Neptune together. Well, maybe not with Lord Neptune. But I would let you play with Gorgon, Mentoricon, or the other monsters.

Instead, my father comes down the stairs and says we have to go right now to catch Bus 13.


When I come home, I find you have chewed Lord Neptunes helmet so that it is flattened and the wire that allows his neck to bend now sticks out of the back of his head.

7.

A boy sits by himself

8.

My father is a slight man, balding, with a fringe of wiry brown hair. He wears thick-frame glasses over bulging brown eyes and has a long nose and thin lips. I remember him smiling more than anything else, and laughing, and trying to make me smile and laugh. But he also always had a preoccupied air, a distractedness, a projected sense that even though he was playing with me, he should be doing something else: writing. He is a writer, and I now know that means feeling that every moment is stolen from your work.

He was born in Malden, Massachusetts, in 1928 and moved to Linden Boulevard in East Flatbush, Brooklyn, when he was in fifth grade. Today, when he plays Monopoly with my daughters, I can still see the competitive kid from the poor Jewish family, the younger brother of his big sister Irma, as he counts the number of spaces until Kentucky Avenue and then says, Seven, seven, an easy number, come on, seven. He stands up when he plays, his pink and green choo-choo train money in his fist, checking his property to see how much houses cost. It is a curious sight, this wiry old man, his thin arms clutching bills in one hand and the dice in the other. I can imagine the young manthe compulsive gamblerwho loved shooting craps and lost a college semesters tuition playing poker and, further back, the competitive boy up on the roof of his old tenement, playing this aggressive brand of Monopoly with his block mates. My daughters, Esmee and Lola, are soft compared to him; they are being raised amid more affluence, in part because of that competitive Jewish boys success, but they are also young girls and less spirited in their board-game play. Esmee, my oldest, when she lands on my fathers Connecticut Avenue with four houses on it will burst into tears at his dunning. My father collects.

When I was a child, I was put through this same initiation into competitive board games. My mother would urge my father to let me win, yet my father couldnt.

I used to watch him work in his little office downstairs. I would ask him if I could play with his books, and he was powerless to order me to leave him in peace.

What are you doing? I ask.

Working, he says, vainly hoping a four-year-old can take a hint.

What are you working?

Writing, he says, not looking up from his Royal upright. Magazines and newspapers from New York City send up black cars to pick up his stories and book reviews. A driver in a hat will trot up the stairs, and my father will hand him a manila envelope.

Are you writing a story? I ask.

Yes, he says, about Noah. And you. About all of us.

Can I play with your books?

He is rarely serious, yet he is often impatient. Now he is both. He takes a stack of dull yellow and red galleys down from his desk and sets them on the floor and resumes typing.

I stack the books up in a pile on the floor, near his desk. Then I leave the room.


He has been a writer since finishing at the University of Michigan in 1949 and then serving in the army; he was a playwright, a novelist, a magazine writer. He put in six months as a book reviewer at Newsweek in the early 1960s before he was fired. He would write dozens of stories for a slew of mens magazinesSport, Climax, Saga, Argosy, Trueas well as stories for the glossies: Esquire, the Saturday Evening Post, Redbook. I remember coming upon a crate of these old titles in our basement, stories by my father about Curtis LeMay and Joe Stilwell and the 1927 Yankees. In 1960, after he was awarded a Guggenheim when his play Clandestine on the Morning Line was produced in Washington, D.C., he attended the MacDowell Colony, an artists retreat in New Hampshire, where he met a Japanese painter, my mother, Foumiko Kometani. U.S. immigration law didnt allow for a lingering romance, and they were married in downtown Manhattan later that year. Two years later, after Clandestine was produced off-Broadway while my mother worked as a secretary at an insurance company to get up a stake, they left for Japan, going by way of Holland, Belgium, France, Spain, Italy, Greece, Egypt, Yemen, India, Ceylon, Vietnam, Singapore, and Hong Kong. My mother, then terrified of flying, insisted on one literal ground rule: no planes.

They returned to New York about a year after I was born; Noah was born just before we moved to this house in Croton-on-Hudson. My fathers first novel O for a Master of Magic was published in 1968; it sold, as my father jokingly reminds me, exactly 753 copies. By the time I was born he had already conceded that he would not succeed at his chosen fieldtheaterand was already considering other careers: advertising, magazine writing, editing. But if before children he pursued his writing mostly for arts sake, now that he has us he writes for the money. Never with any resentment, for what father feels resentment toward his children? Still, he feels some lingering disappointment that life has turned out this way, though with Noahs regression, he will soon grow too realistic to feel any disappointment over a conflict so trivial as art versus commerce.


He is a kind man, always eager to make me laugh, to joke with me and pass along riddlesWhat looks like a box, smells like a lox, and flies?though the corollary to this is that he is also prone to teasing and occasionally making fun of me. (The answer is a flying lox box.) All right for you, Karly, hell say when were playing checkers and he is about to triple jump me. All right for you.

