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MIKE LUPICA

[image: ]y dad first took me into the room, welcomed me into the company of sports, when I was six.

He had long since completed all the preliminaries, patiently teaching me the rules of baseball, buying me my first bat and glove, giving me a cut-off five-iron and showing me how to grip it, taking me to the park next door to our house and watching as I finally, and with everything I had, managed to heave a basketball to the rim for the first time.

But it was on the day the Giants played the Colts in 1958—the first sudden-death championship game in NFL history, the one that made pro football a big television attraction in this country—that I joined the conversation.

We lived in upstate New York at the time. There was no American Football League, no DirecTV, no NFL Sunday Ticket, no thought even given to letting people watch any matchup they wanted on Sunday afternoon. For me, there was just one game: The football Giants. And now they had beaten Jim Brown and the Cleveland Browns, and they were going up against Johnny Unitas’s Colts for the title. So this Sunday was different.

I wasn’t just watching with my dad. All of my uncles were there as well. Just like that, I was in. So many things have changed for me in the life I’ve been lucky to lead since that day in December 1958, but one thing remains the same: There is no game I am watching that I wouldn’t rather be watching with my dad. The best days I’ve had in sports, either in front of a TV screen or at the ballpark, were shared with my dad and my three sons.

(And just for the record: My nine-year-old daughter? When she occasionally sits with me and asks questions about a game I am watching—usually with her brothers out of the room, usually a baseball game—it is a joy of my life. But this is a book about fathers and sons and sports. I’m just doing my job here!)

The first great day was December 28, 1958, Alan Ameche going into the end zone in overtime, sports breaking my heart for the first time.

I remember that play. I remember a big fumble from Frank Gifford. I remember Unitas’s near perfection, never missing a receiver or a throw. The rest of it is a blur. What I know now about the game I have filled in over the years: Raymond Berry’s catches, the big catch Jim Mutscheller made, Lenny Moore’s running, and the plays that Chuckin’ Charlie Conerly made for the Giants. Because it was such an iconic game I have, over time, been able to remember what I had forgotten. ESPN Classic will do that for you.

What I have never forgotten and never will forget is the magic in the room as I sat on the couch next to my father. The excitement of it all. The air in the room.

My friend Seymour Siwoff, who founded the Elias Sports Bureau, once described sports as you talking about a moment and me talking about the same moment and the air in between us.

I remember sitting next to my dad and I remember that air.

There was no formal announcement, no rite of initiation. It was as if my dad took me by the hand and we entered this world together, the world of shared memories and a shared language and all the things, good and bad, that sports make you feel.

The best part of it is, we are still in it. Together. And now my own sons are there with us. I’m sure you have your own home court crowd, the one arena in sports where you most want to be.

That is mine.

My oldest boy is in college now, Boston College, my alma mater. My mom and dad live in New Hampshire, in the house we moved into in 1964. The house is less than an hour from downtown Boston, so this past October I arranged for my pop and my son to attend the first two games of the Red Sox-Indians American League Championship Series.

I was going up to Boston for the series’ last two games, so I watched the first two at home. And there was a moment in Game One when the count went to 3-2 on Manny Ramirez and the crowd at Fenway got up, the way it does, and the cameras began to take random shots, the way cameras do.

Suddenly there they were.

My son was up first. My dad, who was eighty-three at the time, took a little longer to get out of his seat, though he would tell me later that it was only because his grandson, the college boy, was blocking his way.

There they were, the two of them front and center on my television screen, side by side. There was my son where I had always been, next to my dad.

We had TiVo on the set I was watching, so I was able to record the moment the way you would record a great play, a great shot or catch or swing of the bat. Because this wasn’t a picture worth a thousand words, it was worth a million. Because there it was, the bond between fathers and sons I am trying to explain here as best I can:

That bond being passed on.

This introduction is about my own father-son memories. I’m sure you have your own, about your first bat and glove, about your first trip to the ballpark, Fenway Park or Yankee Stadium or Wrigley or Dodger Stadium. My dear friend Pete Hamill remembers everything—and I mean everything—about the day he went to Ebbets Field with his father, the two of them seeing for the first time Jack Roosevelt Robinson play a game of baseball for the Brooklyn Dodgers.

“That was the day the template was cut,” is the way Hamill puts it.

You never need TiVo for a day like that.

