
CHAPTER TEN

Giant Steps

Six years had passed since my mother had won the Western

Auto contest. By 1960, Mom was shooting for sensational grand
prizes right and left, the latest being a three-day weekend in Los
Angeles to attend the opening of the movie Gypsy. If her entry
won, Mom planned to sell the prize for several hundred dollars.
This would be a mighty contribution to her hidden cache in the
closet, although one that would disappear quickly with so many
kids still left at home.

Nevertheless, just the thought of attending a splashy
Hollywood premiere triggered Mom’s imagination. When she saw
that contestants were required to fill in the last line of a jingle,
Mom wrote out a dozen entries under different names within an
hour:

I’d like to be an honored guest.
I’d like to have a date
With movie stars and chauffeured cars,
This fan would oscillate!

Evelyn Lenore Ryan

Where “big busts” reely rate!
Evelyn Ryan

Where show folk s(c)in-til-late!
Evelyn L. Ryan, Washington Ave.

Sans Cinderella’s fate!



Evelyn L. Ryan, Washington St.

Midnight won’t liquidate!
Mrs. E. L. Ryan, Washington St.

Where actors “operate”!
Mrs. E. L. Ryan, Washington Ave.

And clearance from my mate!
Mrs. Evalyn Ryan

“Beau ties” I’d renovate!
Mrs. Leo J. Ryan

What “Golden” prospects wait!
Mrs. Leo J. Ryan, Washington Ave.

Where falsie-fying’s straight!
Mrs. Leo J. Ryan, Washington St.

And minds conglamourate!
Eve L. Ryan

Whose “lines” I’ll cultivate!
L. J. Ryan

“There,” Mom said, turning back to her ironing, “that’s a start.”
Each of us seemed on the verge of a giant step in life that year.

I had just graduated from the eighth grade and became the sixth
Ryan kid to pass through St. Mary’s brick hallways on the way to
Defiance High, the local public secondary school. Four more still
attended St. Mary’s. Every day that summer, I waited at the
mailbox for news of my fall class assignments at the high school.
Compared to dreary spelling, general science, and math, the
freshman subjects sounded exotic and exciting to me—biology,
algebra, physiology. For once, Mom had company as she stood
impatiently at the living room window, waiting for news of
contest wins from Pokey the mailman.

The winter before, Dick had been signed by a scout for the
Detroit Tigers to pitch minor league ball. Bub, recently graduated
from high school, had just returned from a two-week Tigers
tryout camp in Toledo. The family was thrilled to learn that in his
first six innings, Bub struck out fifteen batters and gave up only
one hit. In fifteen total innings, he struck out thirty-two batters,
walked five, and gave up only three hits. Of 160 hopefuls, he was
one of three players signed. So he and Dick were both preparing



to leave for Tiger Town, the Detroit Tigers spring training facility
in Lakeland, Florida.

Dick’s and Bub’s success was a Ryan team effort. When they
wanted to practice pitching, we took turns catching for them on
the front sidewalk—fastballs, curve balls, sliders, each delivered
at a speed that could break the bones in your hand if you caught
it, every other bone you had if you missed. We became adept at
standing out of the line of fire and using the web of the glove to
catch the ninety-five-mile-per-hour ball as it went by. Even with
these adjustments, it was a painful experience, leaving your hand
red, swollen, and useless for an hour or so. In self-defense, I
asked Dick once, “Just for my sake, could you throw the fastballs
a little slower and the curve balls a little straighter?” Despite the
pain, I loved catching for them. We all did. And if they played
well in real games, we felt a little bit responsible.



Our local newspaper ran a story with this photo of Dick and Bub packing for

Tiger Town, the Detroit Tiger training facility in Lakeland, Florida. Mom won
the suitcases they packed, the baseball outfit Davey is wearing, and the stuffed
tiger in Betsy’s lap. From left: Davey, Mom, me, Dad, Mike, Betsy, Bruce, Barb,
Dick, and Bub.

Playing ball with Dick and Bub quickly catapulted our own
baseball skills into the stratosphere. Girls weren’t allowed in
Little League, but I had just pitched a no-hitter in the
championship game of the city parks league, an otherwise all-boy
group that wasn’t organized enough at the time to exclude girls.
Everything I knew I learned from my older brothers.