That he is an odd fellow is something I am aware of even in kindergarten. He is unlike the other fathers. For one thing, he is often the only dad who comes to midday school events. As a writer, he is free when other fathers are busy. The other dads are stolid, prone to wearing suits and dark trousers, and they have short hair parted to one side. My fathers wiry hair is unruly, and he often wears caps or floppy fedoras. He is often the loudest at any gathering, and he tends to make embarrassing comments about me. I will later determine that part of his seeming different is his Jewishness, which still, in the late 1960s, seems out of place here in the suburbs. He is the only dad on our block, on Hillside Avenue, who is Jewish. (My mother is the only Asian.) He is also an oddly appearing person, shuffling in his gait, too skinny in his carriage, taking flamingo-like steps on four-inch-diameter legs. There is nothing soothing or calming about his physical presence. He is an agitation. But that is not all; there is also a strange combination of ingratiating overeagerness and disdainful hubris, a mixture that is manifested by my father managing to be both intellectually overbearing and archly dismissive at the same time.

Yet he is a writer, and I recall even then, at a very young age, being impressed by that alchemy of sitting at a typewriter and turning thoughts to words and then, via those chauffeurs, words into money. Later I will discover that the reason he wrote so many book reviews and essaysfor Time, the New York Times, Playboy, Life, the Village Voicewas that because of Noah, he couldnt travel on assignment. All I knew was that my father was always around.


He was ill prepared for the burden of Noah. Yet prone as he is to noticing defects and studying flaws, he quickly observes there is a strangeness to his second son. Knowing the downside, of course, is his specialty, pointing out the likely pitfalls one of his gifts. A later generation would label him negative or hypercriticalremember, at this point in his career, he makes his living as a book criticyet he cant help his honesty. It is no virtue, not deployed as it is, willy-nilly and without regard for consequences. Instead, this aberrant behavior is a kind of borderline insanity. He cannot keep his opinions to himself. He insults guests and will tell his friends, novelists, writers, why their latest book is wanting.

The first years with Noah are a protracted study in that probing and speculative honesty. He sees that Noah is not turning over, sitting, crawling, walking, doing anything on schedule except talking. And the more he discusses what is not happening, he is at the same time trying to convince himself that perhaps it is a phase, that maybe Noah is progressing by his own schedule. My father lays out the worst case in the hopes that it will not come to pass, as if by acknowledgment of a problem he will somehow jinx it away. I have since seen him in this mode many times. If I have written an article or story or book and am waiting to hear from an editor or publisher, he will go through with me repeatedly all the reasons the journal or publisher or magazine may not accept the work. He is preparing me for possible disappointment while, all along, quietly hoping for success.

Noah, of course, confirms the pessimistic point of view, and I see my father lose a little of his swagger, his shrugging indifference to society, as he now realizes he is far more deeply invested than he ever imagined. In his minds eye, he is still that young man living in Greenwich Village, working on a play, dreaming literary dreams. What the hell am I doing in Westchester with two baby sons? he writes. Over all the beers I guzzled at the Remo and the Kettle of Fish and Johnny Romeros and the Riv and the White Horse and the Cedar Street Bar and Gilhooleys; over all the cups of coffee I sipped at the Figaro and Rienzi and Limelight and the Lions Head; over all the martinis I nursed at the Waverly Lounge and the Jumble Shop and the Dickens Room; over all the red wine I drank at Felinis and Marys; and during all the nights of prowling down all the elephant paths of the village and long days of numb sun sitting on the concrete lip of the snake pit in the center of the park and walking down its spoke-like bypaths grimly searching joyous companionshipduring all those years when 14th Street was my uptown RubiconI never dreamt that I would wind up a Westchester resident. A father. A family man with two sons.

That vision of his younger self was of course already obsolete as he hit forty, but the arrival of two children, and the onrushing awareness of the profound disability in one of them, will sink rather than merely mothball such notions.

I am now the same age as he was in 1969; I now have two young children of my own. So I can empathize with his dilemma, and now marvel at his sanguinity in the face of disappointment. Parents take for commonplace development in their offspring. A child crawls then stands then walks; he learns to speak and then read, each progression one of lifes greatest contradictions: a miracle that is taken for granted. Yet as I watch my daughters acquire each new skillclimb the jungle gym, swing from monkey bars, master arithmeticit is with relief as much as appreciation. For I know what it is like for a child to stop developing, to regress. It happened right next to me. Yet developmental delays dont present in symptoms like nonproductive coughs or angry red spots; there is no checklist of nonmanifestations that can then be collated into a diagnosis, not at first anyway. Initially, it is merely a sense.

That boy, sitting by himself on the white carpet, indifferent to his surroundings. He seems a littleoff.


9.