Here’s another childhood memory from upstate New York. We lived more than five hours away from Yankee Stadium by car, and so there were years when the only big-league baseball I saw was the old exhibition game they used to play in Cooperstown on Hall of Fame weekend. One year, by sheer blessed chance, the Yankees were in that game.

Only once we were inside the little antique ballpark, it began to rain. And it wouldn’t stop raining. And before long it was end-of-the-world rain, and everybody was running back to the streets of the little town, looking for some sort of cover, any sort of cover. Including my dad and me.

We managed to find an awning on Cooperstown’s main street. As we were catching our breath, soaking wet, we turned around. There, in full uniform, standing next to us in his No. 14, was Bill “Moose” Skowron. The ballplayers, it turned out, had come running to town like everybody else.

My dad is a sweet, shy, gentle man. But now he tapped Skowron on the shoulder, introduced himself, and said, “Mr. Skowron, I’d like you to meet my son, Michael.”

The big man shook my hand.

The first big leaguer I ever met.

Another door in sports opened by my dad.

He never pushed them on me. He has always loved sports, has always been passionate about his teams, but never allowed that passion to run wild. Never allowed sports to lose its wonderful place in his wonderful life. If he has passed on anything to me, it is that.

My friend William Goldman, who wrote The Princess Bride and Marathon Man, who won Oscars for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and All The President’s Men, is always talking about how he instantly finds a comfort zone in any Hollywood meeting if somebody in the room is a sports fan.

“I know we’ve got a common language,” Bill says.

I got that language from my dad. It isn’t something I remember learning, the way I remember struggling to learn Spanish or French in school. There is no day that I remember my dad sitting me down and telling me he was going to teach me the language of the infield-fly rule. We just started communicating through sports as well as we communicated through anything.

And still do.

When Jack Nicklaus came from behind to win the Masters in 1986, with his son Jackie on the bag that day, I probably called my dad ten times over the last nine holes. It was the year before my first son was born. So when the big things happened in sports, it was still my pop and me.

A year earlier, we had been in his den in New Hampshire when Doug Flutie completed that Hail Mary pass against Miami the day after Thanksgiving, the most famous pass not just in the history of his school and mine, but in all of college football.

Once more, my dad and I were in front of a television, two big kids hugging each other and doing this crazy dance in front of the set, sharing the magic of that moment, breathing in the intoxicating air in the room.

I remember Flutie on the run and the ball in the air and then Flutie sprinting down the field to celebrate with his buddy, Gerard Phelan, the guy who had somehow caught that ball.

I see it now and wish I was there.

Not in the Orange Bowl.

But back in the room with my father.

So I hope you enjoy reading about fathers and sons and sports in the pages of this book. I have my memories. The writers of these pieces have their own.

Ron Reagan writes about the first time he beat his father in the swimming pool, a boy of twelve edging out his sixty-year-old dad. Poet Laureate Donald Hall writes lyrically about the simple act of playing catch with your father, and John Buffalo Mailer writes about the morning his famous father, Norman, led him to believe—at the age of three—that he had the best right-hand cross in the world.

John Ed Bradley explains the lessons he learned about football and life from his father the coach, and the great Henry Aaron dreams of making it big in sports. John Jeremiah Sullivan writes about seeking to understand his own deceased sportswriter father by looking into the man’s love of sports, particularly his love for the horse Secretariat.

And pardon my prejudice, but there is a particularly wonderful piece written by my friend Jeremy Schaap about his late father, Dick. Maybe you know this and maybe not, but I was lucky enough to have Dick Schaap as a friend and mentor for more than thirty years of my life, and then lucky enough to sit next to him on ESPN’s The Sports Reporters for more than a decade.

Besides the one next to my dad and my boys, it is the best seat I’ve ever had.

In “A Father’s Gift,” Jeremy writes about how Dick missed two of Reggie Jackson’s three home runs in Game Six of the 1977 World Series because he was off getting hot dogs and sodas for his son.

In “Holy Ground,” Wright Thompson explains the pain of losing his dad to cancer before he could deliver on a promise to share a golf trip to the Masters Tournament with him.

These are only a few of the fine pieces in this book. I urge you to read them all. In the end, they will do exactly what sports does. They will make you feel and they will make you remember.

I write young adult novels now, have for years. The first was Travel Team, a book that really began for me—unexpectedly—the first time sports broke the heart of my second son, when he was cut from a seventh-grade travel team for being too small. I started a basketball team that year for all the boys who got cut, and it became one of the greatest sports experiences, one of the greatest seasons, of my life.