My mother was ecstatic about both boys going to Tiger Town.
She saw this as an opportunity for Dick and Bub to get out from
under Dad’s influence and to create promising new lives for
themselves. As it was, they spent most of their evenings racking
balls and collecting the twenty-cent hourly card fees for a few



dollars a night at Max’s Card and Pool Room, owned and
operated by Max Sheik, a slender, dapper man, who, according to
rumor, wore his fedora even to bed. Max served as a second
father to Dick and Bub (and my four other brothers when their
time came), who worked at the pool hall during high school. It
was the best of all possible worlds for teenage boys—they played
pool, ate their fill of Max’s concessions, and felt honored to while
the nights away in that smoke-filled home away from home.

Besides, the pool hall was the one place in town Dad would
never be found. Legend had it that Dad had once been kicked out
of Max’s, either because of drinking or the boisterous way the
Ryan family played poker. Out of respect for Max, who never
tolerated any kind of shenanigans, the boys didn’t ask why.

Mom never minded that gambling occurred at Max’s
poolroom. She felt her sons had grown up appreciating the value
of a dollar, and hoped that her own goal of winning by her wits
without risking more than the price of postage might be an
example. Newly inspired by the Gypsycontest, she began
composing entries faster than Mike and I could run to the post
office.

I’d like to be an honored guest.
I’d like to have a date
With movie stars and chauffeured cars,
While “curves” we navigate!

Mrs. Eve Ryan, Washington St.

Plus plush premier slate!
Mrs. Eve L. Ryan, Washington Ave.

Unchecked by my “checked” mate!
Eve Ryan

Start walkin’, Dream, we’re late!
Mrs. Leo Ryan, Washington Ave.

Come, Gypsy, state my Fate!
Mrs. Leo Ryan, Washington St.

“The thing I like most about this contest,” said Mike as we
trudged home from the post office, “is that Mom has to send a



Baby Ruth or Butterfinger wrapper with every envelope. And we
get to eat the candy bars.”

“Even better,” I said, “is that if she wins, we might all get to go
to California.”

“Just think!” he said. “We could meet movie stars!” We knew
Mom would sell the prize if she won, but we loved imagining the
trip anyway. It was an encouragement to Mom.

Help of a more substantial kind arrived when Dick signed with
the Tigers and received a $3,000 signing bonus, which he used to
buy a slightly used 1959 Ford Fairlane. Since 1948, the biggest
employer in Defiance, Ohio, had been the giant General Motors
foundry at the edge of town, and residents felt strongly about
supporting GM products. In Defiance, if you were driving a Ford,
you were driving a foreign car. For Dick to purchase a car that
wasn’t a Chevrolet, a Pontiac, or a Cadillac took some courage.
Then again, he was leaving town. The best news for us was that
Dick gave his old 1954 Chevy Bel Air to Dad, so Dad could retire
the expiring 1946 Chevy he had been coaxing around town for the
last decade.



The Detroit Tigers signed both Dick and Bub as pitching prospects, in 1959

and 1960 respectively, right after high school graduation. For our small town,
this was a major event.

Mom’s contribution to the boys’ trip to Tiger Town arrived in
the mail one day—a set of five suitcases she won in a Bostonian
luggage travel contest for her 25-word entry, which couldn’t have
been more appropriate to her situation as a mother of ten:



“Confined” to bi-ennial “vacations” in hospital these twenty
years,

getting another little son and heir,
I need another vacation for a little sun and air!

Now the Tiger Town Twins, as we called them, had a car and
two suitcases between them. The only problem was that Dick had
spent every cent of his bonus to buy the car, with nothing left for
auto insurance. This didn’t bother Dick a bit. He was happy to
drive to Florida uninsured. “Don’t worry, Mom. You know I’m a
good driver.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Mom said. “It’s the other drivers I worry
about. You could have an accident that wasn’t even your fault.”
She paused to let her message sink in. “And then what would you
do? No car, no medical coverage, no nothing.” Dick shrugged.
Getting in a car wreck on the way to Tiger Town was out of his
ken. In his mind, he was already at Tiger Town.

