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Tommy Mark at almost twelve years old.





On July 22, 2022, a visitor in my dreams told me that “Obstacles are not meant to make us quit but to teach us how to persevere.”



No matter how impossible some obstacles appear, I have learned that there is always a magical way forward.



Tommy’s Field was mine.
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PROLOGUE


ELEVEN MILES EAST OF MY HOME IN WESTWOOD SITS EXPOSITION Park, where culture and nature merge in the congested heart of Los Angeles. The 160-acre park is home to the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, a historic stadium and world-class amphitheater that attracts the world’s brightest stars and amuses this diverse city in a way that only the thrill of competition and the sizzle of entertainment can. The park is also full of iconic museums and enchanting rose gardens, and is an urban oasis surrounded by big city problems. Walk outside its northern gates and the University of Southern California proudly radiates prosperity, good fortune, and the bright side of life. Exit the park to the south and neglected blocks of homeless encampments expose life’s wounds. The park’s spirit of wonder and play serves to unite its neighbors but the disparity between them only widens depending on which side of the park they live.

I had visited Expo Park countless times. First, on painfully long school field trips as a child. Again, decades later in life, when I became the mother of a boy who dreamed of becoming a professional soccer player. “I want to play with Hispanic kids,” he told me and his dad with a crackling sparkle in his eye. “They take the game more seriously than the kids in our neighborhood and playing with them will make me better. I’m ready for them.” He was nine years old, the same age when his mischievous brown eyes met mine and did not flinch when he announced that he’d be moving to Europe to play soccer. “Get ready now, Mom. I’ll be leaving home by the time I’m fifteen.” I believed him and quietly anticipated his departure ever since. But a mother can never truly be prepared for her child to leave. He said he would leave “by fifteen.” I didn’t realize that would mean “almost thirteen.” And when he said leave, I thought he meant for a while.

On this particular morning, January 16, 2020, I drove from Westwood, home of the UCLA Bruins, to Expo Park—rival USC Trojan territory—and was flooded with memories of the Expo Park train stop. My son was eleven when he started walking across the street from his West Los Angeles middle school to take the metro eastbound toward soccer practice. The Expo Station was his stop, and the train ride to it exposed him to the kind of inner-city lifestyle that he had only heard about secondhand from his favorite rap artists. The train not only educated his soul, but it also saved us an hour cutting through midtown traffic and expedited a young boy’s dreams.

My logistical memories of driving from work to meet my son at the Expo Station and then transporting him to East Los Angeles so he could practice with his team were full of shades of gray. There was the charcoal-gray exterior of my SUV that weaved through the inner-city streets of South Central and attracted the wrong kind of attention. There was the light-gray fabric of my interior seats that collected multicolored crumbs from the snacks I’d pack for him to eat along on the way. There was the heather-gray practice jersey that he changed into along our route that magically transformed him from a student into a committed athlete. And there were the many shades of gray asphalt that extended the 10 East Freeway as far as our eyes could see as we sat idle on top of it and inched our way to the eastern edge of our city at a pace my speedometer could barely record. Sometimes a stiffness in my lower back and a burning in my strained eyes prompted me to test his ambitions. “Are you sick of this yet?” I would ask, full of hope. His reaction surprised and enlightened me. “No way, I love it! We eat, we talk, we listen to music. And I love my team. What could be better?” He was right. What seemed like insanity at the time was, in retrospect, perfection.

As I made my way closer to Expo Park on this winter morning, my memories skipped further back to when my son was nine and joined his first team in East Los Angeles, just as he had begged us to let him do. That’s when I accepted that driving to and from practices and games in this crowded city can actually take longer than the practices and games themselves. That’s when I first started calculating the time and expense that families of all kinds were sacrificing so their children could play the game they loved. That’s when I stopped to question whether my husband and I were supporting my son’s dreams or simply indulging them.

The analysis always led me to the same conclusion. He was the unusually coordinated toddler who kept a ball at his feet since the day he was handed one. He was the curious explorer who discovered his own talents and nourished them with love and enthusiasm to grow. He was the observant little boy who recognized that the soccer clubs in our neighborhood could not satisfy his hunger for the game. And unbeknownst to us at the time, he was the flashy sparkling spirit who was born with a much faster clock than the rest of us and had a fearless urgency to become what he loved. We could only do so much to support him, and we did all that and more. But, ultimately, he was the one who had to perform. And because he did, Europe inched closer.