My son will remember that season the way all the boys on that team will remember it. But more than a season he didn’t expect to have, one that none of the boys expected to have, it was an adventure my boy and I shared together.

My newest novel, The Big Field, is built around the strained relationship between the hero and his father, a failed ballplayer. The two think the bond between them is irretrievably lost until their common love of sports helps them find the love they still have for each other.

Again: I have my own stories, my own memories, about my dad. You have yours. The writers of these stories have theirs. The language, though, the language doesn’t change.

Neither does the air in the room.



Mike Lupica
January 2008




Worlds Apart
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TOM FRIEND

[image: ]here’s where your dad used to live, right above the strip club. There’s the 7-Eleven where he used to steal doughnuts. Those are the bushes where he used to have sex.

That’s the street corner where he robbed a stinking drunk. That’s the jail where his mom was locked up.

What, you’re scared of this place? You don’t even know this place. Your dad went to bed hungry here. His only meal of the day was a school lunch (unless they served brussels sprouts). Having electricity on a Tuesday didn’t guarantee he’d have it on a Wednesday. He was evicted twenty-three times. He got a new pair of sneakers once every three years. He got a girl pregnant at fourteen. Your mom.

You guys like your life, right? You’ve got a computer and an iPod and an Xbox. Your dad didn’t even have a mailbox. You live in a 14,000-square-foot mansion. It’s not in the ’burbs, it’s beyond the ’burbs. It’s on a mountain. It’s got nine showers for the humans and one for the dog. It’s got a pool table and a pool. It’s got a theater downstairs and a lighthouse upstairs. It’s got a maid’s quarters, even though there’s no maid, and a wine cellar, even though there’s no wine. It’s got an arcade room, a steam room, a workout room and rooms to be named later. It’s got a Super Bowl ring.

How old are you three kids now—fifteen, twelve and nine? It’s time you realize your dad wasn’t always a filthy rich football player. He used to be nothing, used to get spit on, shot at, trash-talked.

He used to clean his sneakers with a toothbrush, used to heat his apartment by sticking a lit match in a mayonnaise jar. But you guys? You’ve got flat-screen TVs in your rooms, two dozen pairs of sneakers in your closets, a gazebo in your backyard. You’ve gotten kind of soft, kind of complacent, kind of … country club.

So your dad’s decided to drive you down your mountain today, decided to take you straight past the hookers and the houses that are boarded up. He’s decided to drop you off in the hood, right in front of a ratty Boys & Girls Club. He’s just going to drop you and drive off. For your own good.

See you in three hours.

[image: ]

It isn’t by the book, but, the Dolphins’ thirty-year-old safety Tebucky Jones could be NFL Father of the Year for this.

One year ago, he took three well-mannered, well-dressed, well-fed kids and sent them, argyles and all, back to his own cruel childhood. It wasn’t entirely necessary and it wasn’t entirely safe, but he couldn’t rely on MTV Cribs to toughen them up. He had to do it himself.

They just weren’t taking his cues. They’d see him turning off light switches behind them or spending entire days with his rottweiler, and they wouldn’t think to ask why. They didn’t know that, growing up in the New Britain, Connecticut, slums, he found a puppy pit bull. That he hid the pit bull in his closet for days, knowing his mother, Maryann, didn’t need another mouth to feed. That his mother heard barking in Tebucky’s room one day and that Tebucky tried saying, “That’s me barking.” That it broke his nine-year-old heart to send that puppy back to the streets.

They didn’t know that one of his apartments burned to a crisp, that he was homeless in junior high for weeks, that he stole five hundred dollars from a drunk because it was either that or sleep on a sewer cap.

They didn’t know that he used to cut a hole in his jacket, stroll into a 7-Eleven and stuff candy into the hole. Or that he led a search party for his mother one night, not realizing she’d been thrown in the slammer on drug charges. Or that he’d seek refuge at the New Britain Boys Club, even though there were hookers across the street and gang members outside firing guns.