It is an idea, quickly banished, for what parents havent been stricken in odd moments by paranoia, by irrational fear that their child isnt right? (Never? Then as a parent you are among the lucky ones.) But it is almost always dismissed as soon as the next milestone is reached. Parents are given a yellow cardthe Childs Growth Chartwhen they take their child to his or her first vaccination. It is like a little time line, at two months the child should be raising his head, at three to five months he should be reaching, at five to eight months he should be sitting up, at eight to twelve months crawling, at twelve to fifteen months walking, all the way to drawing faces, skipping, and telling stories at four to five years. Above the little graph are illustrations of a baby sitting, pointing, climbing steps. Each band of months supposedly wide enough to accommodate all of us. For those whose crawling and responding to their names falls to the right of the normal latitudinal band, there will be concern, worry, and extra appointments with pediatricians and specialists. (We actually live our entire lives in such narrow schedules, I have found, and that little yellow card could be extended through pubertyat fifteen to eighteen years the child should lose his or her virginity, at eighteen to twenty-three years the child should earn a bachelors degree, and then marry, raise children, and retire. Each delay or deviation will be reliably commented upon by our peers.)

Noah has managed to miss every single one of those developmental ranges, besides speech, which he would soon lose. It is my mother who is the first to comment that she feels something is wrong with Noah. His suckle, she observes, is too weak; he is vomiting his milk after each nursing. She mentions it to my father in passing, but she is prone to worry, especially about matters of health and safetyremember, she refused to fly in an airplane until I was bornso such worries are easily dismissed amid the settling in of life with a new baby. They worry about how I am adjusting, about my sibling jealousy. I moan and whine all day long, my father laments. Like most parents of newborns, they are not sleeping through the night, waking up every few hours for Noahs feedings, so concerns about Noahs slack nursing style are of equal concern with relearning infant diaper changing and bathing him in a sink.

But the worry is there, and in hindsight, as Noahs problems became impossible to ignore, it becomes easier for both my parents to add a detail or a layer foreshadowing the trials to come. My mother would talk of the decision made by the Chinese American physician, chosen by my parents in part through their own twisted brand of reverse discrimination because of her Asian ancestry, to induce labor and the mercury contained in the drugs administered. Neither of my parents had really wanted a second child, nor had my mother even wanted a first, for that matter. Abortions in the United States in 1965 were a dicey affair. In Japan, they were legal and almost free. Both my parents said had they still been in Japan, they would have aborted the pregnancy very early on. My father, product of the Freudian Industrial Complex that dominated psychoanalyses in the mid-twentieth century, would later wonder if Noahs early problems were a reaction to his having been unwanted as a fetus.

10.

Or was the worry really there? Any more so than it was for me after I brought Esmee and then Lola home? My wife, Silka, German-born and Dutch-raised, the second oldest of four handsome siblingsand the shortest at five feet eleven inchesis predisposed to assume any kinks or flaws or lags will be quickly evened out by time. She never doubts her genetic good fortune and cant help her optimism. Lives, as she has seen them, work out. Children, as she has known them, grow up. She never for a moment doubted the steady progress of our childrens development. Because of Noah, she told me, I watched too closely, if that is possible. Let them be, was her mantra.

Why wouldnt my parents have had this initial impulse? My mother was the middle sibling of five. My father the youngest of two. Neither grew up living amid anyone who had brought in a bad genetic parley. So why would they have worried any more than you or I about our children who then turn out to meet each of their targeted developmental milestones within the allotted time frame?

My fathers predisposition to study the pitfalls meant that he would have been checking constantly. My mothers response would have been more instinctive. Maternal instinct is an early warning system that should encompass studying the offspring for impending problems as well as knowing when to gather up the child in the face of an oncoming predator. A mother studies her child endlessly, watching him sleep after nursing and burping, caressing his tiny feet and legs, laying a pinkie in his palm to feel his little hand close. This is all a loving inspection, of course, an appraisal of the genetic package, a discreet itemization of reflexes, muscle tone, skin color. In the animal kingdom, the mother does nothing to ensure the survival of the runt of her litter after the first few days. If the human runt is found to be wanting, flawed, defective, unlikely to thrive, then what?

So the child is vomiting, but he is beautiful. More beautiful, I have been told repeatedly by both my parents, than me. He looked like my mother, delicate, almost feminine. I was born heavier, hairier; in photos I have an almost Brando-like thickness to my features. My brother is soft, sharp, his features fine and foxlike. Noah, I think, is cuterand more sensitive, my father writes. Words I never thought of applying to Karl. Both my parents are taken with his looks and take the appropriate delight in this beautiful baby. It is a common description of autistic children that they are physically beautiful. The child is usually exceptionally healthy and attractive, wrote Bernard Rimland in his landmark 1964 book Infantile Autism: The Syndrome and Its Implications for a Neural Theory of Behavior; Leo Kanner, in his 1943 paper on autism, would comment on their strikingly intelligent physiognomies. It would be a more literary than scientific observation that perhaps the isolation of the individualthe puritymakes for an unsullied and pristine person, and havent we been conditioned to associate innocence with beauty? If it is the subjective observation of proud parents or the quirky trait of the autistic child, Noahs beauty has become one of our familys myths, a fact that my parents include in every account, as clear to them as the little white house on Hillside Avenue. In photos Noah is lovely, but wasnt your child? Didnt your baby strike you as beautiful? My own children seemed abundantly pulchritudinous to me, though I recently found photos of my oldest at a few days old and noticed she had my Brando-like heaviness; she was unlovely, yet you could never have convinced me of that. Who would tell a parent his baby was ugly?

