
had ordered the usual — a double latte 
with low-fat milk — and tried to act nor-
mal, despite the tingly feeling of anxious-
ness tripping through my veins. It wasn’t 
as though I’d never chatted with owner/
barista Mike before. But this time I had a 
favour to ask and his thirtysomething rug-
ged good looks were getting in my way. 

“Hey, Mike,” I began, feigning noncha-
lance. “My daughter is looking for a co-op placement. Is 
that something you’d consider here?”

His brow furrowed. 
“I suspect you could use some more help around 

here. Like, uh, loading the dishwasher, cleaning the 
tables?” I tried.

“You mean volunteer?” he asked while tapping a con-
tainer of hot steamed milk on the counter. 

“Yeah. It’s a program through her high school.”
“Sounds interesting,” he said, sounding less than  

interested. 
“You’d have to meet her first,” I warned. “She’s 20 

years old and has Down syndrome.”
Mike snapped his head up and stared at me bug-eyed. 

A huge smile took over his scruffy face and he shouted 
out gleefully, “My favourite little guy in the whole world 
has Down syndrome. Bring her in! I’d love to meet her.” 

That’s the way it happens. My daughter Krystal goes 
off like a bomb inside some people. She elicits big reac-
tions in them, and they behave in ways that still astound 
me — even after all these years. They do things that take 
my breath away, handing over their time, patience and 

hearts to her. These people understand my daughter 
at a level so rudimentary it makes me blush, not with 
pride, but with uneasy shame because I’m her mom, 
and none of it came easily to me.  

For the past two decades, all my ideas about what 
matters and what doesn’t have been turned upside 
down by this kid. Of course, I had no idea that would 
happen when she was born with Down syndrome. I had 
to live it first.

Krystal came into the world on a steamy hot day in 
June 1989. A tiny bundle with rose-shaped lips and be-
seeching eyes, her five-pound four-ounce body shook 
my world like an earthquake.

One of the biggest tremors had to do with member-
ship. Overnight, I’d become a card-carrying member of 
the Down syndrome world and everything in me fought 
this new status. I hadn’t asked to join, I wasn’t ready to 
pay the dues and, more than anything, I was frightened 
silly to meet my associates. Krystal, I told myself, was 
separate from that club. I could accept her and her di-
agnosis, but it would be easier if we did it on our own, 
quietly, under cover.  

I was in denial — and judging from the look on Dr. 
Davy’s face, he recognized that. Krystal was a month old 
when he scrawled a name and phone number on a sticky 
note saying, “Call this woman. Her four-year-old son 
has Down syndrome and you’ll like her.” It took me six 
months to muster the courage to pick up the phone. 

But in the meantime, Krystal and I basked in the light 
that was Dr. Davy. He never called Krystal or any of his 
other patients “Down’s kids.” He didn’t think of them in 
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terms of labels. He saw them as kids. When I asked him 
years later to fill out a form, he wrote the following un-
der her diagnosis: “Lovely child. Trisomy-21. Ask her 
parents, they know it all.” 

He was forever enabling me and even though he once 
told me “mothers know their children best,” I can’t 
think of a single time I chose my intuition over his ad-
vice. Krystal’s first years of life were plagued with in-
cessant vomiting, endless bouts of pneumonia and 
complicated gastrointestinal difficulties that befud-
dled even the experts. Sometimes I wondered if they 
wouldn’t just give up on her — but not Dr. Davy. And 
I’ll never forget the time I heard his deep Austrian-ac-
cented voice from behind a curtain and thought to my-
self, No way, that can’t possibly be him! But it was.

Krystal was 3½ years old, lying in a downtown chil-
dren’s hospital bed recovering from another round of 
stomach surgery. Slipping in and out of a morphine-in-
duced slumber, she barely recognized the bearded man 
standing at her bedside dusted in a thin layer of snow. 
He’d driven through a winter storm from the other 
end of Toronto after seeing his last patient at 6 p.m. 

“I just wanted to check in and see how’s she’s doing,” 
Dr. Davy said, smiling. 

It was people like him I started to include on a mental 
list I was compiling. David Letterman be damned, I 
had a Top 10 too and it all had to do with something I’d 
come to call The Krystal Effect. It’s hard to 
pin down exactly what that effect was, oth-
er than nudging the hidden gems tucked in-
side people to shine a little brighter.

One such shiner was Mrs. Archer.   
Dubbed “The Project Queen,” Krystal’s 

Grade 4 teacher had a school-wide reputa-
tion for inflicting numerous research proj-
ects upon her students and I didn’t know if 
Krystal would swim or drown in this kind of a main-
stream classroom.   