Mom knew that asking Dad—who stubbornly persisted in
calling Dick “Moneybags” from the big contest won years ago—
for the insurance money was out of the question. In her
unswerving wisdom, Mom saw Dick for what he was: a kid in a
man’s body. She knew he’d never get the insurance on his own, so
instead of keeping the money she had hidden in her closet for
upcoming book bills and dental payments, she used every cent to
pay for the first three months of coverage.

Still in their teens, Bub and Dick were young to be journeying
so far from home. No one thought it strange when Mom told the
two boys to send their laundry home. She knew they’d wear dirty
clothes before going to a Laundromat, and, like a lot of women,
she believed boys and men were incapable of cooking and
cleaning for themselves. So she sent them on their way with a few
strings attached, just in case.

We could hardly blame her. Piling out of bed and into the yard
at 6:00 A.M. to wave good-bye to Dick and Bub, the remaining
Ryans were a sad bunch. The car was so loaded down with food,
clothes, and baseball gear that the back end rode a foot lower



than the front. The green-and-white Ford disappeared down the
street with Dick’s and Bub’s arms sticking out from either side
waving a last farewell. “Pull your arms in!” yelled Mom. “They
aren’t insured!”

Two weeks later, the laundry started pouring in from Tiger
Town. “How could anyone get this filthy?” Mom said as she
dumped out the first box. “There couldn’t be this much dirt
between the pitcher’s mound and home plate.”

How Mom got it all done and still found time to crank out
more Gypsy entries was a thing of wonder:

I’d like to be an honored guest.
I’d like to have a date
With movie stars and chauffeured cars,
Where “know-who” carries weight.

Mrs. Evalyn Ryan, Washington St.

In which we’d palpitate!
Evelyn A. Ryan

While minked from knee to pate.
Evelyn B. Ryan

Those “little extras” rate!
Evelyn C. Ryan

I’d do the Golden “gait”!
Evelyn D. Ryan

On the same day the luggage was delivered by a mail truck, my
high school class schedule arrived. At the time, it was the nuns’
responsibility to register their graduates in the public high
school. To my shock, the nuns at St. Mary’s had not signed me up
for biology, algebra, or physiology as my mother and I had
requested. Instead, I was registered to take every special-
education course possible—remedial English, remedial math,
remedial science.

I was more than depressed; I was thirteen and depressed. “They
think I’m dumb, Mom.”

“You know who’s dumb, Tuff? They are. They equate poverty
with stupidity. And they’re mean, to boot. I’m sure they did it out



of spite for all the years I’ve badgered them about the way they’ve
treated you kids.” She shuddered. “To think I used to picture
them as God’s angelic helpers.”

“Will you talk to them?” I asked.
“Forget them,” she said. “They’re out of your life forever. I’ll

work it out with the high school when classes start in the fall.”
But before she could do that, Mom was faced with another

challenge. In fact, the whole Ryan family’s elation at Bub and
Dick’s good news flattened when seventeen-year-old Rog got
arrested again. This time he was charged with breaking into cars
and stealing the valuables inside, his most serious offense yet. “I
just needed some money, Mom,” he said, when the police brought
him home. “All my friends have spending money.”

“Well, that’s no way to get it,” Mom said. “How could you steal,
especially from people who are your friends and neighbors?”

“I always put the purses and wallets back in the car so the
owners would get their belongings back,” Rog said. He wasn’t
lacking in sympathy for his victims. In that unrehearsed
comment, Mom saw a glimmer of hope. Rog had been caught
only because he stuck around to replace the empty billfolds and
bags.

Mom stopped in the street to face him. “If you want money, I
don’t know why you can’t caddy at the golf course like Bruce
does. He makes a couple of dollars a day there on the weekend.”

“Oh, Mom,” Rog said, shaking his head. “That’s not for me. I
can’t even stand to work at the poolroom.”

“You’re going to have to work someday, Rog,” Mom said. “You
can’t steal your way through life.” Turning for home, they walked
the rest of the way in silence, saddened for separate reasons.

