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CHAPTER 1

Ben grabbed for Kyle’s hand as they approached the front of the school. Asusual, Kyle

cringed and pulled away.

“All right, all right, just come on already. We’re late. You have to get to school.” I hate
being late, Ben muttered to himself. He pulled on the door handle. Nothing. He heaved. “Shit!”
Nothing. Kyle, who had remained silent for the last half hour, repeated, “Shit! Shit, shit, shit,
shit, shit.”

“No. You can’t say that.” Ben so badly wanted his son to talk to him, but did the kid have
to repeat the one taboo word Ben had uttered so far today? He searched for another door, spotted
one farther down the building and again reached for Kyle’s hand. The sound Kyle let out made
him drop it. “Kyle, come on,” Ben told his son, “we have to get in there.” Kyle came, but, “Shit,
shit, shit” came faintly from his mouth. Ben sighed.

It took three doors and more expletives before Ben found one that would allow them to
enter the building. He had no idea what was wrong with this place. A school was a public
building, wasn’t it?

Once in the school, Ben stopped. He had not thought this far. Did he have to find the
room for five year olds on his own? He spotted a sign telling visitors to report to the office and
an arrow pointing down the beige hall. Without thinking, Ben put his hand on Kyle’s shoulder to
steer him in the right direction. Predictably, Kyle pulled away, rubbing the shoulder that Ben had
touched. Ben winced. “Well, just come then, if you don’t want me touching you.” Whatever
Kyle might be thinking didn’t register on his face, but he followed Ben anyway.



In the distance, screaming started up. Ben instinctively stepped in front of his son. He
stopped. Where was that coming from? Was a child in danger? What kind of a school was this
anyway?

They continued cautiously, Ben ready to grab Kyle and run. The screams became louder
as they came to an open door. Inside Ben glimpsed some kids sitting around tables, onein a
rocking chair, others standing in front of easels and one little boy writhing on the floor asa
woman knelt beside him, about to lay a blanket over him. What the hell were they doing to that
child to cause him to scream like that?

Ben glanced at Kyle to make sure he was safe, then stepped into the doorway, ready to
intervene. As he watched, the woman spoke softly to the screaming child and laid the blanket
over him. She pressed it down firmly around him but the blanket didn’t mold to the child’s body
the way a blanket should. As she continued to press down with the blanket, the screams | essened
to whimpers. The woman then reached for alarge plastic ball and started running it up and down
the little boy’s body, pressing harder than Ben would have thought advisable. This was a small
child, after all.

“Hey,” Ben called. “What are you doing to that kid? Is he all right?” All eyes turned to
him. The wailing momentarily eased then started up again. With anod to a younger woman, the
teacher or whoever she was rose to her feet, keeping pressure on the ball until the other woman
came to take her place. Then her cam expression changed as she came toward Ben with purpose.

“Please leave my room. You’re disturbing my students,” she said when she got to the
doorway where Ben stood.

Ben looked at her. “I’m disturbing your students?”” he asked incredulously. “It looks like
you’re torturing that poor kid.” The kid in question, calm now, looked out at him with big eyes.

“Does he look disturbed?” the teacher asked. “Don’t answer that,” she added. “This is my
classroom and these are my students. Kindly carry on with your own business. If you’re new
here, the office is that way.” She pointed in the direction Ben and Kyle had been going.

“I don’t know what your problem is, lady, but I heard a kid screaming and thought he
might need help.” Ben backed out the door, shaking his head. His heart settled back into its
normal pattern after the fright of hearing the child’s screams. He’d never let anyone like that near
his son.

The office resembled ajungle with green plants everywhere. They were greeted by a
welcoming, grey-haired woman, half-hidden by the counter. She stuck out her hand. “Good
morning, you two. I’m Mrs. Billings.”

Ben shook her hand. “Ben Wickens and this is my son, Kyle”. Kyle neither looked at
them, nor showed any sign he noticed the smile and hand extended his way. “Ah, Kyle’s a little
stand-offish at first,” he explained.

“Well, I'm sure we’ll become firm friends in no time. How may I help you?”

“Kyle is new to the area and needs to be in school.”



“Let me introduce you to Dr. Hitkin, our principal. She’ll get you registered and in the
right classroom.”

Ben sank into the chair, fidgeting and expecting along wait. Bureaucrats did that sort of
thing, of course. They’d show him how important they were by keeping him waiting. He hated it,
but he’d suffer through it for the sake of his son.

Pulling back his sleeve cuff to check his watch, Ben then glanced at Kyle. Shirt was
clean; pants looked all right. He’d remembered to rub the milk off Kyle’s mouth. Yep, he looked
pretty typical.

Therealization hit him once again that yes, he indeed did have a son. The kid was
actually quite cute, even if he was biased. Kyle stood at the side of the room, his little body
swaying in rhythm to the asparagus fern blowing in the breeze coming through the open window.
Ironic. Of all the houseplantsin the world, this was one of the very few Ben could actually name.
And, this was one his son obviously was attracted to. As he watched, he noticed his son's lips
moving, keeping time to the swaying. What was he saying? Ben got up and moved closer.

"Shit, shit, shit, shit," Kyle said. Quietly, at least, thank god.

"Kyle. Shhhh. Don't say that. It's not a nice word." Kyle turned to look at his dad. His
eyes actually met Ben's momentarily, before siding away. Whoa. When was the last time Kyle
had looked at him, even briefly?

"Kyle, that's a bad word. Daddy should not have said that. | was frustrated, isall. No,
that's not an excuse. I'm sorry you heard that, but please don't say that word."

"Shit, shit, shit, shit,” Kyle intoned.

Ben was about to try again when the inner door opened and a middle-aged woman came
out smiling, with her hand ready to take Ben's.

"Hi. I'm Dr. Delora Hitkin, principal of Madson Elementary School. What can | do for
you?"

Ben introduced himself as he shook her hand. He then pointed to Kyle. "Thisis my son,
Kyle. He needs to start school, but at the moment he seems fascinated by your plants.”

"He's not the only one. | love them aswell.” She turned to Kyle. "Hi, Kyle. Welcometo
our school.”

Ben started to apologize for his son’s behavior. Kyle was so intent on the swaying plant
that he did not seem to even notice the principa’s presence. Dr. Hitkin waved her hand at Ben's
consternation. "Don't worry. We're used to kids here and all are welcome.”

She went to the plant and ducked underneath it. She swayed her head in time with the
plant, smiling at Kyle. Ben held his breath, waiting for Kyle to explode.

Kyle froze. Ben stepped forward to interfere but Marie, the secretary gave him awarning
look.

Kyle's gaze shifted from the plant to the person who dared interfere with his pleasure.
Eventually, he met Dr. Hitkin's eyes. She grinned and said, "Boo!"



Ben was amazed and relieved to hear Kyle's giggle. Phew! A crisis averted. He so didn't
want Kyle to create a scene even before he'd been accepted into the school.

This brought Ben back to the dilemmathat kept him up all night. Should he pass Kyle off
asjust atypical five year old? Or did he let the cat out of the bag and admit that Kyle had
autism? If he told them, what if they would not let Kyle enter the school? What if there was a
special school just for morons or kids who had things like autism? What if they didn't want
Kyle?

"Mr. Wickens, would you like to come into my office with me?" Ben hesitated. Dr.
Hitkin continued, “Kyle will be just fine here with Ms. Billings. She's a great fan of all kids and
they adore her." What could Ben say? Should he tell her that Kyle's not like other kids? Before
he could decide, Dr. Hitkin ushered him into her office. Hislast glimpse of Kyle was of Ms.
Billings dragging out a tub of chunky, wooden building blocks and getting onto the floor beside
Kyle.

"Don't worry, they'll be fine," Dr. Hitkin assured him. "Well |eave the door open so he
can see you."

"Now, we have some paperwork to fill out. Will your wife be joining us?’

Ben thought he'd stepped into it already. How to explain the situation without making
either he or Deanna sound like a horse's ass?

"No. I'm a single parent. “The words sounded strange to his ears. “Kyle lives with me."

"School started two weeks ago. Why didn't you register him earlier?”

There was no easy way to get around this. He didn't want this new school to be
prejudiced against Kyle because of hiswacky parents.

"Kyle has only been living with me since yesterday. Prior to that he was with his mother
and her husband in California. | now have custody."

"I see. I'll need to retain a copy of the legal custody agreement for the school records.”

Ben stared at her. He had no such thing. Damn Deanna. Why had she not mentioned
these details? Kyle had been in school before, so surely she must have known.

"Ah, that is il in the works. His mother just sent him to me yesterday and in the rush of
exchanging information and Kyle's things, we didn't get to the legal parts. I'll contact her today
and get this straightened out. I'm sure there will be no problem.”

"Arethere any other problems you want to tell me about?’

Ben tried not to squirm. "What do you mean?"

"Let me get one thing straight." Ben's heart filled with dread. Dr. Hitkin had sensed
something different about Kyle and was going to say he didn't belong in this school. She
continued, "Madson Elementary is a public school. Here we welcome all students. We respect
the different learning styles of all children. Do you have any questions or concerns?”

Thiswas obviously the opening for Ben to talk about Kyle's autism. But, he didn't know
how to do that, hardly had any idea what autism was al about, other than the quick website
search he'd done after Kyle went to bed yesterday. What he read left his mind boggling. The



stories! Surely, they did not fit Kyle. Ben didn't know if he could cope, but he sure could not
function if Kylewas not in school all day. He had a business to run.

A good defense is a good offence in the business world, Ben believed, so he launched in.
"I have certain requirements for my son. | want him in a safe environment. | want him to learn. |
want him to have good role models."

Dr. Hitkin nodded.

"I do have some concerns,” Ben launched in. "First, you said that thisis a public school.
Assuch, | would think that it's a public building. I'll have you know that | had to try three doors
before | could find one that let usin. What if there was a fire? How would al these children get
out?’

Again, Dr. Hitkin nodded. "And did you notice which one opened for you?' She didn't
wait for hisreply. "The main door, the one that |eads directly to the office. We keep all other
doors locked during the day. The one you used is monitored by camera at all times. When the
door opens, we're alerted in the office and Marie or | watch the monitor. Thisisfor the safety of
our students. We need to know at al timeswho isin our building and if anyone leaves. And, for
your information, in case of afire alarm, all the other doors are automatically unlocked. Does
that answer your question?"

Ben was a little ashamed, but had more. “As we walked along the hall, we came across
this one room, not the kind of place | would like any child of mine."

"What exactly do you mean?’

"Thislittle boy was screaming. He was just asmall child. A woman, | presume his
teacher, threw this big blanket over him and held it down. Then she took this huge ball and put in
on top of him. | could see the muscles in her arms working as she pressed down on it!"

"And, what did the child do?" Dr. Hitkin inquired.

"Ah, well, he got quieter, or at least he seemed to."

"And what about the rest of the children in the room?"

"What do you mean?"' Ben asked.

Dr. Hitkin clarified. "What were they doing while this was taking place?"

"I didn't pay alot of attention to them; my concern was all for that one boy," said Ben.

"Think back. Did they look sad? Distressed? Unhappy? Shocked?"

"I don't know them well enough to say, but no, come to think about it, they seemed to be
carrying on their business.”

"Could you describe the teacher to me?* Dr. Hitkin asked.

Ben gave a brief description of the teacher and the room'’s |ocation.

"That isMs. Nicolsroom. Melanie Nicolsis astellar kindergarten teacher, one of the best
you will ever come across."

"I'd have to object to her methods or at least those | witnessed.” Ben thought a minute.
"Kindergarten? Isn't that for five year olds? Kyle'sfive. Isthat where you think you're going to
place him? Oh, no. That's not the place for my son. He's delicate and impressionable. | don't
want him exposed to kids who scream or get thrown to the floor."



"Did you see Ms. Nicols or anyone else throw that boy to the floor?" the principal asked.

"Wdll, no, but...."

"I can assure you that his teacher did not throw him or any other student to the floor." She
watched Kyle and Marie through the open door for aminute. "Mr. Wickens, can you honestly
tell me that Kyle has never screamed?’

Ben told her, "Come on. He'sa child. No child is perfect.”

"Exactly. But there is arange that we normally think of astypical for children of acertain
age. Then, there are other children of the same age who may do some of the thingsjust like
others their age, but may have some, shall we say, quirks. Do you ever see that in Kyle?"

"He'smy son. He'sthe only five year old | know. | don't really have anything to compare
him to."

"Mr. Wickens, | presume that you were once afive year old boy yourself. And surely
you've seen children in parks and malls and on television. Can you honestly say that Kyleisjust
like the everyday, typical little boy?"

Ben bristled. "Are you saying there's something wrong with my son?"

"Not at all. | would never suggest that there is anything wrong about any child. Different,
yes. Wrong, no. There's a difference.”

Ben sighed. He was new at this parenting thing. This crafty old lady was not going to let
things dide by. As Ben hesitated, he heard a giggle in the outer office. His head whipped around.
Yes, it wasKyle! It was his son. He was actually giggling. Ben watched in amazement. He had
not known Kyle had it in him. He was pleased at the sound of the childish delight but saddened
that it took a stranger to bring out that glee. Kyle would barely even look at his own father, let
alone play with him.

His gaze came back to Dr. Hitkin who was watching him intently. "Y ou're new to this,
aren't you Mr. Wickens?' she asked.

Ben wanted to squirm like alittle boy sent to the principal's office. "Y es, maam," he said
reflexively. "Kyle just came to live with me yesterday."

She smiled at him. “I don't mean just new to parenting. I meant that you're new to autism,
aren't you?"

Ben stared at her. How the hell did she know? Did Kyle have abig "A" stenciled on his
forehead? Or did he himself? Could she tell aready that he was the kind of father who would
create akid with autism? Would they turn them away if they thought Kyle had autism?

Ben’s back was up again. He needed to defend his son. "Kyle's a good kid, really he is.
He'sjust new to me and to Madson. It's normal to have a period of adjustment. He'll be fine. I'll
be fine. I'll support the school and help out and join the PTA or whatever it is you have these
days."

Dr. Hitkin grinned. "Good to know. We'l hold you to that."

He blanched; she smiled asif she was enjoying this.

"You'rein luck. Kyle has autism and we just happen to have an autism specialist in the
building - Ms. Nicols."



"Not that teacher, that woman who held the kid down and pounded on him with aball?
That lady is not getting anywhere near my son. | will not have him treated that way."

"That woman is a highly trained teacher with a Master's degree in autism. She was not,
nor would she ever "pound” on a child. What she was doing was calming him down. Y ou heard
his screaming as you came in. Y ou witnessed him calm down under the gentle pressure of the
weighted blanked and the ball. Many kids with autism react positively to weight and pressure.
Y ou ought to try it with Kyle."

"Let's get one thing straight. There is nothing wrong with Kyle. He's just alittle boy. He
does not talk much but it's coming. Y eah, Deanna said that when he was younger some doctors
said he had autism. But we spent thousands of dollars on treatment over the last three years,
pretty much anormal person's salary in a year went to just Kyle's ABA treatment. They said it
would cure him and that if we did thisintensely, he'd be typical by the time he went to school.
WEell, he's school age now and | want him in school."

"Certainly he should bein school and heis welcome here. In fact, he can either start
tomorrow or spend the rest of today with us. He will be in Ms. Nicols room. It's the ideal spot for
him. | guarantee you'll be pleased at his progress. Both he and you will learn alot.”

"Me? | finished school along time ago."

"True, but now that autism has come into your life, there is suddenly alot more to learn,
isn't there? Don't worry. Well help.”

The principal excused herself to get the paperwork started and left Ben alone with his
thoughts. Unfortunately. That damn principal had said the word “autism”. How did she know?
He hadn’t mentioned it.

Usually he was pretty good at paperwork. He was, after all an accountant and dealt in
papers much of hiswaking life. But he'd never before registered alittle boy in school. What sort
of questions might he be asked? He already failed the test about custody papers. What else didn't
he know about his son?

Actualy, alot. He thought back to last night, hisfirst night alone with Kyle. His son; he
actually had a son.

He remembered the shock when he first learned that he had a child. But back then, it had
still been an abstract concept. Sure, he'd stepped up and supported him financially as soon as he
learned of his existence, but that was about it. Deanna would not allow him to meet their son,
saying it would be too confusing for Kyle. And, to be honest, Ben had not protested too hard. He
had his own life, far, far away from where Kyle and Deanna lived in California His conscience
told him it was enough to send money. Lots of money, considering the size of the child.

He had not given much thought to what it would have been like to live with Kyle day by
day. Sure, Deanna had said that Kyle had autism and therefore needed all this expensive
treatment in order to be cured. But what must life have been like for Deanna before treatment if
thiswas the way Kyle was AFTER treatment?



Last night had been hell, just hell and Ben finally fell into bed exhausted. Then, he
thought about it from Kyle's point of view. Maybe it had not been so nice for him either.

Kyle was just asmall boy. The kid didn't know him from any stranger on the street. He'd
never had such along car ride before.

There'd been the hysterical call from Deanna saying that she couldn't take it anymore.
She and her new husband, Neil, were expecting their first baby together. She had morning
sickness, was exhausted and just could not cope with Kyle any longer. She had to concentrate on
this new life she was creating and on her marriage. Kyle was just too much for her - for them. It
was now Ben's turn.

Before Ben could marshal his arguments and tell her how ridiculous this was, Deanna
had hung up, sobbing. Ben assumed he'd hear from her next with apologies, saying she hadn't
meant it and all their lives would return to normal.

Instead, just after supper last night there was a knock at the door. A car idled at the curb.
In front of him stood awoman and a small boy. If Ben hadn't just talked to her on the phone, he
would not have recognized Deanna. Her face was drawn and haggard. She'd aged considerably in
the short six years since he'd last seen her when she moved to California, after amiably breaking
it off with him.

That had been no big shock or heartbreak. While they'd had a good run briefly, their
ardor had paled quickly and they remained buddies with separate lives. He'd wished her well and
not thought about her again until the phone call three years ago. Again, Deanna had called him
sobbing. She'd told him they shared a son. Kyle had been born eight months after she left for
California. Ben didn't question if Kyle was his; Deanna had sobbed on.

Kyle was not anormal child, she said. What? He had autism. He spent his days
screaming. He'd been just diagnosed and the treatment - THE treatment was ABA, Applied
Behavior Analysis, the only proven treatment for autism, or so they told her. He needed this
treatment if he even had a hope of being normal. Whatever normal was, Ben thought.

So, get it for him, Ben said. What's the problem? Well, it seemed the problem was
money. The treatment did not come cheap. It required forty hours aweek of one on one
treatment with atrained therapist. The cost was exorbitant.

Ben had paled when he heard the cost. But, this was his son, even if thiswas thefirst he
had heard of him. An errant thought entered his mind. Was thisreally his son? How did he
know? He pushed that notion away. His son, his responsibility.

For some time now, Ben had been squirreling away money for a down payment for a
house. Sure, this condo was handy, right in the same building as his office, but it was more a
place to crash than a home. While he didn’t imagine picket fences, he still had an image of a
house in his future one day.

The money in his house fund would cover about a year and a half of Kyle’s fifty
thousand a year therapy. He’d worry about the rest later. Then another thought hit him. How had
Deanna managed when she was pregnant? Who had looked after her? How had she handled
money when she was unable to work?



Deanna admitted to dipping into her savings. She insisted she had been al right. Since it
had been her choice to have a child alone, she had not wanted to ask anything of him.

How had this happened, Ben wanted to know. Well, it wasn’t quite the accident he’d
assumed. The idea of being amom had blossomed in Deanna’s mind. She knew that her
relationship with Ben was more friendship than marriage material. She decided to have a child
on her own. Ben was a nice guy, good looking and intelligent; he seemed an acceptable sperm
donor, afather she could look back on fondly. She’d stopped taking her birth control pills and
assured Ben that his condoms were not necessary.

And you didn’t think about letting me in on these plans, Ben had asked, his anger rising.
He tamped it down. What’s done was done and now Kyle was his responsibility. Deanna should
have been as well, if only he’d known about the pregnancy. He quickly calculated what it might
have cost to feed and clothe a baby. Maybe five hundred dollars a month? Hell, he didn’t know.
That worked out to six thousand dollars a year and Kyle was now two and a half years old. That
meant he owed Deanna fifteen thousand dollars in back child support. She must have had to take
time off work aswell. He had sent her a check for twenty-five thousand dollars the next morning
and began the monthly installments of two thousand for the part of the treatment costs insurance
didn’t cover, plus another five hundred for Kyle’s keep.

His thoughts were interrupted by the return of Dr. Hitkin with her papers.

“Most of this is just basic information like your address and contact numbers in case we
need to reach you during the day. Then we need his medical information.”

“Medical?” Ben asked. "He’s a pretty healthy kid." His voice broke on the word healthy.
Was Kyle actually healthy? I's autism a disease? Was he sick? And, apart from the autism, how
was his health? Had he had those things kids get like measles and mumps? Ben had no idea
about his own son.

“By medical, for now I just mean his doctor’s name and contact information.”

WEell, he wouldn’t get parent of the year award yet again. Ben had no clue who Kyle’s
doctor was or if he’d ever seen a physician. Ben didn’t even have the name of a doctor or one of
his own he could use to fake it.

There was so much he didn’t know about this little man who was his son. Best ‘fess up
and try to maintain as much dignity as possible. “Kyle has only just moved to town and I have
not yet had time to set him up with a local doctor.” Nor had he even thought about it, Ben
admitted to himself. “I’ll get you this information as soon as possible, but Kyle’s healthy and I'm
sure calling his doctor won’t be necessary.”

“I see you left the section on custodial care blank. That is required information. In this era
of non-traditional families, we need to know who has legal accessto the child, who to send
reports to and that sort of thing,” Dr. Hitkin explained.

“I have full custody, “Ben replied.

“I don’t dispute that but I’m sure you’ll understand that for our records we require a copy
of the legal custodial order.”



Damn Deanna for not mentioning this. “I’ll get that to you as soon as possible as well.
Can Kyle start school without it?”

“Is there any way you can prove that you have custody and the right to enroll this child in
school?”

Ben thought a minute. “What if you phoned his mother? Could she confirm consent over
the phone?”

“It’s not the usual process but for now it could do,” Dr. Hitkin said as Ben pulled out his
phone to find Deanna’s number.

The ensuing conversation between the principal and Deanna was brief. It sounded like
Deanna was trying to get off the phone, while Dr. Hitkin attempted to probe for more
information and asked for copies of previous reports.

“Well,” she said, “his mother certainly does not dispute that she wants you to have full
say and responsibility for your son.” She looked at Ben compassionately. “I think she will be
sending you copies of medical reports and treatment notes. It would be helpful if you’d be
willing to share them with us.”

“Those are from when Kyle was much younger. He’s better now and ready for school.”
Again, hereceived that ook but thistime it amost showed pity.

“Shall we collect Kyle now and proceed to the classroom? I’m sure you’ll want to meet
the teacher.”



CHAPTER 2

As Ben followed Dr. Hitkin out of her office, he stopped to stare at his son. Kyle was

no longer playing with the blocks on the floor but was back staring at the swaying plant. He
stood on his tip toes and his little body moved in time with the plant. As Ben watched, Kyle’s
hands rose to his sides. His hands flapped. A sound came out of his mouth but Ben could not
make out what it was. What would Dr. Hitkin think of Kyleif she saw him pulling this kind of
stunt?

Ben turned to find her watching him, not Kyle. “Um, he’s...,” Ben tried to explain.

The principal interrupted. “He’s just fine.” She planted herself directly in front of Kyle,
moved the plant aside and told him to come with her and his dad now. They were going to meet
his new teacher.

To Ben’s surprise and relief, Kyle lowered himself back down to his heels, turned and
followed the principal. Ben trailed behind, adding, “Just as long as it’s not that room where the
kid was screaming. I don’t want Kyle upset by seeing things like that going on.”

Dr. Hitkin just looked over her shoulder at him and continued down the hall. She stopped
before that very doorway and without waiting for Ben, rapped twice on the open door, placed her
hands firmly on Kyle’s shoulders and moved him into the classroom.

Ben was about to warn her to get her hands off Kyle because he hated to be touched,
when he noticed his son standing quietly with the principal’s palms firmly on his shoulders.
“Kyle, Mr. Wickens, I’d like you both to meet Kyle’s new teacher, Ms. Melanie Nicols. Ms.
Nicols, I'm pleased to bring you a new student, Kyle and his dad, Mr. Ben Wickens.”

That woman, the one who had crushed the little boy under the blanket then squashed him
with aball, approached Kyle with asmile. Her hair was pulled back into atight, low pony-tail.



Her clothing suited her hair, plain and practical. She knelt in front of him and held out her hand.
Kyle stared out the window.

“Hi, Kyle,” she said. “I’m Ms. Nicols. I'm your teacher. Will you look at me?”” She
remained perfectly still, waiting. And waited. And waited. Ben grew uncomfortable and started
to intervene. One look from Ms. Nicols and he froze. After an eternity, Kyle shifted his gaze
from the window to his new teacher. “Hi,” she repeated. “In this room you are free to explore.
Go ahead and take a look around.”

Ben tried to apologize. “Look, he doesn’t talk much.”

“Oh, really?” Ms. Nicols raised her eyebrow at him.

Ben felt his temper rising. “Yes, really. He’s just a little boy who’s been uprooted and
brought to a new home, a strange city and...” He stopped himself. He’d almost said “and to a
strange father”. That was too much information.

Ms. Nicols repeated that they were welcome to wander around and explore the
classroom. Without even glancing back at Ben, Kyle took off, dragging his hand along the wall
of the classroom.

“Kyle. Kyle, come back here,” Ben called.

“He’s fine, just let him go,” Ms. Nicols interrupted him. Kyle ignored his father anyway.

Ben glared at her, not feeling good about relinquishing control of his son to a stranger - to
this stranger in particular. Dr. Hitkin motioned to the younger woman who was talking with
some children. When she came up to them, Dr. Hitkin said, “Mr. Wickens, I’d also like you to
meet Ms. Lori Nabaku. She’s the EA in the room.” Seeing Ben’s perplexed look, she explained,
“That stands for Educational Associate. Kyle is lucky; there are two adults in this room rather
than just one teacher.” She continued, “Lori, this is Mr. Ben Wickens. His son’s name is Kyle
and he’ll be joining your classroom.” They all turned to look at Kyle.

Asthey watched Kyle, alittle boy approached the group of adults. He walked close to
Ben, stared him up and down, and then walked in a circle around him. The circling became faster
and the look on the boy’s face changed. His breathing hitched, and then he backed away from
Ben with alook of terror on his face. He opened his mouth and these awful noises came out. Ben
felt asif hewas strangling akitten.

“What? What? I didn’t do anything. What’s the matter with him?” Ben asked.

“Lose the aftershave,” Ms. Nicols told him.

“What”

By this time she had the boy slung across her arms and was carrying him toward a bean
bag couch at the side of the room. The child’s eyes never left Ben, and the look of terror
remained. Ms. Nicols sat on the bean bag with the child, holding him close. Gradually the child’s
noises subsided and tears ran down his cheeks. Ms. Nicols got up and returned with aflat, stuffed
animal that she placed on the boy’s lap. His hands immediately went to the tufts of hair and his
fingers pulled at the strands over and over. But, at |east he was calm.

Ben looked at the principal. “What just happened here?”



“Some children are extremely sensitive to things like sounds and smells. Daniel there
reacts intensely to smells. Y our aftershave, as Ms. Nicols pointed out, can seem overpowering to
one with such sensitivities. Daniel was curious about you and likely would have struck up a
conversation with you once he had determined that you were safe, but then he smelled your
cologne and that took over any other thoughts or plans he might have had.”

“Jeez. I didn’t know. Sorry. Should I go apologize to him or would that set him off
again.”

“I think it best you not go anywhere near him right now. His system is just starting to
calm down. There are reasons that thisis a scent-free building. A number of our children have
similar sensitivities. Surely you saw the notice when you came in the front door? It’s also posted
in all the hallways.”

“I might have seen it but would not have known what it meant,” Ben admitted.

“This is something to keep in mind now that Kyle is living with you. I don’t know if it’s
the case with him but many children with autism spectrum disorders have these sensitivities.”

Ben looked at her. “That’s the second time you’ve made reference to the word autism
about Kyle. I never said he still has autism. What makes you think that?”

They both turned to look at his son. Kyle was standing with his body angled to the sun
streaming through the windows. Dust motes were visible. Kyle had his hands up and his fingers
danced through the sun’s rays. He was standing on his toes and a delighted smile marked his
face. He truly seemed to be enjoying the way his fingers moved through the sun light.

Ben sighed. The principal quirked an eyebrow at him.

“All right. | still have trouble believing this, but when Kyle was two, this team of doctors
diagnosed him with autism. They said he was delayed in many areas and didn’t speak. But we
got him al the treatment they said he needed. They said if he had this early and intensive
treatment that he’d be cured and ready for school by age five. We paid for forty hours a week of
ABA for three years. Well, he’s five now. But look at him!” Ben ran his hand over his face.

“Mr. Wickens, Kyle |Sready for school. He’s here now and here he shall stay. He’ll be
fine. He will learn and progress. Autism is not a dirty word. It’s a different way of viewing the
world. There are challenges involved in autism, for sure. But, there are also strengths.”

Ben looked at her. “Right now, I’m not seeing a lot of those strengths.”

“You will and we’ll help both you and Kyle to learn and appreciate those strengths. The
other things we’ll work on together.” Strange, but Ben felt somewhat reassured by this steady
woman.

Now that the crisis seemed over and the teacher rejoined them, Ben apologized. “I’'m
sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t mean to upset anyone.

Ms. Nicols ignored that and asked, “Do you have any questions about our program here?”’

“Actually, I do. Just what kind of a place is this? I know that economic times are hard,
but can’t the school district even afford desks for kids? Or real furniture instead of this mishmash
of plastic whatevers?”” He gestured to the eclectic seating arrangements in the room. There were



rocking chairs— adult and kid sized. While there were afew regular chairs, some of the kids
actually had to sit on big plastic balls. They looked more solid than beach balls, sort of like ones
he’d seen at his gym. A couple other kids sat on plastic stools that looked like mushrooms but
the bottoms were not flat, forcing the children to rock slightly and shift their weight to balance.
Then another poor kid was forced to perch on a stool that had only one leg in the middle of it.

“I can assure you, Mr. Wickens, that there is a reason for everything you seein this
classroom and for everything we do here.”

“I mean, I know this is only kindergarten, but there’s not a blackboard in sight. How do
you teach kids without a blackboard?”

Ms. Nicols directed his attention to the front of the room where three children were
gathered around a white screen on the wall. At first Ben thought it was just a projector screen
and said, “Hey, look what he’s doing,” as he saw a kid pick up a marker and draw on it.

“I take it you’re not familiar with interactive white boards, Mr. Wickens?” Then, to the
students, “Gracie, Mack, James, please show Kyle’s dad how you use that program.” The kids
proceeded to touch the screen, circle objects, drag objects, then capture the image before moving
on to the next page.

“Wow. That ain’t your mama’s blackboard.”

Up to now, the principal had stood watching this interaction with atwinkle in her eye. At
Ben’s next statement, she stiffened.

“Since you asked if | have questions, yes, I do have more. Why are those kids here?” Ben
nodded his head at two children in wheelchairs with half-moon tables pulled over the armrests of
their chairs. One kid seemed to be laboring away at some paper task, while another painstakingly
moved a game piece around a board as two other students eagerly awaited their turn at the game.

“Just what do you mean?”

“I mean, what kind of a classroom is this? You seem to have all sorts of kids in here.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, my son’s not like that. He doesn’t talk much, but he needs good role models and a
place to learn.” He looked over at Kyle who was still entranced by the dust motes visible in the
sunlight streaming through the window. Kyle had his hand up and was watching the sunlight
play on hisfingers. Ben sighed. The teacher looked at Kyle then at Ben.

“You were saying?”’ she prompted.

Thiswas not easy and she was not cutting him any slack.

The principal intervened. “Why don’t you take a look around the room Mr. Wickens and
get a feel for the class.”

Ms. Nicols left him. To Ben’s amazement, she picked up a book and crawled into a tent
at the back of the room. Quickly two students joined her in the tent. Ben could hear her voice
reading them a story. Kyle edged closer until he could peek inside. Ms. Nicolsinvited Kyleto
come listen and to Ben’s surprise, his son crawled in. Once the story was over, the kids | eft the
tent and went back to their odd seating arrangements. Kyle checked out the displays on the back
counter.



Ben watched alittle girl swivel in her seat, pick up some metal contraptions, fit her arms
through leather straps then heave herself to her feet, relying on the crutches for support. This
ungainly walk took her near the back of the room where Kyle was. Ben held his breath, waiting
for Kyleto react in fear. The girl flashed Kyle a smile, reached for a bucket of crayons and
returned to her table. Kyle showed far less discomfort than Ben.

He tried again with Ms. Nicols. “Look. Kyle is a normal little boy. ’'m not sure he
belongs here. He’s not like these kids.”

Just then there was a huge wail from the back of the room. Kyle. As Ben watched,
Kyle’s voice ramped up an octave and his wail became a scream that went on and on and on. He
was staring at an ant farm. No one was near him. Ben couldn’t see any blood or any sign that his
son was hurt. Kyle just kept staring at the ant farm, screeching and flapping his arms.

Ben was frozen to the spot, but not Ms. Nicols. She brushed past him, muttering as she
went, “Oh no, he’s not like these kids. None of them is screaming over an ant farm.”

Ben clenched his teeth and strode after the teacher. She had aready turned Kyle around
so he was no longer facing the ants. She was speaking softly to him but Ben couldn’t make out
the words. She put her hands on Kyle’s shoulders and pushed down. Hard.

“Hey!” Ben protested.