Noahs beauty keeps coming up because what else do my parents have as memories? His not doing things? By six months he is late, slow, missing all his deadlines like a lazy writer who doesnt need the money. And they are intelligent parents, unlikely to insist their baby abide by the strict time line provided in the Growth Chart, but the feeling, it is therethe weak suckle, the vomiting. (I was shocked when I recently reread Rimlands book to find at the very beginning, Very little that is unusual is noticed in the first months, except, perhaps that feeding may be a problem.) My father comments on his strange laughter, that he laughs far more often than he cries, normally not a concern, but then there is the observation that he cries so very little, and doesnt seem to mind being left alone. But what parent really worries that their baby doesnt cry enough? It is some time before it occurs to a busy mother, wrote Clara Park in The Siege, that a baby can be too self-sufficient.


11.

At nine months, however, he still isnt turning over.

During a routine visit to a pediatrician for his third triple shot, my parents offer that they are slightly worried. They expect the doctor to assure them they have nothing to worry about, that each baby develops at his own pace. Instead, he asks questionsIs Noah talking? Does he pass objects from hand to hand? Is he reaching?and imagine the panic that begins to set in as my parents answer each time: no. The doctor voices concern about Noahs motor development, saying that if Noah doesnt develop in the next three months, he should see a specialist. He tries to reassure them by saying that he has strictly a gut reaction that Noah is fine. But we came home, my father writes, and began looking at Noah through worried eyes, and it was easy to see a mongoloid idiot lurking in his beautiful Eurasian face.

Over the next few days and weeks, they tell each other that he is moving more, that he is becoming more agile, that they need worry less and less. My fathers instinct, by his own admission historically unreliable, is that Noah will be all right. Noah is so lovely, my father writes, he will look so much lovelier when he sits upbut if gradually his form of retardation manifests itself increasingly, I will not love him a mite less, and he will be even more my son.

We now know, of course, in the diagnostic criterion, that slow motor development is the most likely indicator of a potential developmental issue. There was no DSM IV Diagnostic Criteria for Autistic Disorder in 1967, no Handbook of Autism and Pervasive Developmental Disorders, no chart telling parents and pediatricians that if a child merits a yes in six (or more) items from (1), (2), and (3), with at least two from (1), and one each from (2) and (3), then the child is likely to have a developmental disorder. In Westchester County in the mid-1960s, most pediatricians believed they had never seen a case of autism, so rare was the disorder considered1 in 10,000 was the accepted prevailing frequency. Noah was born into this prehistory, just two decades after Leo Kanners publication about the first clinically observed cohort of autistics, the gang of eleven described in Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact. (The children were introduced to Kanner as idiots or imbeciles, a few of them residing in a state school for the feebleminded.) There was no resource my parents could tap for information or guidance. New York, the eastern seaboard, was dominated by the theories of the mind espoused by Freudian analysts.

That era seems both distant and familiar. Yet in terms of the lives and prospects for the severely autistic, it is another world. Oh that my parents had more than Doctor Spocks Baby and Child Care for a reference. And I spend days wondering, what if we had known then what we know now about autistics and the urgency of early intervention. Would Noah have emerged? Developed? Would I have had a brother instead of a fraternal obligation?

I can never answer those questions, but as I journeyed through the labs and clinics talking to our generations best scientists who are working on the pathology, genetics, and treatment of autism, I cant help wonder about my brothers disappearance.

12.

He is such an enigmatic infant, and between nine months and a year he begins speaking, first simple requests and words, the usual, mommy, dosh (Josh), juice, apple, and then soon, almost too soon, without the usual pairing of words, eat apple or daddy go, he jumps to complete sentences, saying I wanna eat strawberries and Can we go home? and I sit down and eat, but never answers any question. My parents gladly note the milestone and banish some of their worry. To this day, my father says he can still hear Noahs voice speaking, adding that he recalls Noah speaking paragraphs, describing a journey down the street or the neighbors dog. My mother believes my father is exaggerating, that he is confusing his own dreamsliterally his dreams, for Noah was frequently speaking in my fathers dreamswith reality. My mother says no, it was a few phrases, little sentences, but he spoke. But it was odd, she still recalls, not speech in the same manner as I took it up, uttering each word and then gazing around as if I expected praise. Noah said the words, any word, and then it was as if he hadnt said it at all, and then he might never use the word again. He wasnt building a vocabulary, she now says, these were like little clearings of the mind where language would shine through, and then it would grow cloudy and the words would be gone.