Now, when I spotted the iron gates of Expo Park, I became sadly aware of how drastically my circumstances had changed. I had no one to pick up. No snacks to pack. No practice to ultimately watch. I pointed my chin straight ahead as I passed the metro station, drove through the northern gates of the park and found a parking spot in an empty lot to the south that would soon be full. I shut off my engine, stared through my front windshield and tended to the thoughts streaming in through the top of my head, which was tingling. Then I spoke out loud in the privacy of my front seat. “I know you are here with me. If you send me a sign, I will look for it.” I grounded myself with a deep breath, stepped out of the car and walked toward the stocky white concrete building that had LOS ANGELES SWIMMING STADIUM in mid-century modern font neatly stuck on the front of it. In a slightly smaller font below it I found what I was looking for: DEPT OF RECREATION AND PARKS. As I approached the front door, two hummingbirds nearly grazed my left arm before landing on the tree right in front of me. Perfect timing, I thought. You’re here.

I walked up to the second-floor auditorium, kissed my husband hello, hugged my younger son, and was instantly overwhelmed by the number of friends and colleagues who had taken the time to make the same trek toward downtown to support us. It was ironic that we had all driven forty minutes east in morning traffic to Expo Park to discuss a Westside park—Westwood Park, the relatively small, obscure one located only five minutes from most of our homes. But just as I had surrendered to the universe when my son departed, I had surrendered to the ways of city government. This is all part of some carefully designed plan, I told myself, a survival method that gave me hope.

The regularly scheduled bimonthly meeting held by the Board of Recreation and Park commissioners began promptly at 9:30 a.m. I took a seat next to my husband and prepared myself so I was ready when it was my turn to speak. Project. Be concise. Look them all in the eye. And, by all means, do not cry.

When my name was called, I approached a sleek black microphone that stood at attention on a slim stand directly in front of four Recreation and Park commissioners. A hundred pairs of eyes stared at the back of my head and my body temperature spiked. You have sixty seconds to tell your story, I reminded myself. I stopped an inch away from the microphone and stared at the commissioners who were sitting behind tables that had been draped with black linens and pushed together to form a barrier between them and us. I just have to convince three out of four of you to vote in our favor. Three of you are women. Maybe you are mothers. My hands dropped to my sides and I pushed my shoulders down and chest up, as yoga had consistently asked me to do ever since my son had left.

A red light sat above a large digital clock that was frozen on the number sixty and eager to count down. “It’s time to finish, Mom!” I heard my son shout, as if I were one of his teammates heading toward goal. In a way, I was, and had prepared to finish strong. In another way, I was aware that I could be developing a mild form of schizophrenia. That thought made me smile. The clock started counting down to zero while the red light tried to intimidate me. I rushed to find my voice.

“Today is exactly one year and nine months since the day my twelve-year-old son, Tommy, went to sleep and didn’t wake up. We still don’t know why.” My voice was already shaking and violating my game plan. The four commissioners stared back at me with what seemed like not an ounce of compassion in their eyes. Before I could process what was happening to me, an intense wave of grief crept up my throat and nearly crashed through the backs of my eyes. Not now! I implored. Give me sixty seconds to get through this, please. I can feel you. Back off a little and when I’m done, come back. I willed my emotions back down into the cracks in my heart, which caused a low tremble that spread instantly from my gut to my limbs.

The grief retreated and allowed me to continue. “Twenty-four hours after my son passed away, our community came together to create a legacy for my son that honors his passion for sports and his spirit of play.” The commissioners looked bored. I had said it all before. Ten times on the record before, to be exact. Not to mention, dozens of times in between. But because the facts kept being ignored, I repeated them over and over again as if I was the crazy person in all of this.

The clock expired, the red light blinked, and neither cared less that I was a mother who had lost her oldest son. The commissioners stared back blankly at me. There was no hidden message in their eyes. No empathy. No hint on how they’d vote. Not even a “thank you” for extending this gift. The silence tried to rattle me, but my soul had come too far to let it.