So he told them everything. He told them about his one pair of sneakers, how he had to wear the same size 8’s from fifth to seventh grades even though, by the end, they were four sizes too small for him. How the sneakers were cheap red and black Sprints. How he put a piece of tape over the insignia so they’d look like Air Jordans. How, in school one day, his cousin tore the piece of tape off, and how he could barely face the world after that. He told them that a classmate named Jenny felt compassion for him. That she’d bring him food from Burger King late at night. That Tebucky’s mom didn’t want Jenny around and that Jenny’s middle-class parents didn’t want Tebucky around. That Tebucky used to throw pebbles at her bedroom window to get her to sneak out. That they’d go fool around in the bushes.

He told them that when he was fourteen, he got Jenny pregnant. That his family and friends told him to dump her. That they told him to choose football over a ball and chain. That he chose football for a while, until he met his baby girl, four-week-old Letesha. That the minute Letesha threw up all over him, he was hooked. He decided he wasn’t giving up anything. Not the football and not the ball and chain.

Jenny told them how rare it was for a teenage dad to stick by his girl and his kid. Or kids. When Tebucky was sixteen, Jenny got pregnant with Tebucky Jr., and when he was nineteen, she got pregnant with Malique. Jenny told them that when she was living at home and he was up at Syracuse playing football, he proposed to her in the middle of a long-distance phone call. That he brought them all up to campus even though he had no money in his wallet. That they had no car and had to take buses in subzero weather. That they were so poor, he stole a Christmas tree for them one December.

The kids didn’t recall any of it. What they do remember is draft day 1998, when Bill Belichick and the Patriots made Tebucky a surprise first-round pick. And when their dad’s signing bonus arrived in the mail, all $2.65 million of it. And when they moved into their first house, in Wrentham, Mass. And when they saw the neighborhood children arriving at school in BMWs and Jaguars.

What they remember is the Patriots winning the Super Bowl after the 2001 season. And their dad becoming a free agent, and being named the Patriots’ franchise player. And him eventually being traded to the Saints, who gave him a new contract worth $29.2 million, including a $6 million signing bonus. They remember Mom and Dad buying an off-season home in Connecticut for $2.96 million. A home just down the street from 50 Cent. A home only ten minutes from the hood where their dad grew up.

They remember the rottweiler their dad bought to make up for the pit bull he couldn’t keep. And the 400 pairs of sneakers he bought to make up for his one pair of phony Air Jordans. They remember him cleaning all 400 pairs with a toothbrush. And him buying Christmas trees and turning every holiday into a free-for-all. “I’ve gotten ’em two Xboxes, Sony PlayStation, Dreamcast,” Tebucky says. “Every time something came out, they got it.”

But they also remember their dad getting frustrated with them. Letesha would sit quietly in her room and wouldn’t play sports. Malique, the youngest, wanted to play hockey, of all things. And young Tebucky, perhaps the best athlete of them all, was getting pushed around in basketball.

It’s not that the kid wasn’t strong. He was a young Adonis, already 5′9″ in the fifth grade. But he was almost too sweet of a kid. He dressed in sweater-vests, was called Prep at school and wanted to play college basketball at Duke. His dad would go to his grammar school basketball games and be horrified. The competition was mediocre, and when the team finally played against an ornery city team from East Hartford, the boy crawled into a shell. The inner-city kids talked trash and young Tebucky bit his lip. He stopped going to the basket. He wasn’t fighting for rebounds. He’d overpass. He had morphed into a stereotypical player from the ’burbs.

“He’d call me soft every day” young Tebucky says.

“Not every day,” Jenny says. “Stop exaggerating.”

“Well, we were getting a little bit soft,” Malique says.

To his dad, there was nothing worse. His kids were book smart; he was street smart. His roots were in the slums; their roots were at Abercrombie & Fitch. He asked around the NFL and realized that this is what sometimes happens to the kids of pro athletes. It’s not their fault, it’s money’s fault. Tebucky started getting more impatient with them. He’d tell them to stop lying on the couch, to open the living room shades. He’d call them Pudding Pops, his code for softy. If they wouldn’t eat, he’d say, “I’d be 6′6″ instead of 6′2″ if I’d had the food y’all have.” He began making them run suicide sprints in their indoor gym. They’d ask him for cash to go to the mall, and he’d say, “What do I look like, Bank of America?”

“I was getting fed up,” Tebucky says. “I wanted them to know how lucky they were, that when I told them stories about my life, it wasn’t bull. A lot of kids are snobs and look down on people. But I wanted ’em to know we’re all human. I wanted ’em to see both sides of life.”