At the next appointment with a pediatrician, a specialist in neurology, they are told that since Noah is talking now, there was less cause to worry. Noah is hypertonic, a word that seems to mean the opposite of what the doctor went on to say, that Noah was a floppy baby, a slow developer. He assured them that time would be the maturing agent. Yet a week later, at another visit with a pediatric neurologist at Albert Einstein Hospital in the Bronx, they receive yet another diagnosis of concern. Noahs slow motor developmentthe primary cause for alarmmight be a symptom of intellectual retardation. This specialist orders a series of X-rays of Noahs skull and brain. A technician hurriedly weighs down Noah with sandbags and asks my father to secure Noahs head beneath metal bars. He must keep still, the technician tells my father instead of Noah, who is terrified. She tries and fails to get a clear, complete image, and then begins to cruelly push Noah around, trying to force him toward the middle of the X-ray table. He keeps wiggling out, sliding to the edge of the table, the sandbags shifting off him. My father stands there, watching the technician, young, dumb-faced, closed-mouthed, vacuously chewing gum, and suggests that she go and get my mother.

My mother has the presence of mind in the X-ray room to show the girl that only patiencenot forcecould do the job.

That night, my parents cannot sleep. They discuss the possibilities, and in the morning they constantly look into Noahs eyes for signs of light. For the next few days, they will observe his every movement for a hint of development, whatever that is, and seek to find fault in the doctor, as if, my father wrote, he were a messenger in a Greek play.

13.

My mother, at first, refuses to consider that Noah might be retarded. He is slow, meandering, leisurely, different. What was it the second doctor said? Hypertonic? Why cant it be that instead of retarded? Retarded is a much harsher word, implying slow and defective. Hypertonic has a jet-age whiff about it; if you have to choose a diagnosis, why not one that sounds like a health drink? Yet even that was a telltale sign. Leo Kanner wrote in 1943 that this was a common trait among those eleven autistics he had documented: The average infant learns during the first few months to adjust his body to the posture of the person who holds him. Our children were not able to do so for two or three years. We had an opportunity to observe 38-month old Herbert in such a situation. His mother informed him in appropriate terms that she was going to lift him up, extending her arms in his direction. There was no response. She proceeded to pick him up, and he allowed her to do so, remaining completely passive as if he were a sack of flour.

My mother is reluctant to admit mistakes, denies her errors, and refuses to accept blame for even her most trivial missteps. (She will even reject the notion that one of her more difficult traits may be that tendency to deny fault.) To concede to herself that her son is disabled, was, in a sense, to cop to the most colossal failure possible. Her own genetic material had come up short. She would eventually insist that my fathers faulty genes had been to blamethere were more crazy great uncles and schizophrenic cousins in his line than hersbut at that point, when Noah is a baby, she cannot accept the tentatively offered diagnoses of the first few pediatricians they saw. These men know they are messengers of disastrous news and so temper their diagnoses so as to minimize the despair. A diagnosis of autism at that point, in the late 1960s, was viewed as telling the parents the kid was hopeless; there were no known effective treatments. When the third pediatrician tells my parents that Noahs motor development is the classic sign of mental retardation, he goes on to caution that the intellectual gap only widens as the child matures. If Noah is now functioning at about half the level of a normal baby his age, then extrapolate that forward and you end up with an adult with a sub-50 IQ.

But then why is he speaking? my mother asks. Why does he talk at a typical level? Consult any Growth Chartwhen it comes to language, to talking, Noah is right on schedule. And what is more important than language? Isnt that what separates us from animals? What allows for all human achievement?

My mother is stubborn, a fighter, and far less likely than my father to concede the wisdom of doctors and psychiatrists. She is a mother and she knows her sons. Observing it all, as she does, through a cultural and linguistic filter, she learns to trust faces and manner, her feelings about a person, rather than the more easily manipulated superficialities of words. She can tell, in an instant, if a doctor or teacher or psychiatrist is a phony.

It is funny. In Japan, among Japanese, she has a harder time detecting the bullshit, but in America, she has a knack for weeding out the liars. Perhaps thats why she escaped Japan when she did, as a young woman in her late twenties, in an era when very few single women, or anyone for that matter, would leave Japan.

14.

She was born in 1930 in Osaka, Japan, where her father, Yoshimatsu Kometani, owned a small factory that manufactured weaving machines. His first wife had died in labor with a stillborn daughter. In early photos, my mother, the eldest of the three children borne by his second wife, my grandmother, always has a sullen expression, beleaguered, a product, she says, of being a woman in a sexist society. She says she didnt smile for the first fourteen years of her life. Still, her family, despite its commingling of half siblings, was a prosperous conclave, my grandfather amassing a fortune in real estate, thirty houses scattered across Kobe by December 1941. World War II and life under Japans military regime were, besides Noah, the formative experiences of my mothers life. We who have never lived through a war, and especially through being on the losing side in a total war, can never imagine being eyewitnesses to that kind of calamity. And Japan, a conformist society even during its zaniest times, was from 1930 to 1945 a rigidly patriarchal police state tolerating no deviation from the imperial fascist line. My mother still recalls her father being ordered to stop smiling by a passing military officer, who chastised him for not being serious enough during those earnest times and ordered him to bow in contrition. Like so many Japanese, the family went hungry in the last days of the war, subsisting on pine needle tempura and barley porridge. My mother still recalls walking to school amid the rubble and corpses of the previous evenings bombing raids. It has left her fervently pacifist; she remains one of Japans foremost liberal and feminist voices. After the war, she attended the Osaka Womens University as a Japanese literature majorshe had dreamed of studying art, but in postwar Japan such opportunities were limited. In her spare time, already planning to leave Japan, she studied English, stenography, and typing; she also attended a missionary Bible study class to improve her English. She worked in an Indian trading company for a few months after graduating, and then took a position as a secretary at Bank of America. At twenty-five, she moved on to an American trading company in Kobe and from there jumped to JC Penney. On the weekends and the evenings, she painted in the long upstairs veranda of her parents house on Mount Rokk, her heavily textured, abstract paintings gaining entry for three consecutive years into the Nika Exhibition, the annual show of one of Japans foremost artist groups.