The top of my head started tingling down to the bottom of my temples, and another download set me straight. “The commissioners are like referees, Mom. Their job is to stay objective and not let their hearts influence their decisions. Don’t let them throw you off your game. Trust they are doing the best they can.” Those were the same words I was pretty sure I had said to Tommy after some disappointing soccer match that he and his teammates blamed on a bad call. I appreciated the advice and was reminded that the commissioners were volunteers appointed by our mayor. Be grateful for their service, I told myself. Trust they are doing the best they can.

I turned around, walked back to my seat and prepared for my grief to return when I said it could. Tears promptly rolled down my cheeks and fell on the rim of my turtleneck sweater. Sorry, T, that was not my best speech. But apparently it was the best I could do today.

As I listened to over an hour of public comments and endured hisses from the row of opposition sitting directly behind me, it dawned on me that while I was trembling, I wasn’t frightened. Nothing frightened me anymore. No longer was I the little girl who worried about saying or doing the wrong thing. No longer was I the friend who kept her life so private that she hid her deepest beliefs and opinions from her own self. No longer was I the businesswoman who found her niche building start-ups for inspiring visionaries and helped them manifest their dreams while ignoring her own. And no longer was I the mom who worried about the future without even feeling the present.

I sat there raw. Fully exposed but insulated by a love so indescribably vast and excruciatingly deep that not even the row behind or the decision-makers in front could penetrate it.

Sitting taller in my seat, I grabbed my husband’s hand and tuned into the last few public comments until silence filled the room and the commissioners prepared to vote. The top of my head was burning. I could feel my son’s enthusiasm breathing down my neck: “Let’s hurry up and finish this already, Mom!” A cool breeze passed over me and made me shiver.

“I know, T, it’s time. There’s nothing left we can do or say. We have done our best.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. There’s no way they will vote against my field. You have something that all of them combined don’t have.”

“What’s that, T?”

“You have me.”

I quickly responded, “Yes, T, I know. I just wish you were still here.” A wave of fresh salty tears escaped my eyes until I checked myself. “I wish you were physically here.” My heart and mind were constantly jostling for position as one foot stood firmly rooted in this reality while the other dangled in some sort of sacred world. But since I had a son in each, I was okay with it.

I looked up when the commissioners started voting and was at peace with what I knew they would say. This wasn’t about winning. My family had already lost.

I had received countless messages, signs, and dreams to decipher and decode since the day Tommy departed, and my career building start-ups had taught me to interpret each one of them in the context of whatever outcome I needed to create. What I needed to do the day Tommy left was find a way to survive the unfathomable pain of losing him. Physically dying seemed much easier, but when I looked at my younger son and husband during the earliest moments of our tragedy, I knew that was not an option. So, while survival was everything, it wasn’t nearly enough. I also had to create a way to transform my suffering into a joyful and meaningful life, and inspire Tommy’s heartbroken younger brother, with a lifetime ahead of him, to do the same. It all felt impossible, unimaginable, and too much to be asked of me.

“Figure it out,” the universe taunted.

In honor of my two sons, I knew that I could. For the sake of making the most out of this lifetime, the universe hoped that I would.

When the first commissioner voted, my husband squeezed my right hand and Tommy’s spirit hugged my soul. “This is going to be fun, Mom. I promise you.” His infectious laughter roared, and a bittersweet smile stretched across my face that startled me. Smiles did not usually come so easily these days, and this one felt premature. I wanted to take it back.

Then these words were spoken to me: “Soccer taught me how to win at life, Mom. Now you’re in training. Keep playing hard, I showed you how.”

Suddenly, something old released and something new advanced, and I was no longer just building a field or enduring a nasty introduction to local politics. I was playing a meticulously orchestrated game of life designed and manipulated especially for me. To guide my journey and make sure I didn’t quit, soccer appeared—like a religion that activated my imagination, connected me to my son, and showed me how to play. And no matter what people thought, or how crazy it sounded, or how minuscule the chances were that it could be true, in my mind, Tommy was playing with me. In my heart, we were like World Cup champions, committed to building his legacy and uniting both of our worlds through the beautiful game. And in my soul, we would never stop playing until I remembered who I was and why I was here, and we lived the story that we both came here to tell.






PART 1
The Loss
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“A true story of transformation. . . . A gift to a world in need of healing.”
—Laura Dern
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