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This Journey Began
Before Starting Line

By CHARLES WILSON

Nadine McNeil will reach the
crest of the Verrazano-Narrows
Bridge on her handcycle soon af-
ter 7:30 Sunday morning. Mo-
ments later, she will roll swiftly
past her 18-year-old son, Tyler,
who is autistic. This will be her
fourth marathon, and Tyler’s
first. She has grown uneasy this
week thinking of the moment
when she will leave him behind.

“I can’t logk back,” she said.
“For 18 years, I've always known
every moment where Tyler is. On
Sunday, I won't.”

Though joint parent-child ap-
Marathon are not uncommon —
Rod Dixon, the race’s 1983 cham-
pion, is returning this year to run
the race with his daughter — the
path that brought Nadine, 42, and
Tyler to the marathon is an un-
likely one. Nadine had a stroke
when she was 8 and lost the use
of her right arm and her right leg.
Tyler, her only child, is severely
speech-delayed. Even now at 6
feet 4 inches, he communicates
verbally by using one or two
words at a time.

Nadine has poured her life into

Traum, an amputee who founded
the Achilles adult program, men-
tioned to Nadine that she should
consider racing in a marathon.

- “I laughed,” Nadine said. “He
said I could do it in a handcycle. T
was like, ‘Dick, my right arm?’” -

Three months later, in Novem-
ber 2006, Nadine found herself at
the starting line in Staten Island.
She had attached her paralyzed
right arm to the handcycle’s ped--
al mechanism with duct tape
from Home Depot. She powered
the chair with her left arm and
finished the marathon in 4 hours
Jmimites: TN —

As Nadine trained for more
races, Tyler would jog by herv
wheelchair. Nadine began to'n
tice a difference inher suppos:
edly frozen arm: It had gained
some power and even some
range of motion. Her doctor no-
ticed, too.

“It has become much stronger
in just the past year with all the
practice she’s had,” said Regina
Coyne, Nadine's general practi-
tioner.

Last November, Tyler became
confused when Nadine boarded
the bus to travel to the marathon

her son. Tyler, in turn, is what she
calls “my right arm.” He compen-
sates for her disabilities by tying
her shoes. He does her buttons
and zippers. If she tries to put on
her coat, he will immediately

- rush to her side and gently lift

her right arm into the sleeve.
Neither would have ever made

it to this year’s starting line with-

out the other. j

Their path to the marathon be-
gan when Tyler was 7. Nadine ar-
rived with her son at Hunter Col-
lege to see the director of Project
Happy, a program that provides
athletic and recreational activi-
ties to New: York City youth with
disabilities. Nadine was by then a
single mother living in the Bronx.
She had already been turned
away from athletic programs at
the Bronx Y, the 92nd Street Y
and the 53rd Street Y because of
Tyler’s tantrums and other be-
havior.

“He came in with his mother,”

said Penny Shaw, the 71-year-old

director of Project Happy. “He
had no language. He did nothing
but scream. We had never seen a
child like that, and we certainly
had never taken one into the pro-
gram. But the mother was so
nice, I said we would try.”

Soon after Tyler enrolled, Shaw
and her staff recognized that he
was a natural athlete. When he
picked up a basketball, he would
throw it in the hoop with almost
mathematical precision. Nadine
had also started taking Tyler to
Achilles Kids, a running and roll-
ing program for children with dis-
abilities. To get him to events, she
had to leave the Bronx for Man-
hattan at 5:30 a.m.

Tyler’s behavior began to im-
prove during his involvement in
Achilles Kids and Project Happy.
He has since won dozens of med-
als in the Special Olympics, par-
ticularly in swimming. “This
child was saved by sports,” Shaw
said.

Nadine had never considered
that athletics could serve a simi-
lar role in her own life. At Achil-
les Kids, she would guard the
bags and the coats while Tyler
ran. One day in August 2006, Dick

“This child was saved
by sports, the head

of a group thathelps
the disabled says, "

starting line. He wanted to go
with her. His mother convinced
him to let her go by saying that
he was not allowed to run the
race until he was 18.

After Tyler turned 18 in July,
Nadine took him to his doctor;
who performed an EKG and said
Tyler was physically capable.

Tyler’s school for special-needs
students in the Bronx, P.S. 176;
held a pep rally for him Wednt‘s—
day. He marched around the seat‘
ing bowl of the auditorium- while
holding an American flag, and fis
fellow students — some of the:ﬁ“
holding purple, green or orar
pompoms — sang karaoke Ver:
sions of “My Country 'Tis’ Bt
Thee,” “We Will Rock You” a:fc]’
“We Are the Champions.”

One of Tyler’s friends, Sean, 19
who is also autistic, took the mi-
crophone and said solemnly:
“Tyler, I have two words to say to
you: Good luck at the marathon,
and [ love you.”

Tyler will run the race with one
of his special-education teachers,
Vinny Bruno. His mother has de-
cided not to try to slow her chair
and ride beside him. After 18
years, she wants to allow him to
become more independent — a
shift that is as difficult for her as
for him.

She thinks back to when he
was 3 and the doctors suggested
that he would never even be toi-
let trained, let alone be an ath-
lete. She has had trouble sleeping
this week, mostly because she
knows him so well.

“He's going to try his hardest
to get to that finish line, whether
it hurts, whether it drives him
nuts,” she said. “He’s going fo

keep coming until he sees me.” -
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Nadine McNeil will compete in her fourth marathon, but it will
be the first for her 18-year-old son, Tyler, who is autistic. .