By the spring of 2004, he decided there was only one option. He piled his three kids into his Mercedes and drove them ten minutes down the hill to his old Boys & Girls Club in New Britain. At the curb, he simply opened the car door and said, “Bye.” And all the inner-city kids inside saw it. They saw three pampered kids duck out of a Mercedes and walk smack into their world.

Here comes the raw meat.
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The first day was all about money. The club kids wanted to know how much they had. And how many Mercedes they owned. And how many sneakers. And how big a house. And how much spare change they had in their pockets.

“Can I borrow seventy-five cents?” a young boy asked Malique.

Malique, the most outgoing of the children, said, “What do I look like, Bank of America?”

Before dropping them off, Tebucky had wagged a finger in their faces, telling them, “There are gonna be kids swearing in there and kids begging in there. And if they see you’re soft, they’re going to take your money. So don’t be soft.” He’d also told them, “You guys have to stick together.

“You have to have each other’s backs. It’s the way it works in the hood. Someone messes with one of you, you three better mess with him. Or you have to deal with me.”

They heeded every word. After Malique’s “Bank of America” comment, young Tebucky and Letesha shadowed their little brother while he played video games. And while he shot hoops. And while he hung out. When their dad picked them up three hours later, they told him nobody messed with them. Good, he said. Because they were going back next week.

The second day was all about clothes. The Boys Club kids wore oversize pants, oversize shirts and undersize undershirts, while Tebucky’s kids wore snug-fitting outfits from Gap. Young Tebucky remembers feeling self-conscious, remembers thinking, “I’m not comfortable. I’m not used to being around people from the projects.” There’d been some ridicule that day—the name Prep came up again as he hung out—and when the kids got home that night, they decided there would not be ridicule again.

The third day was all about fitting in. Young Tebucky and Malique had always watched hip-hop videos—“I liked the clothes they wore,” young Tebucky says—but were never motivated to wear XXXLs until that week. And when big Tebucky took them to the Boys Club, he couldn’t believe his eyes. “Their pants were hanging down and their underwear was showing,” he remembers. “They had little earrings, little chains. They walked out of the car like they were Puff Daddy.”

The fourth day was all about sports, particularly for young Tebucky. He was the shyest of the three kids, the one his mom was worried sick about. “I thought, oh my god. We’re putting them in with ghetto kids and haters,” she says. “And I was especially worried for young Tebucky. He talks very proper. Even though he started dressing a little gangsta style, you could tell this boy’s from the suburbs; he’s not from the hood.”

The minute he started playing at the Boys Club, young Tebucky knew it was a different game. Elbows were flying. If someone made a sweet spin move or blocked a shot, the players would ooh and ah. Young Tebucky never saw that in the ’burbs. At the Boys Club, everybody on the court got a nickname. It’d be Melon Head or Peanut Head or Something Head. Always something with the head.

This is what young Tebucky was learning at the Boys Club: the fine art of talking trash. Big Tebucky says he didn’t want to turn any of his kids into “thugs” and he could tell they still knew right from wrong. But he wanted them to speak up, particularly young Tebucky.

By the end of that spring, big Tebucky ended the Boys Club experiment. None of the kids had been bullied and none of them had become the Bank of America. Letesha, the oldest, soon signed up for the school volleyball and softball teams. Malique signed up for Pee Wee football, and began wearing do-rags and sucking all day on lollipops. He was still a smart, polite kid under the getup, but he couldn’t help it now: he had to wear black every day.

But young Tebucky remained somewhat of an introvert, so late that same spring, his dad made him try out for New Britain’s inner-city AAU team. The team was run by big Tebucky’s high school coach, Stan Glowiak, but young Tebucky was convinced he wouldn’t make the team. “You think I was gonna cut him and deal with his old man?” Glowiak says. “No way.”

They played a doubleheader one morning, and during the first game young Tebucky pulled up lame with a blister on his foot. His new sneakers were the cause, and it looked like he was done for the day. But just when his dad was about to come out of the stands to call his son a Pudding Pop, young Tebucky borrowed Glowiak’s kicks—beat-up running shoes—and suited up for the second game. Scored thirty-six points, too. Got hammered into a padded wall and hammered the guy back. Big Tebucky pumped a fist. “If it weren’t for the Boys Club, I’d have sat that game out,” young Tebucky says. “The Boys Club woke me up.”