Yet the defining act of her life is one that seems so unlikely. My mother in her daily life can come across as hidebound and frightened. She is afraid of driving, flying, swimming, riding elevators, and even walking on the sidewalk of busy streets or climbing a stepladder. She has never learned to ride a bicycle or a horse and lived in Los Angeles for eight years before she learned to drive a car. Yet as a single Japanese woman she moved to the United States in her late twenties, in 1960, a year when she may have been one of, say, a half-dozen single Japanese women to emigrate to the States. It was an astonishing act of bravery that to this day I have trouble identifying with my paranoid, overcautious mother.

For her, she says, it was a matter of survival. In Japan, despite the relative opening up that accompanied the American occupation and postwar democracy, she still felt so constrained by the mores of Japanese society that, as she puts it, she couldnt breathe. I couldnt stand the whole system, she now says. If you wanted to become a great painter, I thought, you couldnt stay in Japan. I wanted to go to Paris, of course, but nobody would sponsor me. To go, you had to say you converted to Catholicism. I wouldnt sell my soul. Desperate to emigrate from Japan, she wrote, she says, 100 letters to art academies and institutions around the world. Finally, in 1958, the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts offered her a scholarship. My mother wrote back asking the school to hold her place for a few years so she could save enough money for room and board. In the meantime, she received a fellowship at the MacDowell Colony in May 1960, which she accepted, planning to go from there to the Pennsylvania Academy. In April 1960, in Yokohama, she boarded the Yamakuni Maru, a freighter bound for San Francisco. From there she took a train to New York and then caught a lift to the MacDowell Colony.

Her first night at the MacDowell Colony, her sponsorsduring this period, because of foreign currency restrictions, Japanese migrs were allowed to expatriate from Japan only $250, requiring a host family to financially vouch for themJohn Cassidy, a buyer for JC Penney who regularly visited Japan, and his wife, pointed out my father, in his black beret and overcoat, smoking his French cigarettes, and warned her: Look out for guys like that. Avoid him.

They married that autumn.

My mother was always a tidy presence in our house. Soap smelling, clean, well turned out. It is embarrassing that I resort to stereotypical descriptions of a Japanese, but she has always been hard to explain or categorize. Part of this is a lack of context. I was able to fix my fathers points in the universe even from a young age: writer, Jewish, jocular, bohemian. He was a familiar type in postwar Americaanother minor writer, Norman Mailer once called him, a gnat weight. It wasnt until I went to Japan as an adult after college that I finally began to understand my mother. Like most voluntary emigrants, she had a toughness that was a by-product of her nonconformity. She left Japan, she relates, because she had no choice. Yet how to reconcile her cultural bravery with her physical cowardice? She still sends me newspaper clippings warning about the dangers of eating shellfish, drinking beverages containing artificial flavors, taking too many pain relievers, swimming in polluted water, or crossing busy streets. My own wife, Silka, also an emigrant, from fellow Axis power Germany, is, I suppose, similarly courageous in her willingness to walk away from her home country. But in our era, the journey from Europe to Americaeven if she did go, ironically, via Japanis far less culturally arduous than the journey from Asia to America in 1960.

When I lived in Japan in the late 1980s and early 90s, I finally came to understand the enormity of what my mother had done. There were thousands of Japanese girls resigned to their lives of smothering desperation who spoke better English than my mother yet couldnt conceive of moving from Japan. Tokyo in the 1990s was, of course, a far cry from Kobe in the 1950s, the opportunities for women were vaster and more genial, but still, most Japanese women in their twenties were afraid even to travel alone, much less seek to settle in a foreign country.

I came to admire her courage and iconoclasm. And to begin to understand how she is both unique and typical of her culture.

She is short and throughout my childhood was always slight, weighing in at about one hundred pounds. She had black hair, of course, which was usually worn long and parted in the middle; later, she would grow bangs, and now, as an older woman, her hair is permed into curls and sometimes dyed in the curious shade of purple common to elderly Japanese women.