He reached to interfere, but something amazing happened. Kyle stopped. His screeching
actually stopped at her touch. After afew more seconds, he sort of melted into his new teacher,
allowing her to stroke his hair. He never let Ben touch him like that.

The principal turned to Ben. “You were saying...?”

Ben had not gotten as far as he had in business without holding his ground. Something
about this Ms. Nicols got under his skin. “I’d really prefer my son be in another class, a normal
one. And one with a different teacher. Aren’t kindergarten teachers supposed to warm and
nurturing? While I’'m sure Ms. Nicols has her good points, warm and fuzzy she isn’t.”

Ben and the principal both turned to look at the teacher. As she walked toward the carpet
areain the corner of the room, two children ran up to her, each hugging her from a side. She
wrapped an arm around each child, smiling down at them as they walked.

“Well, she certainly wasn’t warm to me,” Ben complained.

“Jordan,” Ms. Nicols called, “please get Mr. Wickens something to sit on. The Hokki™
behind my desk would work.”

A grinning five year old half dragged, half-carried a bright green stool across the room
towards Ben. Ben moved to reach for it, but the boy twisted his body between Ben’s and the
stool, saying, “I can do it.” Ben let him. The child proudly placed it in front of Ben who stared at
it. He was sure it would crumple under his weight, plus there was obviously something wrong
with it. Where it should be flat on the ground, it wasn’t, well flat on the ground. It listed
seriously to one side. Ben tried righting it, but the stool swayed to its other side. Thelittle boy
giggled.

Ben asked, “What am I supposed to do with it?”



“You sit on it, silly!” The child thought his question preposterous. “Like this.” He swung
his hip over the top and tried perching on the too tall stool, without either foot hitting the ground,
the hopped off.

Cautiously, Ben lowered his bottom to the chair, keeping most of the weight on his feet.
It was uncomfortable and awkward. The other woman in the room, Ben forgot her name, took
pity on him and assured him that it would hold his weight. Ben tried. There was no cracking
sound of breaking plastic and he was not flat on the floor. So far, so good. He cautiously allowed
himself to relax and found that he swayed a bit himself. After the first few minutes, it wasn’t so
bad. He could actually rock back and forth or side to side.

Ben felt eyes on him. A tiny girl in torn jeans watched him. “Are you afraid when it
wobbles?” she asked.

“Ah, well, not really afraid. I wasn’t sure it would be strong enough to hold me. It’s not
so bad, though.” Then he noticed what she was sitting on. What in the world?

“I like my chair better than a Hokki™,” she informed him.

“What exactly is it you are sitting on?”

The child looked at him like he was daft. “It’s called a stool.”

It was not like any other stool Ben had ever seen. Sure, it had around piece of wood to sit
on, but the thing had only one leg. He looked closer. The single leg was in the middle, so it was
doubtful it had simply lost its other three legs. As he watched, the child wiggled on the stoal,
humming to herself as she drew with crayons.

“Why does your teacher make you sit on that?” he asked.

“Make?”” she looked puzzled. "She doesn’t make us sit on anything. We choose which
way we want to sit. Molly, my best friend always likes a peanut and Jaden likes the disc.”

“Why? Why don’t you just sit on regular chairs?”

Another little girl came bouncing by. She made her way across the floor bobbing up and
down, sitting on aball. Actually, aball with feet and a handle. As she scooted by, she said,
“Because it makes my engine run just right.”®

Dr. Hitkin came to hisrescue. His head was boggling.

“It looks like Kyle is settling in. Do you want to leave him here for the day or would you
prefer he start school tomorrow? If you want my opinion, I’d say that we should dive right in and
begin today. Otherwise he might get the idea that he comes here just for a half hour or so then
goes back home.”

Ben cast aguilty look at his son. In the last five minutes, he had not given Kyle a thought.
He’d just tried to assimilate what was happening in this strange classroom. “I do need to get to
work,” he said. “Do you really think Kyle will be all right if I leave him?”

“Spoken like a first time parent. Yes, he’ll be fine. We have your contact numbers, so if
there is any problem we’ll be in touch with you. Where is Kyle’s lunch?”

“Lunch?” Cripes. Packing a lunch for his son had not even entered his head.



“Don’t worry. We have plenty we can give him today, but you’ll need to get him a lunch
kit so he can bring his lunch tomorrow.”

Ben walked over to Kyle, hesitant to disturb him when he seemed so engrossed in the
wooden blocks. He also wasn’t sure what to say to him. It’s not as if Kyle would miss him when
he left; he hardly even knew his father. Ben tried to get Kyle’s attention but Kyle did not look up
from his blocks. Ben crouched down beside his son and tried to get in hisfield of vision. He was
self-conscious with both Dr. Hitkin and Ms. Nicols watching him, and judging his every move,
he felt. So, he spoke to the top of Kyle’s head, saying, “Dad’s going to work now. You’ll be fine
here with your teacher and the other kids. I’ll come get you after school.” No response. With as
much of his dignity intact as Ben could muster, he retreated to the door.

When he was almost there, a little voice said, “Bye. See you soon raccoon.”

Ben whipped around, but Kyle’s head was once again focused on his blocks. But Dr.
Hitkin and Ms. Nicols had heard the words and were both smiling at him. Both. Thiswas the
first time Ms. Nicols had directed anything but a scowl in his direction. She was actually quite
pretty when she smiled.



CHAPTER 3

H aving akid was certainly different. He had heard expecting couples say how having a

baby was not going to change their life style. The baby would fit into their lives. Huh. Maybe
that was true with babies, but it certainly was not true with five year olds. Or, maybe it was just
hisfive year old, or maybe, it was just him. Once he got the hang of this fatherhood thing, it
might be better and he’d have more time.

How did the time get away from him? Usually Ben saw himself as an organized guy,
working six, often seven days aweek with ten or twelve hour days. He got a lot done. He’d
actually liked hislife.

As a hand moved a piece, Ben’s attention returned to the chess board in front of him.
Kyle watched the board intently. Son of a ..... Kyle had just blocked Ben’s queen. Bested by a
five year old?

“Nice job, little man. But that’s it for now. I have to get some work done.” Usually
Sundays were spent at the office. He motored through paperwork when it was quiet and there
were no distractions. Thiswas his first weekend as a father and Ben found that small boys, even
ones who didn’t talk, took up a lot of time. Exhausting time. Ben had fallen into a doze on the
couch when he felt aweight fall into hislap. He woke with a start as the onyx chess men
dropped onto hislegs. Somehow Kyle had managed to carry the heavy, carved set from its
display case across the room to the couch. That set had cost him afortune. Was he going to have
to childproof his home?

“Kyle, no. That’s for adults only. You have your own toys; this is daddy’s.” Hiswords
had fallen on deaf ears as Kyle, ignoring him, set the marble board on the coffee table and one by
one, fished the fallen pieces off the couch and placed them in their correct places on the board.



Ben’s irritation turned to wonder as he watched this small boy. How old had he been when he
first learned how to play chess? Ten? Twelve? Is this something five year olds did nowadays?

Ben had read how some people with autism had strong visual memories. Maybe that was
it and Kyle remembered the positions of the chessmen and was replicating what he’d seen.

Then Kyle turned the board so the white men were by Ben. He folded his hands and
waited, staring at the board. Could the kid actually be expecting them to play a game? Ben
moved his rook, just to see what would happen. Kyle hesitated only a couple seconds then made
his counter move. Correctly. They each took another turn. The kid did seem to know what he
was doing. Just to test it out, Ben moved his bishop straight ahead rather than on a diagonal line.
Kyle’s hands came up. He flapped. “No, no, no!” he said, with his voice rising with each word.

“Sorry. My mistake.” Ben took the bishop back and made a different move. Kyle’s
shoulders relaxed and they carried on. Isthisreally what five year olds did these days? Shouldn’t
Deanna have had Kyle out kicking aball or playing in a sand box rather than teaching him
chess?

In his normal, orderly life, Ben was at his desk each morning by eight at the latest. But,
he had to take Kyle to school. The earliest he could do this was at 8:30, as he’d been informed by
a grouchy Ms. Nicols when he and Kyle showed up in her classroom at eight o’clock one
morning. What was the problem? She was obviously there already. Her frosty voice had told him
that she was Kyle’s teacher, not his babysitter. She was at work early to prepare for the day.
What’s to prepare, Ben thought. These are just five year olds. They played all day, didn’t they?
Boy, she certainly was not a morning person, or perhaps just not a Ben kind of person. She had
not warmed up to him, and reserved her smiles only for his son.

So, Ben did not arrive at work until nearly nine o’clock these days. Losing an hour or two
out of his morning each day was taking a toll. It’s a good thing he had no boss to answer to, that
was the beauty of owning your own company. The drawback was that he was in charge and the
work still needed to get done.

When he had first realized that he would be spending less time at the office now that
Kyle was his responsibility, he thought he’d simply carry his work home and do it there. Kyle
kept to himself and they’d each do their own thing, right? Little did Ben know. There was always
some crisis. A kid needed to eat on time and good food, not just any old thing he could rummage
from the fridge. Although Kyle seemed self-sufficient and self-absorbed, he still needed attention
and watching. The hours slipped away and little work got done.

Small children slept a lot, didn’t they? If Kyle was in bed early, that would leave hours
each night for Ben to get caught up. But putting Kyle to bed and getting Kyle to sleep were two
different things. Last night’s bath was an example.

Personally, Ben preferred showers. They were quick and efficient. He tried the same
thing with his son.

Thefirst night he’d carefully set the shower's water temperature, making sure it would
not be too hot for a child. Then he’d steered Kyle into the bathroom and told him to get in. Ben



then left to get some work done. His concentration was interrupted by a rhythmic bang, bang,
bang. He checked the bathroom, only to find Kyle, fully dressed, pulling the sliding shower door
back and forth along its runners. Each time he opened it, water spilled out on the floor and on
Kyle, who seemed oblivious.

“Kyle, quit it. Can’t you see the mess you’re making? Look at this floor.” Kyle continued
opening and closing the door as if Ben wasn’t even there.

“Kyle!” Ben’s hand stopped the door and pulled it closed. “Look at me. Kyle, get into the
shower while I clean up the floor.”

Ben reached for towels and bent to mop up the spreading flood. The shower door opened.
Ben felt water on his back and turned. “Now what, Kyle?”

Kyle was standing in the tub, fully dressed, and scrunched into a corner, cowering from
the water flow. “Oh, for....” Ben began. He shut off the tap and regarded his son, trying to hold in
his temper. Then he remembered. He’d read that people with autism tended to take things
literally. Ben had told Kyle to get in. Had he told him to take his clothes off first? Doubtful. Ben
sighed.

He hauled his son out of the shower but at least Kyle didn’t scream at his touch this time.
Ben stripped the sodden clothes off his son, no easy task as each garment clung to the little body.
Kyle stood still, not helping but not resisting either.

Ben debated skipping the whole business but as he pulled off Kyle’s socks, his nose was
near Kyle’s head. His hair didn’t have that clean, little boy smell, but more of a sweaty overtone.
He needed a scrubbing. For that matter, so did Ben.

What the hell. He’d kill two birds with one stone. Guys showered beside each other in
locker rooms al the time. Ben stripped, then turned on the shower again. He stepped into the
water flow then reached for Kyle. Asusual, Kyle went stiff, holding his body as far from Ben’s
as he could. Obviously this child was not exactly warming up to his father yet. He plunked Kyle
in front of him, under the full force of the water. Ben felt Kyle take in a big breath. Ben knew
thisroutine - Kyle was preparing to let out one of his horrendous screams. Ben grabbed Kyle
under the arms and spun with him, settling him near the back of the tub where Ben’s body would
shield Kyle from most of the water flow.

Not knowing what else to do, Ben massaged Kyle’s shoulders the way he had seen Ms.
Nicols do. As Kyle tensed, he remembered how firmly she’d pressed, not the light touch he
thought you’d use with a small child. As he pressed harder, he felt Kyle relax. Ben stepped to the
side so the edges of warm water flow touched Kyle. Ben relished the quiet, the warm water and
steam and afew peaceful moments with thislittle man. His son.

Then, he remembered his duty as a father. Nice as this moment was, he needed to get his
son clean before the hot water ran out. He reached for the shampoo, warmed it in his hands then
began massaging Kyle’s scalp. He rubbed gently, softly, watching the suds. Out of nowhere,

Kyle stiffened then let out this blood-curling scream.

“What, what?” Ben cried. He could not see anything wrong. He turned Kyle to face him

and saw the shampoo suds flowing down Kyle’s forehead and into his eyes. Kyle’s balled fists



punched at his eye sockets. Frantic, Ben pulled Kyle’s hands from his face and held them. How
the hell would he get the shampoo out of the kid’s eyes? Didn’t he know enough to shut his eyes
when his hair was being washed?

Ever tried to pry a child’s eyes open? Wet eyelids and cheeks are slippery, no less
slippery with a hysterical, soapy child. Ben tugged the squirming ball of boy under his arm,
stepped out of the shower and held Kyle’s head under the sink’s tap. He turned the water on and
tried to fit the boy’s head under the flow. Not going to work. He sat Kyle on the vanity and
reached for a glass. Holding his head over the sink, he carefully poured water across his eyes.
Gradually Kyle stopped howling. Ben had no ideaif the crying had washed the shampoo from
his eyes or drenching them with water had worked. Either way, this crisis seemed over. Ben let
the tension in his shoulders relax. As he turned around, his feet squelched in water. Only then did
he notice the steady stream of water running from the shower faucet onto the floor. “Son of a ....”



CHAPTER 4

I t all came down to money, didn’t it? As an accountant, that belief framed the basis of

hiswork life and his personal life. That was part of the reason he wanted no part of his father’s
bakery. The thing had been leaking money for years.

Money came easy to Ben. At thirty-three, he worked hard, lived simply and didn’t have a
lot of needs, with just one real indulgence - the sound system set up in his living room. His
business was flourishing. There was no way it shouldn’t with the hours Ben put in. Even in tough
economic times, accounting firms were still in demand.

Ben’s bank account had looked healthy until that call came from Deanna about Kyle. But
that certainly changed after he paid Deanna for back child support since Kyle’s birth, and put
another ten thousand into a registered education plan for Kyle’s college. Then, each month he
put money into the college fund and two thousand for the ABA treatments. He would have been
able to handle that on top of his condo fees and payment, if it wasn’t for that damn bakery. It was
bleeding him dry. There had to be a doorway out of this.

Even worse, it had to remain a secret. His father, a Polish immigrant and the technical
owner of the bakery had no head for books and no idea that what he took in did not cover what
needed to go out each month. Some months were better than others, but Ben aways had to
contribute something, whether for employee salaries or bills left over at the end of the month. If
only the old man would listen or admit that he could no longer run the place and let his daughter,
Ellie, take over formally. Hell, she had run the place for years with their father there only asa
figurehead.

Y ou can only whittle away at your savings so long until the word savings was an
oxymoron. Prior to Kyle coming to live with him, it had not been such aworry. When Ben



needed to make more money, he just worked more. Simple. Maybe it wasn’t much of a life, but it
was hislifeand it had seemed to work for him and those around him.

With Kyleto look after, it was not so easy to put in all those work hours. For one small
boy, he certainly took up alot of time. Since his office was in the same building as his condo,
Ben was used to slipping back to the office after supper and at any hour to get more work done.
Now, he couldn’t leave Kyle alone in the condo to go to the office. He’d tried taking Kyle with
him last night, but ended up spending more time looking at Kyle than at his ledgers.

Then he’d tried packing up his files to work on them at home. After all, kids slept a lot,
didn’t they? Apparently Kyle had not read that book because he sure as heck didn’t seem to sleep
the way Ben imagined kids were supposed to. But there did come a time each night when Kyle
was in bed and asleep. That was when Ben thought he’d get work done. Last night he’d come to
with his head on his desk and drool on his papers. Having a kid around was exhausting.

Now, the crunch was on. The bakery’s mortgage was due next week. Actually, it’s
second mortgage. Neither Ben nor his sister knew why their father had re-mortgaged the bakery
when surely it had been almost paid off. But, he’d done it and there was no money to make this
guarterly payment. Ben to the rescue, he thought, mocking himself. Only thistime, there was no
money in Ben’s account either. So, he’d need to work like a demon this week to finish these
contracts and get the payments in his account so he could get the funds to his sister. That meant
long hours, the kind of hours he’d been used to putting in pre-Kyle.

Kyle was at school and Ben was at his desk. He thought about it. Four little words - Kyle
was at school. That sounded so simple but hell, it was not. Getting one small boy up, ready and
to school took more organizational skillsthan Ben certainly possessed. He ran a business with
ten employees, handled million dollar accounts, but could not manage one small boy.

They’d been late for school today. The frosty Ms. Nicols certainly let him know what she
thought of that. At least she had smiled at Kyle and welcomed him even if she did block his
father at the door. But, he was safely at school now and Ben could concentrate on his business.

He worked through lunch, focusing and motoring through the files on his desk. He
checked the work of his subordinates, lined up meetings with potential new clients and ploughed
through the reports. Lucky for Ben, when he was in the zone he could really work. The rest of
the world dropped away from him.

His phone rang and he glanced at the caller ID. Beside the ID was aclock. Son of a... It
was three thirty. School was over at three fifteen and he should have been there to get Kyle. This
call was about amerger he was brokering, one that would net him a nice chunk of change.

Ben rubbed his hands over hisface. Well, the priority was Kyle. He phoned the school
secretary to see if Kylewas al right. Her normally cheery voice was a notch colder than usual. If
he’d hang on, she’d find out. Yes, she came back on the phone; Kyle was waiting in his
classroom. All the other children had been picked up. There was censurein her voice. Ben
apologized and said someone would be right there. He hung up on her voice.

What to do, what to do. Send his secretary after Kyle? Kyle didn’t know her and might
freak out. Didn’t they teach kids about stranger danger or some such thing?



Millie! It cameto him. Millie was the perfect answer. Kyle had already met his cleaning
lady and today was Millie’s day to be at his condo, cooking and cleaning.

Ben called his home. “Millie, I need a big favor. Kyle is still at school and I can’t get
away to go pick him up. Would you be able to go to the school and get him for me? Then stay
with him till I get home around say six thirty?”

There was a pause. What was wrong? Millie was always so accommodating.

“Mr. Wickens, I’'m sorry but I don’t think that’s possible.”

“What? Why not? It’s just this one time. Kyle’s a little boy and he’s left at school waiting
for someone to get him.”

“I understand that and I feel for the tyke but I’'m afraid I have other commitments.”

“Other commitments? What do you mean?”

“I mean that when I’m finished with your place I have another job. I was just packing up
to leave. If I don’t go right away, I’ll miss the bus and not get this next job done before dark.”

“Ah, Millie, look. I’ll pay you double if you’ll just do this for me today.”

Millie sounded miserable, but remained firm in her refusal.

Ben hung up, rubbed his face some more, then picked up his car keys and headed out the
door.

How did parents do this day after day? Ben was | ate again, twenty-five minutes late to be
exact. Honestly, today he hadn’t forgotten about picking Kyle up from school, not like the other
day. And, he would have been on time, too, if he had not picked up the ringing phone just as he
was leaving the office. The phone call actually hadn’t taken that long, but then traffic had been
detoured and it all added up to him being late.

He strode quickly into the office, needing to leave his completed registration form with
Marie, the secretary. Marie glanced at him then at his side. Not seeing his son, she asked,
“Where’s Kyle today?”

“Still in his classroom. I was late getting here.”

Marie’s welcoming smile faded. “Oh, dear. That’s not good. Kids thrive on routine and
things like this can really throw them off.”

Thanks for that, Ben thought. Then, something about the way Marie was looking at him,
something about the way she tilted her head reminded him of something. Or someone. “Have we
met before?” he asked her, “I mean before this week.”

“No, I don’t think so. I might remember you, but I usually don’t forget kids once I’ve met
them.”

“It’s just that you remind me of someone, but I can’t think of where we might have met.
But, I’d better go collect Kyle now.”

At least all was quiet as he approached the kindergarten classroom. There was a murmur
of voices. Not wanting to disturb them, Ben poked his head in the doorway. There, nestled on the
bean bag chair were Kyle and Ms. Nicols. She was reading him abook and their heads were
close together as they studied the pictures. Kyle rested trustingly against her.



Ben felt ajab of resentment. Why was Kyle so relaxed with her when he was so jumpy
around him, his father? Why did Kyle snuggle willingly against her, yet tense when Ben came
close. He was trying, wasn’t he? What did it take to open the door and win this kid over?

As Ben watched, the teacher tussled his son’s hair and Kyle leaned into her. Ben’s teeth
clenched. He wanted that kind of closeness with Kyle but it didn’t seem that the kid shared his
wishes. Why did Kyle relish this closeness with a virtual stranger when he couldn’t stand his
own father’s touch?

Ben spoke more sharply than he intended, his annoyance and hurt clear in hisvoice. His
intrusion into the cozy scene startled Kyle. This earned a glare from Ms. Nicols. Figures. That’s
all he ever seemed to get from her.

The teacher looked toward Lori, the EA or Educational Associate in the room. Ben had
gathered that she had some training in education but not as much as a teacher and definitely not
as much as Ms. Nicols. But, the two operated as a seamless team in the room. In fact, if you
didn’t know for sure who the teacher was and who the assistant, it would be hard to tell.
Sometimes Ms. Nicols stood at the front of the room directing the whole group; sometimes Lori
took that role while Ms. Nicols worked with an individual or small group.

Now, Lori walked with Kyle toward the cubby where his coat and backpack hung. She
talked with him while he put his belongingsin his back pack.

Ms. Nicols rounded on Ben. She crooked her finger at him, beckoning him back into the
hall and shut the door.

“Do you know what time school is out?”

Ben figured this was a rhetorical question, but she didn’t give him time to answer
anyway.

“Do you have any idea how it felt to Kyle to watch everyone else’s family pick them up?
To be the only student left behind?”

Ben had not thought of it that way. He’d assumed that the teacher was mad that she’d had
to look after Kyle for a few extra minutes. He couldn’t see what the big deal was since she was
obviously there anyway. Now, with afew words, she put a different take on his tardiness. She
was right.

Maybe his thought process showed on his face because her tirade softened.

“Routine is so important to kids like Kyle. Look. When you have autism, the world can
be a scary place. It can seem that things come at you from all sides. You’re contending with the
sensory issues when every touch, every sound, every light can feel like just too much.”

Ben listened intently, his defensive anger fleeing.

“Then, there’s the whole language issue. We live in a talkative world. People with autism
spectrum disorders have trouble with auditory processing.”

Ben’s face showed that he had not a clue what she was talking about.

“What I mean is that while the child can physically hear all right, he will have trouble
making sense of what he hears. Remember that teacher in the old Charlie Brown movies? The
one who went, ‘Wa, wa wa wa wa’ and we had no idea what was said? That’s how it often is for



kids with autism. And, for some, they not only have trouble understanding what is said to them,
but they also have trouble letting us know their wants and needs.”

Some of this made sense to Ben, but it was alot to take in.

“There’s more. Most of us automatically see patterns and connections in the world and
our daily lives. Not so with many kids who have autism. They have to be directly taught that
there are patterns and consistencies and you can predict what is going to happen. When you can
do that, the world is not quite as scary a place.”

Ben tried to follow her words.

“In this classroom we work hard to make it a safe place to come to. To do that, we create
routines and make it predictable so that the children don’t need to feel on edge all the time,
wondering what’s coming next and what might be expected of them.”

That made sense. Ben liked order himself.

“We have a morning routine and an end of the day routine. You, Mr. Wickens, ruined
your son’s end of the day routine.” She glared at him and continued without mercy. “You should
have seen his little face when all the kids were picked up but him. He has not been with you long
and he needsto feel secure with you, that he has a place with you and can count on you.”

She was right. What could he say?

Ben went to the back of the room where the children’s belongings were hung. He took
Kyle’s coat from its hook and approached his son. Kyle stood passively while Ben awkwardly
worked his son’s arms into the jacket. He then knelt to do up the zipper.

Melanie called out, “Mr. Wickens, would you please come here a minute.”

Ben looked up to see her frowning at him. “In a minute,” he said. “I just need to do this
for Kyle.”

“Now, please.” Annoyed, Ben looked back at her. While his attention was diverted, Kyle
sgquirmed, letting the coat dangle off the ends of hisarms. Ben sighed at the thought of having to
do this al over again.

When he reached her desk, Melanie launched into him, keeping her voice low. “What do
you think you’re doing?” she asked Ben.

“I’m putting my kid’s coat on since we’re already late, as you kindly informed me.”

“Make him do it himself.”

“I’m just getting to know my son. I like doing things for him. Look, I missed his earlier
years; I have a lot to make up for.”

“This isn’t about you, Mr. Wickens. It’s about Kyle and what’s best for him.”

“Are you saying I don’t have my own kid’s best interests at heart? Besides, he can’t do it.
He hasn’t once put on his own coat since he’s been with me.”

Melanie turned from Ben to look at Kyle, standing beside a grinning Lori. Kyle’s jacket
was on and zipped. His shoes were on and done up. His back pack was on and he stood waiting
by the door with Lori, the EA. Lori, grinning, assured them that Kyle had done it all by himself.



Late yet again.

Ben had learned something. The words, “Hurry up, we’re late!” caused a small boy to dig
in his heels and not move. At least this small boy. When you looked at the size of him, what
made him take so long to get ready in the morning? Since he bathed before bed, he didn’t need to
shower in the morning. He didn’t have to make breakfast; all he had to do was sit down and eat
it. He didn’t clean up the kitchen afterwards. He didn’t even brush hisown hair or figure out
which clothes to put on. Ben did al that for him and still Kyle dragged his heels and made them
late in the mornings. They both left the house angry and disgruntled.

Now, he half walked, half pulled Kyle down the hallway towards his classroom. He could
just imagine the look on Ms. Nicols sour face when they entered, |ate once again. Since the
classroom door aways seemed to be open, perhaps he could dip Kyle in quietly without her
noticing.

Fat chance. Her eagle eyes were everywhere. She was standing right by the door when
they approached. Ben tried to push Kyleinto the room, hoping to slip out without having to talk
with his son’s teacher. Kyle entered the threshold then stopped. Ben’s gentle push between his
shoulder blades made Kyle cry out. His little body tensed and Ben braced himself for a
screaming fit.

Kyle’s eyes were on his classmates all sitting in a loose circle on the floor around Lori,
the education assistant. Ben could not see what the problem was. He knew Kyle had participated
in circletime before. Lori held up abook as she read to the kids. Ben could not even see any
scary picturesin the book. What was his problem?

But Ms. Nicols was right there. She knelt in front of Kyle, putting her face in hisline of
vision, blocking out the sight of circle time. She spoke softly and brought her hands up to rest
firmly on his shoulders. Ben could see her hands pressing down.

“Kyle, it’s all right. This is circle time. What do you do when you come into the class?”

Kyle gave no reaction, but at least he wasn’t screaming.

Ms. Nicols reached for a plastic thing on a string around her neck. It was a pouch holding
four pictures. The first was a photo of Kyle at the doorway of the classroom. The second picture
was of Kyle hanging up his backpack in his cubby. The third was of his son hanging up his coat.
The last one was on Kyle sitting at a table. Ms. Nicols held the pictures in front of Kyle’s face
and prompted, “What is our morning routine?”

It took a few seconds, but Kyle’s eyes ceased their frantic perusal of the room and
focused on the picturesin front of him. Ben watched some of the tension leave hislittle body. He
pointed to each picture in turn, then walked toward the cubby that had KY LE written aboveit.
He removed his backpack, then his coat, placing them on the hooks. He then went to sit at atable
where the name KY LE was taped in big letters. He stared straight ahead.

Ms. Nicols gave a glare Ben’s way and as she walked to Kyle said, “Wait right there.”

Again, the frostiness was missing from her voice as she knelt by Kyle and showed him
another strip of pictures. Craning his neck, Ben could see that that the top picture was of children
sitting in acircle on the floor. Kyle stood up and went with Ms. Nicols to the circle. He sat on the



edge of the group with almost two feet between him and the nearest child, but at least he was
with the rest of the kids and was not screaming or flapping or any of those things that made Ben
cringe.

After watching afew minutes to make sure Kyle was all right, Ms. Nicols turned her icy
gaze to Ben once more. She marched past him into the hallway, beckoning for Ben to follow her.
After checking again to make sure Kyle was al right, Ben complied. He felt like a small boy
being sent to the principal’s office.

“Just what do you think you’re doing to Kyle?”” She launched her attack.

How should he respond to that? “I’m bringing him to school,” Ben replied as evenly as
he could.

“You’re late!”

As if he didn’t know. “I’m aware of that Ms. Nicols. I can assure you it’s not intentional.
I’m not used to being late for anything. We start out early, but have you ever tried to get a little
boy ready and out the door on time?”

Ms. Nicols’ face softened just a tad. “Look. I know you’re new to this. Do you want
some help?”

Was she offering to come get Kyle up in the mornings? Doubtful. But yeah, he could
certainly use any help he could get. Ben nodded for her to continue.

“How do you handle things in the morning? What do you do?”

Ben’s defenses came up again but he tried tamping them down for the sake of his son.
What they were doing was not working obviously and it made both him and Kyle upset.

Ms. Nicols launched in. “Did you see what happened to Kyle when he came in? He froze
at the door. Y ou upset his routine. What was going on in the class was not what he expected to
see when he arrived. We can’t hold up the program because one child does not arrive on time.
We work hard to get our children settled in to a pattern, to make life predictable for them.
Predictable means safe in the mind of achild, especialy achild who has an autism spectrum
disorder.”

Ben interrupted, “But I never said he had...”

The teacher cut him off. “If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck.....Look. The
medical reports have arrived. Remember you gave your wife permission to send them to us?”

“I don’t have a wife.”

“Your ex-wife, then.”

“I don’t have an ex-wife, either.”

That gave Ms. Nicols pause. Then she carried on. “Whatever. The reports clearly state
that your son has autism.” Another pause. “He is your son, isn’t he?”

Ben’s teeth clenched. “Yes, he’s my son.”

“Your son has autism - the big “A”. That’s neither the end of the world, nor a death
sentence. It simply means he has a different take on the world. He will need to learn strategies to
help him make hisway. Right now we have no idea just how far he will go. But, you can play a
big part in helping him.”



“How? I’ll do anything I can to help Kyle.”

Just the opening the teacher wanted. “To start with, get him to school on time.” She
paused to let that sink it. “It’s not just for my convenience. It throws Kyle when he gets here late;
you saw that yourself. It takestime to get him settled in. If he just arrived when al the other
children do, it will be easier for him.”

“I get that,” Ben admitted, “but how? I try. We start early but getting him ready and out
the door is not easy, short of dragging him.”

“How do you get him ready?”

Ben looked at her.

“Tell me what your morning routine looks like.”

“Routine? Well, there’s not much of aroutine. | used to have aroutine when | lived
alone, but Kyle, well, he’s not much of a routine kind of guy.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Ms. Nicols informed him. Figures, Ben thought. She
continued, “Kyle right now may be unable to establish a positive routine on his own, but he’ll
flourish with routine. Y ou have to create the structure and impose it". She let him ponder that a
moment.

Then, she looked up at him. “I bet you talk a lot, don’t you?”

Ben stared at her.

“Tell me what you say to Kyle in the morning.”

Ben’s frustration showed in his words. “I have to tell him over and over to do every little
thing. [ know he can dress himself, yet he’ll have one sock part way on, then spy some toy and
start playing. It’s the same thing with breakfast. It should take him five minutes to down a bowl
of cereal but it can take forty-five minutes. | feel like | have to rag on him all the timeto get the
simplest thing done.” Ben warmed to his subject. “I know it gets on Kyle’s nerves and it damn
sure gets on mine. It makes him late for school and me late for work. I'm already at my desk an
hour later than I used to. I tell him and tell him and tell him but he doesn’t listen.”

Ms. Nicols nodded. “Look. I’ll try to explain. People with autism spectrum disorders, and
yes, including Kyle, take in information that they see much better than things that they hear. He’s
a visual learner, rather than an auditory learner.” She waited to see if Ben was following her. He
was watching her, but hard to tell how much was sinking in.

She tried again. “Did you see what I did when Kyle came in? Did I talk to him or at him?
How many words did I use?”

She carried on before Ben could think of an answer.

“I could tell that he was feeling overwhelmed and close to a melt-down So, | didn’t talk
or give all those verbal explanations | could have. Instead, | showed him. Remember that he
learns more easily visually? | showed him pictures of what he needed to do. Did you see how he
reacted?”

“Yeah. He followed along and did what he was supposed to. But, he’s a little kid and
you’re his teacher. At his age, teachers are gods and he’ll do what you say.”



“The key is, I didn’t say anything. If I had talked at him, the likelihood of him melting
down would have been high. Y ou could see that he was on the verge, couldn’t you?”

“Oh, only too well do I know the signs and what happens.”

“It’s nice that you think I have some marvelous bag of tricks being a teacher, but no,
Kyle did not follow the routine because I’m his teacher. He followed because he could
understand what was expected of him because | showed him the visuals. Thisis not the first time
he’s seen those particular pictures. Look around - they are all over the room.”

Ben looked and she was right. He’d not paid attention before, but yes, similar pictures
were all over.

“Our classroom runs on routines. These routines are taught using pictures. If you tried
this at home, it would make your mornings run more smoothly.”

Ben looked skeptical.

“Do you want a hand with this? Are you willing to try?”

Ben’s back was up again. What did she think he was? “Despite what you think of me, if
it’ll help my son, I’'m game.”

A smile crept out. That was the first time she’d actually smiled at Ben. He stared at her
and caught a glimpse of why the kids gravitated to this woman.

“I have to get back to my class, but here’s some paper. Make a list of the things you want
Kyle to do in the morning. Leave it on my desk and I’ll try to have some visuals ready for you
when you pick him up this afternoon. And remember, when you use them, if you use them, stop
nagging. Show him, don’t tell him.” She turned her back on him and the kids made room for her
in their circle.