That August, big Tebucky went back to New Orleans for the season, leaving his family behind in Connecticut. Other than during the bye week, he barely saw them. He threatened to put a surveillance camera in the mansion and watch them via the Internet, but it was all talk. So when the season ended—with him about to go to Miami as a free agent—he had no idea what he was coming home to: sheltered kids or independent kids.

Letesha was fine. Some girls at school had begun calling her “rich bitch,” but she didn’t back down. The rift was mostly over a boy, and, in the end, she got the boy. And invitations to the mall.

Malique was fine too. He had the confidence, as a fourth-grader, to crash a seventh-grade dance at a community center. And in his do-rag, he won the dance contest.

As for young Tebucky, he was in size twelve sneakers now, same as his dad. As a 5′10″ twelve-year-old, he could grab the rim now, same as his dad. He cleaned his sneakers with a toothbrush now, same as his dad. He played pickup ball against twenty-year-olds now, same as his dad.

Right after the season, the two Tebuckys played a game of one-on-one, and big Tebucky realized there’d be no need for the Boys Club anymore. Not only did young Tebucky foul his father hard on the neck and elbow him hard in the chest, he had a name for the old man:

Bean Head.

It’s always something with the head.

Tom Friend has been a senior writer at ESPN the Magazine since its inception in 1998. He has previously worked for The New York Times, The Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, the National Sports Daily, The Kansas City Star, and the San Jose Mercury News. Friend has also authored two books—Educating Dexter and Jack of All Trades. His work has been reprinted in Best American Sports Writing and he was named one of America’s top twenty sportswriters by Men’s Journal. He is a graduate of the University of Missouri and lives in Southern California with his wife and two children.


A Father’s Small Hope
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PAUL SOLOTAROFF

[image: ]n the patio of the house I’ve moved out of, my soon-to-be ex-wife dribbles a ball, counting down the time. “Five seconds, four …” Elaine sets her feet and heaves a shot that bows the plastic rim before rattling off. I rebound her miss off the backboard. Luke, our seven-year-old only child, stares at me, befuddled. He isn’t used to seeing me in his mother’s yard, almost two years after our separation, and is even less used to seeing us horse around as if those years, and the last few of our eleven-year marriage, hadn’t been deadly. But it’s the first mild evening of a belated spring, and Elaine and I are gamely making an effort. Not merely to get on better, but to draw him out of the house, where he is more and more the hostage of his disorder.

Sizing a free throw, I glance at Luke, who has begun to point with both hands to the door. We’ve been out here five minutes, and already the uh-oh moment, his balky signal that he’s had it with novelty. What he wants, with a tireless monomania, is the same thing he’s wanted for the past four years: to be alone with his TV/VCR. There, he will swap Elmo tapes in and out of the slot while hopping up and down, flapping his arms. Left alone for any time, he’ll strip off his clothes, then alternate between flapping his arms and fondling himself. With my stress level spiking—I am always clenched now, conditioned by his history of seizures and meltdowns to anticipate the worst—I hit upon a thought. Tossing a flat shot off the chest-high rim, I grab the ball and hand it to him. Luke stares at it, turning it this way and that, as if trying to recall this Spalding fellow whose name appears between the seams. “Jam it!” says his mother. “Throw it down!” For encouragement, she pelts him with kisses.

He reflects a while longer, looks at both of us, and tosses the ball behind him in the weeds. “Bye,” he says, and starts up the stairs, unbuttoning himself as he goes. He stops and waves, my receding son. “Bye,” he says. “Buh-bye.”

From the beginning the signs were bad, and they worsened as we went forward. Luke was floppy at birth, with muscles so weak his mouth wouldn’t latch to his mother’s breast. He was late rolling over, later sitting up, and was so late learning to crawl we thought he had cerebral palsy. Those first years were a roundelay of doctors, with each more stumped than the last. Meanwhile, time passed, and Luke’s companions stood up on two legs and left him, running after the other kids in the park. Here was a parent’s vision of hell: a child whose nameless condition was so dire that two-year-olds had cast him out.

We swept in quickly and found therapists and teachers, getting him home-based treatments early on. Disabled though he was, I was fixed on raising a son who could delight in his body like other kids. Even before he crawled I put him on the floor, rolling balls to him in our master bedroom. He had a natural arm and loved playing catch, though he lacked the least instinct for cupping his hands and seeing the ball safely into his grasp. Still, I took heart and bought him the equipment: a Little Tikes backboard with a weighted base, a football net with a ball he could kick (with help) and a set of oversize bowling pins that he thought were a scream to knock down.