Mom turned to her Gypsy entries, as much for solace and
distraction as excitement at the prospect of winning:

I’d like to be an honored guest.
I’d like to have a date
With movie stars and chauffeured cars,
Might Benny pay the freight?



Evelyn F. Ryan

To Taylor-make a mate!
Evelyn G. Ryan

Edwards can’t duplicate!
Evelyn H. Ryan

Where “reel” docs hamputate!
Mrs. Eve Ryan, Washington Ave.

Where “first exclusives” rate!
Evelyn I. Ryan

Whose “weigh” defrays the “freight”!
Evelyn J. Ryan

Barb stood by the ironing board to read Mom’s latest entries.
“Mom,” she said, “who’s ‘Benny’?”

“You know—Jack Benny,” Mom said. “He’s famous for being
stingy.”

“Oh, I get it,” said Barb. “So ‘Taylor’ stands for Elizabeth
Taylor?”

“Right. You have to picture all these movie stars at the
premiere, see—”

“I can see all right, but who’s ‘Edwards’?” asked Barb.
“That’s Ralph Edwards. It means that even on his TV show,

This Is Your Life, he couldn’t duplicate the star-studded
excitement of the premiere.”

By the time Mom was explaining about “reel” doctors being
“ham” actors performing amputations in Hollywood, Barb was
concentrating so hard her eyes were nearly shut. “Well, let’s just
send them off,” Mom said, still worried about Rog’s upcoming
court date.

When Dad found out about Rog’s arrest, he went off like a
bomb. As the rest of us stumbled and fell over one another in our
haste to get out the back door, he chased Rog through the house,
bellowing all the way, with Mom following close behind to stop
him from killing Rog if he caught him. As they flew through the
dining room and onto the front porch, Rog threw open the glass-
paneled door and leapt to freedom, unaware that the spring door
slammed shut just as Dad arrived at the threshold.



We were so happy that Rog escaped down the street that it
took us a moment to notice that something was awry. Dad’s white
T-shirt bloomed with bright red polka dots, growing larger before
our eyes. “Mother,” he called, pointing to his protruding belly,
stuck through with shards of broken glass.

A collective gasp rose up from those of us in the yard.
Everyone scrambled to help, offering Dad towels, finding the car
keys, as he and Mom set off for the emergency room. We stood in
the street, watching the Chevy disappear under a canopy of
maples, knowing that despite everything, we wanted him back
again. When he did return, his stomach was patched with
stitches, Band-Aids, and gauze, like a battered basketball. Betsy, a
precocious seven-year-old, gently placed the palm of her hand on
the biggest bandaged area and said, “Why didn’t your tummy
deflate?”

In court a few weeks later, the juvenile judge had mercy on
Rog, giving him the choice of going to jail or joining the armed
service of his choice. Quite conveniently, a recruiting office had
set up operations a block away from the courthouse. Rog signed
up for the air force immediately, taking with him the third
suitcase from Mom’s set of five.

Mom stored the two remaining suitcases in her bedroom
closet, hoping they wouldn’t be needed soon. We all hated to see a
sibling leave, even though it meant more room for those left
behind. We feared each departure was permanent.



That hollow feeling we felt with Rog gone seemed to grow
larger when the winners of the Gypsy contest were announced
and not a single one of Mom’s entries won even a mention. “I
don’t know which is worse,” Mike said, “knowing Mom lost or
getting sick of Baby Ruths.”

Mom took the Gypsy loss in stride, as she always did, but I felt
the loss much more deeply. I thought back to when I was younger
and compared Mom to a baseball catcher diving for a foul ball—
she might miss one, but that didn’t keep her from going after the
next one and the next with equal fervor. Now with the Gypsy
contest, all I saw was the futility. I began to feel the judges were
far too arbitrary in selecting winners.

Mom was not only unfazed by the Gypsy loss, she felt renewed
by it; once more she lifted the family’s spirits by her own
determination. Besides, with the four oldest kids out of the
house, she had more time to write, and her appetite as financial
manager had been whetted by collecting and directing small wins
and poetry payments toward buying things we needed, like shoes
and jackets, not to mention Dick’s car insurance.
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