She really did rub him the wrong way, Ben thought. It was a while since he’d met a
woman who had such alousy opinion of him, without even knowing him. He looked around for
someplace to sit. The only options close to her desk seemed to be a gigantic beach ball or another
of those Hokki™ stools he’d tried that first day. If he’d worried about that holding his weight,
the ball looked even more precarious. He’d be damned if he’d fall on his butt in front of her. He
gingerly lowered himself to the Hokki™ and wiggled to get comfortable. He looked up and
caught Ms. Nicols watching and suppressing asmile. Lori, the EA did not even attempt to hide
her grin. Ben sighed and got on with his assigned homework.

“How’d it go this morning?” A less antagonistic Ms. Nicols approached Ben when he
came to pick up Kyle after school severa dayslater. They had made it on time this morning and
Kyle had easily dlipped in with the other kids, without freezing at the door.

“Not perfect, but better, certainly better. Thanks. Your cards helped.”

Ben had remembered her admonishment that the cards were not miraculous and Kyle
would not automatically know what they meant. Ben would first have to teach him. Ben had
wanted to tell Ms. Nicols that she was his teacher, that Ben did not have time to teach. But since



she’d gone to all this work for him, he should keep his mouth shut and just giveit atry. It
couldn’t be worse, could it?

And, it actually had helped. Surprise, surprise. After supper Ben had taken out the cards.
Ms. Nicols had given him alength of cardboard. Running the length of the page was a strip of
Velcro. On the back of the card was an envelope and in the envelope were cards, each with
matching Velcro hooks. After sorting through them, Ben had shown each to Kyle. He started
with the pictures of socks, underwear, pants and shirt, explaining to Kyle that this was how he
was to get dressed. Keeping in mind that Ms. Nicols had said not to overwhelm Kyle with alist
that was too big, he started first with the things Kyle would need to do to get dressed.

Overseeing the process, Ben had removed each picture as Kyle completed that job and
placed it in the envelope. When he was dressed and Ben told him, “All done,” Kyle had actually
replied. It was not loud, but Ben was sure he heard Kyle say, “Good job.”

Encouraged, they had moved on to the bathroom. There Ben placed on the card the
pictures of atoilet, hands washed, aface being washed, and teeth brushed. Again, it worked, with
only aminimum of coaching from Ben. He saw Kyle looking over at the cards to see what came
next. And, the last picture Kyle removed himself and placed it in the envelope.

Then, on to the kitchen and breakfast. Again, it worked but not quite as slickly. There
were distractions and Kyle would rather play with his cereal than eat it. Still, they did not end up
mad at each other as they had the other mornings. Instead of ragging on Kyle to get moving, Ben
just tapped the appropriate card to draw his son back to the task at hand. It worked! There was
actually something to this shut-up-and-show business.

But, Ben needed to learn more. He had not quite gotten the order correct. Tomorrow, he
would not have Kyle get dressed and washed before he ate. By the time most of the cereal was
inside Kyle, afair bit was on his outside as well. His face needed washing again and he needed a
change of shirt. Kyle protested. Ben could see his point. According to the visual schedule, he had
already done those things and put their pictures away in the envelope. Kyle might be learning,
but Ben obviously needed to learn more as well.

Ben watched as the kids formed aline and one by one trailed past their teacher. Ms.
Nicols addressed each child as they went out the door. “High five or hand shake or a hug?” she
asked each. Thisintrigued Ben.

“Why do you ask them that?”

“I want to make a connection with them as they leave for the day. You may have noticed
that some kids are naturally more physically affectionate than others. Some want a hug. Others
don’t like that kind of contact and may not even want to touch hands. But shaking hands and
some degree of physical contact is part of our culture, so we teach them to do one of these at the
end of each day. Some stick with one choice; others vary it day to day.”

“I notice that you hug like you mean it.”

“Are you suggesting that I’'m not gentle?”” Ms. Nicols grinned at him, knowing she was
putting him on the spot.



The smiling Ms. Nicols was afar cry from the stern, condemning Ms. Nicols Ben had
met only a week or so ago. He squirmed a bit. “Well, these are just small children and you do
seem to squeeze them rather tightly.”

“There’s a reason for that. Have you noticed how we touch your son?”” Ben nodded and
she continued. “Many kids with autism spectrum disorders have sensory sensitivities. To them,
running hand gently down their arm may feel to them what fingernails on a chalkboard may to
you. But if your touch is firmer, it can have a calming effect. Haven’t you experienced that with
Kyle?”

“Yeah, I have. The first night he was with me, when I touched him I did it with kid
gloves. He pulled away and that could be just enough to start up his screeching.” Ben grimaced
at the memory. He’d been convinced his kid hated him and could not stand his touch. “But if I
put my hand firmly on his shoulder to guide him somewhere, he allows it.”

From the look Ms. Nicols gave him, he expected to be patted on the head or given agold
star. But he did feel proud of himself. Maybe he could get the hang of this parenting this after all.
And, he had been wrong about Ms. Nicols. Her students liked her, his son liked her and he was
starting to himself.

Ben made it on timeto pick up Kyle. Well, almost. It truly was hard to get out of the
office at precisely the right time each day. He should never have answered that last phone call.

As he approached the kindergarten room, he heard screams. He stopped. Kyle! Those
were Kyle’s cries. What was that woman doing to him? Had Ben’s first impression been right
and she should not be alowed near his son?

Rushing into the room, he spied his son on the floor. Kyle was tossing his head back and
forth, kicking his heels and screaming. Ms. Nicols stood beside him placidly asif nothing was
wrong. Lori was also nearby, but tidying abook rack rather than attending to his son. Three other
kids were putting on their coats and one mother waited nearby.

“What the hell’s going on here?”” Ben yelled. “What’s wrong with my son?”

“Nothing, Mr. Wickens. And, please keep your voice down,” said Ms. Nicols.

“Why aren’t you helping him? What’s wrong with Kyle?”

“He’s mad.”

“Mad? At what? Did someone hurt him?”

“He wants Jordan’s Dora book,” the teacher explained.

“Then give it to him,” Ben said. What was wrong with these women?

“Excuse me? Give it to him? It doesn’t belong to him.”

“So?” Ben said. “I’ll buy the kid another one. Or two if he wants. Just give that one to
Kyle.”

Ms. Nicols turned on him. “This isn’t about buying anyone anything. Money can’t fix
everything. This is about Kyle throwing a tantrum to get what he wants.”

“If you just give it to him, he’ll stop this god awful screaming,” said Ben.



“It’s not his book. He didn’t ask to borrow it; he didn’t want to share. He snatched it out
of Jordan’s hands. We don’t tolerate that behavior in this class.”

Kyle had quieted for aminute, listening to the exchange between his father and his
teacher. On hearing Ms. Nicols’ last words, he squirmed sideways and tried to kick her.

“Kyle!” Ben was horrified. He started to apologize to the teacher but she held up her
hand to stop him. They watched as Kyle leapt to his feet, ran to the front of the room and
attempted to tear the papers from the wall. Lori, the EA was there and effectively blocked him
before he did too much damage. He raised his foot to kick her. She said his name firmly and
crouched down in front of him, placing her hands on his shoulders. Looking him in the eye, she
pressed firmly. It took afew seconds, but before their eyes, they could see the tension drain out
of hislittle body.

“Now, shall we clean up these papers?” Lori asked him.

Kyle bent and picked up the scraps he’d torn and carried them to the waste basket.

Ben was drained. Kyle seemed to be recovering faster than he was. Ben turned to Ms.
Nicols. “What just went on here? Why weren’t you helping him? I’ve seen you do things for
other kids when they were upset?”

“What you just witnessed was a tantrum. Kyle was mad because he didn’t get his way.
Remember how he reacted the first time he saw the ant farm at the back of the room that first
day?”

Ben nodded.

“Well,” she continued, “that wasn’t a tantrum. Your son was genuinely upset then. That
was what we call ameltdown. He was feeling overwhelmed for whatever reason. We used some
sensory techniques and they helped him to calm down. That’s quite different from what just
happened here.

Ms. Nicols continued her explanation. “If you or I or anyone had given in to his tantrum
and given him what he wanted just because he raised a fuss, then we would have taught him that
tantrums are a good way to control others. Pitch afit and people will givein. Isthat the way you
want your son to think?”

“T get it,” said Ben. “It’s just hard to see him like that. And, he almost kicked you. God,
I’'m sorry.”

She put a hand on his arm and actually smiled. “I’m fine and its fine. He’s just a little boy
and he’s still learning how to navigate his world. He’s already doing better and will continue to
do so.”



CHAPTER 5

T he next day he was late. Again. Only this time he made it on time for school both

morning and after school. He, who always considered himself Mr. Punctual and hated lateness in
others, was actualy late for an important meeting with a new client. A woman Ben had been
training, anew hire, was giving her first pitch to a potential client. The firm needed this client,
Ben’s wallet needed this client and Bonita needed the confidence boost she’d get when her first
pitch produced resuilts.

He should not have taken any time to chat with Ms. Nicols when he picked up Kyle, but
the time had just flown. Funny how that could happen with that woman, as annoying as she
could be. Now, he was once again in the position of hurrying Kyle along, this child who did not
like to be pushed. Ever.

It had briefly crossed Ben’s mind to get Kyle settled in the apartment with his toys, and
then run the three floors downstairs to his office for the presentation. But that thought was
fleeting. He could not leave a small boy aone, even if he was in the same building.

“Come on, Kyle. We’re late!” Ben regretted the words even as he said them. When had
the words “hurry” or “late” even made Kyle move faster? In fact, they seemed to put him firmly
into balking mode. Y ep, it was happening again. Kyle’s feet stuck to the floor. Ben took his arm
to move him along faster. Kyle’s “No, no, no...” voice started to rise. All right. Deep breath. Try
this again.

“Kyle, we’re going to daddy’s office. There’ll be a meeting around a big table. Some
important people will be there. See? We’ve brought your toys. I’ll make you a spot in the corner
and you can play while the grownups talk. All right? Daddy needs you to be real quiet while we
meet.”



Kyle neither looked at him nor gave any response. Ben could only hope he’d gotten
through.

When they reached his board room, the others were all present. Bonita looked nervous
but relieved to see him. Ben entered, holding Kyle’s arm, but felt resistance. Kyle was frozen at
the doorway. His gaze took in all the strange faces then the floor to ceiling windows overlooking
the cityscape outside. Ben felt Kyle tense. When Ben tugged on his arm, Kyle leaned backwards
and his mouth opened. No, no not now, not in front of all these people. Please don’t pitch a fit.

Ben’s anger rose. All he needed the kid to do was to sit quietly and play with his toys for
half an hour. Was that expecting too much? He’d just turned his own life upside down to
accommodate his son; couldn’t the kid do at least a little bit for him?

Ben squatted down to put his face near his son’s. Maybe he could reason with him. Too
bad he didn’t have some visuals in his back pocket this time, but he hadn’t thought of it.

Then he looked, really looked at Kyle. Thiswas not a child being stubborn and
uncooperative. Thiswas a child who wasterrified. His little body was rigid and with such alook
of fear on his face. Ben’s heart broke. What a bastard he was to be thinking awful things about
his son, when the child was clearly scared to death of something.

But what? Y eah, there were strangers here but Kyle had never shown such fear of people
before. What was he staring at? Ben followed Kyle’s line of sight to the windows. What was
there? The glass was clear; there were no birds or planes going by. What was the matter with the
kid?

All eyes were on them. If Ben couldn’t control his own son, what would the new client
think of him? How could he trust Ben with his business if Ben obviously couldn't manage one
little boy? His eyes returned to Kyle and al thoughts of business fled his mind. His son was
scared, just plain afraid.

Without thinking about those around them, he gathered Kyle close and squeezed tight. He
hid Kyle’s face against his shirt to blot out whatever it was that frightened him. He rocked him
back and forth, brushing firmly up and down his back the way he’d seen Ms. Nicols do with
upset students. Gradually Kyle’s steel rod of a spine started to relax. His little body shuddered as
he surrendered his weight to Ben’s arms. Despite the situation and all the eyes on them, Ben felt
athrill. My son trusts me. | was able to calm him down. Maybe the kid likes me, even alittle.

Someone above him cleared a throat. Ben raised his head to meet Bonita’s gaze. She was
nervous about interrupting him but probably anxious to get her meeting underway.

“I’ll just get Kyle settled. You go ahead and start and I'll be right in.”

Ben lifted Kyle into his arms and turned back into the hallway. What to do, what to do?

“Are you feeling better now, buddy? What was it that bothered you?”” There was no
response. This was worse than charades because then at least your partner tried to give you some
clues to work with.

Maybe if Kyle just sat on Ben’s lap, they could get through this. Ben started through the
door with Kylein hisarms. He made it only a couple steps when Kyle raised his head, saw the
windows and let out a god awful shriek. Bonita, who had just started her power point



presentation dropped the remote with a clatter to the table. That sound though, was hardly heard
over the cries coming from Kyle. He began writhing in Ben’s arms making it difficult to hold
onto him. God, Ben thought, if I drop him, he’ll really have something to howl about. How could
one forty pound child be so difficult to hold?

Ben sat down across from the windows and placed Kyle on his lap facing him. He
wrapped Kyle’s legs around his waist and again tucked his son’s face into his shirt. He held on
tight to the little boy. The shrieks started to subside once again, and then became whimpers.

Ben raised his head to find all eyes on them. What to say, how to explain? Damned if he
should have to apologize about his son. Thiswas his company and everyone in the room was
either his employee or a potential client. If they didn’t like his son, they could leave. He and
Kyle weren’t going anywhere.

Some of the eyeslooked at him with sympathy. Some showed censure. They probably
looked down at him for not being able to control hiskid. Or for raising a spoiled brat. But not all
the eyes had that |ook.

Mr. and Mrs. Bower, the new or hopefully new clients didn’t look at him that way. Mr.
Bower spoke up.

“Is he afraid of heights? I hate these picture windows in sky scrapers myself. I never look
out of them.”

Was that it? Was Kyle afraid of heights?

Mrs. Bower was the next to speak. “Our grandson has autism. He hates shiny surfaces
and anything that reflects the light. I wonder if that’s what bothered your little boy.”

Ben looked at her. These two strangers, these people who had no blood connection to
Kyle and had never met him before, in five minutes had come up with two possible explanations
for Kyle’s behavior. Ben had been clueless as to what the problem might be.

He looked gratefully at the Bowers. “I’m sorry about the ruckus. I have no idea what set
him off, but he was really upset.” He thought a second. “You know about autism?”

“Oh, yes. We’ve learned a lot since our grandson was diagnosed - had to learn. There’s a
little boy down the street who has autism as well. More than one in every hundred children in our
country has autism now.”

“Actually, it’s now one in eighty-eight,” Mr. Bower corrected.

Ben looked at them. He had not known that. One in a hundred? Onein eighty-eight?

Bonitalooked at him pleadingly. Ben nodded at her to continue. As she talked, Ben again
felt Kyle’s little body gradually relax. Ben let the tension drain out of his own body. Maybe
they’d get through this yet.

Ben whispered to Kyle, “All right now, bud? Do you want to get down and play?” If he
set Kyle on the floor by his chair, the center support of the table would block his view of the
window. It should be safe.

Ben set Kyle down and opened the backpack of toys. Kyle brought out hislittle cars and
lined them up. There seemed to be some exact order to thisthat only Kyle knew. But at least it
was a quiet activity.



He was concentrating on Bonita’s presentation, so the sounds didn’t register at first. They
were coming from near hisfeet. It was Kyle. He was singing:

“Do-do-do-do-do-Doral

Well, even if it was nonsense he was singing, at least it was quiet and he wasn’t
screaming.

Kyle continued, getting alittle louder all the time.

“Do-do-do-do-do-d Doral Do-do-do-do-do-Dora!” Ben tried shushing him. “Sh! Kyle!
Quietly, please.”

“Dora dora dora the explorer!

Boots that super cool exploradora!”

“Kyle, hush. Keep it down,” Ben said, his own voice rising

“Need your help!

Grab your backpacks!

Let’s go!

Jump in!

Vamanos! “

Ben’s patience was slipping away. “Kyle, stop that right now.”

Kyle’s voice rose above Ben’s, singing, “You can lead the way!” Ben, his face red,
apologized to the group, saying he had to take his son out of there. He grabbed Kylein one arm,
the backpack in the other and took long strides to get out of the conference room. Kyle had
started his song over again,

“Do-do-do-do-do-Dora!”

But the last “Dora” changed to a shriek as Kyle stiffened in his arms. His arms flailed
and Ben had trouble not dropping the squealing, squirming little boy. What now? He turned with
Kyle in his arms to survey the spot where they’d been moments before. He’s left two of the cars.
Ben clenched his teeth together to keep al the bad words in his head. They should not be uttered
in a business meeting or in front of a small boy, no matter how trying he was.

Ben stooped with Kyle in his arms swinging Kyle’s hands so they could pick up the
delinquent cars. Kyle grabbed them and held them to his collar bones. The two of them left the
room hurrying toward the elevators and the safety and privacy of their home.

It was not good to resent your kid. Kyle was just being a child, a child with autism and
getting by the best he could. Kyle did not intend to ruin Ben’s business meeting. It was Ben’s
fault for subjecting his son to such a situation.

But how did people do it? How did they hold down ajob and care for a child? There had
to be a better way.

When Ben and Kyle unlocked the door of their condo, tantalizing aromas came from the
kitchen. Kyle made a beeline for that room. Ben followed. There they found Millie, his
housekeeper. Millie came twice aweek to tidy up his place, clean and to cook meals. She was a



wonderful cook. She made up two or three meals, kept one warming in the oven and froze the
others with instructions on how to heat them up. Weekends he was on his own, but Ben
appreciated this amount of help, especially now that he had Kyle to think about.

“You sit yourself right down here, little man. I just baked some chocolate chip cookies
for you.” Kyle plunked himself down in anticipation. Ben did the same. He may not be that little,
but he certainly craved Millie’s cooking.

Once Kyle finished and went off to watch another Dora the Explorer™ video, Ben
planned what he’d say to Millie.

“Thanks for the cookies and the meals. They’re great and Kyle loves them.” There. How
was that for easing in? Millie regarded him steadily, guessing that more was coming.

Ben rubbed his hands over his face. “Millie, ’'m in a bind. I’'m not doing well at all and I
need to do better for Kyle’s sake. Today after I picked him up from school I had to take him back
to the office with me for a meeting. It did not go well. I should have known that you can’t expect
alittle boy to sit and play quietly through a dry business meeting. | had to leave early and have
one of my assistants carry on without me.” He paused with a sigh. Bonita had done just fine and
pulled off the deal, no thanks to him.

“This is Year End for some of our biggest clients. In the accounting world, that’s a big
deal. I can pass some things off to my associates, but other things I just can’t. Tomorrow | have
to be at a meeting from one to five. I can’t get out of it and I can’t subject Kyle to that. Or them
to him, if it went anything like it did this afternoon. *

He looked at Millie. “I’m asking if you would consider coming in tomorrow afternoon to
stay with Kyle.” Before she could say whatever she was going to say, he rushed on. “I know, I
know. This is not in the realm of the housekeeper duties that you do so well. But you’re also
good with Kyle. Hell, you’re a lot better with him than I am. It would just be until five o’clock.
There’s still plenty of daylight left then.” He remembered that she didn’t like being out after
dark.

He could see that she was struggling with this. She was truly a nice lady and seemed to
carefor Kyle.

“What would it take? I’ll pay double your regular rate. Or if you’d rather come Saturday
and not one of your usual days next week.”

Still Millie hesitated. She hated to admit that the extra money really appealed. But there
was that long bus ride home and she did so hate to walk that last little bit in the dark.

“Please Millie. I really need your help.”

“Are you sure I’d be free to leave by five o’clock?”

“I promise.”

That would leave her about an hour and a half of daylight to get home. Plenty of time.
“All right,” she said.

“Oh,” the relief on Ben’s face was palpable. “Thank you. And Kyle thanks you. It means
a lot to us that you’d do this.”



Later that night when Deanna called to see how Kyle was doing, Ben was honestly able
to tell her that things were working out all right. Kyle had little interest in talking to his mother
on the phone and set the receiver down to return to his video. Ben started to apologize to Deanna
but she said she understood. After they hung up, Ben thought that the one thing he didn’t
understand was how someone could live with Kyle for five years, turn him over to avirtual
stranger, and then only call once to check on her son’s well-being.

One thing Ben had going for him was his ability to focus. That skill had helped to build
his business into the enterprise it was today. Today, he fully gave his attention to the client in
front of him and to his assistants at his side. So far the afternoon had been productive as they
weeded through the troubles the client put before them. The client stretched and said he needed
to take a break.

“How long have we been going at it anyway,” he asked Ben.

Ben was wading through afile so one of the others called out the time. Almost half past
six. It took a few minutes for that to register, to break through Ben’s focus on the task at hand.
“What did you say?”

“Six-thirty.”

Ben leapt up from his chair. “Six-thirty! My babysitter was only free until five. |
completely forgot the time.” He threw files into his briefcase. “Bonita, would you mind shutting
down for me? | have to go get Kyle.”

He left without waiting for a response. He didn’t wait for the elevator, but flew up the
three flights of stairs to his condo, thankful that at least he lived in the same building.
Breathlessly he raced into the kitchen, his tie hanging over his shoulder and his jacket on only
oneam.

“Millie, Millie, I'm sorry. I completely forgot the time. I’'m sorry. This will never happen
again.”

Kyle and Millie sat watching avideo of Dorathe Explorer. She had a crossword puzzle
by her side. Millie accepted his apology but she was not happy about it. Ben cursed himself.
How could he have done something like this to such a nice woman? And, he’d promised her she
could leave by five. Thank god she had stayed with Kyle.

Millie was putting her coat on, aworried look on her face.

“Hold on a minute,” Ben told her. “Kyle and I will walk you to your car. It’s dark out
now.”

“I’m quite aware that it’s dark out and I don’t have a car.”

“Then how did you get here?”

“On the bus,” she replied.

“Is your car in the garage?”

“I don’t have a car.”

“Then how do you get here each time? A taxi?”



“Mr. Wickens, do you think I could afford a taxi every time I want to go out? I doubt
that. The bus is fine but I do always try to be home before dark.” She started out the door.

“Hold on, Millie. Wait a sec. We’ll drive you home, but you have to wait until I get
Kyle’s coat.”

“That’s not necessary. I’ll be fine.”

“No. It’s my fault you’re so late. I apologize, but we will take you home. I don’t want
you out at some bus stop alone this time of night. Come on bud; let’s go give Millie a ride.”

With Kyle strapped into his booster seat in the back, they drove through the darkness.
The drive took half an hour; how long must it take on the bus? Just how long must this woman
take getting to and from her jobs?

“Where are the other places you work? Near my building?”

“One is not too far away, but the other is on the other side of town. That one I still do, but
the Gibsons moved away last week. I’'m now down to just two contracts - yours and that other
one.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Well, it gives me a bit more free time this week but I’ll need to find another contract
pretty quickly.”

They drovein silence as Ben thought.

He needed some more information. “Is the reason you wouldn’t stay with Kyle after
school because you’d have to take the bus home in the dark?”

“Yes. [ don’t mind the bus in the daylight, but I don’t fancy it after dark. The bus doesn’t
go far enough and I have to walk the last five blocks.”

Ben considered this some more. “What if | asked you to pick Kyle up from school each
day and stay with him until half past six, then we drove you home?”

It was Millie’s turn to think. “Well, I wouldn’t mind on the days I’'m working for you, but
| need to find work for the other three days. I wouldn’t be able to get my cleaning finished on the
other side of the city and be at Kyle’s school in time to get him.”

“Millie, do you really like those cleaning jobs?”

“What do you mean? It’s a living and I’'m good at it.”

“I’m not denying you’re good at it. | know only too well how good you are. Look. What
do you think about working for me - just me? What if you were at my place Monday to Friday,
full-time? Or just afternoons if that’s what you want? I’d take you home every night so you
wouldn’t have to worry about the bus in the dark.”

Millie did not know what to say. Some of the clients she’d cleaned for had been slobs.
Some were not as nice as Ben and going between houses was tiring. It would be nice to have just
one place to think about, one system to remember... one little boy to mother.

She looked at Ben.

Ben thought she needed more convincing. “Look. I’ll be out of your way during the day.
| get Kyle ready and to school in the mornings. Y ou could come in whenever you wanted as long



as you picked Kyle up from school, fed him and stayed with him until | got home. If you were
still willing to do the cooking and cleaning you do, or any part of it, I’d be grateful.”

She still didn’t say anything, but thoughts whirled through her head.

Ben tried again. “I have no idea what the going rate is for child care like this. Name your
pay. You’re probably more up on these things than I. I need someone and it’s you we want. Kyle
likes you and trusts you. He doesn’t feel that way about many people. Hell, you’re better with
him than [ am, but I’'m getting better...”

“Yes.” Millie interrupted him.

“What?” Ben said. He didn’t think he’d heard it correctly. “Did you say yes?”

"Yes.” Millie smiled at him. “I’ll take the job.”

“Hey, did you hear that bud? Millie’s going to be with us.” He smiled at her. “Thank you.
When can you start?”

“I’ll need to give two weeks’ notice to the Shermans, but I only go there once a week. So
for the next two Wednesdays I can’t be at your place or get Kyle, but other than that I can start
Monday.”

Ben followed Millie’s directions the rest of the way, feeling that knot in his stomach
release now that he knew he had someone trustworthy to help with Kyle. He started paying more
attention to the quiet neighborhood he was driving through. This was a place where families
lived. There were shrubs and hedges and bikes on the lawn, hockey nets in the driveways and a
lived-in feel to the area.

Two more turns took them to Millie’s street and her house. Ben pulled into the double
driveway and just looked at her home. It was huge, a beautiful old Victoria with wrap-around
porches stretching as far as he could see to the side. “Wow,” he said, “what a house!”

Millie got defensive. “I know it needs work. Bill and I bought it so many years ago. We’d
hoped to fill it with children but that just never happened. We loved the place anyway.”

Ben continued staring and now he picked out more details. One of the steps leading to the
front door was missing. The porch roof sagged under the upstairs bay window. The roof shingles
he could see from the glow of the streetlight seemed to be more curled than straight as their
edges pointed skyward.

Millie watched him take that in. “I know. It needs work. It was easier when Bill was
alive; he took care of those sorts of things. He was handy and did them himself. Now everything
costs so much.”

Ben agreed with her that repairs were costly. He had first-hand knowledge of that with
his parents’ bakery. “How many bedrooms does this place have?”

“Five, plus an extra one that we turned into a study.”

Ben got out and unbuckled Kyle’s booster seat. “Come on, bud. We’re going to see
Millie to the door and make sure she gets in all right.” To Millie, he asked, “Don’t you leave a
light on when you’re gone?”



She raised one eyebrow at him. “I thought I’d be home before dark today,” she reminded
him.

Ben ducked his head in apology. “Yeah, it was my fault. Again, I’'m sorry.” Then he
grinned at her. “But maybe it all worked out since you’ll come work for me now.” He grabbed
Kyle’s hand. “Let’s go, quick, before Millie changes her mind.”

Millie laughed as she said, “Good night Mr. Wickens. See you Kyle.”

“Good night and the name’s Ben. Right?"



CHAPTER 6

T his week had been better than the last. Y esterday when he picked Kyle up from

school, Ben had complained to Mel and Lori that it was so hard to get Kyle to let himin. His
efforts to bond with his son were showing few results. He wanted even some small sign that the
door was cracking open just a bit and he was making progress.

Discouraged, he called to Kyle that it was time to go. Without making eye contact, Kyle
walked to the door then stood with his hand out, waiting for his dad to take it. Lori grinned and
imitated the sound of a door creaking open.

The wet spot on his chest woke Ben. What the hell? The weight against his |eft side and
under his arm registered. Kyle. He’s fallen asleep on him and the wet was Kyle’s drool. Funny,
but that should have been aturn off. Instead, it seemed part of being adad. A dad. Who would
have thought?

He’d never understood his married friends who went all gaga when they had children.
Sure, you might expect their wives to do so, but these guys, these rugby players? They changed
when they had kids. Now Ben had entered that world that had seemed so far out there before.
And you know, it wasn’t half bad. He could get used to this warm, heavy weight at his side.
Maybe the door to the mystery that was Kyle was cracking open bit by bit.

Wait! What was he doing? This was Kyle’s second nap within a few hours. Ben
remembered what it was like to try to get Kyle to bed when the kid wasn’t sleepy. Ben had been
exhausted those first few days with Kyle and had needed to hit the bed, whether Kyle wanted to
or not.



“Wakey, wakey.” No response. “Come on, Kyle, time to wake up. Let’s go, let’s go to
the, to the....” What was he going to do with this kid? But they had to do something and
preferably something that would wear him out. In agood way, of course. What did kids do? Ah,
they played in the park.

“Up. Now, let’s go. We’re heading to the park to play.”

“Play?” a groggy voice asked.

“Let’s wash your face, take a..., well, use the bathroom and get on our way.” He led Kyle
down the hall.

What was it like out? That was the trouble with a condo. With air conditioning and
heating and windows with a fifth floor view, he had little idea of what it was redlly like outside.
When he was a boy, they’d just look outside or open a door or run into the backyard to see. What
kind of alifewas thisfor alittle kid in a condo?

While Kyle was in the bathroom, Ben checked the westher on the internet. Cool enough
for jackets.

“Kyle, go grab your jacket.” No response. “Kyle. Your coat.” No response. Ben sighed
and went to find him.

Kyle was in the den, kneeling in front of the couch looking at a Dora the Explorer book.
A nice quiet activity, but that’s not what Ben was after right now. “Let’s go. Grab your coat.”
Kyle ignored him. Ben’s temper, never too far under wraps, rose. “Kyle!” he said sharply.
“Now!” Still no response. Ben strode the few feet and took Kyle’s arm. The child started and
looked at Ben. Ben’s annoyance deflated. Kyle acted like he had not heard him, had been
engrossed in his book. Who could get mad at a kid who liked books? Maybe he’d inherited Ben’s
ability to totally focus on what he was doing. It had worked al right for Ben.

But now, he wanted his kid doing things like running around in the fresh air, playing with
other children, kicking through piles of leaves. They needed to get moving to hit the warmest
part of thisfall day.

Just as he opened his mouth to tell him once again to get his coat on, Ben remembered
Ms. Nicols admonishment - show, don’t tell. Ok. He had a picture of a coat some place. Ben got
his own coat then showed Kyle the picture. Kyle looked from Ben’s jacket to the picture and
went to the low hook that Ben had installed in the hallway. He struggled into the jacket, doing up
the snaps on his own with painstaking concentration. There. They were finally ready.

On the way out the door, Ben reached for hisball cap. The sun looked bright. Kyle stood
there watching, and then as Ben went to shut the door, he moved with awail. What, what now?
Ben hadn’t touched him. What was the kid’s problem? Back in the condo, Kyle raced from room
to room, frantic. Ben trailed after him telling him to come. Again, Kyleignored him. Like what
else was new? The den was a mess. Kyle’s suitcase contents were strewn all over the floor.
Finally Kyle, raking through the piles grabbed something and stood. On his head he placed a
miniature ball cap then strode to the door. I’ll be damned, Ben thought, following his son into the
hallway.



The park was a pleasant five block stroll. Actually, it took much longer to get there than
usual as Ben matched his steps to his son’s much shorter stride. He was tempted to swing Kyle to
his shoulders or give him a piggyback ride, but that hadn’t worked so well the last time he tried
it.

Once at the park, the noises of the city faded away. It was like aworld apart, this oasis of
grass and shrubs and trees. Along the west side was a playground with afew older kids. Kyle
glanced at them but seemed to have little interest in them or their games. Ben took a seat on a
bench. “Go on. Go on Kyle and play,” he urged. Kyle stood beside Ben and didn’t seem to know
what to do with himself.

Maybe he’s shy and doesn’t want to go by himself. Ben took his hand and walked
towards the other kids. When he stopped, Kyle stopped without seeming to notice the older kids
playing on the slide. The swings were empty so Ben led him that way. He lifted Kyle onto a
swing, admonished him to hold tight and walked behind to give him a push. Kyle stiffened and
Ben recognized the signs of an impending howl. He quickly retraced his steps until he was facing
him again.

“What’s the matter buddy? Thisisfun. You like the swings, all kids like swings. Look,
it’s like this. I’ll push you gently.” He remained facing Kyle and, holding the chains, gently
rocked the swing. Kyle slowly relaxed his shoulders. As the gentle back and forth movement
continued, Kyle closed his eyes and seemed to fully relax. So did Ben. Crisis averted. But what
kid didn’t love the playground?

Watching him, Ben was afraid that Kyle was going to yet again be lulled into a snooze.
He brought him here for exercise and fresh air to tire the kid out, not send him into napville
again.

Ben grabbed his hand and set off at a brisk walk, well aware that Kyle had to hustle to
keep up. That wasthe idea. There were few people in the park, only one woman and her dog
over yonder. Astheir feet trod the leave-strewn path, Ben recalled autumn when he was akid
and all the fun they’d had with leaves. He dropped Kyle’s hand and quickly used his feet to
scoop leaves into a pile. Then he stepped back and ran through the pile, kicking hisfeet at he
went. He remembered from childhood the brittle crunching as the dried leaves cracked beneath
his feet, releasing aromas of soil and sun. He rebuilt the pile, then taking Kyle’s hand, pulled the
child through the pile. Kyle, looking startled, just ran. Then Ben stopped, turned him around and
ran him through again. This time Kyle got it. He kicked his feet as he’d seen Ben do.

Thistime Ben sguatted and used his hands to make a pile. Kyle watched for a second,
then made his own pile. Ben said, “Ready? One, two, three!” and he jumped in, kicking leaves
everywhere. Kyle laughed. He actually laughed! “More,” he said.