Luckily, her first assignment was based on our family 
dog. The next one didn’t look as promising. It was a ge-
ography project and Mrs. Archer had written down the 
names of 30 countries on slips of paper, stuffed them in 
a bag and told each student to pull one out.

“I get, I get, Somal!” Krystal reported excitedly one 
day after school. 

“Somalia?”
“Yes, Somal!” she beamed. 
My husband and I couldn’t think of a worse pick, 

wondering what our daughter could possibly fathom 
about this war-torn African country. But come the day 
of her presentation, Krystal stood before her class 
wrapped in a white bedsheet with her pretend Mus-
lim head cover. Hesitant and unsure of herself, she 
conducted a very bumpy reading of the scrawl that 

was her notes, then passed out tangy morsels of injera 
(a spongy bread) to her classmates’ eager, out-
stretched hands. 

“Class, what do you think?” asked Mrs. Archer.   
What happened next was a marvel to me. A roomful of 

slightly perplexed and uncomfortable students weighed 
in on Krystal’s performance. Hesitantly, hands rose 
and several children offered positive comments, such as, 
“I like your costume” or “Your reading voice was loud.” 

“What about constructive comments?” Mrs. Archer 
piped up.  

The class shared anxious glances while Mrs. Archer 
sat behind her desk, hands folded in patient waiting. I 
watched my daughter drift into la-la-land until one 
brave voice said, “You could speak more clearly. I didn’t 
understand everything,” then another said, “I think it’s 
called Somalia, not Somal.” 

“And her grade?” asked Mrs. Archer.
After some frank discussion, she got a B. They all 

agreed that compared to the other Bs they’d marked, 
Krystal’s project didn’t measure up. But the kids recog-
nized her effort and decided her performance “was re-
ally good for Krystal.”

Mrs. Archer and her fourth graders helped me realize 
it wasn’t just Krystal who benefited from inclusion. Ev-
eryone did. By virtue of being in that class and trying to 
join in on normalcy, Krystal had taught a roomful of 

students what it was like to have Down syndrome.
But no matter how kind or how tolerant they were, 

these kids never became her real friends. They didn’t 
have enough in common. Her real tribe was the disabil-
ity club, and throughout her teen years Krystal collect-
ed a veritable posse. As she did, I put the likes of Jenna, 
Julia, Leah, Isy, Jenny and Dylan on my Top 10 list. 

Like Krystal, they all have a big effect on me. Some 
have trouble speaking clearly while others are smooth 
talkers who can’t decipher a single word on a printed 
page. Many take meds, like Krystal, and they jauntily 
pop their pills with her and nag one another when 
someone forgets. I’ve seen many of her teen and young 
adult buddies have panic attacks, stomp their feet in 
two-year-old-like tantrums, laugh for 90 minutes 
straight, curl up in the corner or just stare off into no-
where for a long, long time. Hygiene mess-ups, frantic 
calls home and very confusing conversations are the or-
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der of the day. Hugs (I’m talking ex-
uberant, squeeze-you-till-you-pop 
kind of body holds) erupt whenever 
there’s an excuse for one — or not. 
All of Krystal’s friends love my 
cooking, which is great until I have 
to steal it away before their third or 
fourth helping. Everything with 
this crowd is blissfully straightfor-
ward and happily wonky at the 
same time. I’d be a liar if I said it 
was a breeze. Yet when they make 
me smile or laugh, I do so from the 
very depths of my soul because I’m 
finally a full-fledged, badge-baring, 
pinned and capped club member 
who now gets something I simply 
didn’t understand 20 years ago: Be-
ing normal or better still, being per-
fect, isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

Krystal’s friend Dylan reminded 
me of that recently. He was stand-
ing near our front door, getting 
ready to go to Canada’s Wonder-
land, a big smile plastered across 
his face and his brown eyes twin-
kling in anticipation. There they 
were — Krystal, 20, and Dylan, 19 — 
waiting for a lift to their destination 
where they’d be free to walk 
around on their own.

The plan hinged on cellphones. 
They be by themselves as long as 
they had their electronic safety 
blankets. I asked Dylan if he under-
stood the plan. He nodded.

“And Krystal,” I asked, “do you 
understand?”

“Uh-huh,” she said, rolling her 
eyes dramatically to show how an-
noying I was.

“Okay, there’s just one thing,” I 
said in reference to their cell-
phones. “There’s one thing you can-
not lose while you’re having a good 
time at the amusement park.”

They both nodded.
“You know what that is, right?”
“Huh?” said Krystal.
“What can you not lose today?” I 

asked, raising my voice and staring 
them down sternly.

Dylan gave me a perplexed look, 
then asked, “My dignity?” M

Memoir

xx / More / Summer 2010