As a young mother, she is so slim she can fit into a wicker baby chair my parents purchased before leaving Yokohama so that I would have a place to sit on the boat crossing back to the United States. She is not a pretty woman; even as a boy I can discern that. If we have certain conceptions of classical Asian beauty, or an idea of the perfectly ovoid faces that to the Western mind represent Asian femininity, then my mother is slightly too coarse-featured. She has, she says, an ordinary face. Her only distinctive feature, and she would be hard-pressed to call it distinctive, is the lazy but graceful arc formed by each of her widely separated eyebrows.


As a boy, my standards for beauty were, of course, those gathered from advertising, media, and popular culture, and in the 1960s there were no Japanese appearing in any mass media, save, perhaps, for Yoko Ono, who had a vaguely villainous look about her. But she is patient with me, more patient and gentle than my father, who when we misbehave will sometimes spank or slap Noah and me. My mother will never hit me, and she takes the time to help me with my projects, cutting out pictures from magazines and shapes from construction paper and gluing them together. At one point, I recall, she helps me to build a house for our cat Brodsky out of cardboard. I have never seen a cat use such a structure, but she is always willing to collaborate with me on these projects.

She wears denim pantsuits or corduroy trousers. Occasionally, for special occasions, she will wear a sari-like dress she and my father purchased in India before I was born. She is steadfastly practical and frugal, a trait held over from wartime Japan. For someone who turned her back on Japan, she remains in so many ways steadfastly Japanese.

There remains in my memory a period, however brief, before the familys energy was consumed by worry about Noah, when my mother was more carefree. She still dreamed about being a painter. She had her first son and then her second. That was two more children than she had wanted, but still, eventually these boys would start school, and perhaps my mother could then return to her art. She could just begin to see, a few years away, a glimmer of hope and light. Our basement downstairs had been finished with a glass wall so that it caught the afternoon light; it is intended to be her studio.

And in that first year, Noah seems just another baby. She is already scheming, subtly, to go back to her painting. There is a lightness to her, to our whole family. My father will write; my mother will paint. What a happy little creative commune they will be!

A Japanese infancy and early childhood, I believe, must be among the happier varieties. I am indulged by my mother; Japanese parents are shameless in how they dote.


I want an apple, a wafer, a banana. My favorite food is a grilled-cheese sandwich. I am taken to Carvel for custard. We visit a sloop moored on the Hudson River. I can watch my father trimming our trees, my mother planting white flowers, my baby brother in his little crib. The backyard smells of burning leaves and wet grass, and there is a pond beyond our back property line where we can go and I try to throw rocks in the water. My father tells me I should never come here alone. In the front yard are white pebbles and a few stones arranged in a Japanese-style rock garden. My father hangs a swing from the porch, and my mother pushes me in it gently as Noah watches from the wicker baby chair.

This lasts three years, into my fourth.
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Then I feel a shift. A plunge. The lightness is replaced, and the family suddenly seems to move more cautiously, heavily, as if we are submerged. That is the feeling: before we were walking downstream, propelled by the current. Now we have reversed and are going against the flow.

Noah is two, and he still doesnt walk. When he does take tentative steps, holding my fathers hand, he is a walking contradiction, calling out the names of every child on the streetIan, Dana, Arno, Kirsten, Tomand saying hi to each of them. Yet I can call his name a dozen times and he wont even turn to me.

My parents are assiduously trying to toilet train him, to exercise him, to make him go, as if he were a toy that just needed winding and priming and then some internal gears would mesh and transfer energy and he would begin marching toward development. It is a sense, my father says, that Noah is not engaged, that he is here but not with us. He finds it occasionally disturbing and struggles to discern if this is his paranoia or if this is real. Noah remains a puzzle. He seldom sleeps; he never seems to listen to us. All of his sensitivities seem directed only toward himself, my father wrote on January 2, 1969. This morning Noah threw his juice on the floor. But he did not cry when we chastised him. Nor did he cry when I threatened not to take him with me for a car ride this morning. He hears only what he wants to hear, communicates only what he cares to.

My father can sporadically will himself not to worryI just dont want to start the new year with the same old problem: worrying about the kidonly to find my mother now concerned.

I have begun nursery school, in a church basement, which I attend wearing pull-up diapers for the first few weeks until I am toilet trained. I am finding a social life now; there are the children on our block whom I play with, and now this new cohort at school, where we play with blocks and color paint and where I am introduced to board games and playing cards and puzzles. I find puzzles extremely confusing and am frustrated by their complexity. I cannot correctly assemble any of them, and I try to avoid playing with them. This will continue well into kindergarten at the Scarborough School, where I find a puzzle with each piece shaped like a fish so it is very easy. Every day at puzzle time I quickly rush to the steel cabinet and grab this puzzle and then sit there, with a wonderful sense of mastery, putting the same one together and apart.