Ben raised his head in surprise. It was rare to hear Kyle laugh and even rarer for him to
speak. Yes!

“Okay, again, bud. First make your pile.” Then, “Ready? One, two, three!” With an
echoing, “Three!” Kyle mimicked his dad and they both jumped, scattering leaves everywhere.



The next time, after Ben said, “Ready?”” Kyle counted with him. The anticipation was
almost as much fun as the jumping and the scattering. Ben felt like akid himself.

He was glad they were in a secluded part of the park and no one was watching. Whoa.
There was that lady and her dog again, coming closer. Well, the hell with what she thought. He
was having fun with his son. “Ready? One, two, three!”

The next time, Ben thought he’d mix it up a bit. Just before he said three, he reached
down and scooped up a handful of leaves. As soon as they jumped into their piles, Ben added to
the fray by throwing the leaves over Kyle’s head.

There was silence. Oh, shit, Ben thought. Have | ruined it now? So focused was he on his
son that Ben had not noticed the woman drawing up to them. She said, “Sit” to her dog, then
reached down into Kyle’s pile of leaves, grabbed two handfuls and threw them over her own
head.

Kyle stared at her as she laughed. Then he lunged for her, wrapping his arms around her
legs. It was Ms. Nicols! She gave Kyle a hug while she laughed, then threw more leaves at him.
Then she smiled at Ben. A real smile. There was nothing cynical or dismissive about this one. It
was the kind of smile she shared with the kids in her room, but somehow different. It warmed
Ben and at the same time froze him to the smile. God. She was beautiful. He’d seen her how
many times and never noticed before?

“Can I play, too?” she asked.

“By all means,” Ben said and stepped back to give her room to make her own pile of
leaves. They each yelled their “One, two three” in unison and jumped and threw leaves at each
other.

After afew turns, Ben’s attention was drawn to the dog. It was huge to his eyes, at least
an eighty pound German Shepherd. Ben knew that not all were the family pet type and not all
were used to small children. He edged his body between Kyle and the dog, not taking his eyes
off the creature. Obviously he was well-trained because he had not moved since receiving that
one “Sit” command. But the dog’s body was quivering, either with the desire to play or to attack.

Ben couldn’t take any chances with his son. “Shouldn’t your dog betied up or
something?”

“Why?

“Well, do you think he’s safe? Kyle’s pretty small and the dog doesn’t know us.”

“Are you afraid of dogs, Mr. Wickens?”

Ben grimaced. “No, I’'m not afraid but I’ve got a kid to take care of. And the name’s
Ben.”

Ms. Nicols backed down and smiled. Her crusty parts seemed close to the surface or
maybe it was just him that brought that out in her.

“Kyle, come with me,” she told his son. Ben tensed and moved to interfere.” Trust me,
Mr. Wickens. I know what I’'m doing.”



She led the child by the hand to the great dog whose head was level with Kyle’s. His son
didn’t show the same trepidation Ben felt. Ben stayed at Kyle’s side, ready to defend his boy if
need be.

“Kyle, this is Max. Max, this is Kyle. Shake hands with Kyle.” Max lifted a paw and held
it there as Kyle didn’t move. He didn’t look afraid, more as if he didn’t know what to do. Ms.
Nicols grasped her dog’s paw, shook it twice then let go. “Now you’re turn, Kyle. Max, shake a
paw”

The dog again held up his paw and this time Kyle grabbed it with his free hand. He shook
it up and down forcefully and Ben prepared to lunge, but the only sign that this wasn’t according
to the script was that the dog wiggled slightly backward. His grin didn’t leave his face.

Ms. Nicols continued. “Now hold out the back of your hand so Max can sniff it.” Kyle
obeyed. After afew sniffs, the dog licked Kyle’s hand and Kyle jerked back then giggled. He
slowly offered his hand once again and again, got his hand washed.

Without taking his eyes off the dog’s massive head, Kyle groped for Ben’s hand. When
he found it, he thrust his dad’s hand towards the dog’s mouth. Ben’s hand got a thorough
washing as well. Between giggles, Kyle offered his own hand then his dad’s and Max responded
to the game as if he, too, enjoyed it. Over their heads, Ben’s gaze met Ms. Nicol’s. He mouthed,
“Thanks.”

She gave one of her smiles again and mouthed, “My pleasure.”

And Ben thought she meant it.

Max circled Kyle, straining for a better lick at his hands. His tail swished a pile of |eaves,
reminding Kyle of the previous game. He leapt into a pile, grabbing an armful of leaves and
tossing them. Max’s front feet left the ground as tried to catch leaves in his month. Max and Kyle
romped through the leaves, both with huge grins on their faces.

Ben and Ms. Nicols watched the two frolic. Ben mused, “Kyle’s playing. He’s actually
playing.”

“Yes,” Ms. Nicols agreed. “It’s lovely to see.” Then, she added, “You’re doing a good
job with him.”

Ben turned to her in surprise. She’d given him exactly the opposite opinion last week and
he said so.

“I might have been a bit hard on you at first. Sorry. I thought you were another
uninvolved parent and these kids really need their mothers and fathers behind them one hundred
percent. | was wrong about you, though. You do care.”

“Damned right I do. But I have no idea how to do this.”

“Who does? Kids don’t come with a rule book, especially kids with autism.”

Ben let that last bit go. “But you’re right. I was an uninvolved father.” He told her how
he’d only learned of Kyle’s existence when the child was two, when Deanna had called asking
for money. He remembered cradling the phone in one ear, listening to her, while he used his
computer to search for flightsto LA to go meet his son. Deanna had heard the tap-tapping



through the phone lines and asked what he was doing. In no uncertain terms she told him he was
not welcometo visit themin LA. Kyle was just starting to adjust to her boyfriend who had
recently moved in. Having one father was all Kyle could cope with now. Meeting Ben would
only confuse and upset him.

“I’m ashamed to say that I took Deanna’s word for that and did not push a face-to-face
meeting. Instead, I just sent money. Some father, huh, Ms. Nicols?”

“It’s not what you did then, but what you’re doing now that counts. And my name’s
Melanie.”

“Yeah? That suits you. Melanie.” They smiled at each other.

Ben reached out and brushed some leaves from Melanie’s hair, leaves put there by an
exuberant Kyle. Or, maybe they were from Max who was spreading almost as many leaves
around as his playmate with two hands. The button on Ben’s coat snagged the covered elastic
holding Melanie’s ponytail, pulling it most of the way out. Her hair tumbled around her face.
Ben stared. Her hair was gorgeous and framed aface that was lovely in the sunshine.

She reached to repair her ponytail. Ben impulsively stayed her hand. “Don’t. It looks nice
like that.” Uncertain, Melanie complied.

They watched the boy and dog a few minutes more but gone was that easy camaraderie
between the two of them. Ben thought Kyle showed signs of tiring. Melanie thought he showed
signs of getting too wrought up. Time to switch activities, she thought.

But that’s as far ahead as her brain thought. The next words out of her mouth surprised
even her. “Who wants hot chocolate?”

“Kyle. Kyle wants hot chocolate,” Kyle said, referring to himself. “And Max. Max wants
hot chocolate.”

Ben looked around. He didn’t remember seeing a restaurant or a take-out stand around
here.

Now Melanie’s face was reddened, but not from the sun or wind. “I meant at my place. I
don’t live far from here and I have hot chocolate.” She rushed on, “I didn’t mean to impose. Of
course you’re busy. Don’t feel obligated....”

Ben studied her. “What do you say, Kyle? Want to go have hot chocolate with Ms. Nicols
and Max?”

“Yeeees!”

“Kind of hard for you to back out now.” Ben grinned at Melanie.

Melanie’s house was three blocks the other side of the park. Max was now on a leash,
walking beside Kyle, while Ben and Melanie brought up the rear. Kyle walked with one fist
bunched in Max’s ruff; both seemed content. The adults were not quite so peaceful with each
other.

“Are you regretting your offer? We can just walk you home then leave if you want. I’ll
make up an excuse to Kyle.” Ben sensed that M elanie wished she had never opened her mouth.



“No, it’s not that.” Melanie paused, and then being forthright, said what was on her mind.
“It’s just that we’re not friends.”

Ben raised an eyebrow at her.

“I don’t mean we can’t be friends. Well, we can’t really. I’'m your son’s teacher. I have a
policy about not dating in the workplace and certainly not a student’s parent.” Her face was
again red.

“A date is usually something I plan. We had no idea we’d run into you at the park. You
didn’t know either.”

“True, but...”

“So, we’re just acquaintances being social and sharing a warm drink on a fall day.”

By then they were in front of Melanie’s house. It was the quintessential white picket
fence bungalow, although small. Tiny, in fact.

“How many bedrooms does this place have? Half of one?”

Melanie gave him a mock glare. “Two, if you must know. Or more like one and a half.
There’s my room then a small room I use as an office for my school stuft.”

As soon as the gate was opened and Melanie unsnapped the leash, Max took off, spinning
circlesin the front yard, running back and forth in front of Kyle, trying to get him to play.

“Is it all right?” Ben asked, but was too late as Kyle tore around the side of the house
after the dog. In the fading distance, they could hear the dog’s glad bark and Kyle’s answering
giggle.

“Is Max safe?”

“I’d stake my life on it. And Kyle’s,” she answered. “Come on in.” She turned the key in
the lock, then pushed on the door with her shoulder. It didn’t budge. She stood back, and then
tried again. Ben placed his hand flat on the door above her head and pushed with her. “The front
door’s a bit tricky,” she explained.

Only afew strides took them right through the house to the back door. Melanie unlocked
the knob, opened the door and called out to Kyle to come right in when he wanted.

Ben leaned against the kitchen counter as Melanie got out a pot and the ingredients. Soon
the kitchen felt cozy with the smell of the warming milk. The place suited Melanie. It was homey
but uncluttered, everything in its place. Ben smiled to himself as he thought that at least her hair
was not in place.

Melanie caught Ben’s frequent glances out the back door window to check on Kyle. She
liked that his son was never far from his mind. She suggested, “Why don’t we take our mugs and
sit outside where we can watch them”.

They relaxed on the wide Adirondack chairs. In the lee of the wind with the late
afternoon sun shining on them, the weather was just right. So was the company, Ben thought in
surprise. Around them, his son and Melanie’s dog bounded with endless energy. Ben could not
tell which of the two was having the most fun. Periodically Kyle swooped by for aslurp of his
hot chocolate then charged off again with Max in pursuit.



Asit began to grow chillier, Ben called Kyle over to finish his hot chocolate. Feeling the
back of Kyle’s hand, Ben thought he was getting a bit cold, so he sat him on his lap and shared
his jacket with his son. Kyle snuggled in and drank his cocoa. When he put the cup down, he
sank back down into his dad’s arms and relaxed. In about a minute he was asleep. Ben gazed at
his slumbering son, then remembered where they were.

He started to apologize and to rouse Kyle.

“No, no, he’s fine. Just stay there. He’s had a big day and looks worn out. Let him
recharge his batteries a few minutes.”

“Well, if you’re sure,” Ben told her.

They sat in companionable silence, Max collapsing at their feet and shutting his eyes as
well. Ben relaxed, loving the feel of awarm boy in his arms and the sun on hisface. It was nice
to sit here with his son, afriendly dog and an attractive, pretty amazing woman. The sun was
warm and so far it had been a good day.

Melanie watched as Ben drifted off, joining his son and her dog in sleep. What did that
say about her company, she wondered? But this did give her an opportunity to study Ben. His
face looked softer, younger in sleep. He showed a vulnerable side he’d never allow to sneak out
when he was awake.

She’d misjudged him. She chided herself for making snap judgments, but she was not
usually wrong. She’d had him pegged as an uncaring suit, a businessman who had little time for
anything other than work, and certainly no time for his son. At first she figured his wife had
roped him in for some child care time. Then when she learned that he was a single parent, she
assumed he was one of those dead beat dads, only now being called to task to take some
responsibility for his child. But, take responsibility he had. Oh, there had certainly been some
glitches and he still had alot to learn, but he was trying. Y ou could see the differencein Kyle.

And today, today had been an eye-opener for her. When she spied them across the park,
she instantly dismissed them as just people who only resembled Kyle and Ben. The Mr. Wickens
she knew would never risk getting his suit rumpled or his clothes dirty by roughhousing with his
son. He’d never risk losing his dignity by playing in the leaves with a child. Actually, like a
child. But Ben had seemed to be having just as much fun as Kyle and when he recognized her, he
didn’t stop in embarrassment. Yes, there was more to this Ben Wickens than she had thought.

As she gazed at him, she did not like the direction her thoughts were heading. This was
the parent of one of her students, after all. To distract herself, she got up and went into the
kitchen. Might as well make herself useful and create atreat for Kyle. Living with asingle dad,
he might not get many homemade treats. She smiled at her own admittedly chauvinistic thoughts.

“Anyone for peanut-butter cookies?”’

Ben came to with a start. Where was he? Oh, shit. Now he remembered. Had he actually
fallen asleep on his son’s teacher’s deck? And what was that heavenly aroma?

Melanie stood at the door, delectable smells drifting over the two snoozing Wickens men.



Kyle woke up. “Cookies,” he yelled and just like that he was off Ben’s knee and into the
open kitchen door.

Ben could hear Melanie instructing him to first wash his hands then have a seat at the
table. It took Ben longer to gather hiswits, then he followed his son back inside the house. He
saw that the table was set for three. A glass of milk wasin front of one place setting. A bottle of
beer stood by each of the two other plates. Ben smiled. The end to a perfect afternoon.

By the time they walked home, Ben was ready for supper. Unfortunately, with a son to
look after, he needed to provide healthy meals. No more calling for pizza delivery and having a
cold brew in front of the television. So he got Kyle settled with his building blocks and went to
work on supper.

What guy didn’t know how to fry a couple steaks or chops? Ben was no different.

He put some water on to boil for pasta and heated the oil in the frying pan.

The phone rang. It was Ellie, Ben’s sister. Ben was her go-to person when it came to
finances and their family’s bakery. Balancing the books was always an issue with that bakery.
Ben kept the books for them and the ledgers were in his desk.

Ben sat behind his desk to search for the answer to Ellie’s pressing question. Their
conversation got involved as they weighed options.

Kyle wandered into the kitchen. He stared, mesmerized by the swirling pattern of smoke
rising from the pan on the stove. Moving closer, he poked at the smoke, liking the way his finger
dispersed the pattern. He pushed his finger closer to the pan, but drew back sharply when some
grease sputtered and burned him.

Watching some more, Kyle noticed a dish towel hanging over the oven door handle. He
grabbed the towel and used that to poke at the smoke. The tail of the towel floated close to the
gas burner. At first there was just a spark and the edges turned black. Then flames burst onto the
edge and rapidly spread up the towel. Kyle watched, fascinated.

In no time, the flames reached his hand. The sensation didn’t register for a second, and
then it did. Kyle screamed! He tried to shake the towel off of hishand, but part of it stuck. Kyle
waved the towel, fanning the flames. He dropped the flaming towel into the hot pan of grease.
More flames burst forth.

From the den, Ben heard Kyle’s screams. Throwing down the phone, he raced to the
kitchen. At first he couldn’t see his son due to the grayish smoke making swirling patterns in
much of the room and covering the stove with a smoke like dense fog.

Ben peered through the smoke frantically and found Kyle. Part of a flaming towel was on
his son’s hand. Flames erupted on the sleeve of Kyle’s shirt. Ben threw the child to the floor, fell
with him, smothering the flames with his own body. He used his hands to bat at the flames still
on the towel, while trying to grab Kyle’s hands and press them between their bodies.



Mindful of his own greater weight, Ben quickly rolled off his son, eyes alert for any
further signs of flames on the little boy’s clothes. Although Ben could not see any more fire on
him, Kyle continued to scream.

Then the condition of the rest of the room penetrated Ben’s panic. Flames were rising
higher on the stove. Remnants of the dish towel still smoldered. Leaving Kyle momentarily, Ben
grabbed a box of salt in one hand, the box of baking powder in the other. He hesitated before
throwing either on the fire. Grease, grease, grease. Which did you use for agrease fire? He
couldn’t remember and couldn’t take a chance. He threw both boxes to the ground and pulled the
drawer off itsrunnersto the floor in his search for alid for the pot. Ah, he found it and slammed
the lid onto the pot. The hiss of the smoke and grease was now smothered but smoke still
billowed out from the edges. Shit! The burner was till on.

There. The fire was out. While the smoke wasn’t dying down, at least the amount pouring
out was less.

He heard Kyle coughing on the floor behind him. Ben picked up his son, cradling himin
his arms and ran to the bathroom to ook at the damages.

Kyle’s screaming had subsided to whimpers and coughs. Ben tore the remnants of Kyle’s
shirt away. Miraculously, despite the flames he had seen, the harm to Kyle seemed dlight. He
must have let go of the towel soon enough, or only the outside parts of the damp towel had
burned, the wetter areas shielding the kid from the worst of the flames. Although the sleeve of
his shirt was scorched and full of holes, Kyle’s arm looked okay. Ben stood Kyle on the vanity
and ran his hands over hisjeans. They looked fine in the front. He turned him around, careful to
balance him with one hand. No, he had not been burned on the back of his legs either. There
were no marks at all on Kyle’s back and only a slight redness on his arms. The most injured part
Ben could see was a burn on Kyle’s right index finger.

With his heart still beating a staccato tempo Ben asked Kyle over and over if he was all
right, if he hurt anyplace. Kyle didn’t reply; Ben had to reassure himself by checking over every
inch of Kyle’s skin.

Thank god the child was al right. What kind of a father was he to have let such athing
happen to his son? Kyle’d only been with him such a short time and look, he’d almost been
killed. Well, not quite killed, but he could have been in just a couple more minutes.

Ben fished under the bathroom sink for first aid supplies. He held Kyle’s finger under the
cold, running water. At first Kyle yelled and fought him, not heeding Ben’s words that this
would make him feel better. Slowly it sank in, that his finger was actually hurting less now. Ben
instructed Kyle to leave hisfinger under the water while he sorted out the bandages and burn
salve. After gently wrapping the hurt finger loosely in gauze then surgical tape, Ben lifted Kyle
off the vanity. He held his son in his arms tightly, apologizing for not paying attention and
allowing Kyle to get hurt. Then hisvoicerose as he told Kyle to never, ever, touch that stove
again. Ben crushed Kyle to him once again and carried him in his arms to the couch, where he
sat rocking him.



As Ben’s heart rate slowed, the rest of the world started to enter his senses. There was the
smell of little boy hair and sweat against his face. He could smell the ointment he’d just applied.
In the background was the smell of smoke and singed material. While the smoke had been
concentrated in the kitchen, some tendrils had drifted down the hallway and into the living room.
The messin the kitchen and airing the place out would all need to be attended to but for now,
Ben just wanted to sit and hold the miracle that was his precious little boy.

What was that? What could he hear? It was kind of tinny and sounded far away. Ben did
not want any more surprises tonight so he set Kyle down to go investigate.

The sound got louder as he went down the hall. He paused in the doorway to his den.
Yes, he could hear it louder in here. It sounded like a voice. He walked to his desk and ooked
underneath. There on the floor was his cordless phone and the noise was coming from it. He put
it to his ear and listened.

“Mom?” he asked.

He had to move the phone away from his ear when she screeched her frantic reply. This
didn’t make sense. Before the fire, Ben had been on the phone with his little sister. He didn’t
think he’d hung up but couldn’t remember what he’d done in his panic when he heard Kyle’s
scream.

Gradually his mother’s words lowered in volume and stridency, making them easier to
understand. Y es, Ben had been on the phone with his sister. Through the phone Ellie had heard
Kyle’s screams then a thud. That would have been when Ben threw the phone. Ellie had
remained on the phone, frantically calling to Ben to learn what was happening. Did he need
help? Was he all right? Why was there a child screaming in the background?

Ellie had held on for several minutes. She’d yelled for her mother to come hold that
phone while she scrambled for her cell to call Ben’s cell. No answer. Desperate, not knowing if
they should call the police or 911, Ellie paced with the phone in her hand. The screams subsided.
Straining to hear, Ellie thought she could hear her brother’s voice low in the distance but not
yelling. So maybe it wasn’t a 9-1-1 situation.

But Ben had always been there for Ellie and it was not often he needed something from
her. So, while their mother stayed on the line, calling out to Ben to return to the phone, Ellie
grabbed her jacket and car keys. She’d drive over to Ben’s to check it out, while their mother
remained on the phone, hoping to be able to talk to Ben.

“Sorry, mom, sorry to have worried you. We’re all right,” Ben explained. “There was a
little fire, a grease fire on the stove, but it’s under control now.”

“What was all that screaming Ellie said she heard? She thought it sounded like a child”

Ben sighed. Thiswas so not the way he wanted to break the news about Kyle to his
parents.

“It was a child. A little boy. His name is Kyle, and he’s staying with me.”

There was silence on his mother’s end of the phone. What the hell, he might as well just
plunge in now.



“He’s my son, mom. I know this will come as a shock to you. He’s been with me this past
couple weeks. | wanted to give him time to get used to being here before | introduced him to the
rest of my family.” Silence. “Mom? Mom, are you there? Are you all right?

“Look, it’s a long story. I was going to tell you this week anyway. I can’t get into it right
now. [ have to go check on Kyle. I’ll call you later and tell you everything. Okay?”

“You’d better. You have a lot of explaining to do, young man.”

Ben grinned despite the situation. Those were the exact words his mother had used on
him when he was growing up and found himself in trouble. This time, she was right, oh so right.
Hereally did have alot of explaining to do.



CHAPTER 7

The bell rang. Ah, that had to be Ellie. Much as Ben loved his sister, he so did not want

to have to deal with her or anyone for that matter, right now. He’d had enough for the day,
enough fun and enough sun and enough drama. Cripes. He’s had more crises in the past week
since Kyle had comeinto hislife than for years put together. But, today*s fire was not Kyle’s
fault. It was Ben’s responsibility as a dad to look after his son. He’d failed. Maybe Kyle would
be better off back home with his mother.

Ben’s gut clenched at the thought. He’d begun by accepting Kyle as his responsibility.
But somehow, sometime, it had grown to be much more than that. The kid had gotten under his
skin and as much as his days had been thrown into a spin, he could hardly imagine life now
without Kyleinit.

Delaying it would not make this any easier. From the repeated and ferocious ringing of
the doorbell, Ellie was not going to wait much longer. Asthat thought left his brain and his foot
took that first step towards the door, that bell was joined by a pounding fist and a kicking foot.
His sister could be afeisty thing and had been since she could barely toddle around chasing after
her big brothers.

Kyle, who had calmed after the excitement, again tensed. This pounding was the last
straw. Ben now knew the signs of an incoming storm. He pressed firmly on both of Kyle’s
shoulders and crouched down to his level. Over his shoulder, he yelled towards the door. “Hang
on a sec, El. ’'m coming. We’re all right.”

“Ben?” The muffled voice came through the heavy door. “Ben, are you all right? Who’s
we?”



“Kyle, it’s your aunt Ellie come to visit us. She wants to know that we’re not hurt from
the fire. It’1l be all right.”

Still pressing firmly, he led the boy toward the door and held him to his side as he opened
the door. Knowing his sister, he made sure Kyle was safely out of the way of the swinging door.

On cue, Ellie burst in. She looked like she might have been in some sort of crisis herself.
Her wavy black hair was tousled, either from awind storm or from obsessively running her
fingers through it. Her pale blue eyes were wild as they scanned Ben from head to toe. Her hands
grabbed at him.

“You’re all right? You’re OK?” she demanded.

“We’re fine. The place smells a bit badly and there’s cleaning to be done, but we’re all
right.”

“We?” Ellie’s eyes drifted to the little boy half hidden by Ben’s legs. Kyle’s face peeked
out but his eyes were on her shoes.

And well they might be, thought Ben. Ellie must have been relaxing at home because she
still had on her plush, grey hippopotamus slippers - a gag Christmas gift from their youngest
brother many years ago. Although they looked decidedly the worse for wear, she forsook all
other footwear when lounging at home. In her haste to check on Ben’s situation she had
obviously given no thought to her appearance. Ben smiled. Ellie realy was a good kid and not at
all the girly-girl type their dad believed.

“Come in, El. Have a seat. There’s quite a bit to tell you.”

“I’m not budging an inch until I learn who this is and what’s going on here.”

Ben's shoulders dropped and he let out a breath. In this mood, there was no point in
arguing with Ellie. He’d tried in the past and it never worked.

“Ellie, I’d like you to meet your nephew, Kyle. Kyle Wickens.” He squatted beside Kyle,
lifting the child onto his one knee. “Kyle, this is your aunt Ellie. She’s my sister,” he added, then
wondered if afive year old, only child had such a concept.

Kyle remained silent, his eyes on those dlippers.

Ellie, bless her heart, lowered her volume and the stridency. She, too, crouched down, her
face almost level with Kyle’s. “Hi,” she said. “I’m very pleased to meet you. I'm EL.” She put
out her hand.

“Kyle, can you shake hands with Aunt Ellie?” Ben said.

No response. Ben repeated his words, careful to use the exact phrasing. Ellie raised her
eyes to Ben’s and he warned her with a look. Thankfully, Ellie caught on and just waited quietly.
In his head, Ben counted to ten, then to fifteen, as Ms. Nicols - no, Melanie, he remembered with
asmile - had instructed him to do. It was thiswait time thing and something to do with auditory
processing being slower in kids with autism. Autism. How was he going to explain that one to
his sister? His sister, hell, she was going to be the easy one. Wait till hetried to tell his father, the
guy who had never understood even one of his three children. Nor, had he put much effort into
that, Ben reflected.

“Will you shake hands with me, Kyle?” Ellie asked, mimicking Ben’s words, bless her.



“Handshake, hug or high five,” Kyle repeated. Ellie looked quizzically a Ben.

“That’s what his teacher asks each kid as they leave her room at the end of the day. They
all get the choice,” Ben explained.

“Ah, makes sense,” Ellie said, as if this was all part of normal life. For Ben, it sure
wasn’t. Or hadn’t been, he reminded himself.

“Which should we do, Kyle? A handshake, hug or high five?” Ellie asked then waited.

Without raising his eyes to hers, Kyle replied, “Hug.” He moved off Ben’s knee and put
his arms around Ellie’s neck. She squeezed him back, tightly. Her eyes meeting Ben’s were
moist. Ben was as proud of hisson asif he had taught Kyle these socia graces himself.

Kyle pulled away, his eyes returning to Ellie’s feet. He said, “Dora the Explorer. Diego’s
Hippo Adventure.” While Ben had thought he’d learned more this week than he had ever wanted
to know about Dora, this stuff about a Diego and some hippo was new to him. However, Ellie
didn’t seem in the dark.

“Ah, so you know about Dora, too. Do you have a book about Diego and the hippo? Or
the video?” she asked Kyle. Kyle didn’t answer but turned and headed down the hall towards the
living room. Ellie followed, her nose like a dog sniffing the air, giving Ben alook over her
shoulder. It wasaWTF kind of look.

Ben surveyed the mess in the kitchen. This was going to take alooong time to fix. He
started by opening the window and turning on the fan over the stove. Grabbed a pot holder and
tossed the ruined frying pan and remnants of the towel into the sink. He needn’t have bothered
with the pot holder and the pan was barely warm now. But asiit hit the sink, the bottom of the
pan separated from the sides. Sheesh, it must have gotten hot. When he thought of what could
have happened... How could he have left a pan of oil heating on the stove? And, most important,
how could he have forgotten he was no longer just fending for himself but had a child to
consider?

The child. Cripes. Once again, Kyle had slipped his mind. It was only for afew moments,
but ook what could happen in just minutes. The nightmare wreck of his kitchen reminded him.
Ben went to open the door to the condo hallway, thinking to air the place out still more. When he
opened the door, faint smoky patterns drifted by him into the hallway. As he watched the smoke
curl, he hastily shut the door. What if the wafting smoke set off the building smoke detectors? Or
worse, the sprinkler system? No telling what damage that would do.

Smoke detectors. Why hadn’t his gone off? With the amount of smoke, they certainly
should have. There was onein his hall, right outside the kitchen door, wasn’t there? Yep. Oh.
Then, Ben remembered. One night, months ago, the stupid thing had started beeping in the night,
low on batteries. While he had an assortment of batteries in a drawer, none were the right size.
To stop the infernal thing from beeping he had unhooked the inside wires, then forgotten all
about it. First thing in the morning he was replacing the batteries in every smoke detector. And,
he was buying two fire extinguishers - one for the kitchen and one to go beside the fireplace.

What else did parents do? The fire department might have suggestions on their website.
And, hadn’t he seen some advertisement on television about having a safety plan, an evacuation



drill that you practiced with your kids. He’d need to get on that. Maybe Melanie knew about this
stuff; she seemed to know everything there was to know about kids. There really was alot to this
parenting stuff.

Parenting. He’d done it again, forgotten about Kyle for minutes more. At least there were
no screams. Instead, there was the low murmur of voices, or at least one voice - Ellie’s.

In the den, Ellie sat on the couch, with an opened book in her lap. Another one of Kyle’s
endless Dora books. That chick Dorareally got around, Ben thought. There was a story or video
about her and her friends in almost every part of the world, or so Ben had experienced so far
from reading and watching with Kyle.

AsEllieread aloud with Kyle beside her, Ben watched Kyle edge closer. Soon, there was
no space between their bodies. Ellie, still reading, glanced at Kyle out of the corner of her eye.
She paused, asking him to point to something in the picture. As he did, she put her arm around
him, snuggling him close. Rather than pulling away or howling as he had the first time Ben tried
to tentatively touch Kyle that way, he relaxed against his aunt, naming the objectsin the
background of the picture.

It had taken days for Kyle to let him touch him, Ben thought with chagrin, and within a
half hour of meeting Ellie, he allowed her touch. Here Ben thought he and his son had bonded
over the course of this past week, when Ellie had accomplished as much as hein just afraction
of thetime.

What would Ms. Nicols - Melanie - say about that? It was nice to think of her now as
Melanie and perhaps not just Melanie, his son’s teacher but possibly, Melanie a friend. He had
certainly cometo trust her advice on Kyle.

Okay. She said not to take things personaly, especialy with kids with autism. The
child’s reactions might have nothing to do with you, she had said. Instead, it might be more to do
with something going on inside him, some sensory sensitivities, some reaction to the
environment, fatigue or overload.

Look at how Ellie held him. Firmly. She seemed to know instinctively how Kyle liked to
be held, while Ben had struggled to treat the kid like spun glass. Hisinitial touches had been
tentative and light, in his efforts to be gentle and not startle thislittle man. Melanie had explained
that to some kids light, feathery touches on their skin were akin to finger nails on a blackboard
for other people. The light touch might send his nerve endings jangling, while afirmer touch
could be calming. In fact, she’d said to press much harder than you would think you would have
to for achild of that age.

That’s why she used a weighted blanket in the classroom when kids were upset. That’s
why they had bean bag chairs that kids could sink into. That’s why they had weighted lap pillows
or tube “snakes” to drape around their shoulders and big cushions to crawl under. Weight and
pressure could have a soothing effect. Once Ben learned to use pressure, rather than alight
touch, his son actually gravitated to him, rather than shied away from his touch. Much more
gratifying to anew father.



It was also gratifying to see his son so cozy with his aunt. Ah, families. Somehow,
cozying up brought an image of Melanie. He’d certainly never be that close to her, but what
might it be like?

“Everything okay here?” It certainly looked that way to Ben, but it didn’t hurt to check.

“Why don’t you do something about your disaster zone? We’re fine,” said Ellie.

“We’re fine,” echoed Kyle. He gave his dad a smile. God that kid could get to him, Ben
thought.

Ben grabbed some garbage bags and tackled the worst of the kitchen. He went through
two sponges, trying to scour the stove and sink. The smell still lingered. Next, he mopped the
floor and took the garbage to the trash can out back. Still, there was the smell of smoke. On
television ads, some woman would come in and spray some stuff in the air and everyone would
sniff and smile. Somehow, Ben thought it would take more than that to solve this problem.

He went around the condo opening all the windows, despite the chill of the evening air.
He didn’t want Kyle getting cold, so helit the fireplace in the den, and then threw a heavy
comforter over both his son and his sister. They snuggled in.

“That was supposed to be dinner and I don’t fancy trying to cook anything else in that
room now. Would you be al right with Kyle if | ran out for some pizza?”

“We’re fine. Go ahead. Make my side double cheese, don’t forget. And no anchovies,”
Ellie said.

A little head peaked out from under the blanket. “No anchovies!” Ellie and Ben laughed,
both doubting that the kid had any idea what an anchovy even was. But, he was certainly taking
to his new aunt, and Ben would take any words his son uttered. Was it his imagination, or was
Kyle actually speaking more?

The aroma of pizza preceded Ben into the condo. He set the extra-large pizza box on the
coffeetable in front of histwo favorite people. Next he brought out three plates and tore a bunch
of paper towels off the kitchen rolls for napkins. He brought extras, having experience now with
the way a young boy eats.

Ben served while Ellie wrapped up what must be her fourth book, judging from the stack
beside Kyle. He gave Kyle a plate with alarge sice. He handed Ellie a piece from the double
cheese, no meat or veggies side. Kyle stiffened when he looked at his plate. Ben, knowing the
signs asked, “What is it bud? Don’t you like pizza?” Kyle held the plate out at arm’s length and
looked ready to throw it. “What, what’s wrong?”” Ben said.

“He doesn’t like it, there’s something about it he doesn’t like,” said Ellie. “While you
were gone, we talked about pizza and I think he was looking forward to it.”

“Quick, grab it,” she said, sensing Kyle was about to throw or thrust the plate away from
him. Ben complied.

Kyle whimpered. “What’s wrong?” Ben repeated. “What do you want?”’