Approaching his third birthday, he suddenly started walking, and our hopes briefly jumped up with him. Soon he was running, and I took him to the park with our trove of balls to try to engage him with boys his age. It worked for a while; he got a kick out of making other kids chase down his errant throws. But one day a boy plucked the ball from his hands, and Luke howled as though he’d been slugged. It was a tantrum from hell, wild-eyed and gasping, the other parents looking on in horror. In a matter of weeks he lost interest in the park, and jerked away when I drove up to it, screaming his one word: “No!” The greater loss, though, was his pleasure in playing ball, which was replaced by the VCR. Before long he’d doubled his working vocabulary, grunting “Elmo” (actually, “Uh-mo”) until I caved.

That summer there was another significant development: Luke finally had a proper diagnosis. He has, we learned, a syndrome called Fragile X, a single-gene mutation at the base of the X chromosome that wreaks a range of nervous-system havoc. That flawed gene, identified in 1991 through an outgrowth of the Human Genome Project, fails to make an important protein that regulates other proteins in the brain. No one knows the exact function it serves, but without it key brain cells develop abnormally and their ability to send their signals is impaired. Physical manifestations are, for the most part, innocuous (long faces, prominent ears, and in males, enlarged testes), and kids so afflicted are usually otherwise healthy and can expect to live to old age. But the effect on developing brains is profound, a cure through gene therapy is decades off, and a promising class of experimental drugs is just now entering human trials. For the estimated 90,000 sufferers in America alone, relief is years away.

In its mildest, which is to say rarest, form, Fragile X causes modest retardation and a host of social dysfunctions: shyness, slurred and/or repetitive speech, and obsessive-compulsive behaviors, to name just some. In the middle range, those symptoms are more pronounced and often appended by neuropsychiatric woes: panic, phobias, sleep disorders, and severe overreactions to bright light and loud noises. And then there are the kids in the bottom bracket whose nervous systems are under sensory assault. Picture having to live in a video arcade with the volume and wattage up full, where everyone around you is racing past, speaking Mandarin at the top of their lungs. Your shirt feels like Brillo, your shoes like cement, and the breeze on your skin like the thwack of a soaking towel that’s been left to chill in the fridge.

That, in a nutshell, is my little boy, who, like many of his profoundly affected peers, has autism, epilepsy and an IQ we can’t measure because he can’t, or won’t, follow instructions. He is months or possibly years from being toilet-trained, eats with his hands and has no capacity to tie his shoes, though he is Harry Houdini himself at getting out of them.

We have tried (and tried) to ease his symptoms with all the conventional treatments, but have gotten very little bang for our hard-earned bucks in speech, occupational and physical therapies. The only thing that’s helped, and that just barely, is a mix of powerful drugs: Luvox for mood swings, Abilify for attention-deficit problems and Trileptal for seizure disorder. Forty years ago most kids like mine were raised in institutions. Luke may still wind up in a residential school, coming home to Elaine or me on weekends. For now, we’re doing all we can to fend that off, day by day.

One night, after an hour of ritualized groveling to get Luke to sleep, I collapse on the couch to watch TV. Spinning the dial, I happen upon a profile of a man named Izzy Paskowitz. A goateed, lion-maned surfer who was a longboard champion in the early nineties, Paskowitz runs a bustling surf camp on the beaches of San Diego with his wife Danielle and several of his eight siblings. He and Danielle also founded something called Surfers Healing, a series of traveling one-day surf camps for autistic children. He has a kid so afflicted himself, a boy named Isaiah whose development was normal till he woke at eighteen months “changed totally.” His language was gone, he became agitated and began throwing tantrums that were hard to quell.

Paskowitz, whose father was a champion surfer and who had planned on passing the mantle to his son, handled the situation badly for a time. He went out on tour and stayed there for months, living the hang-ten high life of twelve-foot waves and too much to drink. Returning from the road, he found his wife at her wits’ end and his young son “lost, a different person.” At the beach one day Isaiah was throwing a fit when Izzy had a bold idea. Grabbing his board in one hand and his four-year-old in the other, he jumped in the water and paddled out. Riding his first swell straight into shore, Isaiah grew calm, then exultant. Over days and months of riding point on Izzy’s board, a different boy emerged from his cell of symptoms. He began to talk again, his mood improved, and his frustration lessened; clearly there was something tonic about sluicing through water on a shim of fiberglass and foam.