At the exact instant I am finding there are vast numbers of people in the worldMark and Dana on the block, my friend Robe at schooland special days, Halloween, Christmas, my birthday!it is easy to miss that my brother, whom I barely was coming to know, is disappearing. There was barely a year, maybe only six months, when you, Noah, were there. When you could speak and walk. (You never crawled.) We could wrestle with my father together; we could play with each other. I could lead us in little gamesfollow the blanket through the room. I could tickle you. I could push you around the way a big brother pushes a little one around. It was just a few months when I could take my rightful place as big brother, abusive, peremptory, imperial but also protective and instructive.

So much is happeningI am in the world for the first timethat I almost dont notice that you have gone.
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ATTENDING ADMISSION NOTE


JULY 16, 1969
Noah Greenfeld


This is the first examination of this three-year-old youngster who is admitted with the chief complaint of delayed acquisition of developmental milestones complicated by regression involving expressive language function.

Noah is the result of a nine-month uncomplicated pregnancy that was terminated by induction of labor and a normal delivery. The birth weight was 7 lbs., 11 oz. The immediate neonatal period was characterized by a weak suck at the breast. In addition, there was recurrent vomiting for the first month of life.

The acquisition of developmental milestones revealed a significant delay in motor milestones in that the child sat alone at 8 months, crawled at 18 months, stood alone unassisted at 2 years, 3 months, and walked unassisted also at 2 years, 3 months. Noah first began to speak with words at 8 months of age; in phrases at 18 months, and also spoke in complete sentences at 18 months of age. Shortly after he began to walk at 2 years, 3 months, he stopped speaking. In addition, for the past 8 months he has ceased to be responsive to his immediate environment.

Coordination is stated to be average for walking, running, and throwing. The child is not yet toilet trained.

Past medical history and review of symptoms revealed that Noah had mumps and chickenpox before the age of three, and the parents have noted that the urine is pink since the first year of age.

Behaviorally the youngest is stated to have a low frustration threshold, poor attention span, temper outbursts, is impulsive and underactive, and has multiple fears.

The family history is essentially negative.

Physical examination revealed a youngster who showed no true purposeful activity, and his motor function was often without direction. The child would jump up and down or on other occasions stare inappropriately at his right hand. On occasion the child babbled, but his babble was without inflection. At no time was there any evidence of true expressive language patterns.

His head circumference measured 49.8 cm., and there was no evidence of an intracranial bruit. The occiput was flattened. The gait was on a wide base with a tendency to toe outward. This gait was associated with a prominent hypotonia and associated hyperextensibility of joints. This decrease in muscle tone was present in both the upper and lower extremities. The hypotonia was associated with hyperreflexia; this was more prominent in the lower extremities. The Babinski responses were normal. There were no pathological reflexes. Sensory examination was normal to touch and pain. Cranial nerve examination and the funduscopic evaluation were benign.




IMPRESSION: Atonic diplegiaevidence to support this clinical impression is the prominent hypotonia associated with marked hyperreflexia and psychomotor retardation. The history of regression as evidence by loss of previously acquired speech patterns is most unusual in this condition, and the possibility of degenerative disease of the central nervous system must be ruled out.



17.

Now both my parents have to concede that Noah has regressed. They make what Clara Park describes as the lacerating pilgrimagethe disruptive and expensive treks from specialist to specialist, city to city, trying to buy hope. Or what Pearl S. Buck, years earlier about her own retarded and autistic child, calls, That long journey of which parents of such children know so wellDriven by conviction that there must be someone who can curewe go to doctors, good and bad, to anyone, for only a wisp of hope. They begin to hear dreaded words: retarded, autistic tendencies, childhood schizophrenia. After hearing those words, my father wants to cry. As he rides a train into the city for a meeting; after he returns home. Back in our kitchen, he and my mother get into an argument about whether hereditary factors are to blame. It is now apparent to my father that Noah is a disturbed child, a burden, withdrawing in steps; the moments of connection, of entry into the outer world, becoming less and lesswe both rack our brains trying to figure out just when he began to stop talking.

My mother recalls how Noah bumped his head on the playroom floor and after that kept repeating, Oh, my head! When was that? Last summer? Were those the last words he spoke? Or maybe it was the cold weather, the literally cold world, my father says, that froze his fragile sensitivities. None of this makes sense, of course. All children konk their heads. It is cold every winter.
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I now start to watch my family, often from above. From our black, industrial-tiled living/dining room rises a carpeted stairway to the second floor. My room is at the end of the hall; my parents are to one side of me and Noah to the other. I can sit on these stairs, just above the living room, and watch the family as they sit at the dining table or read the newspaper in the living room. Once in a while, I fall down the stairs, sliding on my buttocks until I land on the ground floor in tears.

But I am every day becoming steadier on my feet. Noah continues to wobble, to walk erratically in his pigeon-toed, uneven steps. Now I feel confident and can sit nearly at the top of these steps and watch and observe, a little king atop his castle walls. Noah, if he is downstairs, cant yet muster the coordination to climb to join me, and my parents are too preoccupied to notice where I have perched, within earshot, my pockets stuffed with Hot Wheels. My father will come to the kitchen for coffee; my mother will
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