“It’s touching. No, no, no!” came from Kyle.



Ben and Ellie looked at each other. What’s touching? He and Ellie were touching and had
been for some time now. What was bugging the kid?

Kyle reached for Ellie’s plate and took it from her hands. He grabbed her pizza slice and
started eating.

“Hey,” his father yelled. “Kyle, that’s rude. Put that back.”

Kyle looked like he was about to cry, but gave Ellie back her plate. He just sat there,
staring at the pizza box.

Ellie studied Kyle, her plate and the pizza. Then it hit her. “Ben, don’t you remember
Samuel when he was little? Remember what a picky eater he was? He hated the foods on his
plate to touch each other. Mom had that little kid’s divided plate that he used for years so it
would keep the different foods separate. Maybe Kyle doesn’t like his things touching either.”

Maybe Ellie was on to something. Ben remembered words, “Don’t take it personally.
Odds areit’s not about you.” Okay, if helooked at it like that, maybe Kyle was not just being
rude. Ben studied Kyle’s plate and Ellie’s. Ellie’s looked bland, all one color with just melted
cheese on her crust. The pizza slices on Ben and Kyle’s plates were colorful with a variety of
meat and vegetables poking out from the cheese. It was worth atry.

“Kyle, do you like this one better?” Ben pointed at the all-cheese side of the pizzapie.
Kylejust looked at the cheese side.

Ben placed Kyle’s slice onto his own plate then put a cheese only slice onto Kyle’s plate.
His son rewarded him with a smile and reached for the plate. Why he hadn’t just said something,
Ben wondered. He met Ellie’s gaze and read the question in them. “Later,” he mouthed.

Kyle’s eyes drooped by the end of the meal. Ellie asked if Kyle usually had a bath before
bed. When Ben nodded, she became almost shy, unusual for her. She asked, “Would it be all
right if I gave him his bath and put him to bed?”” At Ben’s nod, she turned to Kyle. He stood up
and held out his hand to her.

When Ben checked in on them awhile later, they were both making motor noises with
their mouths as they drove bars of soap through the water. Folding his arms and leaning against
the door jamb, Ben asked Ellie, “What made you give him a bath instead of a shower?”

Ellie looked at him like he was a moron. Probably only because of Kyle’s presence did
she not tell him so. “Ben, he’s a little kid. What did you think? How old were you when you
switched from baths to showers? Don’t you even remember being a little boy?”

Cometo think of it, she wasright. They had always had baths when they were children. It
was only in his teen years that Ben could remember showering. Just one more example of why
he wouldn’t be getting any Father of the Year award.

After Ellie read Kyle yet one more Dorathe Explorer book and they both tucked him into
bed, then Ben and Ellie each nursed bottles of stout in front of the fire.

“So, come on, big brother. Give. | want all the details.” Ellie continued, “But first, when
are you gonna buy that kid a bed? Just how long are you going to have him sleep on the couch in
your office?”



Ben had actually forgotten that that might be a problem. Kyle’s first night with him, it
had seemed like a huge problem. He’d had no idea where to put the kid, until he spied the fold-
out couch in the den.

Ben’s condo had two bedrooms. Since he lived alone, he’d turned the smaller room into a
den. His desk took up most of the middle of the room, one wall was solid book case and a leather
fold-out couch took up another wall. When it was folded out for Kyle at night, there was barely
room to get between the desk and the wall. Kyle’s suitcase was open in another corner of the
room, with clothes and toys and books strewn over amost every square inch of visible floor
space. Ben had been meaning to clean it up, but had gotten distracted numerous times. It was a
daunting task, because just where was he going to put things? His desk drawers were full. The
book shelves were filled and there wasn’t room for a dresser in the room.

Ellie wasn’t finished. “And, did you watch how close Kyle’s head came to the corner of
this coffee table? Several times, in fact, when he was sitting on the floor.” Ben looked at the
offending table. It had come with the place when he hired a decorator to furnish it for him. The
half inch sheet of beveled glass sat on amolded ceramic base, sculpted to resemble something or
other. Ben had never figured out just what. It was atable to put stuff on and doubled as afoot
rest when he watched television. Looking closely now, he noticed the dozens and dozens of little
finger prints all over the glass surface. He guessed that Millie had not been here for afew days.
She must be the one wiping and polishing its surface.

Was that fair to Millie? Perhaps this wasn’t the most kid-friendly sort of table. Looking
closer, neither was the white Berber carpet its base sat on, nor the white leather sofa. Actually,
when did this room get so white? Ben knew it had been the same since he moved it, and had
never given his decor any thought. Who in their right mind wantsto live in an all-white room?
And who was expected to keep it clean? Wouldn’t something dirt-colored be more practical?

Ellie watched him steadily as these thoughts flittered through his mind. She would wait
no longer for her answers, so Ben plunged in.

Hetold her how he and Deanna had dated years ago, but parted amicably when she
accepted a job offer in California. He’d not heard from her again until she called one night,
upset. Honestly, when she identified herself as Deanna, it had taken a second for him to place
her. Ellie’s face mirrored Ben’sinitial shock when Deannatold him he had a son.

“Did you question if it really was your kid?” Ellie asked.

Ben paused and looked at her. If Deanna said he had fathered the child, he had no reason
to doubt her. The timing fit. Roughly. Ben dismissed that thought from his mind.

“So, if she hadn’t needed money, would you ever have known you had a kid?” Ellie said.

“I’m not sure. I’d like to think she’d have let me know, but she didn’t when she was
pregnant and she didn’t for Kyle’s first two years of life. God, am | that unapproachable of a
bastard?”

“No. You said that she said she wanted a child. You were likely an acceptable sperm
donor.”



Ben just looked at her.

“You may be my big brother, but I’'m not blind. I’ve seen women look at you. Don’t let it
go to your head, but you are good looking. And, at least most of the time, you’re an okay guy.”

“Thanks. At least I think.”

Ellie made carry on motions with her index finger.

Ben continued, telling her the reason Deanna called was that she needed money. Ellie
rolled her eyes. Ben felt the need to defend Deanna. After all, she had never asked him for
anything for the previous three years, when she certainly could have. She’d gone through the
whole pregnancy and baby thing without any help at all from him, the father, the one who should
have shouldered the responsibility.

There was moreto it, he told her. Kyle had not been an easy child and by age two he
wasn’t talking. Deanna had taken him to doctors and therapists for help and to figure out what
was wrong. They gave Kyle adiagnosis. Autism.

Ben watched his sister. She didn’t look shocked or surprised. Was he the only one who
didn’t know about autism? She nodded at him to continue.

Kyle needed treatment. The therapists Deanna went to told her that the only proven
treatment for autism was something called Applied Behavior Analysis or ABA for short.

“Okay, so what’s the problem?” Ellie asked.

Money, he explained. The treatment was expensive.

“Well, you have insurance. She probably has insurance through her job as well.”

It was not that easy, Ben told her. Insurance would only cover apart of it and the rest had
to be dredged up by the families.

“Just how much are we talking?”” Ellie asked.

It was hard to give an exact figure, depending on how the child responded, but it usualy
worked out to about sixty thousand a year.

“Dollars?” Ellie’s eyebrows rose.

Ben nodded. A year. It cost so much because the treatment was individual and required a
trained therapist.

“Hokey. That therapist must be raking it in for a few hours office visit a week.”

Ben shook his head this time. “There aren’t office visits. The therapy is done in the home
and it takes up to eight hours a day, five days aweek. Then on the weekend and evenings, the
parents are supposed to carry on using the same methods.”

Ellie was incredulous. “That’s forty hours a week, the same as an adult works. When’s
the kid supposed to play? To nap? To just be a kid?”

Deanna had been told that this was necessary if she wanted to have a good outcome for
Kyle’s life. If he had this therapy, early intervention, they called it, then Kyle would be cured
and ready for regular education when he hit school age.

“How did she come up with the money for it?” Ellie queried. Then, before Ben could
reply, she said, “You. Of course. That’s just like something you would do. No wonder you’ve
been putting in the hours you do these last few years.”



They sat in silence aminute. Ellie, not usually tactful with him, asked, rather hesitantly,
“But, does he seem cured to you?”

Exactly Ben’s thoughts. And those of Melanie and even the school principal had seemed
to recognize autism in Kyle within just afew minutes of meeting him.

“No.” His word hung in the air.

“So that’s why he doesn’t talk much.” She waited a few moments. "But [ wonder what he
was like before? Maybe he'd be alot worse if he had not had that ABA. Who knows?"

After a few minutes, Ellie apologized. “Sorry for ragging on you about this condo and
Kyle’s bed. You have bigger worries at the moment.”

Ellie leaned forward to grab aremote off the coffee table. She looked at the three remotes
laying there, each with more buttons than any one of hers. “Which one turns on the TV?” she
asked. “Sheesh. What does anyone want with all these buttons?"

Ben reached for the right one and turned on the news. It was afamily tradition to watch
the eleven o’clock newscast.

“That’s another thing. Kyle. That kid is amazing,” he told his sister.

She grinned at him. “I see you’re already a doting dad. Nice to see, bro.

Ben turned a bit red and carried on. “That first night | got hardly any sleep. Sheesh, this
was just dumped on me. | knew nothing about being afather. So, | guess | slept in a bit the next
morning and heard noise in the place. | thought someone had broken in.

“I grabbed my pants and went down the hall, trying to be silent until | saw what was up.
There was Kyle, sitting beside the pointed end of that coffee table, watching TV. At least at first
| thought it was a television show but it turns out he was watching aDVD - one of hisDVDs. A
Doraone.” His sister gave a knowing grin.

Ben continued. “You know how I am about my electronics equipment.”

“Boy, do I ever. You chased me all the way down the block once when we were kids
when I’d touched your precious stereo system. And, you’ve only gotten worse over the years.”

“Yeah, well, this stuff’s expensive and I put a lot of time into getting exactly the right
components.

“Just now you had trouble with the remotes and couldn’t even turn the TV on. Would you
be able to load and play aDVD? No, | know you wouldn’t. I’m not sure most people would, if
they weren’t familiar with my system.

“I had certainly not shown Kyle how to do this. In fact, I had told him not to touch
anything along this wall.” Ben pointed to his elaborate shelving system of electronic
components. “But here he was. He’s five years old, had woken up in a strange place and instead
of crying, coming to get me, howling or any other kid thing, he came in here, figured it out and
was watching his movie. Yet, he can hardly talk. The kid’s a strange mixture of can and can’t do
things.”

“From what I gather, that’s autism,” Ellie said.

“How would you know that?”



“Because I’m from this planet, you dork? Don’t you listen to the news? Read? You hear
about autism all over the place nowadays. | think Time Magazine had named Temple Grandin
one of the one hundred most influential people of our times.”

“Temple who?”

“Oh Ben, you are clueless sometimes. Temple Grandin. She’s probably the most famous
person with autism. She’s a prof at Colorado U, world famous for her innovative cattle handling
systems, plus she lectures and has written books on autism. She has autism.”

“She has autism and she can do all that?”

“Ben, get with it. There are all kinds of people with autism. Silicon Valley is full of them.
Some people with autism need full care all their lives, others are independent.”

“So, maybe there’s hope for Kyle?”

“Jeez, Ben. You obviously have a lot to learn.”

“Thanks for that reminder, little sister.” He grabbed for her foot, long years of practice
reminding him how much she hated having her feet tickled.

With three brothers, Ellie was adept at avoiding their torments. She rescued her foot then
made herself comfortable, snuggling in with the comforter from the arm of the couch.

“It’s late and the bakery’s closed tomorrow,” she told him. “I think I might just crash here
for the night, if you don’t mind.”

“Even though you’re a brat, you’re welcome to my bed and I can take the couch.”

“Thanks, but I'm comfy right here. You’re white couch might be impractical, but it’s just
made to sink into.”

That returned Ben’s thoughts to the impracticality of this condo for a family, even a
family of two. ”I wish Kyle could live in the kind of place we had growing up. He needs more
room and a yard and an actual neighborhood.”

“Well, why don’t you move?”

“This place is so handy to my work, just two floors above the office. It was fine when
there was just me. But, you’re right. The kid can’t grow up without any space of hisown, living
out of asuitcase and crashing on my spare couch.”

“I thought you were saving up for a house deposit.”

“I was, but I had to give all that to Deanna for Kyle’s therapy. I also had to start a college
fund for him when I heard I had a kid.”

“But you rake in a ton of money. You’re always working; you put in more hoursin a
week than anyone else I know.”

“Did put in more hours. That’s had to stop now that I have Kyle. Who’s going to look
after him while I work, and I think I need to spend some time with him. Jeez, I’'m just getting to
know my son after missing the first five years of his life.”

Ellie looked at him, mulling over these problems. She dreaded that she was about to add
to them.



Ben continued, “I’ve got a bit of the problem cased now. Remember Millie? The woman
who comesin twice aweek to clean and cook?”

Ellie nodded.

“Well, she’s agreed to give up her other cleaning jobs and work just for me. She’ll be
here every day until 6:30 when I get home from work. And, she’ll pick Kyle up from school,
which solves a real problem for me.”

“Out with it, El. What’s bugging you?”” He knew her too well.

“I hate to add to your problems,” she said.

“Out with it.”

“Okay. I know you have a lot on your plate, but it’s the usual. Money and the bakery.”

No surprise there, thought Ben. “Anything special this time?”

“No, just dad and everything. We won’t be able to make payroll again this month.” This
was not new although it didn’t happen every month, usually just when the bakery’s quarterly
mortgage payments were due.

The bakery was, in the parents’ words, a family business. The trouble was, the magjority
of the family had nothing to do with it and, more importantly, wanted nothing to do with it. Sure,
they’d all worked there as kids - it had been expected. But of al four children in the Wickens
family, only one had an actual interest in the bakery - Ellie.

But, of al four kidsin the Wickens family, only one was deemed unacceptable by their
father to take over the bakery from him - Ellie. And the reason? Because she was female.

Yesin thisday and age, there were still afew chauvinists around. Their father was at the
head of that list. Sure, Ellie was good enough to work in the bakery, but to run it? Impossible,
their father said. Forget the inhuman hours that Ellie put in. Forget the fact that she virtually ran
the place.

Well, the last fact wasn’t exactly forgotten; it had never been recognized by their father.
For some reason, he believed that he still ran the bakery when everyone else knew differently. In
away though, you could see how their dad could have the wrong take. He still went into the
bakery some days. He still threw in supply orders. He still gave orders to the staff.

The problem was that all these things he did harmed the bakery. Truly. He still lived back
the way things were twenty years ago. If he saw the invoice of an incoming shipment, he’d be
aghast at the prices and refuse to accept the order. Then the bakery not only lost the product but
had to pay restocking fees.

He’d pop in, look at the shelves and order new supplies, not considering that Ellie might
have done this just that morning. When customers asked for a latte or espresso, he’d tell them
that they served coffee, just plain coffee and refused to use the bistro machines. Although the
bakery ran smoothly on the days he was absent, he would still come in and give the staff orders
that conflicted with their usual, efficient way of doing things.



There was no talking to the senior Mr. Wickens about these things. He refused to
acknowledge Ellie’s role in managing the bakery. The only way he would discuss the running of
the bakery was if one of his sons agreed to take over. His sons, not his daughter.

The oldest son had fled to New Y ork. Their father still held out faint hope that Jonathan
might uproot his children from school, his wife from her law practice and himself from hisjob to
return to take over the bakery. Since he was a chef, he was already in the food business. Right,
their dad reasoned. It all fit. Everyone but their father knew this would never happen. Jonathan
had even used words about hell and freezing over the last time he was asked.

Their youngest brother, Samuel, had joined the armed forces to escape their father and
the bakery. Of all of them, he had hated the most the hours he’d slaved over making dough and
waiting tables. He craved alife of outdoors and action and physical activity.

Then there was Ben. Since he was the only son remaining in the city, their father made it
clear that it was now up to him. He said it was Ben’s responsibility to take over and to provide
for his parentsin their old age. Rather than taking up the reins and apprenticing (read slave labor)
with their father right after high school, Ben had left for college. But, his choice of major won
grudging approval from their father. After al, accounting skills were needed in the bakery, just
like any other business.

But Ben had absolutely no interest in the bakery. Instead, over time, he’d started his own
accounting firm. Perhaps his early work training in the bakery contributed to his overzea ous
work ethic, but the long hours had paid off and his accounting firm was thriving. Not that it
didn’t require constant care and attention on his part, but it was doing well.

So wdll, in fact, that Ben had propped up the bakery for years. Like many small
businesses, it struggled. Under Ellie’s guidance, it had limped into the twenty-first century. But
whenever their father spied any hint of this change and progress, he’d in no uncertain terms
stomp on it. This back and forth cost money in terms of waste and staff. Staff would quit, unclear
who their orders should come from. They’d get used to doing things one way, and then Mr.
Wickens would pop in and change it all. In the past year, they’d lost two baristas, both fired by
Mr. Wickens as needless frivalities. The customers who had come to look forward to the
creations served up by these people stopped dropping by. When Ellie introduced low-fat
alternatives and soy milk, her father threw out the stores, and ran the products down vocally in
front of both staff and customers.

Maybe the bakery could have weathered these storms. Maybe. But the worst hammer that
hit their books was the mortgage payments. The second mortgage payments to be exact.

Thelir parents had purchased the bakery thirty-five years ago. By every estimate that Ben
and Ellie could guess at, the bakery property should have been paid off ten years ago at the | atest.
But, it wasn’t and five years ago, their father had taken out a second mortgage on the property.

No one had any ideawhy or where the money went. No one, that is, except their father
and he refused to say. The bakery was his business, he told them and since Ben wouldn’t take it
over, then the finances were none of his business. And Ellie, well, their father just discounted her
entirely. They’d asked their mother numerous times, but she seemed to know no more than her



children did about the financial end. Her husband had always handled the money in the family,
as fitting a man’s role, she told them.

But the quarterly payments for this second mortgage were killing Ellie and the business.
Fearing that they’d lose the place, Ellie made these payments above all other bills. But that left a
gaping hole every three months for staff salaries and often for suppliers as well.

Step in, Ben. Yes, he had, out of obligation to his sister and to his parents. After al, he
was making al right money and what did he have to spend it on? True, he wanted a house - a
house with a yard and in a neighborhood where people actually knew each other. As a kid he’d
hated when it was his turn cutting the grass but now at the ripe age of thirty-three, owning grass
that needed cutting had appeal .

But, his house down payment savings account was now barren, given to Deanna for
Kyle’s ABA treatment. He didn’t resent that, not one bit. For the past few years when he needed
to come up with extra cash for the bakery, he’d simply worked longer hours and taken on more
clients. Now, his ability to do that was seriously impeded. He had Kyle to look after and needed
to spend time with him.

Ben vowed not to be the kind of dad his father had been to him. There was never time for
hiskids - looking after children was women’s work. Never once could Ben remember his father
coming to a Little League game or a school play or graduation. Always, the bakery came first.

When he was not at the bakery, their father was home in front on the television with a
drink in his hand. When their dad was home, everyone else in the house tiptoed around. They
could not disturb their father and that included trying to talk to him. Often the kids would see
their dad passed out in his recliner when they went to bed at night and rise in the morning to see
him still there, snoring, with unwashed, unpleasant odors emanating from the chair. No one else
ever sat in that chair, partly because it was their father’s place and partly because no one else
wanted to go anywhere near that grubby fabric.

The unwashed part and the hangover/ drunken part had then and still did cause the bakery
staff turnover. He was not a pleasant man to work for. Maybe he had been at one time, but not as
long as either Ellie or Ben could remember. When they asked their older brother, Jonathan, he
replied, “Why do you think he’s there and I'm all the way up here in New York?”

Ellie was desperate to save the bakery. Without her constant effort and running
interference every time their father showed up, they would have lost the place to foreclosure
several years ago. Even Ben’s infusion of cash would not have saved the place from
mismanagement.

Ellie had a plan, one she pleaded with Ben to accept. But, he wouldn’t. While he didn’t
mind handing over money without their father’s knowledge, he refused to be underhanded
enough to go along with her plan.

What Ellie wanted was for Ben to take over the business. Thiswas exactly what their
father wanted. Except, in Ellie’s mind, Ben would head it in name only. He could leave all the
day-to-day work and management to Ellie and their father would never have to know. In Ellie’s



mind, this was the only way she was ever going to get the bakery and make al the changes that
needed to be done.

But, to Ben’s mind, this was dishonest and deceitful and he refused to lie to their parents
in that way. He was willing to argue al he could with their father to get him to change his mind
and pass on the business to Ellie. He’d back his sister all the way. But he would not lie and
pretend that he was the owner. They’d been back and forth on this so often each knew the other’s
arguments by heart, but Ben would not budge. His hope was that their father would be forced to
come to his senses and he worked on their mother, trying to get her to help out.

In the meantime, it fell on Ben’s shoulders to come up with the money to keep the damn
bakery afloat.

“What do you need, El, and when?” he asked her.

“I’m three thousand and a bit short next week’s payroll and delivery bills.”

Ben tried not to let Ellie see him wince. At one time that would not have been
impossibility. He could have written a check for that amount from his savings, then replaced that
money by doing a couple extra contracts that month. But now, his savings were no longer flush.
Any spare funds he had would now go to the extra money he would be paying Millie to comein
every day and be with Kyle, money well spent.

But what to do? In the past, he’d simply spend every night working. He was home alone,
so it was no problem. But now he had to spend those evenings with hislittle son and he wanted
to, heredlly did.

Kyle went to bed ideally by eight o'clock so that should give Ben time to get more work
done then, but cripes, it certainly had not worked out that way so far. He had no idea how other
parents did it, but by the time he had Kyle in bed, tidied up the place a little and prepared Kyle’s
lunch to take to school, he was whipped. Working twelve hour days at his accounting firm was a
piece of cake compared to spending less than half that much time with one little boy. And to
think, some people actually had twins.



CHAPTER 8

H e studied the chess board and moved his rook to cover his castle. At first he thought

he’d have purposely let his son win these games, because it would hardly be fair to trounce a five
year old time after time. But the more they played, the more Ben had to actually think to keep up.
His kid was no slouch at chess. Ben could never have imagined that someone so young could be
so skilled at this game.

Sunday at home. Ben often took half of Sunday off to just relax or be with his parents and
sister, although those latter two things rarely went together — relax and his family. But for today,
Ben would not think about those things, but focus just on his own, new family of two.

Waiting between moves gave Ben time to think and sip his coffee. They’d come a ways
these past weeks, the two of them. Calling them a unit would be stretching things, but they were
on their way to neutral ground and some level of understanding. He thought they’d each given in,
just a little. Well, a lot on Ben’s part, he reflected but even a little was a lot for a kid with autism,
he realized.

Now that Ben had read some more, yeah, his son did seem to have autism. Some of the
stuff he read on the internet was downright terrifying — parents in physical battles with their
grown autistic children, violence, fear, tears, frustration. But then you read the other stories of
kids with autism who were in college, or adults with jobs and families. How could you ever
predict which of these outcomes would be Kyle’s? Ben squared his shoulders. He knew which
werein line for Kyle. Kyle would make it. He would be successful and hopefully independent.
And if not, then he’d still have his dad in his corner.



There was this pat, pat, pat on his knee. Ben looked. Y ep, his king was cornered. Y et
again. He looked more closely and could discern no viable move. A look at his son confirmed his
fears. The kid had got him yet again.

Ben grabbed him under the arms for a tickle. Kyle’s giggles were music to his ears. It
was getting near lunch time, so he picked him up and perched him on his shoulder to head into
the kitchen. Instantly Kyle’s sounds of glee turned to terror. He clutched at his father’s hair,
clinging to life.

“Whoa, whoa, little man. Easy. Easy. You’re safe.” Kyle’s cries did not diminish. Ben
couldn’t set him down because of Kyle’s grip on his hair. It was making his eyes water. “Kyle,
it’s all right. I’ve got you. [ won’t let you fall.” In desperation, he sat himself back onto the
couch, rolled to his side to put Kyle there as well. Inadvertently, he partly rolled on Kyle. Ashe
pressed the little boy into the cushions, Kyle’s cries notched down some decibels and the grip on
Ben'’s hair lessened. Ben started to roll off the child, fearful of crushing him. As his weight
shifted, Kyle’s grip tightened and his cries rose again. Ben lowered himself back onto Kyle and
again, the cries became | ess strident. Ben remained that way for several minutes, fegling the
tension leave Kyle’s body. They remained pressed together for five more minutes before Ben
dared move again. By then, Kyle’s hands were loose at his sides and the noises changed to the
light sounds of a sleeping child.

Ben looked at his son. How could the kid go from hysterical to sleeping? Ben’s heart was
still pounding and he felt ready to jump out of his skin. Yikes. What had he done to the kid?
He’d ruined what had been a good moment with Kyle, one of the few times when he felt they
were truly bonding and having fun together. Then he had to go and hoist the kid in the air,
scaring him.

How was he to know what Kyle liked and what would scare him? This parenting business
was all trial and error. He so did not want to screw things up, but it looked like he was doomed to
just that. Poor Kyle to be stuck with such a parent. He hadn’t exactly lucked out with his mother
either.

Ben covered Kyle with a heavy comforter, athing his grandmother had made when he
himself was just young. Kyle slept on. Ben went to the kitchen to make some grilled cheese
sandwiches for them.

When they were ready, he brought a tray with lunch into the living room. Although he’d
assumed Kyle was still sleeping, he was sitting on the floor, his head precarioudly close to the
sharp corner of the thick glass coffee table. His eyes were fixed on the TV screen where Dorathe
Explorer gets a puppy. Kyle seemed unaware that Ben had entered the room or set down the
lunch tray. Ben called Kyle’s name three times, each with no response, each with rising
frustration. The television wasn’t on that loud. What was the matter with the kid? Where did he
get off thinking he could ignore his father like that?

Again, reason asserted itself and he remembered what Ms. Nicols had said. Show, don’t
tell. Well, he had no pictures on him, but he did have the sandwich. He moved it in front of



Kyle’s face. Kyle reached for it. Ben held it back, waiting. Kyle reached again. Ben prompted,
“What do you say?”

“Please,” Kyle responded.

Ben gaveit to him. Well, at |east they were getting somewhere. He corrected himself. It
was obvious that Kyle had learned basic manners long before he came to Ben’s house. Ben just
needed to learn how to prompt his son to use them. He was getting better at it; they both were.

They ate their lunch in silence, watching the adventures of Dora. Kyle continued to
watch; Ben dozed. He was startled awake by movement beside him. Kyle had l€eft his spot on the
floor and crawled onto the couch beside Ben. He snuggled in and didn’t stir when Ben moved his
arm to put it around his son. His weight felt warm. His hair smelled like little boy. Ben drifted
back to sleep thinking that Kyle had forgiven him for that ill-advised air toss. Maybe he could
make it as afather after all.

Mel sat in her car. “Breathe,” she told herself. “In through the nose; out through the
mouth. Practice those calming breaths.” How could she teach her students calming strategies?
How could she handle any crisis her class threw at her, yet could not get through one dinner with
her family in peace?

Once upon atime, they had weekly family dinners. Mel would spend Sunday afternoon
and evening with her parents and brother. But these last few years, the tension had grown so
thick; she could only bear to come once a month at the most. Come to think of it, they no longer
invited her any more than that. Well, at least they were al on the same page on this one point.

She dlipped out of the car, more pressing her door shut than slamming it, hoping no one
heard the sound. She felt guilty trying to sneak in, but it was the only way. She walked on the
grass, muffling her footsteps, around to the side door. No one used this door, but her brother.

Grinning, she picked up the miniature oil can she had left under the steps several months
ago. She squirted afew drops on each of the hinges, replaced the can, then carefully opened the
door. No squeaks.

Inside, she avoided the middle of the old steps and made her way down the stairs. Once at
the bottom, there was no need for stealth. The basement suite had been well sound-proofed so
her parents upstairs would not be disturbed by Jeff’s activities. Her older brother still lived at
home and spent almost twenty-four hours each and every day within these basement walls.

Picking her way across the room, Mel avoided the piles of dirty (or maybe they were
clean - who could tell?) clothes on the floor. Jeff wouldn’t care if she stepped on them, but his
acute hearing would immediately tell him if her foot trod on a CD case or any of the electrica
components strewn around in what Jeff insisted was an organized fashion.

Stopping within afoot of him, Jeff was obliviousto her presence. His gaze was intent on
the computer screen in front of him. He focused on just the one, ignoring the programs flashing
on the other two. Mel’s heart sank as she recognized his avatar.

Jeff was playing Second Life™. The online game advertised itself as the place to
connect, to work, to explore, to be different and to be yourself - all the things Jeff wasn’t good at



in the real world. For Jeff, this game was his world. It made Mel’s blood boil. What a waste.
What a crime. And, she placed the blame squarely on her parents.

Knowing better than to startle him, Mel moved into Jeff’s peripheral vision. No response.
She moved closer, calling his name and pressing into his side.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be with you in a minute. I can’t stop right now,” Jeff told her.

Melanie sighed. She wondered how long he’d maintained that stiff posture, head and
shoulders tilted toward the screen. She looked at his hair. It was clean, and he didn’t smell so
likely he’d not spent all night doing this, although it had happened before. Often.

“Okay. I’'m good now. I just had to finish that part,” Jeff explained. “How are ya, Mel?”
He gave her shoulders a quick hug, carefully keeping only his arm in contact with her body.

In return, Mel put both arms around her big brother and gave him one quick, hard
sgueeze. He tolerated it.

“I’'m good,” she said. “What’s new with you?”

That started Jeff into a detailed monologue about some new activity he was into on
Second Life. Once he got going on atopic, it was hard to derail him. From experience, Jeff
recognized her signal. Mel held up one hand between them, in a stop motion. Since they were
kids that had been their signal that he was talking too much and needed to let her have aturn.

“Oh, sorry, Mel. It’s just so neat that....”

“Stop!” Mel told him. That’s not what I meant when | asked you what was new. | meant
in the actual world, not on the computer.

“Are you going to start that again? Geez Mel, you just got here.”

“I’'m sorry Jeff. It’s just that [ worry about you. You’re my big brother; you’re way
smarter than me and you’re stuck here in this basement.”

Jeff’s shoulders turned away from her. His eyes returned to the computer monitor where
ascreen saver flashed his avatar. She was losing him.

She tried again. “Didn’t you tell me you were going shopping last week?”

“Yeah. The latest version of....” and he was off and telling her about the newest game he
had bought. Mel sighed. Jeff played computer games. Jeff created computer games. He taught
himself programming languages to enhance the games he had. And he did all this with no formal
training.

Jeff had two passions - computers and cooking. As he was growing up their parents let
him do the former but not the latter. The kitchen was their mother’s domain and rare was the
occasion when she’d allow Jeff to “mess it up”. So, any cooking Jeff did, he did at Mel’s house.

“Are you spending the weekend at my place? If you give me your list, I’ll get the
groceries.”

Jeff rummaged through the papers scattered on his desk and produced a coffee-stained
print-out. “Remember to get exactly what I wrote down,” he reminded her. “Is there anything
there you don’t understand?”



From experience, Melanie knew it would take her days to scour the city for al the
ingredients on Jeff’s list. He took his inspiration from the food network on television, and some
of the items were not exactly the staples found in normal households. But, when she tasted his
creations, the shopping efforts were worth it.

She had something specific on her mind. “Would you make me something special this
time? There’s a new kid in my class. He and his dad came over to play with Max. He’s kind of a
lost kid and doesn’t have a mother. I tried to make him some chocolate chip cookies, but they
were nothing like yours. I’d like to have some on hand in case he comes again.”

“Since when do your students come to your house?”

“Oh, never mind. Is supper ready? I suppose I should go say hi to the folks.”

“Yeah, I’ll be with you in a little bit. I just have to do some more here...” and Jeff was
back into the world of Second Life. Watching him, Mel didn’t know if she was more mad or sad
at what his life had become.

Her mother looked over her shoulder when she heard the basement door open. She stirred
the sauce on the stove. “Hi, honey. Nice to see you,” she began. Then she looked closer at her
daughter’s face. “Oh. You’re not going to start that again, are you?”

“God, mom, how can you stand to see Jeff just sit there day after day when there’s a big,
wide world out there and he has all this talent?”

“He’s doing what he wants.”

“How does he even know what he wants? He’s never had the chance.”

“No, he didn’t have the same chances you had. It’s different. You weren’t born with
autism; he was."



CHAPTER 9

A little after ten the next morning, Ben dropped in at the condo to welcome Millie. She

was pouring herself a cup of coffee.

“Any regrets, Millie? Is this arrangement going to work for you?” he asked.

“I’'m looking forward to spending time with the little one, but right now, I’m relishing the
peace and quiet of your place. Then I'll start picking up around here and....”

“Yeah, sorry about the mess. We had a bit of excitement last night. Actually, more than a
bit.

“I did something really stupid,” he confessed. I was going to fry us some steaks so I
heated the oil in the pan. Then the phone rang and | got caught up in talking with my sister, Ellie.
You’ve met her before.”

Millie nodded.

“While I was on the phone, I guess Kyle came into the kitchen and saw that the pan was
smoking. | can only guess what happened next, but | heard him screaming and camein to find
the pan on fire, and a tea towel on fire, wrapped around Kyle’s arm. I panicked.”

“Oh the poor little lamb. Is he all right? Is he here?” Millie got up to go to Kyle.

“I don’t know how, but he’s all right, just one burn on a finger. His shirt was trashed but |
think | got to him in time and al that happened was his skin was a bit reddened on his arm.
When | think of what could have happened, what almost happened...Kyle deserves a better father
than me. | ailmost caused afire and he could have been killed.”

“Do you think you’re the first parent who has ever forgotten a pan on a burner?”

“It’s inexcusable. A parent is supposed to take better care of his kid.”

“Yes, you’re right. But all of us do the best we can at the time. Kyle’s okay, you said.”