Surfers Healing, born from that eureka moment, has grown into a bona-fide movement. This year, its sixth, it’s staging twelve free events in surf towns across America. For some kids it’s a one-shot day at the beach; for others, the beginning of a long-term connection to the ocean and its liberating charms.

My first thought, after I blot tears with my sleeve, is to track down Paskowitz’s private number and take Luke to San Diego for a week of lessons. But Elaine quite rightly will hear none of it, having flown Luke cross-country before. “It was non-stop hell,” she says on the phone. “He slipped out of the seat, screamed, and threw up. It lasted the whole flight back. Either fly the guy here to New York or have him meet you in Florida, but two hours on a plane is Luke’s limit.”

Alas, it is April, and the Atlantic is the temperature of rigor mortis. As far south as Virginia it is penguin cold, and there are no waves in Miami. I put in some phone calls: I was looking for someone local, an experienced surfer who has worked with special kids and will have the fortitude to handle Luke’s freak-outs. He abhors being touched by people he doesn’t know and is acutely fearful of new experiences, which is commonplace among autistics. Add to this the fact that Luke is frightened by waves, and whoever comes along will be sorely tested trying to manage this young boy’s terror. To say nothing, of course, of mine.

I grew up a kid whose father left and who experienced his leaving as a death. In a household whose climate was for the most part governed by my manic-depressive mother, my father was the mast that my brother and I clung to, an anchor of sanity and poise. It was he who awoke at two in the morning to nurse me through asthma attacks, chatting while the steam in the bathroom did its work. It was, he explained, to the extent that anyone could then, the logic of my mother’s moods. We were intensely bonded, he and I, and then suddenly the Christmas I was nine, he was gone, driven across town by her ultimatums and endless grievances. I saw him on Wednesdays and alternate weekends, but for years I was hollow, a walking cipher. Some holes you fill, and some you don’t—not, at least, until you’re a father yourself.

Like a lot of men lugging around painful pasts, I had big plans for my son. From birth, if not conception, his brain would be steeped in the amniotic fluid of sports and books. He’d grow up that rarity who could hit a curve and describe it afterward in compound clauses. But the boy I sired proved unable to speak his own name. The despair was like a dead weight on my chest. To lift it, I tried the only thing I knew, which was to get him moving again. I brought him to public pools in Brooklyn, where he flapped and thrashed and clung on tight, refusing to learn to swim. I took him sledding, but our first spill freaked him out and he wouldn’t get back on the sled. We drove to the country to hike through the woods and visit a working farm; the smell of cow dung made him sick and he tugged at my arm to go. Everywhere I turned, doors were slamming shut, locking us both in a dingy room, the blinds drawn and Elmo on the TV.

It is impossible to convey what this has meant to me psychically. I have the requisite words, but they will ring hollow if you haven’t yourself met great sadness. On the worst days I look into Luke’s eyes and find them empty as pools. I know there’s life inside them, but don’t know how I know; there are times when he’s just gone and has left no note.

Two days after my talk with Elaine there is a call from a man who wants to take my son surfing. I have my doubts—I have nothing but doubts—but Elliot Zuckerman won’t hear them. “Your kid will love this. Guaranteed. Never had a kid who didn’t, and I’ve taught hundreds.” Zuckerman, fifty-two, is an ex-pro surfer who grew up riding the chop near New York City. Just past the line where the borough of Queens ends and Long Island’s suburbs begin, a sprig of land juts into the Atlantic, forming a sort of bivouac in the sea. Most of the men raised in these sandy flats have been dropping in on waves since they could dress themselves; Zuckerman is the unelected mayor of the beach. He has a frenzied day job as the director of building services for the New York Mercantile Exchange, then comes home at night and spends hours in the water, teaching outlanders from the city how to catch waves. His classes are so popular that a few of the townspeople have come to resent him, so he’s tried to limit the size of his groups.

Today, however, this is not a problem; it’s just me, Luke, and Zuckerman on the sand. There is a good reason we have the place to ourselves: the water is a blue-black 48°F.

Zuckerman, all chest and cantaloupe shoulders, has already donned his winter wetsuit. Now he has the task of putting my son in one. Luke, as I had dreaded during the drive out here, wants none of it. He kicks, sobs, and arches his back. As we struggle to pull the neoprene past his waist, he pierces me with a look of horror
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