“Yeah.”

“Did he seem traumatized by the whole thing?”

“No. That’s a funny thing. I certainly was, but he seemed okay. Ellie came over and she
was less shaken by it than I, but then, she wasn’t here and it’s not her kid.”

“When I arrived this morning, it smelled faintly of smoke. I looked around but couldn’t
find anything wrong.”

“Well, if you look, you’ll find one less frying pan in the cupboards.”

“We’ll survive that, I imagine. But these walls look a bit dinghy. It takes a special
compound to wash away the traces of smoke. I’ll bring some with me tomorrow.”

“You don’t need to do that. Tell me what to get and I’ll pick it up. It’s my mess you’re
cleaning up.”

“And it’s my job to be the cleaning lady.”

“Thanks. Millie, I don’t mean to be rude, but you look a bit tired today. Are you all right?
Is this job going to be too much for you?”

“I may be almost old enough to be your mother, but I’m not that old. In fact this job and
working at just one place and looking after alittle boy all seem like less work than I’ve been
doing these past few years. I love Kyle already and you’ve always been good to work for.”

“But...?”

“It’s nothing to do with you and this job. My nephew, my late husband’s brother’s eldest
son isliving with me. His boss rel ocated him here just for six months to oversee the opening of
their new branch. He’s a dear fellow. So are his wife and four children. They couldn’t find a
house big enough for them all that didn’t require a one year lease. He didn’t want to spend that
kind of money when they’re only here for six months.

“My house is huge, as you saw and there’s just me in it, so I told him they could move in
with me. | can use their rent money to get started on some of the repairs that need doing. | know
you noticed them; | could see it on your face.”

“Sounds like a good arrangement.”

“It is. And, I shouldn’t complain. It’s just that I’'m used to being alone even though I do
get lonely and complain about how quiet it is in that rambling house. Now, it’s not quiet. Oh, no.
Two more adults and four kids certainly fill up aplace. There is always noise, music playing, the
television on, someone running up and down the stairs, kids bickering, the fridge opening.

“Listen to me. I sound like a cranky old woman. I can see that they are trying, really
trying not to be intrusive, but I’'m the one who feels like she’s intruding on their space.”

“Sounds rough,” Ben said. “At least it’ll be quiet here as soon as I shove off and before
Kyle gets home from school. Even then, he’s a pretty quiet kid. When he’s not screaming, that
is.” Then he added, “But I think the screaming happen less often now and maybe doesn’t last as
long. Either I’'m getting used to it or getting better at heading things off.”

Ben put his cup in the dishwasher, picked up the mail and headed back upstairs to work.



Unusual for him, he had trouble getting his mind back into his files. Sorting through the
mail, he spied the monthly condo board newsletter. Ah, that should either put him to sleep or
make him eager to get back to work.

The newsletter included alist of the number of people waiting to purchase condos in this
building. Good to know in case he ever wanted to sell. The newsletter aso included alisting of
any condos for sale at this site. Ben saw that the penthouse was available. Hmm. Those things
didn’t come up often. The owner had to leave the country temporarily and was looking for a
tenant for eight months, beginning next week. Ben winced when he looked at the rent they were
asking. Other than the price, maybe that’s where Millie’s nephew should have moved his family,
leaving Millie to the peace of her own house. But then, the penthouse only had three bedrooms.
Three bedrooms plus three bathrooms and a small den.

Ben paused. Could this be the answer to his problem about Kyle not having aroom of his
own? Three bathrooms for just the two of them might be a bit much, but it was more space and
still in the same building so he was close to work. Maybe it would take him five seconds morein
the elevator, that’s all. Ben continued to read the description. This suite came with a wrap-around
balcony, each eight feet by ten feet long on two sides of the condo. A concrete balcony wasn’t
guite the same as a backyard for akid to play in but at least it would offer some fresh air without
having to go outside the building.

Ben did some calculating, something accountants were good at, naturally. He’d bought
his condo when prices were in aslump and things had risen considerably. Judging by others for
sale in the building, he could get almost double what he’d paid for it. And, thanks to his fanatic
work hours and hoarding of money, pre-knowing about Kyle, the condo was well on its way to
being paid off. Putting in double the required payment every month paid off. Actually,
considering what he paid into his mortgage, he could just about swing the penthouse rent. And
that would give him afew months to figure out where he wanted to live.

Three bedrooms, three bathrooms. | wonder, Ben mused. The timing was right. He called
the building manager.

Ten minutes later, he and the manager shared an elevator ride to the penthouse. The
owners had aready left for Europe, putting their belongings in storage. Ben prowled the empty
place, thinking about possibilities. Yes, if he and Kyle took the two smaller bedrooms and
offered the master suite to Millie, she’d have her own bedroom/sitting room and bath. He
wondered if she might even remotely consider moving in with them, being alive-in housekeeper.
That would solve her problem of living with her nephew’s family and certainly solve Ben’s child
care problem. She’d be getting free room and board plus her present salary, in exchange of
looking after the house and Kyle.

He’d need to be careful about giving her her own space and any time off she wanted, but
it just might work. It would certainly free up more of Ben’s time to work. The den was small, but
if he organized it properly, it would be afine place to work at home, without needing to run back
to the office in the evenings. The den opened off the living room, without even a door to mar his
view of Kyle playing.



“Millie, will you come with me a minute? I’d like your opinion on something.” On the
ride up in the elevator, he told her of his frustrations over his condo being too small. While it had
been fine for one man aone, having Kyle changed things. Millie had noticed, boy had she
noticed, she said.

Ben showed her the master suite last. As she exclaimed over its spaciousness and view
on two sides and how the furniture could be arranged, Ben worked up his courage to present his
idea.

“Listen, no obligation at all. I want your honest opinion. If you don’t like the idea, we’ll
stick to our original arrangement. | just thought that it might be a solution to both our problems,
at least temporarily.”

“Okay, Mr. Wickens - Ben, get on with it.”

When he outlined his proposal, she was quiet, too quiet. Ben started to back pedal,
fearing he might lose Millie all together.

“No, you have it wrong. I can hardly imagine living in such a grand place and yes, this
seems like an answer to my prayers. Are you sure about it? This seems a hasty decision.”

“The paperwork might take a bit of time but I could put in an offer today. We’d need
furniture and I’d need to list my place, but I don’t think there will be a problem selling it. It was
a show home and I could sell it with all the original furnishings.”

“It’s a deal, then. My nephew and his family, dear as they are, will be pleased to have my
house to themselves.”

Now that Millie was fetching Kyle from school in the afternoons, Ben found that he
missed that job. It was the few extra minutes he had with his son, Ben told himself, nothing to do
with passing the time of day with Melanie. If he did enjoy seeing Melanie, it was for the tips
about managing his son that he looked forward to.

It was Friday and over a week since he’d seen his son’s teacher. It was time to probe her
for more hints. Millie was heading back to her house to have dinner with her nephew’s family
and to pick up a few more of her things. The family’s van had fold-down seats that would
transport some of the furniture Millie wanted to use in her new room in the penthouse. Ben was
heading to the school for Kyle.

He came half an hour early - not atardy father, he thought. That gave him timeto dlip
into the back of the room to watch. Watch his son, of course, not his son’s teacher. His timing
was good, giving him a chance to watch alesson in How Does Your Engine Run? ®, part of the
Alert Program®. It was always the way Melanie started off the school year. That way the kids all
used the same terminology and were on their way to learning ways to manage themselves.

Ben leaned against the back counter, after waving to Kyle, and listened. The children
were giving Melanie examples of when it was all right for their enginesto run high, like at
recess, when they should be low, like before falling asleep at night and when their engines
should be in the middle, like right now. On the white interactive board at the front of the room



was displayed a gauge that resembled a car speedometer. Kids pointed to various places on the
gauge to show where they felt their engines were right now.

Then the discussion changed to things the kids could do to alter their engine speeds. They
gave a number of examples, many of the children pointing to things they used in the classroom,
like the different seating options and the weighted products. One kid talked about Theraband™,
something new to Ben. He watched as the little boy said, “See?”” and demonstrated with his feet.
Attached to the front legs of histable was a stretchy band. The student put his feet on it and
pushed back and forth. Well, if he seemed to think it worked for him, at least it was a quiet
activity that wouldn’t bother anyone, Ben thought.

Jordan, the child who had given Ben the Hokki™ to sit on that first day of school kept
watching Ben. His steady gaze made Ben squirm. He hated to think that he wasn’t comfortable
with people in wheelchairs and likely that wasn’t it. The kid just kept staring.

Jordan called out, “Ms. Nicols, Kyle’s dad is wiggling too much. His engine is running
high and he needs to do something about it.” All eyes turned to regard him, making Ben fidget
even more. Melanie grinned at him, enjoying his discomfiture.

Lori weighed in. “What would you suggest he try?”

Answers popped up from all around the room. “Eat something crunchy. Sip water
through a straw. Chew gum. Sit on a ball. Sit on a wiggly cushion. Use a lap weight.”

Melanie looked at Ben. “So, you’ve heard the suggestions. Which do you think might
work for you?”

“Would running out the door work?” he asked.

The kids giggled. Kyle got up and dragged over Melanie’s Hokki™ stool. Jordan said, “It
worked for him before.”

Ben planted himself on the wobbly stool and tried to find his balance. He so did not want
to fall on hisbutt in front of Melanie and Lori and all these little kids who were expertly perched
on al kinds of contraptions. He got the hang of it, continuing to wiggle, just alittle.

“Feel better?” Melanie asked.

Ben gave her a sardonic look of thanks. In afew minutes, actually, he did feel better.

As the kids filed past their teacher, each pausing for their, “hug, high five or handshake”,
Ben waited just outside the door. He wanted to talk to Melanie before taking Kyle home. He
looked up to find Lori watching him, amusement on her face. He looked away quickly. What did
she know? A father would do a lot for his son, wouldn’t he and it certainly didn’t hurt that the
source of his advice was not bad on the eyes.

But asthelast child left the room, Melanie hustled off down the corridor. He called after
her and she gave the one minute signal with her hand, but kept going. Ben and Kyle stepped back
into the room, Kyle heading for the beanbag chair and bookshelf area.

“She’ll be back soon,” Lori told him, “She has a lot to battle right now.”

“What do you mean?”



“You haven’t heard the controversy? About how some parents are trying to shut this
classroom down?”

“Why would anyone do that? Even I can tell that the kids are happy here and progressing.
Just look at Kyle. She’s a fantastic teacher. Why would anyone want her fired and what can I do
about it?”

“It’s not Melanie they're trying to get rid of, but this classroom. It’s the whole integration
concept they don’t like.”

Ben looked blank.

“Look,” Lori continued. “Haven’t you noticed how small this room is, how there aren’t
very many kidsin it? Most kindergarten classes would have half a dozen more kids. And most
schools would have a class for typical students then another room for only those with special
needs.”

“Like Jordan?”” Ben asked about the most easily identifiable child.

“Kids like Jordan and like Kyle,” Lori corrected. “In this room we have eight kids with
special needs and eight typical kids. Plus me, the educational assistant.”

“Eight kids with special needs. Which ones are they?”

“Hah! The point exactly. You can’t tell. That’s the point of integration and from students
learning together. Life is not a segregated affair, they’re all going to have to learn to live together
and learn from each other.

“But some parents don’t see it that way. They fear that the special needs kids will take up
so much of the teacher’s time that their precious baby won’t receive enough attention and
progress at the proper rate. | could tell them that their kids are going to end up further ahead than
those who are in a straight K room.”

“K?” Ben asked.

Lori smiled. “Kindergarten. Sorry — school lingo.” She continued. “The other issue is
money, of course. The parents' group complain that this program is too expensive, having two
adults in the room for just sixteen students. But they’re getting a bargain. My salary is half of
what they pay a teacher. If this room wasn’t here, they’d still be paying Mel to teach the Special
Ed class. I’d be out of a job, or at least this job, but they’d probably end up putting me in the
room the eight typical kids get moved to because thirty K kids all together istoo much for one
teacher to manage. So, there would be no money savings, just one crowded classroom and one
half empty one.”

“So what’s Melanie doing about it?”

“She’s meeting with the principal right now. Dr. Hitkin supports this room and she’s a
staunch supporter of Mel, but this goes farther than her power. Parents have gone to the school
board and there’s a meeting tomorrow night.”

“What happens if things don’t go the way you want?”

“Then come Monday or at least the following Monday, this classroom will look very
different. It might have just the eight special needs kidsin it and the other students will be



dispersed into the other classroom. That would make that room overcrowded and the parents’
precious children would get even less attention than they fear they’re receiving now.”

“What can I do?”

“Well, if you really want to help, show up here tomorrow night at half past seven, in the
gym. Just the moral support of parents coming out will help Mel, even if things don’t go the way
she’s fighting for.”

A young man came to the door of the classroom. Ben moved aside and the man drew
Lori, the EA, toward the back of the room. Something about the guy made Ben take another
look, but Lori smiled as the guy kissed her cheek lightly, so Ben withdrew, giving them some
privacy.

Severa minutes later, he poked his head in again, hearing raised voices. After al, hisson
was still in the room. He didn’t like the look on Lori’s face; her usual, open grin was missing
along with her confidence. The guy had a grip on her arm. As Ben watched, Lori pulled back but
didn’t get far as the guy tightened his hold on her. He heard Lori tell the guy to leave her alone;
she didn’t want to go with him tonight.

That was enough for Ben. He was about the guy’s height, but had twenty pounds and ten
years on him. It might not be his business but he could not stand to see Lori intimidated by this
dude.

“I heard the lady tell you to leave her alone. Step back, please,” Ben said.

The guy looked him up and down but didn’t loosen his grip on Lori’s arm. “Who are
you?” he asked.

“A friend.” He put threat into the words. “Now, step back and let her go.”

“Ben, please, it’s all right,” said Lori, although her eyes didn’t tell him to go away. Ben
stood his ground. “I told you to let her go,” he reminded the man.

The guy eyed the two of them, weighing his options. He released her arm, giving it a
shake. He retreated with, “I’ll see you later.”

Ben asked Lori, “Is that all right? Do you want to see him later?”

“It’s all right. We used to see each other but I’ve been kind of backing off lately and he
isn’t taking it that well.”

“He looks like someone you might want to be careful of. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, thanks. You know, we weren’t sure at first, but Mel’s right. You are a nice guy.”
Before Ben could ask what she meant by that, she was gone. Had Ml actually said he was a nice

quy?

Melanie returned to the classroom, walking too fast. Lost was the relaxed air she had
around the children. She stopped short, surprised to see Ben till there. Was he that forgettable,
he wondered? Apparently so. The look on her face worried him. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“I am, or I will be. It’s just that some people are so short-sighted. What we’re doing here
is good and it’s right. All the kids are benefitting.”



“You don’t have to sell me.”

Melanie looked at him skeptically. “I thought you didn’t want your son in a classroom
with those kids?”

Ben sheepishly remembered the things he had said that first day. Well, when you’re
wrong, you’'re wrong. So, he said, “I was wrong. I didn’t know. Kyle is exactly where he should
be and he’s already doing so much better. I’'m doing so much better. Thanks to your help and
your ideas, my son and I are all right. I gotta tell you, those first few days I didn’t know if we
were going to make it.”

Melanie relaxed and smiled at him. “You would have been all right. I didn’t know about
you at first, and wondered if you were the sticking around kind. It’s not easy to raise a child with
an autism spectrum disorder and some parents bolt or fold under the pressures.”

Ben looked offended that she would think he’d be like that. Then he remembered that
that’s exactly what Kyle’s mother had done. Well, Kyle was his for good now and nothing could
pry them apart. Ever.

Watching the expressions flit across Ben’s face, Melanie had the impression that this guy
really was a keeper. For Kyle, of course, she meant.

“That brings me to why we’re still here. You’ve already helped me so much with Kyle
and I appreciate the time you’ve taken. But I’'m going to ask another favor of you, if you have
the time. I know this is a lot to ask but I don’t know who else to turn to.” He hesitated.

“Go on.”

“Look, the place we’re living in is awful. It’s not actually an awful place and it wasn’t for
a bachelor who’s hardly ever at home. But for a child it’s just not right. We’re living in a two
bedroom condo, but the second bedroom is my office. Kyle’s sleeping on a fold-out couch in that
office. The room’s small and already full with book shelves, a desk and the couch. There’s no
room for Kyle’s things, he’s living out of a suitcase and there’s no room for him to play.”

He had her full attention, so went on. “The living room looked okay to me, prior to being
a father. The furniture is all white leather. There’s a white carpet and in the center of the carpet is
this glass monstrosity of a coffee table, perched on some kind of sculpted base. The glassis
about a half inch thick with pointed corners. I’ve cracked my shins on them a number of times
but I'm worried Kyle will knock his head on one. When he plays on the floor, his head is close to
those corners.”

Okay, he was babbling. Get to the point. “So, I’'m going to sell the condo. We’re moving
into the top floor condo in my building. It has three bathrooms, three bedrooms and a small den
off the living room. Millie, the woman who used to cook and clean for me twice aweek has
agreed to move in with us to help with Kyle. She’ll have the master suite and space of her own.
She’s a widow with her own house, but her nephew and his family moved in with her for six
months and she’s finding it crowded.”

Thiswas way, way too much information. Something about this woman made him
nervous. “So. I’'m going to sell my condo as is, with all the furnishings. It was a show suite that
some big deal decorator did up. But the new place is empty. I need furniture and I need it fast.”



He looked appealingly at her, hoping she’d sifted through all this and figure out what he
was asking. Obviously not, because she just looked at him. Try once more. Why was this so
hard? She’d either say yes or no and what did it matter? It’s not like he was asking her on a date.

Onelast try. “Will you help us?”

“Help you what?”

God, she must think he was an idiot. “Help us furnish the place. I have no idea what a kid
needs and you seem to know so much about kidsin general and Kyle especialy. | want a home
that’s comfortable for a child, not some designer show piece that even I’m not comfortable
with.” He tried to grin. “Please?”

She grinned back. “When?”

When? It was that easy? Why did it take him a huge monologue when all it would have
taken was one sentence? “Tomorrow.” He hastily added, “If that’s all right with you. I thought
we could go shopping and have lunch or something. To pay you back for helping us, of course.”

“Sure.” They grinned at each other until Kyle’s weight leaned against Ben’s leg. He was
tired of waiting.



CHAPTER 10

K yle and Ben were in the park near where they’d agreed to meet Melanie the next

morning, indulging in some more |eaf-jumping, leaf-throwing while they waited. Across the way
they spotted Melanie, sitting on a bench overlooking the pond, her back turned to them.

He had an idea. Signalling to Kyle to keep quiet, he grabbed an armful of leaves,
gesturing for Kyle to do the same. Then he pantomimed tiptoeing and the two Wickens men
advanced stealthily towards the unsuspecting woman. When they were close enough they each
let out whoops and threw their leaves over Melanie’s head. Too late, Ben at the last minute
remembered that women didn’t like getting their hair messed up and Melanie might be mad at
them. What if she hated having bits of dirt and crawly things on her head? What if she refused to
go shopping with them? What if she refused to hang out with them ever again?

Melanie turned around, looking at one then the other of them. Then she grabbed her own
handful of leaves and tore off after Kyle, mashing leaves al over hishead. They fell to the
ground laughing together. Then Mel whispered to Kyle and they both turned to look at Ben. He
backed up with both arms outstretched as they advanced on him. Not paying attention to where
he was going, the back of his knees hit the bench and he sat down, hard. Instantly, Melanie was
on him from behind, holding his shoulders down as Kyle threw leaves al over him, all over al of
them.

Well, at least she didn’t seem mad.



Brushing themselves off, they headed back toward Ben’s condo, so Melanie could take a
look at the space they were going to furnish. Kyle walked between them, reaching for each of
their hands. Ben glanced over to seeif Melanie minded, but she was relaxed, probably far more
relaxed about holding the hand of a child than he was. Every so many steps, both he and Melanie
would raise their hands, giving Kyle aswing in the air. Unlike the time Ben had raised him
toward the ceiling, Kyle liked thisride.

No, Melanie wasn’t mad. She even seemed to be having fun with them. Like afamily.
Now, where did that thought come from?

As they entered the lobby, Kyle led the way to the stairs. Ben tensed. He’d totally
forgotten.

Thefirst time hetried to get Kyleinto the elevator, it had been fine until the car started to
move. Kyle totally freaked. Totally. Ben had been unprepared and even if it happened again
now, he’d have no idea how to cope. He had solved the problem by forsaking the elevator for the
stairs from then on. Or, at least whenever Kyle was with him. Climbing three flights of stairs
would keep him in better shape anyway. Right? And athough it might seem like alot of stepsto
an adult, afive year old seemed to handle them no problem.

But what now? The penthouse was on the fifteenth floor. There was no way they were
going to trudge up all those stairs. Ben looked helplessly at Melanie, fresh out of ideas. He seated
Kyle in a lobby chair and pulled Melanie to the side to explain the problem and how he’d gotten
around it so far by taking the stairs. Melanie threw him adisapproving look, asif thiswas his
fault. Well, what was he supposed to do? And how were they going to get Kyle to the penthouse
now? He had not thought about that at all when he signed the papers to |ease the new condo or
when he’d signed to put his present condo on the market. What had he done to them now?

“Do you have any paper? A pen?” Melanie asked?

“What?” Ben didn’t understand.

“Pen? Paper? You know that stuff we use to write?”

Ben sighed. He reached in his pocket and gave her his pen and a small notebook.

“Huh. Moleskin. Nice,” she said.

Quickly Melanie sketched out stick figure drawings of the three of them standing close
together in a little box. She drew an arrow pointing up. “I’m making Kyle a social story,” she
told Ben. Thisdid not seem like a socia moment to him, but whatever. She did seem to know
how to handle Kyle.

She explained to Kyle what an elevator did and gave him far more details about the
pulleys and operating systems than Ben thought any small child should have to hear. He was
surprised that Kyle listened intently. She then showed him her drawing and hurriedly made
another one.

“Kyle, today you have a choice. Today, you have a choice. You can ride in the elevator
two ways. Remember in class when we read that book about the monkeys and how the baby
monkey clung to its mother?”



Kylelooked at her unblinkingly. Melanie seemed to think he was following her.

“You have a choice. You can ride in the elevator standing between your daddy and me,
holding our hands. Or you can ride hanging on to the front of your dad, just the way the little
monkey did to its parent. And, any time during the ride you can change your mind and ride
standing or with the tight hug.

“Then when we get out of the elevator we’re going to see the new condo. We’ll measure
it to see how big the stuff we buy should be. I will need your help holding the tape measure.”

She stood, took his hand and led him to the elevator door. He tensed and started to pull
away. She shoved the picture she’d drawn in front of his face and repeated her story, pointing out
Kyle, Ben and herself in her drawing. Having averted crisis number one, she engaged Kyle’s
attention with the elevator buttons. She had him push the up button.

“Now watch it. Watch closely and you’ll see it change color. When the color changes
we’ll hear this little ding sound. Right after that the doors will open and we’ll get in. Once inside,
we turn around and will see more buttons. I’1l tell you which one to push. Now watch that button
closdly, please and tell us when it changes color.”

Through her machinations, they actually got inside the elevator. She instructed Kyle
about which button to push; Ben had to lift him up to reach the P for penthouse. They were fine
even when the doors closed, but not when the elevator started moving. Kyle tensed and put back
his head to howl.

Melanie got on her knees, so her face was level with Kyle’s and placed her hands firmly
on Kyle’s shoulders, pressing down. His eyes were wide with fright. “Kyle, Kyle,” she said.
“What is your choice - standing with us or monkey ride?”

Kyle couldn’t seem to form any words. Melanie repeated the choices. Kyle turned to his
dad and raised his arms. Ben reached down, and enfolding the little boy in his arms, stood.
Melanie arranged Kyle’s legs around Ben’s waist and his little arms around Ben’s neck. Kyle’s
face was buried between Ben’s chin and collar bone. Breathing was a problem for Ben, part from
the squeeze of Kyle’s arms, part from being overcome with emotion himself. His son was
terrified, yet trusting Ben to protect him. What a responsibility. What an honor. Over Kyle’s
head, Ben’s eyes met Melinda’s. “Thank you,” he mouthed.

Melanie inspected what seemed like every visible inch of the condo, approving of Millie
having the master suite and taking measurements of the living room, den and Kyle’s room. Ben’s
room he could do himself, she told him. It needed his personal touch. What would she say if he
told her he’d like her personal touch in that room? Banish that thought, he told himself.

What Kyle ended up with was not what Ben had imagined. The pieces Melanie chose
were of good quality, sturdy but not overly pricey. She bypassed the bright-colored shiny pieces,
saying that Ben wanted Kyle’s bedroom to be a quiet retreat, a place conducive to relaxing and
sleep. But there were fun pieces and plenty of placesto hide. His bed looked like a circus tent,
albeit ataupe big top. No gaudy colors. The bed section was reached by scaling steps at the end -



nothing like the ladders from bunk beds of Ben’s childhood, but these ones were an actual set of
stairs running along the end of the structure. There were handrails and the steps were enclosed on
the sides so Kyle wouldn’t fall off. As a bonus, each step was a storage box with a pull-out
drawer. Nice touch. The top bunk was draped with a circus high top curtain. Melanie insisted
that Ben climb atop with Kyle. When he protested that it might not bear hisweight, Mel said
then they’d better find out now before they bought it. Gingerly Ben climbed the stairs and stretch
out on the bed, testing its solidity before allowing Kyle to join him. Once inside, it felt cozy like
they werein atent. There was a clear window so Kyle could look out and the drapes could be
pulled back if he didn’t want them.

Under the bed was awalk-in areathat contained a child-sized desk, chair, lamp, book
shelves and storage areas. Again, this area had curtains that could be opened or closed,
depending on the child’s mood. And, best of all, the side of one curtain had aflap that could be
opened if they wanted to put on an old-fashioned puppet show.

The closet would have built-ins with an adjustable hanging rod at Kyle’s height now that
could be raised as he grew. Instead of achest of drawers, clear pull-out bins would hold the rest
of his clothes, clear so Kyle could see what was in each container.

For reading and lounging, Melanie selected an adult sized bean bag couch, big enough for
two cuddly adults, an adult and alittle boy or several children. Melanie chose storage bins, all
again in that same taupe color that would hold Kyle’s blocks and puzzles and toys. There were
similar onesin bright oranges and reds and greens but Melanie vetoed them in favor of dull
colors that didn’t stand out. “Trust me,” she said, “You’ll thank me later.” Ben certainly did have
alot to thank her for.

The living room ended up with leather again, but not white. These were butter soft brown
couches that invited you to sink in and cuddle up. A flick of the levers at either end of the couch
turned that seat into arecliner with foot rest. Ah, what a way to watch the game.

There would be a coffee table, yes, but no more glass with sharp edges and nothing
precariously balanced on abase. Solid wood with rounded corners and inset tile on the top.
Easier to maintain than wood when small children spill their milk and juice, Melanie explained.

Ben’s stereo equipment would have a safe home with components that Kyle would use
easily within hisreach. There was no point in putting them higher because Kyle would just climb
to reach them. He was going to use them anyway and had already shown his proficiency.

Therest of the condo furniture came together quickly. The den was furnished as a work
space for Ben, yet with space for Kyle. Mel explained that since Ben would likely be spending a
lot of timein there, Kyle would want to be with him and Kyle would want to mimic his dad. So
there was a big desk and a child-sized desk. There were storage shelves for Ben’s books and
shelves for Kyle’s books. Ben had a matching filing cabinet and Kyle had a not-quite-so-
matching storage cabinet with pull-out binsinstead of drawers.

This place was going to have such a different feel than his present condo. It would feel
like ahome, something that was currently missing. Ben hadn’t really noticed before since he
spent little time at home anyway and even less time thinking about his surroundings. In fact, he



gave o little thought to decorating that when it had come time to furnish his offices, he hired the
same decorator that had done his apartment. He did this not because he was particularly
enamored with her style, but because she was the only decorator he’d heard of and her business
card happened to be posted in the lobby.

Much as Ben thought he hated shopping, this had been fun. They’d actually played in the
stores, bounced their butts on countless sofas and pretended they were sitting on the couch eating
pizza and watching TV. Cheese pizza only Ben had remembered, earning him agrin from Kyle
and a head on his arm. Ben hid his face hoping no one would see just how much this gesture
from Kyle meant to him. Melanie saw, though, but didn’t comment. She kept her thoughts to
herself, grateful that no one knew how watching Ben with his son affected her.

Lunch had been gyros at amall food court. Glorious, messy gyros they enjoyed, Kyle
especialy getting as much on him asin him. The adults did not escape the sauce and Melanie
reached with a napkin to wipe some off Ben’s cheek, before drawing back embarrassed. He said,
“No, go ahead. I can’t see it there.” She continued, not meeting his eyes, his not leaving hers.
She made a show of cleaning up their tray and saying they needed to get going if Kyle didn’t
want to end up sleeping on the floor.

At one point Ben had become so used to Kyle holding each of their hands that he
automatically reached for a hand when they left the store. To his surprise the hand enfolded in
his own was Melanie’s. Kyle appeared on his other side and took his hand, grinning at both of
them. Ben grew red and started to apologize. Melanie squeezed his hand but didn’t withdraw.
She didn’t meet his eyes but left her hand there. Ben didn’t know how the day could get better.
His son’s teacher was really something. A good sport, smart and practical. And beautiful. The
kind of woman a guy could get used to.

He stole aglance at her. What was she thinking? Was she just doing her duty for one of
her students, one of her more needy students, considering what a dud his father was? Of course
that’s what it was. This woman was a true teacher, dedicated to her profession and to the kidsin
her charge. Look how she’d lit into him each time he screwed up with Kyle. Yes, she was doing
this for Kyle since the poor kid had such a clueless dad.

Melanie herself wondered what in the world she was doing. She had afirm policy to keep
her professional life and personal life separate. She never dated anyone she worked with. And,
she most definitely never dated the parent of one of her students. That would be unprofessional.
She could not recall any school board policy against it or anything in the teaching code of ethics,
but certainly it just made sense.

Plus, this meant nothing to Ben, she was sure. He had asked for her help because he
didn’t know where else to go. Obviously he could not rely on the decorator who had furnished
his sterile, impractical condo. She shuddered, remembering how it had looked. Definitely not the
environment for ayoung child or anyone for that matter who wanted to be comfortable.

Y es, Ben had been right to ask for her help. She knew Kyle and she knew kids and she
knew autism. That combo was what he needed. That’s all this was. She should not delude herself
into thinking there was any more to it than that. Sure they’d had fun. Why not? Why make



shopping drudgery. Yes, they’d had fun in the park. Why not? Didn’t even harried businessmen
need a chance to unwind and play sometimes? That’s all there was to it. He’d been playing with
his son and she just happened to be nearby. The whole day felt so good just because she’d been
under stress with this whole school board thing. That’s all there was to it.

The plan was for Ben and Kyle to drop Melanie off at her home so she could get ready
for the school board meeting that evening. But the adults had not counted on one little boy and
one big dog. Max was waiting for them when the car drove up and he was wild with excitement
to get at Kyle. Kyle was just as anxious to get out and romp with Max. So, Melanie and Ben
ended up sipping glasses of wine on the back deck while boy and dog raced up and down the
enclosed yard, indulging in a game with rules that were amystery to all but the two of them.

The sun was losing ground on the horizon. The leaves were tinged with autumn colors.
The two lounging in the chairs were mostly quiet. But, it was a good quiet, the kind where
companions didn’t need to fill the space in order to be comfortable and content in each other’s
presence. Ben didn’t know when he last felt this relaxed. Well, yes he did - the last time he and
Kyle were here at Melanie’s. In fact, he’d felt so relaxed that time that he’d acted like a jack ass
and fallen asleep on her. Smooth move, dude.

He asked her, “Have you forgiven me for passing out in this chair last week?”

She laughed at him. “You looked cute while you slept.”

Hmm. Was that how he wanted her to remember him? Cute? What about handsome or
manly or even hot? Cute was a long way from any of those adjectives. He’d need to work on his
approach some more.

What was he thinking? Work on it? Why? Did he actually care what she thought of him?
Well, of course he did. She was his son’s teacher and they’d become friends of sorts. Did it
matter that all she thought of him was that he looked cute sleeping and he was Kyle’s dad? Yes,
it did, it certainly did seem to matter.

“What?” Melanie asked. “Why are you looking at me like that, like you’re sizing me
up?”

“I’m thinking about what you said and I’m not sure I’m happy with you thinking I'm
cute.”

Melanie was embarrassed. “It’s just a figure of speech. I didn’t mean anything by it. 'm
not coming on to you or anything.”

“Why not?”

“Why not what?”

“Why aren’t you coming on to me?”

“Jeez, Wickens, what are you talking about? We had a nice afternoon. Let’s just relax and
not spoil it.”

Ben continued to watch her. “Would doing anything more spoil it? Or could it make it
even better?”



“This is not the time or place. Kyle’s watching.” As she said those words, Kyle and Max
raced around the side of the house. They could hear his squeals and laughter from the front yard
now. “Thanks, kid,” Melanie muttered.

Ben grinned. “I don’t see you running away after him.” He leaned towards her. She didn’t
move. Ben took Melanie’s wine glass and placed it on the floor between them, along with his
own. “I think we’ll hear those two coming before we see them.” He leaned closer, giving her
time to pull away if she chose to do so. She didn’t. In fact, she seemed frozen in place, staring at
him. His hand reached behind her head, caressing the back of her neck, while looking into her
eyes. Still, she didn’t move. Ben put pressure on her neck, drawing her head closer. He lowered
his own head then closed his eyes as his lips met hers.

Oh, thought Melanie. Oh. Thiswas better than she had imagined and yes, she had
imagined what this would be like if it ever happened. His lips were warm, his cheeks slightly
chilled from the air, the taste of the Riesling on his tongue.

Wait! This wasn’t right. She was a teacher with ethics and principles to uphold and this
was the father of a student. She couldn’t do this.

“Melanie?”

“Y-y-es,” she stammered.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Think. Don’t think. Just quit it.” And he went back to kissing her. Melanie, never one to
take orders willingly, obeyed. And enjoyed.



CHAPTER 11

Ben was early. Ellie was staying with Kyle and he had wanted to make sure he got a

seat with agood view of Melanie.

He was certainly not into these kinds of meetings, or meetings in general that weren’t
absolutely needed for his business. He had almost not come, thinking it wasn’t a big deal. When
he’d said as much, Melanie had looked at him like he’d lost his mind.

She’d said that if it did not go the way she wanted, come Monday, Kyle’s school world
would look different. The classmates he’d come to know would be gone, or at least half of them.
Lori would be gone. Mel would be there, hopefully, although even that was not a foregone
conclusion. She might be sent elsewhere and a new teacher would take her place. Other specid
needs kids from around the district might be imported into the room. Maybe their exact room
would shift and the remaining kids would be put elsewhere in the school or even in the district.
Life as Kyle knew it would most definitely change.

The gym was not full but there were certainly more people there than Ben anti cipated.
He’d thought since there were sixteen kids in the room, maybe thirty parents would come, tops,
then a couple school board people, the principal and Melanie. Instead there had to be at |east four
times that many people. The buzz of conversation was electric. Maybe this wouldn’t be quite the
boring Parent Teacher Association meeting he’d thought it would be.

In arow of chairs along the front were a handful of men and women in suits, board
members he assumed, plus Dr. Hitkin the principal and Mel. Actually, the description that came
to mind first was hisMel. A day ago he would have knocked that thought out of his head fast,



before it had time to take root. But today, considering the afternoon they’d spent together,
maybe, just maybe, it was not so wrong to let his thoughts drift in that direction.

Ben had always assumed he’d have a wife and family one day. Even the white picket
fence bit didn’t scare him off. But all that seemed so far away, a one day dream. It might have
moved closer toward that dream if the right person had come aong, but that had never happened.
Hell, what chance was there of meeting someone when all he did was work twenty-four seven?
Nabh, his work wasn’t to blame. That was his choice and he liked it, the challenge, the drive, the
hours and the feeling of success.

Then Kyle had burst into hislife. Well, he had part of the dream now, just not in the order
he’d thought and not in the manner he’d wanted. A planful person, Ben liked to be in control. He
thought things out, made a plan, took charge and followed the path he’d laid out. It worked,
always had for him. Then, Kyle. Nothing about Kyle was planned. Well, perhaps his conception
was planned by Deanna, but not by Ben.

Ben was not in control with Kyle. In fact, the little man had blown into his life and taken
over control. Did that mean he was a chip off the ol’ block? Ben smiled to himself. The kid
certainly did have awill of his own. No, Ben was not in control but that feeling was not as scary
as it was amonth ago. Although he knew that as the parent, he had to ultimately make the rules,
his household was evolving into more of a shared power place where it was not all about Ben
anymore, but life flowed around a pint-sized person. And, that was not so bad, he was
discovering.

Mel was alady who also liked to be in control; that was evident in her classroom. His
original opinion of her had been wrong. The opinion had been honestly earned, the way she had
glared at him at first and told him off each time he screwed up. He had deserved some of that,
maybe more than just some. What he had seen as just bitchiness had really been her fierce
protectiveness of the children in her charge. She truly cared and not just about their progress as
students in her class, but cared about them as people and how they’d get along after they finished
their year with her.

She cared. That was one of the first things you noticed about her. She even cared enough
about Kyle and how he’d settle into his new life with his stranger father, that she’d offer
assistance from how to run their home to how to furnish it. She really did go over and beyond
what any teacher should have to do.

That was why she’d agree to go shopping with them, wasn’t it? Or could there be
anything more? Did she do thisfor all her students? Doubtful. But then, most kids wouldn’t have
such clueless parents.

Ben detested shopping - aways had, aways would. But, today had been fun. Rather than
impatience with the waiting and the crowds and the time it took, he’d had fun. Honest fun. Why?
It’s not like children’s furniture stores were exciting places to be, nor was a mall his idea of a
hang-out place on a Saturday afternoon. But, the company had been good - great, in fact.
Spending time with Kyle and Mel, what more could a guy ask for?



The meeting was called to order, just in time. His thoughts were heading in a strange
direction best left uninvestigated.

Listening, Ben learned that Kyle’s classroom was not usual - it was an experiment, the
brain-child of master teacher, Melanie Nicols. It was her belief that students with special needs
learned best in the company of their age peers, not in secluded classrooms without typical role
models. On top of this, she aso believed that typical students would aso benefit from being with
their counterparts who had extra challenges.

She said that while in our grandparents’ generation, different may have been seen as
wrong or needing to be hidden away, society has changed. Not only are we multi-cultural, but
multi-ability. People with physical and intellectual handicaps are living and working with us.
Kids with special needs who spend their entire school life in segregated classes will be less
equipped to manage in the adult world. Typica kids who have grown up rubbing shoulders with
those who have more challenges will be comfortable with differences. They will have learned to
lend a helping hand when needed. Even more importantly, they will have learned to see past
what lies on the surface and see the abilities that may be less obvious.

As the meeting progressed, research citing the benefits of integration for all students was
explained and written copies were ready for anyone who wanted in-depth reading.

One father stood and asked just how much this experiment was costing them.

Dr. Hitkin, responsible for budget matters, talked about the economics. It was a given that
all children deserved and must be provided with an education. That included all the children of
the adults in this meeting, whether the child had a specia need or not. It was the law. All these
students would receive afree, public education.

In a school that had a segregated classroom, there would be a teacher, an educational
assistant and a small number of special needs children. The number was set by state law; the
adult/pupil ratio was small. For example, in Madson School, there would be a teacher such as
Ms. Nicols, and an educational assistant with eight children.

The other eight students currently in Ms. Nicols room would have been with the other
kindergarten class, bringing their total number to thirty-two - alot of little onesin one room.

Being well aware of these numbers and having spent her Masters of Education work
studying service delivery models, Ms. Nicols proposed combining classes. In addition to the
eight special needs kids assigned to her room, she offered to take an additional eight students.
There would still only be atotal of sixteen children, far less than the anticipated thirty-two. This
would also bring the numbers in the other classroom down to just twenty-four. The cost was still
the same to outfit the two rooms and pay the salaries.

The benefit was to the students in the smaller classroom - al the students. Teachers like
Ms. Nicols go through the traditional training common to any educator. But on top of this, Ms.
Nicols had a specialization in exceptionalities. Her studies included disabilities of all sorts, on
top of master teaching techniques, the kinds that benefit all children. Her training looked at
methods of assessing an individual child’s strengths and challenges. And, make no mistake; all



children had strengths and challenges, just as did every adult in this room. Ms. Nicols was
especially suited to looking at each child as an individual, designing and providing
individualized programs to move each child along as far as possible. In her arsenal were far more
than the usual range of teaching methods. These were extra sets of skills possessed only those
taking advanced training in exceptionalities. All the children in her room this year benefited from
her individualized approach.

Dr. Hitkin pointed out that no two of uslearn alike. We all have strengths and
weaknesses, ways that appeal to us and approaches that cause us struggles. Ms. Nicols took each
of these facets into account and designed lessons tailored to the way your child learns best, and at
the same time exposing them to other ways. While we have many talented teachersin our
building, none has as much training as the teacher nurturing your children right now.

Some parentsinitially opposed to this classroom and wanting it shut down, became
quieter. Still others adamantly demanded changes for their kids. They worried that their children
were not receiving the attention they deserved. They worried that the curriculum would be
watered down to alevel far below their child’s skill level. They worried that the kids with special
needs would demand all the teacher’s time and attention. What would happen to their kids in the
next grade if they had not covered the kindergarten program?

To address this concern, test scores were projected on the screen. While names were
removed, the audience could see where students were in September in the basic areas covered by
the tests. Then overlaid on top of this were the mid-year scores. Everyone could see that every
child had progressed. For some, the progress was slight; others had moved leaps and bounds. The
lines were rarely even. Each child seemed to be moving at their own pace, some gaining half a
year or more in the two months, others gaining the expected two months while afew moved only
a couple weeks’ worth.

Despite this evidence of progress, some nay-sayers still muttered.

Ben was not a public speaker, far from it. Although he’d make his opinions known in a
meeting when warranted, his preference was to gather behind closed doors with his subordinates,
debate and hone their collective thoughts, then let his staff present the consensus at client
meetings. He’d found it worked well, built their confidence and skills and it certainly did his firm
no harm to have him remain in the background unless needed.

But, this was different. He’d had no closed door meeting to prep ahead of time. And the
way this gathering was going, things would go downhill for Kyle, for Melanie and for the other
kids. Not only for the sake of his son, but for the other kids in the class, Ben felt he must offer
his two cents to the discussion. He rose.

“At the beginning of the year, | shared many of your opinions. I took one look at the
classroom they were putting my son in and said that | didn’t want him in with those kids.”
People turned to look at Ben, a couple applauded. Dr. Hitkin frowned at him; Melanie glared.



He continued, “I was put off by the mixture of students in the room. I didn’t even notice
the low number; | was so out of touch with school systems that I didn’t even know it was
unusual to have just sixteen kids in a kindergarten room. | thought the economy had hit this
school hard because kids didn’t even get their own desks - they had to share tables. And, |
thought the school couldn’t afford proper chairs because the kids were perched on all sorts of
things like one-legged stools, wobbly plastic stools, balls, cushions - al strange things to my
eyes.

“The first time I observed, this kid - alittle kid in awheelchair kept staring at me. It made
me uncomfortable, and | guess | was restless. The kid finally told the teacher that the man in the
back was squirmy and needed a Hokki™, whatever that was. The teacher said, ‘Good idea’. |
ignored him. Then there’s the sound of an electric motor and the kid somehow propels himself to
this larger plastic stool that’s tilted to one side. This little kid leans way out of his wheelchair to
grasp the stool in his arms because he didn’t seem able to lift with his hands. No one helped him.
| thought that here’s this poor little handicapped boy struggling and no one helps him. The kid
got the stool onto his lap and wheeled it over to me. He made it obvious he wanted me to sit on
it. I did. You know, the kid was right. | did need that crooked, wobbly stool. When | sat on it, |
was less restless and my attention focused on what was going on at the front of the room. The kid
watched me afew minutes then returned to the lesson. The othersjust carried on asiif al thiswas
normal. I didn’t even thank the kid, something | still regret.

“That’s the way this classroom operates. They observe each other and help each other.
All of their contributions are considered and appreciated. They all have something to offer.

“I watched another lesson, one the kids call “How Does Your Engine Run™” from the
Alert Program®. The language and concepts the students used were far more sophisticated than
I’d dreamed of from five year olds. They were talking about keeping their engines or their
attention at just the right level, revving high when they were out for recess, low when it wastime
for bed and in the middle when working in school. They offered each other suggestions for how
to raise or lower their engine speeds. | saw five year olds, barely more than babies, getting
things, doing things to help themselves work better. More importantly, they were not just
following the teacher’s directions, but figuring out for themselves what they needed to do and
then just doing it. Oh that some of my employees would exercise that judgment.” That brought a
laugh.

“I’m new to this world of special needs and I came with lots of preconceived notions. I
thought normal kids did stuff and other kids should do other things. | had limitsin my mind of
what certain children could or should do.

“My son has autism. I consider myself a bright enough guy, and like many of you, I have
a college education. I’'m a businessman and own an accounting firm. My son is five. We play
chess. Try as I might, I rarely win. That kid whomps my ass.” Some in the audience laughed,
others turned to look at him. Ben didn’t care.



“My ideas of what certain kids can and can’t do were wrong. I set limits. I assumed that
since my son does not talk much, he does not think much. | was wrong. | thought that because a
kid was in a wheelchair that he couldn’t think, or that he’d have nothing to offer me. I was very
wrong.

“In my company, there are certain things I look for in employees. I want self-starters. |
want people who can think independently. | want people who can work as part of ateam, who
can problem-solve, who can work their way through conflicts and present ideas. These are the
sorts of things I see happening in Ms. Nicols classroom and to a degree that blows my mind.”

“I see the beginning of these things in your children when | visit their kindergarten
classroom. The door is open and any of you would be just as free to observe.

“We live in a multi-cultural world now days. This includes multi-abilities, as Dr. Hitkin
said. Even more than we do, your children will need to understand and get along with al sorts of
people.

“What do we want from a school? I think that we want our kids to become educated and
to have the skills to find ajob afterwards. These are the things our kids are learning in Ms.
Nicols’ inclusion classroom. I would not want my child anywhere else.” Ben sat down.

There was silence. And silence. Then in the far corner the sound of a clap was heard.
Then another, a second | ater, followed by another after the same wait. That lone clapper was
joined by another, and then another until much of the crowd clapped along, the pattern long since
lost. Some parents stood, and soon a standing ovation filled the room. While not al parents stood
or clapped, the critical mass tipped and the class was safe.

Ben slipped out the back door as the meeting broke up and the panel at the front
surrounded Mel.

Mel puttered in her kitchen feeling lighter than she had in months. She had not realized
just how heavily it was all weighing on her. The thought of losing her class was too hard to bear.
She’d feared that they wouldn’t understand the progress the kids had made - all the kids. They’d
become a community together, learning together, helping each other, playing together. Each and
every one had progressed. Some were farther ahead than their counterparts in the regular
kindergarten class down the hall. An integrated classroom, with the proper supports, did not hold
anyone back. It was awin-win situation.

But she and Dr. Hitkin had worried about how to get that across to the public and to the
school board. The kids had been tested up the wazoo and yes, they had the proof on paper that
the students were learning at least at the expected rate. But how to demonstrate that without
putting the audience to slegp with statistics, comparisons, graphs and test scores?

Inviting parents and board members to visit the classroom hadn’t worked. Few actually
came. Few that is, except Ben.

Ben. Help had come from an unexpected quarter. Ben had saved the day with his speech
tonight. Who wouldathunk it? she said to herself.



Boy, had she misjudged him. Her first impression had been of a dead beat dad. The mom
had gotten tired of single parenting and tried to make Ben own up to some of his responsibilities,
dumping Kyle on him for a change. She’d assumed he was the kind of guy to take no interest in
his child, to leave the hands-on child care to others.

WEell, she was right in her assumption that he knew nothing about his son. That much
certainly was obvious. He had not known his son, but as she later learned, that was through no
fault of his own. Still, could he not have made more of an effort to be involved in his son’s life?
Perhaps he was telling the truth when he said he’d stayed away at Deanna’s request so as not to
confuse Kyle with two daddies. Maybe. And, he had said he supported them financially once he
learned of Kyle’s existence.

She smiled to herself. Ben. He’d looked uncomfortable at the parent-teacher meeting,
certainly not a place he’d envisioned for himself. But when he spoke, people listened.

A part of her wanted to think that he’d stood up to defend her. That would have been
nice. But realistically, why would he bother? She was his son’s teacher and yes, she’d given him
advice about Kyle, but it wasn’t anything more than that. Couldn’t be.

So, why was she conflicted? One part of her was proud professionally that Ben had
defended her class and her teaching because she was good at what she did. He liked the changes
he’d seen in Kyle and attributed them to Mel’s teaching. He spoke so definitely and so
eloquently that he’d swayed the crowd and her room was safe. Yes, he’d done it for his son’s
sake. Surely that wasiit. It only made sense.

A small part, ateeny, tiny part, buried way down deep in her heart wanted Ben to have
donethat for her. Not for any philosophical belief, not for the sake of his son, but for her.
Because he cared and wanted to support her.

Okay, get rid of that thought.

She took her tea and snuggled back against the pillows. What kind of reading was shein
the mood for? She had a new Janet Evanovich book on her bedside and a new John Locke book
on her Kindle ereader. Hmmm.

Locke it was. There was aways some vague romantic thread running through
Evanovich’s books; less so with Locke. Any hint of romance might make her examine her own
life too closely and that would make her think of the afternoon she’d spent with Kyle and Ben.

That must be what it felt like to be afamily. Kyle was such a sweetie. She grew close to
all her students, felt like they were part her own. But it was different with Kyle; he was special.
Maybe it was because he came to her such alost soul, dumped by one parent and faced with this
second parent who was a stranger. A stranger with no idea what to do with a child. They’d
needed her. Her advice, that is.

Ben had actually listened, listened far more than she’d ever expected. He’d not only
listened, but he took her advice, trying out each approach, reporting back on how it worked, and
asking for help in refining it. On top of that, he’d researched and read on his own. When he came
with fresh questions, they were intelligent and thoughtful. He really wanted to learn and he really
wanted to help hislittle boy. It showed.



He was also not the stuffed shirt in a suit she’d first assumed. Watching him cavort in the
park with Kyle had opened her eyes. There was more to him than a stiff businessman. He took
his responsibilities to his company seriously, and he took on the responsibility of fatherhood just
as serioudly. But he was more than just serious. He knew how to have fun and play with hislittle
boy.

He knew how to have fun with her, aswell. Y es, the three of them had definitely had fun
shopping today. Ordinarily she was an in and out kind of gal when it came to shopping but
they’d dawdled and browsed and enjoyed the day. Who would have thought an uptight guy like
Ben could unbend and have fun?

Drats! Her mind had wandered back to Ben again. Enough. Relax with some chamomile
tea, find out how Donovan Creed was doing in the Locke book, and then have a good sleep. Her
class was safe and that worry, the constant need to prove herself, was over.

Although Creed’s adventures and misadventures usually held her rapt, not so much this
night. Her mind wandered to lunching with Ben and Kyle, bouncing on mattresses as they tested
out beds for Kyle, the pillow fight he’d had with his son. Yes, her thoughts were about Kyle and
Ben as she nodded off.



CHAPTER 12

EI lie gabs too much; she always was a pest. That’s the thought that went round and

round in Ben’s mind. It had been a busy week then a big day shopping plus the meeting at the
school tonight. The tension in the gymnasium had been palpable and now Ben was tired. He just
wanted to go to bed.

Kindly, Ellie had stayed with Kyle while Ben attended the meeting. She’d bathed and put
her nephew to sleep. There was silence in the condo, or at least there would be if Ellie quit
talking.

She was pestering him with questions, questions to which he had no answers. And, he
didn’t even want to think about such questions. She wanted to know about Mel, Kyle’s teacher.

It seemed that Kyle had been unusually eloquent that evening, telling Ellie about their
shopping spree, having lunch with Ms. Nicols, throwing leaves with Ms. Nicols, playing with
Max, going to Ms. Nicols’ house and on and on and on. All thisinformation had Ellie honing in
on Mel and Ben, wanting to know what was going on, what there was between them, and where
this was headed - all questions Ben could not answer.

Luckily, siblings can be blunt with one another and Ben finally told El that he was going
to bed. She was welcome to stay over or leave but he wastired and had had it for the day. Being
the little sister, one who had learned the art of self-preservation while growing up with older
brothers, Ellie knew when to pull back and regroup, waiting for another day to come at Ben
again with her probing. She decided to go home but in her parting shot, said she was leaving so
things would not be awkward if Mel came over the next morning. Ben sighed.



Sleep didn’t come as easily as he’d hoped. Ben tossed and turned. Damn his sister. Her
probing had struck a nerve and made it impossible for his thoughts to turn away from Mel. Every
time he closed his eyes, there she was. His mind had a snapshot of her standing in the tree-
dappled sunlight with her hair full of the leaves Ben and Kyle had thrown on her, her head
thrown back laughing. Then there was Mel bouncing on a mattress in the store with Kyle. She
lifted Kyle high in her arms so he could bonk his dad on the head during their pillow fight. Mel
holding Kyle’s other hand as they swung him along the sidewalk. Mel offering them warm
cookies. Mel watching his son play with her dog. Mel leaning back in her lawn chair, her eyes
watching his astheir lips met. Y es, these were not the sort of thoughts destined to lull a man into
sleep.

Ben woke with a start, his legs tangled in the sheets, his bed awreck. What woke him up?
There it was again. What had he heard? There. That noise. And movement. Someone was in the
apartment. Kyle! He had to protect his son.

Hurrying out of bed took more work than usual, with his covers wrapped around his
limbs. But he got out and searched the floor for his sweat pants. He felt vulnerable enough with a
small child in the apartment; he didn’t fancy facing an attacker stark naked.

Thankful for the thick hallway carpet, he crept towards the faint sounds. The kitchen was
dark but there was enough illumination from the streetlight to show him that the kitchen was
empty. The study with Kyle on its fold-out bed had its door still closed, just asit had been when
Ben checked on Kyle before he went to bed himself.

Next, the living room. There was afaint glow and yes, the sounds were louder now. At
least he was now in between the sleeping child and whatever he might find in the living room.
Ben flattened himself against the hallway wall and peered into the room. No, nothing at eye
level. But, looking lower, the glow came from the television. It was on. Someone was watching
hisTV.

Peering closer, Ben watched an animated little girl with a big head and monkey pal
dancing across the screen to the music. Faintly, he could hear, “D-D-D-D-D-D-D-Dora...” Kyle!
That was one of Kyle’s shows.

Approaching the back of the couch, Ben could see not see the top of anyone’s head - the
couch was empty. Looking down, the flicking images on the television showed a small shape on
the carpet beside the coffee table, that glass monstrosity the decorator had so raved about. There
was Kyle, out of bed at two-thirty in the morning watching his Dora the Explorer™ DVD.

Disconcerted to see him, but relieved that they had no intruder, Ben bellowed, “Kyle!”

Kyle, engrossed in his show, had not heard his father’s approach and was startled by the
yell. His head swiveled around quickly, so quickly that his left temple whacked the sharp corner
of the glass coffee table. There was silence for the space of three seconds, then either the pain of
the bump or the surprise of Ben’s yell caused Kyle to let out his own bellow. Just as that sound
began to die down, Kyle noticed the blood.

Oh, the blood was everywhere. Ben had heard that head wounds bled profusely but surely
no one meant like this. Maybe the white of the carpet made the growing stains more glaring.



Maybe the widening pool spreading on the surface of the glass table made it worse. Y ou could
see the blood both on the table and in the pool beneath it. Worse though was the crimson soaking
the little boy’s purple dinosaur pyjamas and the worst was the rivers of blood coursing down the
side of Kyle’s tiny face. He screamed as one trickle of blood flowed into his eye, stinging him.
Ben didn’t know if the child was crying from pain or fear.

But, to Ben, it looked like his son was dying. He felt like wailing right along with Kyle.
No. He had to keep it together. He had to get help for Kyle. He had to save his son.

He scooped the small boy up in hisarms and cradled his head. Kyle clung to him,
sobbing and bleeding until they were both covered in blood. As Kyle wiggled, Ben had more and
more difficulty holding him snuggly as they became slick from the blood.

Right. First he had to get help. Nine-one-one. No, he could not stand waiting here until
the ambulance came. They weren’t far from the hospital, he’d take Kyle there himself.

First aid. What were you supposed to do with bleeding wounds? Cripes, he couldn’t
think. Ben had always considered himself calm and efficient, acool head in acrisis, but all that
had deserted him now, now when it mattered the most.

To the bathroom. He ran with Kyle in his arms and sat him on the bathroom vanity. A
guick rummage brought out bandages. Bandages. How do you put one on when the skinis
flowing with blood? Quick, think. What to do, what to do? Okay, pressure. Yes, that’s what
you’re supposed to do. Apply pressure to help stop the bleeding. But how do you press on alittle
boy’s head, especially when there is a gaping wound on that same head?

A towel. Ben’s brain slowly started to function and he grabbed the damp towel off the
nearby rack. He balled it up and pressed it gently to the cut, holding Kyle’s head steady with his
other hand. Kyle leaned against him, crying softly. Ben’s heart rate slowed just a notch, enough
for him to let out the breath he’d been holding and raised his eyesto the mirror.

What he saw ratcheted everything back into overdrive. Both he and Kyle looked like
something out of awar-ravaged conflict. Ben’s chest, shoulders and face were smeared with
blood, some spots drying, others glistening in the bright vanity light. And Kyle, Kyle looked
worse. His new pyjamas, selected by Kyle and Mel that very afternoon were unrecognizable.
They were sodden and stiffening and dark red. His hair was matted with blood. There was so
much blood on the right side of hisface that afirst horrifying glance would make you think he’d
lost an eye.

Okay. Deep breath. Don’t show your panic or you’ll frighten Kyle even more. Think.
What to do next. Try to stop the bleeding with pressure. He was doing that. Elevate the wound.
Well, he had the kid sitting right side up, so that was as elevated as he was going to get. What
else? Oh, right. Keep the wound clean.

What was he doing? How many times had he showered and used this towel, the very one
he now held to the open wound on his son’s head? He could at least have grabbed a clean towel.
“Hold on, Kyle. Sit right here little man and press this to your head. I have to grab
another towel.” With a steadying squeeze to Kyle’s shoulder, Ben ran to the linen closet to grab a



handful of clean towels. Returning, he threw the used one into the tub, folded a new one and
gently pressed it to Kyle’s temple.

As Kyle camed and Ben calmed, Ben had Kyle hold the towel himself while he wet a
face cloth with warm water and tried to wash the worst of the blood off the rest of Kyle’s face,
his neck and body. Gingerly he unbuttoned Kyle’s pyjama top and rinsed off the drying blood.

“Are you all right to sit there a minute bud while I get you some fresh clothes?” Kyle
nodded and Ben raced to the den. Once again he cursed the fact that his son was living out of a
suitcase. It was too hard to find thingsin. Frustrated, Ben upended the suitcase, spilling the
contentsin a half circle around his feet, rummaging until he found afresh top for Kyle. He
grabbed his jacket aswell.

Kyle had not moved and his crying had all but stopped. He watched Ben with big,
trusting eyes that made Ben’s heart break. How had he let this happen to his son?

He lifted him off the vanity onto the floor. Then he changed his mind and picked him up
in his arms. He was not going to let this child out of his grasp.

Carrying Kyle into his bedroom, he set him on Ben’s bed while he grabbed the first shirt
he could find to put on his bare, bloodstained chest. Okay, they were ready for the hospital.

Picking Kyle up again, he walked with him to the closet where their coats were kept. As
he removed the towel to help Kyle into his jacket, the bleeding began again in earnest, starting to
soak the clean shirt. This was not working. How was he going to drive and hold this towel to
Kyle’s head, especially when Kyle was supposed to sit in the back seat in his booster seat where
it was safest? Ben couldn’t do it all. He needed help.

Méel. The name came immediately to his mind. He needed Mdl. Oh, it was so true; he
really did need her, in every way.

Would she come? If he called her, would she come to help him and to help Kyle? It was
iffy if she would actually come out in the middle of the night for him, Ben, but she just might do
it for Kyle. She was a devoted teacher and really did seem to care for the kid.

He tore his cell phone off the charger and dialed with one hand. His other held the
uninjured side of Kyle’s head firmly to his side with the towel pressed against the gash. He
moved the towel dightly to take alook. Y es, the bleeding might be easing off again.

Come on, come on, M. Answer the damn phone.

“Hello?” came the sleepy question. “Who is this?”

“It’s Ben. We need your help. Kyle’s cut his head and it’s real bad and we have to get to
the hospital. Would you meet us there?”

“I’m on my way,” was the reply, and then there was just dial tonein his ear. Despite the
situation, Ben smiled to himself. His panic felt cut in half with just hearing those four little
words.

Now, how to keep the towel firmly in place while he drove. Ben’s eyes roved the kitchen
searching for answers. His gaze lit on the junk drawer. Ah, ha. He eased Kyle that way and
opened the drawer. Y ep, he had some. He carefully folded a fresh towel and held it in place. He



got out the scissors and handed them to Kyle, showing him how to hold them. Wait. This
wouldn’t work. They’d never get the stuff out of Kyle’s hair.

He remembered seeing a cap when he dumped out Kyle’s suitcase. He picked Kyle up
and ran back to the den. Yes, there it was. Nope, that wouldn’t work. With the cap on, there was
no room for the towel. He threw the now bloody cap on the floor.

Back by the door was a cap of Ben’s. Yep, it was big enough. Carefully holding the
folded towel in place, he gently placed his hat over top of Kyle’s head, towel and all. It fit. Sort
of. Kyle turned to look at him, knocking the hat sideways, then half off. Not going to work.

Deep breath, try again. Back to the original idea. Towel in place. Dad’s hat on. Kyle
wielding the scissors, Ben the roll of tape. Round and round and round he rolled the tape around
Kyle’s head, holding both the towel and hat in place. Just for good measure, he wound more tape
across the top of Kyle’s head, down across his shoulders, under his armpits and back up the front
side to meet on the top of the hat. Goofy looking? Perhaps. But would it hold thingsin place
during the ten minute drive to the hospital? Probably.

“We’re ready, bud. Let’s go.” Kyle resisted the pull of Ben’s hand. Now what? This was
not the time for the kid to get stubborn. Kyle tried to remain rooted to the ground. When Ben
bent down to pick him up, Kyle told him, “No.”

Ben bit back a curse. The kid had been through alot. Thiswas not the time to lose his
patience with him. Kyle struggled to get out of Ben’s grip. Ben let him for a second and ran his
hands over hisfacein frustration. Kyle bent into the closet and returned with his shoes. He then
threw Ben’s out as well. Ben just looked at him. They were both in bare feet and it was late
autumn outside. Which of them had kept their head? Kyle grinned at him. And, off they went.

Ben pulled up to the emergency room door, parking alongside an ambulance. He
unstrapped Kyle from his seat, lifted him into his arms and ran through the sliding glass doors.
He paused only momentarily, deciding which way to go. A passing nurse, spotting the copious
amount of blood once again covering both Ben and Kyle pointed him in the right direction,
saying, “Go, go!”

Ben ran, Kyle’s uninjured temple pressed hard into his dad’s shoulder, Ben’s one hand
cradling the bleeding side, pressing on the hat and towel. Kyle, whose crying had pretty much
stopped, whimpered in the bright lights and the unfamiliar smells. A passing intern’s rubber
soled shoes squeaked on the freshly washed floor, making Kyle struggle to free his hands to
cover his ears. He buried his face in his father’s shirt.

Just as Ben again hesitated, unsure where to go next, there was Mel. She stood waiting
for them. One step behind her was a nurse, obviously aerted to their arrival. Mel half turned to
her and beckoned towards Ben, confirming the nurse’s guess that this was the case Mel had told
her would be arriving soon.

Thanks to Mel’s intervention, there was no sitting in the waiting room. They went right
in, laying Kyle on a gurney draped with athin, light blue sheet. Overhead was a light enclosed in
atwo foot diameter dull metal casing with handle grips on either side.



The nurse leaned over Kyle and smiled. “What have we here?” she said.

“He cut his head on the side of the coffee table. It’s heavy and sharp and has no business
being in a room where a little boy plays. This is entirely fault.”

The nurse just looked at him.

“Too much information,” Melanie muttered. Ben started to speak but she shook her head
at him.

The nurse ignored them both. “Let’s take a look. Hmmm. How do we get this hat off of
you?”

Mel looked from Kyle’s head to Ben. “Duct tape?” she asked. “All you could think of
was duct tape?”

“Well, it worked, didn’t it? And, I was pressed for time.” Ben said, his posture defensive.

Kyle stayed still, with only the odd tear on his cheek until the nurse murmured that she’d
need to cut the hat to get it off. Kylelet out ayell.

“It’s okay, bud. She’s only cutting the hat, not you or your hair. It’s okay, sh, sh, sh,” Ben
soothed. His words had no effect.

Mel thought a minute then stepped up. She asked the nurse for just a minute and pressed
her hands firmly on each of Kyle’s shoulders. “Are you worried about your dad’s hat?” she
asked.

Kyle quieted and looked at her. Someone had understood.

She continued. “It’s your dad’s old hat. He was going to throw it out anyway. He has
other ones, better ones. And, | think he was planning on buying anew one, a special hat that
comesin your size and his size so you can both wear the same hats when you go out.

Kyle’s gaze zoomed in on his father’s face. Ben nodded and confirmed that what Mel had
said was true, even if thiswas the first he had heard of it. It did not sound like such abad idea,
anyway. “And maybe we could find one for Ms. Nicols, too.”

Kyle smiled at his teacher and held his head still. The nurse started cutting and cutting
and cutting, glancing up at Ben several times as she did so. “You didn’t want this to fall off, did
you?” she commented.

Ben would have defended himself again but he caught Mel ready to laugh a him. He
smiled sheepishly in return then moved his gaze back to Kyle. His hand hovered close to his
son’s head as if he was ready to snatch the scissors from the nurse’s hand if she so much as
harmed a hair on the child’s head. Mel, noticing Ben’s jumpiness, reached over and took his
hand. The gesture startled Ben, causing him to look at her in surprise. She kept her gaze on Kyle,
but squeezed Ben’s hand reassuringly. He squeezed back then folded his fingers around hers. It
felt good, amost like they were in this together.

As the nurse cut through the layers enough to unearth the towel, she gently tried to pull it
from Kyle’s temple. He moved his head away, resisting her attempt and clamped both his own
hands to the make-shift bandage.

Mel looked at Ben. “Did you tell him to keep that towel on his head?”

“Yes. I needed his help to keep pressure on it. I had to drive, you know.”



“Kyle, you did a good job of helping your dad. But he only meant that you had to hold it
until you got to the hospital. You’re here now so it’s okay to let go. The nurse needs to take a
look. She’ll help you.”

With the towel relinquished, all three adults leaned in for a closer look. Ben felt sick. It
was so much worse than he thought.

To Melanie, it was not as bad as she had feared. Ben’s voice on the phone had sounded
on the verge of panic, like this was a life and death situation. That’s the way she had prepped the
triage nurse, expecting the worst.

The nurse tut-tutted a bit then bustled about finding swabs and disinfectant. “We’ll just
wash this up a bit so we can have a better look. The bleeding’s almost stopped now.”

Almost stopped, Ben thought. He could clearly see it still seeping out the cut and running
back through Kyle’s tousled hair. Some lodged in the whorls of Kyle’s ear; some ran on behind
and onto the thin pillow.

The nurse moistened a swab then began dabbing at the cut. Her dabs were swift and sure
and firm. Too firm, in Ben’s opinion. He moved to grab her hand. Again, Melanie interfered,
scowling at him. “Look at Kyle,” she hissed in his ear. “Does it look like it’s hurting him? Don’t
make him any more scared than he is.”

Ben looked. No, Kyle was relatively relaxed; certainly more relaxed than Ben himself
felt. He shifted his gaze to what the nurse was doing. Now that the area was cleared of dried and
drying blood, the edges of the gash were clearly seen. Then the nurse wiped directly on the cut.
The edges opened up and she wiped right inside! Ben stiffened and Mel stiffened the arm of her
hand that grasped Ben’s hand. She held more firmly and turned her body so that it was partially
in between Ben and the gurney.

She was blocking him! How dare she? Ben thought. How dare she think that she or
anyone el se could get between he and his son. Did she think she could stop him from protecting
his child? Ben could fed hisirerising. The adrenal that had shot through his body when the
accident first happened had not subsided yet and those old adrenal glands were ready to pump
out more at a moment’s notice. Ben felt his breath quicken. Mel inched slightly more in front of
him.

Not that she blocked much. He could see right over her shoulder, over her head for that
matter. He looked at Kyle and the nurse’s current handiwork. She was still dabbing right on the
cut in short, firm bursts. The blood welled, the edges of the wound gaped, the blood spilled, the
insides of the skin were visible, the blood flowed....

The next thing Ben knew he was sitting in a chair on the other side of the room. Mel had
one arm across his shoulders, the other on the back of his head pushing hard. He was staring at
the floor and his head hurt right behind his ear. An orderly or someone or other in hospital scrubs
hovered nearby staring at him.

The guy asked, “All right now, fella?”

Who was he talking to, Ben wondered? Why was he asking about Kyle but looking at
Ben? Kyle! Where was he? Ben started to get up. Both Mel and the guy pushed him back into the



chair. Maybe that was just as well because the room sort of swam when he tried to get up. The
guy roughly shoved Ben’s head down between his knees again. Ben’s heart rate gradually
slowed and he lifted his head just a bit.

Mel was kneeling on the floor beside his chair. “Are you all right?” she asked.

Why was everybody asking if he was okay? It was Kyle who got injured, not him. “Why
am I over here?” Ben asked.

“Because you fainted.”

“What? You’ve got to be kidding. I don’t faint,” protested Ben.

From the bed a little voice said, “Daddy fell down. He looked funny.”

The nurse agreed with Kyle. Mel tried not to smile. “Can I leave you now and go to
Kyle?” she asked.

Just what kind of anidiot did she think he was? Did he need a nursemaid?

“Stay,” Mel said, looking at him sternly as she left his side and returned to Kyle’s bed.

Now Ben was mad. How dare she talk to him that way? He made to get up. The guy in
scrubs warned him, “You better take it easy, buddy. You don’t want to take another tumble.
They’re too busy taking care of your kid to have to look after you again.”

Did they al think he was some kind of pantywaist? Sheesh.

Ben glared at the guy and got to hisfeet. Slowly. They may have a point, he thought. He
really did not fed al that steady. He felt the side of his head, surprised to find it tender and a
lump starting. He shuffled to the gurney, using the wall at the head of the bed to partially prop
himself up.

“Hey, bud,” he greeted his son.

“Daddy fell down. You went...” and Kyle gestured with his hands.

The nurse reminded Kyleto lay still.

Just then the doctor walked in, bustling to the sink to wash his hands then dlip on sterile
gloves. “Now, what do we have here, little man?” he asked Kyle.

“I hit my head. I bled all over me and daddy.”

“It looks like you did but it’s stopping now. The area looks clean now. What’s that
hanging off your shirt?”

“Duct tape,” Kyle, Melanie and the nurse said in unison. The doctor looked at Ben, the
only person who had not spoken. “It’s a long story,” he told the doctor.

“Head wounds always bleed a lot but most look far worse than they actually are. Thisone
will only need a few stitches and a tetanus shot. In a couple weeks you’ll be good as new, with a
shiny new scar to show off to your friends.”

Kyle was doing remarkably well, obviously better than he himself had done, thought Ben.
The doctor explained that he’d numb the area with a salve first so Kyle would not feel the needle
going in when he froze the area prior to putting in the stitches. The nurse pulled out the salve,
dousing the swab with it. The scent filled the room.

Kyle tensed. His gaze went from adult to adult, trying to figure out where that offensive
smell came from. The nurse approached with the swab and Kyle honed in on the culprit. No way



was that stuff coming any place near him. He could hardly stand it in the same room let alone on
his head. He tensed, ready to let out one of his shrieks.

Mel stepped up fast. She placed both palms firmly on Kyle’s shoulders and pressed. That
got his attention. She waited until his gaze rested on her face before speaking.

In soothing tones she repeated over and over that he was al right. It just smelled bad but
would not hurt him. The bad smell would go away quickly and after his head would feel better.
She motioned for Ben to come forward and take her place pressing firmly on Kyle to keep him
cam. Kyle gazed frantically from Melanie to Ben, before his eyes settled on his dad.

Mel stepped back and motioned to the doctor. In quiet tones she explained that Kyle had
autism and sensory sensitivities. She asked if their x-ray room was nearby. Yes, it was. Was
there an x-ray apron they could borrow, one of the heavy, lead-lined ones used to protect patients
or technicians? Yes.

In a couple minutes one arrived and Mel draped it over Kyle’s body. Quickly, his
tenseness drained away and Kyle lay quiet and compliant again. Ben looked at Mel with
gratitude.

“Remarkable,” the doctor said. He looked at the nurse. “We’ll have to remember that
trick”.

Kyle obviously still didn’t like the smell but he made no more protest. The numbing took
affect aimost right away. The nurse gestured Ben and Mel to the other side of the bed and turned
Kyle’s head toward them. “Talk to him,” she urged.

Mel pulled a children’s book out of her purse. Ben looked at her in amazement. Where
did that come from? She didn’t even have kids of her own, yet she just happened to have a kid’s
book with her? Anyway, it worked. While they kept Kyle’s focus on them, the doctor hid the
needle in the palm of his hand, out of Kyle’s line of sight. He pressed the tip of the needle
against Kyle’s skin, watching his face for any reaction. None. Good, the freezing had done its
job. Heinjected the site in several places, handed the spent needle to the nurse to dispose of and
readied his materials. By the time he turned back and again made atest prick, the freezing had
fully taken affect and he began the stitching.

Ben, watching, felt sick again. But this time he wondered if he was going to throw up, not
just pass out. Not that he was admitting he’d actually passed out but he had felt queasy.

Mel again shifted her body, trying to block Ben’s view. She put the book in his hands,
saying, “Here. Read. It’s your turn.”

Ben started to refuse, but the steel in her eyes brooked no argument. He read.

“Just one more thing left. Keep reading,” she instructed Ben. The nurse pulled down the
elastic of Kyle’s pyjama bottoms just a bit and swabbed a spot with antiseptic. Then she flicked
at the skin.

“One little poke,” the doctor explained. Before Kyle realized what was happening and
could get out ayell, the tetanus shot was done.



Then, it was over. They said Ben could pick Kyle up and he gladly held the little body
tight in his arms. Kyle wanted to see the bandage so Ben carried him to the mirror above the
sink.

“Wow!” Kyle said.

“Yep, it’s a doosey,” the nurse told him. ’Better than your dad’s.”

“Yeah,” Kyle agreed. Ben stifled a tiny feeling of hurt. He thought he’d done a pretty
good job under the circumstances. He caught Melanie grinning at him.

They moved to the waiting room where they were told to have a seat while the doctor
made out a prescription for antibiotics. There were more people waiting there now than when
Ben and Kyle had come in. Or, at least Ben thought there were; he really couldn’t be sure. It had
been al ablur when he wasin such a panic.

But now hislittle boy was al right, or at least he would be soon. Ben sighed. It had been
along, harrowing night. He vowed to take better care of this precious child who trusted his father
to look out for him. Kyle shifted on his lap.

Maybe he was over tired, but Kyle certainly was squirmy. He couldn’t seem to get
comfortable sprawled either on achair of his own or with abody part on Ben, part of one on
Melanie. Initially Ben had apologized to her when his son used his teacher as a chair but she had
not seemed to mind.

The small space between Ben and Melanie’s bodies seemed to cause Kyle problems. He
could not get comfortable. He squirmed to get to his feet and stood surveying the two adults.
Then he climbed back into Ben’s lap, kneeling. “Careful, guy,” Ben reminded him.

Kyle knelt and, making himself taller, grabbed Ben’s left arm. He raised it high in the air
and brought it down over the back of Melanie’s chair. Ben glanced apologetically at Mel. Kyle
climbed back down to the floor and surveyed his work. Not quite right yet. Leaning over Md, he
grabbed Ben’s hand and put it on Melanie’s shoulder. Then he pulled Ben’s hand harder,
drawing the two adults close together. The space between their bodies disappeared. This must
have been Kyle’s goal because he climbed back up, laying his head in Melanie’s lap and
dangling the rest of his body over his father’s legs. Within what seemed like seconds, he relaxed
and fell asleep.

Ben looked at his son, then at Mel. She looked tired. He brought his hand up to the side
of her head and pressed gently to bring her head to his shoulder. At first she put up slight
resistance, then gave in and lowered her head. Ben gathered her closer. Thisfelt al right.
Definitely al right.

By the time the orderly brought over the filled prescription, Kyle was sound asleep across
their laps and Mel’s breathing had slowed and evened. Ben guessed that she, too, had dropped
off. It felt so good and so right holding the two of them that he hated to disturb them. But, they
were sitting under the glaring lights of a noisy emergency room on hard, plastic seats. Only Kyle
seemed truly comfortable.



“Hey, guys,” Ben gently shook them. “It’s time to get going.”

Mel came awake, her hair askew from rubbing on Ben’s shirt. Kyle turned over but that’s
about it. Ben hoisted him into his arms and started for the door. Melanie stumbled along beside
him. Watching her, Ben thought she was in no shape to drive. Although she’d pulled through
when they needed her most, she looked done in now.

“How did you get here?” he asked.

“I drove. My car’s in the lot. How’d you get here?”

“We drove. My car’s right over...” His voice trailed off.

His car that he hurriedly parked beside the open back doors of an ambulance was no
longer there. It was not anywhere in sight. Ben felt his pockets. Neither were his keys anywhere
in sight or feel. “Son of a ....” He stared at the spot where he’d last seen his car.

“Maybe it’s not stolen. Maybe they towed it away since you parked in an emergency
vehicle only spot.”

“It was an emergency,” Ben retorted.

“I’m not sure the powers that be would see it that way. Let’s go back in and see if anyone
here knows what may have happened to it. Do you know your license plate number?”

Ben looked at her. “I may have bonked my head a little but not that hard.”

When he described his vehicle to the clerk at the night desk, she confirmed that yes
indeed his car had been towed. He could claim it from the city compound after el ght-thirty next
morning, or rather this morning. And pay the two hundred dollar fine.

Kyle was starting to stir. Ben adjusted him so his head rested more firmly on Ben’s
shoulder. He asked the clerk if there was ataxi phone around.

“Come on, my car’s just in the lot. I’ll drive you guys home.”

“Are you sure? You’ve already done enough for us tonight. We really appreciate your
help. I really appreciate your help. We needed you.”

They were quiet on the drive home. Ben broke the rules since there was no child’s seat
for Kyle and cradled him in his arms while Mel drove.

When they were almost there, she asked, “What were the doctor’s instructions again?”’

Ben repeated the doctor’s warnings. They were to watch Kyle for any signs that the
bleeding was starting again and to check for signs of a concussion. Every two hours Ben wasto
wake Kyle up. If it was impossible to rouse him at all, they were to return to the emergency
room. It was not always easy to tell with young children as they often slept deeply. But if he
didn’t even stir when Ben tried to wake him, bring him back.

Mel hesitated, let out her breath, and then spoke. “I’ve been thinking. Kyle’s had a rough
night but so have you. And you’re not going to get much more sleep tonight if you have to keep
checking on Kyle. It’s my guess that your place might be a mess and there are things to clean up.
I don’t want to impose, but how about I crash on your couch? We could take turns with Kyle and
I could give you a hand with the cleaning.”

“You’d do that for us?”

She was slightly embarrassed. “Well, yeah. I really care about Kyle.”



“And?”

“And, you could probably use a hand tonight.”

Ben let it go at that. There would be time to investigate where this might be going later.
“Thanks. We’ll take you up on that offer.”

They drovein silence afew more minutes. Then Mel looked over at Ben. “Duct tape?”’

An hour later the soiled towels were soaking in a washing machine full of cold water and
salt. “Salt?”” Ben had asked. Melanie assured him that just washing the towels with detergent
would set the stain and the blood would never come out.

“So? We’ll throw out the towels and get new ones.”

Mel’s look said what she thought of such wastefulness. And, the towels ended up soaking
in half abox of salt.

Ben had rummaged in this drawers and closet for something for Mel to wear to Sleep in.
All the sweat pants he found were far too huge on her. An old, worn t-shirt was stretched and
hung to Mel’s knees.

“It’s decent enough,” she told him.

“Well, it never looked that good on me,” he replied. He didn’t have words to tell her how
it made him fedl to see her padding around his condo, barefoot, wearing just his old shirt. He
kept drawing his imagination away from what she might or might not have on under that shirt.
She’d done so much for them tonight. He should not have lecherous thoughts about this angel
who was his son’s teacher. One thing he did know for sure - that t-shirt would never, ever be
thrown out. He was not even sure he’d ever wash it again.

They argued over sleeping arrangements. Mel insisted she would be just fine on the
couch. Ben insisted she take his bed. In the end, Mel relented, probably seeing that this was one
time Ben would not be moved.

It took some time for Mel to lose her grip on consciousness. It has been ataxing day. The
first half had been fun, although novel. She’d never before shopped with a man and a little boy
and it was not at all what she expected. She’d never spent so much prolonged time in a mall
before. And, it had actually been fun. She’d enjoyed the company of both Wickens men.

Her heart had nearly stopped when she awakened from a deep sleep to hear Ben’s voice.
The near panic had sounded so un-Ben-like that at first she didn’t recognize his voice. Then she
came fully awake immediately, and threw on the nearest clothes. She raced through the nearly
deserted streets, reaching the hospital before Ben and Kyle. She had time to apprise the staff that
they were coming with a child bleeding from a head injury.

Then, Ben had fainted. She shouldn’t laugh at the guy, but he’d struggled so to be in
control then just face-planted.

Boy, had she migudged him at their first meetings. Hereally did care about his son, even
if he was new to this whole parenting thing. He was willing to turn his life upside down for the



child, selling this condo, moving to a place with more room for Kyle, buying new, kid-friendly
furniture. He’d talked about his “monstrosity” coffee table and how he constantly banged his
shins on the sharp edges. He’d told her how he was always telling Kyle to sit further away from
it S0 he wouldn’t bump his head.

And, look what had happened. His worst fears about it. Mel smiled when she recalled
Ben’s reaction to the white Berber carpet under the table, now stained with blood, likely ruined.
He’d hoisted the heavy table onto its side, separated the glass top from the suction cups holding
it to the base, stashed the table on its side wedged between the door and another chair, moved the
base to the side of the room, then balled the thick carpet up, carried it downstairs and threw it in
the dumpster. By the time he got back, Mel had mopped up the blood stains from the hardwood
under where the carpet had stood.

Y es, he was a good guy. Far from being a high pressure business man only concerned
about his company’s bottom line, he had his priorities right. His son came first. Although his
apartment was beautifully furnished, the possessions meant little to him. He was prepared to sell
them with the condo and buy all new stuff, stuff that would suit alittle boy.

Thinking about Ben was not helping her fall asleep. She was in his bed. Thiswas the
pillow where he had laid his head only hours before. She turned her face into the pillowcase and
sniffed. Ah. It held his scent.

Jeez. What was she doing? Anyone would think she’d lost her mind sniffing a pillow and
smiling. Get agrip.

She heard his bare feet on the hardwood as he went yet again to check on his sleeping
son. Yes, agood guy al right. She fell asleep holding that thought.

It’s not easy to sleep with your head propped high on the rolled arm of the couch and
your knees bent over the other arm. When Ben tried sleeping on his side with his legs bent, he
perched precariously on the edge of the couch, his legs more off than on. It didn’t matter. He did
not have much opportunity for sleep anyway, jumping up every half hour to go check on Kyle.
Even though he told himself not to and felt himself every kind of a heel for doing so, he aso
checked on Mel. She’d left his bedroom door half ajar and slept sprawled in his bed. Her hair
was loose from its perpetual ponytail and it spread across his pillow. He aready knew how soft it
was, how the strands felt in his hands when he’d pulled leaves from her hair in the park. Her face
was relaxed in sleep, softer, gentler than the Méel he frequently saw. She could be stern, she could
really lace into him, and she could laugh and play with the kids. She was many things, his Mdl.

His Mel? Where the hell did that come from? He was obviously overtired and needed to
get back to his couch.

Ben woke to awhisper then a“Shhhh”. Instantly, he thought “Kyle!”” He lifted his head,
and then regretted it. Oh, his neck. Sleeping at that angle was so obviously not a good thing. The
whisper came again, then a giggle. Kyle sounded fine. Then Ben’s senses woke up and he
smelled the coffee. And, was that bacon?



He unfolded himself from the couch and leaned against the kitchen doorway, watching
the domestic scene. Mel was making pancakes, or rather Kyle was. Ben watched him ladle batter
onto the hot pan, or rather ladle some batter into the pan and some on the stove top. Melanie
didn’t seem upset with the mess.

Kyle turned and spotted his dad. He launched himself at Ben, with the total confidence of
a child that his father’s arms would be there to catch him. And, they were.

Breakfast was a domestic affair, the three of them around the small round table, bumping
knees, getting sticky from maple syrup, both adults focusing their attention on Kyle, studiously
avoiding each other’s gaze. Neither knew what to do with the forced intimacy of the situation.

WEell, Ben did. But it seemed too much, too fast. They might really have something here,
the three of them and he didn’t want to move too quickly or make any wrong moves that might
scare Mel off. He had plans for her if only he’d be able to convince her how right they were.



CHAPTER 13

T he move was on. Once Ben made up his mind about something, he wasted little time.

The instant the penthouse became vacant, he planned his move.

It was a matter of faith that his current condo would sell. It had to. He’d committed that
money to help pay the rent on the penthouse, plus the sale of the condo would give him a cushion
he could use to help Ellie and the bakery. Plus, add to Kyle’s college fund and maybe, just
maybe build towards a house down payment.

Ben’s condo had been the show home of the building. He’d moved in as is, with all the
appliances and furnishings the decorator had used to showcase the place. Since he actualy did
little living there, it was still in pristine condition, largely thanks to Millie’s efforts. The only
thing that had really changed was the arearug that had stood under the coffee table. That was
toast and hauled away to the dumpster. So, he was hopeful that his place would sell quickly and
had the realtor’s assurances on that. He’d been afraid to list his condo too soon in case it sold
before he and Kyle could move upstairs. And Millie. He was really looking forward to the
addition of Millieto his household, and, he believed, so was she. When he asked her about how
things were going with her nephew and his family, she’d shake her head and ask how soon he
thought the penthouse would be ready for them.

Now. Now, was when it was ready. As of today, they could movein. So as not to create
any further delays, Ben hired a moving company to pack and move them. As soon as he left to
drop Kyle at school, the movers would arrive, begin packing and moving boxes up the freight
elevator to the penthouse. Millie would arrive by nine o’clock to direct the move and tell the
movers where to place their things. Ben felt comfortable letting Millie make all such decisions.



She seemed to care about such things, while he didn’t. Besides, she likely knew more about
organizing a household than did he. Especialy a house with asmall child.

The furniture that he, Mel and Kyle had chosen weeks ago was to be delivered right after
lunch. By the time Kyle got home from school, everything should be in place.

Millie was a godsend. When Ben was unabl e to take Kyle to school, she would be able to
do it. When Ben could not make it to the school at three thirty to pick up his son, Millie said she
would be glad to. As much as he appreciated that offer, he found himself more and more often
making an excuse to leave work mid-afternoon to go to the school. He liked going to get Kyle,
even going a bit early so he could watch his son in action in the classroom.

He had improved. Ben was astounded at the rate with which Kyle had grown and
changed. Already, he was becoming more social. Ben saw him talking to kids, playing with kids
and even better, solving problems with them. That was a big part of Mel’s room - problem
solving. She didn’t teach so much as she let them discover. Watching, Ben realized that this did
not happen by accident. The activities and the problems were carefully staged, set up so that the
students would have to think and to discover and try and work together.

Ben could see the similarities to what he did in his company. Mel was actually training
these kids to be future employees, working together, solving problems together. It was amazing
to watch and so different from what Ben remembered of school.

For him, much of school was a torturous bore. Endless days of remaining seated in a hard
wooden chair, chairs that were made for only one size body - the size Ben never was. School
days varied between listening to the incessant drone of ateacher, and doing page after page of
monotonous, repetitious, meaningless question after question that had little connection to the real
world.

He was not sure he remembered kindergarten. If he did, he could not have been anything
exciting like the room that Mel ran. His earliest school memories were of sitting in rows of
desks, having knuckles rapped for talking, standing in the corner for not responding fast enough
and longing for recess. It’s not that Ben didn’t like learning - he did. He actually did. It’s just that
he wanted to learn what he wanted, when he wanted and how he wanted. Those traits certainly
did not fit school the way he remembered it.

But things must be different now, or at least they were for Kyle in Mel’s room. And, not
just for Kyle, but for al the children. From what Ben could gather Mel set up work or explore
stations or gave the kids problems, then let them have at it. Some of their attempts at solutions
worked out, some didn’t. That did not seem to matter to Mel or to the kids. The goal seemed to
be to explore and to learn and to work together.

It was almost time to go for Kyle and Ben was bracing himself. Theride up in the
elevator was till shaky. Shaky, but getting better. On Mel’s instruction, Ben had practiced with
Kyle over and over, anticipating moving day when riding the el evator would become a necessity.
Kyle was getting more comfortable but it still was not his favorite thing.



From clinging to Ben’s neck like a desperate monkey facing imminent death, with
practice Kyle had loosened his grip. Slightly. Ben’s neck no longer bore the marks of Kyle’s
nails and his little fingers. Quickly Ben had learned to cut his son’s finger nails short enough so
they were no longer lethal to his father’s jugular. Kyle’s little body no longer shook in Ben’s
arms as they suffered the ride up or down.

They still made the trip in Ben’s arms but the little boy’s grip was not as much a
stranglehold and breathing not as frantic. He seemed to recover a bit sooner after each trip, even
opening his eyes at the sound of the elevator door opening. He could now bear to wait as his
father placed him on the ground, rather than scrambling down Ben’s legs, coming close to
unmanning his dad each time.

Yes, evenin this, his son was making progress.

A thought struck Ben. It was one thing for him to carry Kyle up and down in the elevator
that way, but how could he ever expect Millie to cope? She didn’t have Ben’s strength and while
she might be ableto lift Kyle for a couple seconds, she could not bear his weight long enough for
the elevator to make it to the top floor. Nor could Ben run therisk that Kyle might hurt Milliein
his panic.

It looked like he needed Mel’s advice, yet again.

Mel. What would they have done without her? He hated to think of where he and Kyle
might have been. He reflected back to those first few days of him and Kyle on their own, their
tentative approaches, and their suspicion of each other and lack of understanding. They were
strangers, literally and figuratively. While they shared blood, that was it. Neither had laid eyes on
the other, ever before.

Now that he had a taste of what it meant to be a parent, Ben could not believe that he’d
allowed himself to miss any part at all of his son’s life. Certainly he’d not even known of Kyle’s
existence for hisfirst two years, but once Deannatold him he was a father, nothing should have
stood in hisway of getting to know this little boy.

In fact, when Deannafirst called him, while she spoke on the phone, Ben had been on the
computer, booking aflight to Los Angeles. Hisfirst instinct had been to fly out immediately to
see this new life. But Deanna told him no. She didn’t want him to come, saying it would confuse
Kyle to suddenly be confronted with two daddies. She was recently living with Neil and didn’t
want anything to interfere with the budding relationship between her fiancé and her son.

Out of respect for her wishes, Ben had complied and cancelled his flight. He had believed
that Deanna, as the mother, knew what was best for their child. It hadn’t entered his head that
Deanna might not have had Kyle’s best interests foremost in her mind.

He still wasn’t sure. Really, she’d abandoned their son. Sure, she had brought Kyle to his
natural father, but to let him go? The thought was inconceivable. And how many times had she
called to check on him in the months since. Twice? Maybe three times? Now that Ben knew
Kyle and had ataste of what parenthood was all about he could not imagine his life without
Kyle. Ever. If someone tried to take him away he would fight with every fibre of hisbeing to
keep Kyle with him.



Y es, life with this child could be difficult and downright frustrating at times. But whose
life runs smoothly? Certainly not his. And, the difficult moments were so worth it when thelittle
guy threw his arms around Ben’s neck. Or when he settled in beside him for a cuddle as they
watched a Dorathe Explorer DVD.

Yes, lifewith Kyle was good.

A gloomy, rainy day, Mel thought as she glanced out of her classroom window. One of
those days where the natural light coming in those windows was not enough. She rarely used the
overhead fluorescent lights as their barely perceptive flicker bothered some kids who had visual
sensitivities. Although more economical to run, if Mel had her way, she’d ban fluorescents from
all schools. On sunny days, the windows provided most of the illumination in her classroom. But
on days like today the halogen task lights gave a cozy glow scattered throughout the room. Mel
and Lori found that the lower light levels had a slight soothing effect on the kids.

Mel’s eyes settled on Kyle, bent over the fort he was creating out of wooden blocks.
Although he played alongside, rather than with the boy nearby, it was coming. His interactions
with other kids were increasing as was his tolerance of their ideas into his games.

Her goal for Kyle today was to keep everything as cam and routine as possible because
he was in for a big change after school. Today was moving day for him and Ben.

She went over in her mind the plans she’d helped Ben with so far and how she’d assist
after school. She was doing this for Kyle, shetold herself. The more settled her students werein
their personal lives, the smoother the classroom ran; awin-win for all concerned.

Her conscience gave atwinge. There were ethical boundaries between teachers and
students. Although her job often took her in close proximity to the home lives of her kids and she
learned more than she might wanted to know about the personal lives of their parents, still there
were boundaries.

For a while there, she’d felt that she was going too far over that line and tried to pull
back. It was hard though when Ben kept showing up in her room near the end of the school day.
Worried, she talked to her principal.

“It started when I ran into them in the park. Kyle was chilled so I invited them back to my
place for hot chocolate; | live just down from the park. Y ou should have seen how Kyle opened
up to my dog, Max. That was the most verbal I’ve ever heard him.”

“That sounds fairly innocuous,” Dr. Hitkin said.

“Well, there’s more. Kyle’s dad is new to parenting; he’s quite clueless in fact, but is
trying. His present condo was no place for achild, so he’s moving them to a bigger place.
Although initially he complained about the furniture in our classroom, he’s seen the difference it
can make and wanted furnishings suited to Kyle in their new place. He asked my advice on what
to get.”

“Yes, you’d certainly have some suggestions to offer.”

Melanie nodded. She felt guilty not detailing just how involved she had been with her
suggestions but couldn’t bring herself to talk about their shopping day together. It’s a good thing



the school year was amost over. In just afew weeks Kyle would be assigned to a new teacher
and she would no longer need to feel guilty about her involvement with him. And the rest of his
family.

Family. Families were strange things. Melanie thought back to her dinner with hers last
Sunday. She cringed recalling her argument with her mother. It was though just a variation of the
same fight they’d had over and over and over again.

“No, Jeff didn’t have the same chances you had. It’s different. You weren’t born with
autism; he was,” her mother said.

“So0?” Melanie replied. “So what if he has autism? That’s one part of him. What about all
the other things that make up Jeff?”

“Melanie, you know he’s not strong like you. Life is harder for him. It’s my job as his
parent to protect him.”

“Oh, for....” Melanie blew out a breath. "Look. He has a diagnosis of autism. No one will
deny that. But autism does not have to define his life. That’s one aspect of it and with it comes
challenges and strengths.

“He’s smart - smarter than me. Despite having autism, his grade 12 marks were higher
than mine and he put in far less effort than I had to. But then life all just stopped for him.”

“Well, life is hard for him. He’s doing what he likes now. He’s fine.”

“You call it fine when a thirty-three year old man spends hislife in a darkened basement
with his face plastered to a computer screen? His only interactions are with made up characters
in a computer program.”

“No, he spends time with his father and me. He eats one meal a day with us, usually.”

“And you think that’s enough of a life for my brother? And what’s going to happen when
you and dad are no longer around?”

They broke off their argument as Jeff came up the stairs.

Asthey ate the meal their mother had prepared, Melanie had an idea.

“Hey Jeff, I need a favor. Some friends of mine are moving Friday and I’m helping them
after school. They’re going to be in a big mess and won’t feel like cooking supper. Would you
make something for us?”

Before he could answer, their mother said, “No. You know how I hate amessin my
kitchen and I need to be getting our own meal ready.” Their father kept his eyes on his plate and
shoveled the mashed potatoes into his mouth.

As if their mother had never spoken, Jeff said, “How many people?”’

“Four adults, counting you and one child.”

“No!” from their mother.

“What do they like to eat?”

“I don’t think they’ll care. But Kyle, the little boy, does not like different foods touching
each other.”



Jeff grinned. “Well, who does?”

“No. It’s out of the question,” continued their mother.

“Four, counting me. You want me to eat with you?”

“Yes, definitely,” said Mel.

“No, that is going too far. Melanie, I insist you stop taking advantage of your brother
right now.”

Mel looked at her mother. So far, she’d ignored her. Jeff’s ability to hyper-focus worked
in his favor in times like this. He’d hardly been aware that their mother was even there. Now
both siblings turned to look at her.

“I’m simply asking my brother for his help,” Melanie said.

“Well, I think it’s unfair of you to even think of asking him to do such athing. He has his
own things to do.”

“Like what?”” Melanie asked.

“Yeah, like what? Jeff echoed. “I have nothing to do on Friday. Or most other days
either.”

Their mother raised her other argument. “And just where do you think he’s going to do
this? You know | hate amessin my kitchen. | like everything in its place. And these people will
hardly have their kitchen ready for Jeff to use.”

“He can cook at my place,” Mel said.

“And how’s he going to get there?”

“Mom, I’m right here. You don’t have to talk about me. Mel, I'll take the bus or walk. I’ll
get there. “

“You still have your key to my place, right?”

“Yeah. I’ll call you with the ingredients you’ll need to have ready for me. You can add it
to the stuff I’ll need for the weekend.” With that, Jeff left the table and headed for the basement.

“Where are you going, son?” their mother called.

“Gotta plan the menu.” And that was the last they saw of Jeff that evening.

“Now look what you’ve done,” her mother chided Melanie. “You’ve gotten his hopes up
and he could get hurt. What if they don’t like what he makes? You’re expecting him to sit down
with strangers and eat? Make small talk during the meal?”

“Yep. It’s just a single father named Ben, his housekeeper Millie and his five year old
son, Kyle.” At Melanie’s explanation, her father looked up from his plate.

“Single, you said?” he asked.

Melanie didn’t meet his eyes. “Yes. He’s new to parenting, just got custody of his son
this fall. He’s needed some help. Kyle’s one of my students. He has autism.”

Her mother looked shocked. “He’s not going to upset Jeff, is he?”

“Mother!” Melanie tried not to grind her back teeth.

Driving home, Mel regretted fighting yet again with her mother. She reminded herself
that most parents do the best they can at the time. But, time worked against her brother. He had



not moved on with hislife for the past fifteen years, since he finished high school. School had
provided a structure to hislife and got him out of the house each day. Once that was over,
nothing had taken its place. Her parents could not bear the thought of Jeff going out into the
world, to further education or to a job. What if people didn’t understand him? What if he felt
overwhelmed? What if he got scared? What if he didn’t know what to do? No, he was safer at
home with them where they could look after him.

Partly, her parents went into protection mode because they didn’t know what else to do or
how to help. It was true that Jeff could become anxious and new situations were difficult for him.
Rather than figuring out ways to help him cope or problem solve, their parents hovered and
protected, doing everything for their son.

They were not the only ones. An alarmingly small percentage of young adults with high
functioning autism and Asperger’s Syndrome lived independently. Many suffered from learned
helplessness, having been over-helped all their lives. Well, see where this had gotten Jeff so far.
Melanie was determined to help Jeff make a better life for himself. And, she was determined that
this would not happen to Kyle.

What? Where did that thought come from? Kyle was not her child, not her responsibility.
No, but he was her student, at least for afew more weeks. And she strove to help each child in
her class to be as independent as possible.

Under Mel’s instructions, Ben and Millie went to work. The plan was for Millie to play in
the park with Kyle while Mel and Ben got ready for Kyle to come home to the penthouse.

They used the digital cameravoraciously. They took pictures of everything imaginablein
the new place. Mel kept talking about something called a social story. Ben didn’t get it and said
that over and over. Mel pretty much told him to just shut up and take the pictures. So, he did.

The pictures were of everything in their new place. He started at the outside door and
took pictures of the entrance, the lobby, the elevator button, elevator doors and the open elevator.
Then he took a picture of the elevator buttons with afinger pushing P for the penthouse floor. He
gave these all to Mel, both printed out and in digital form. She used them to make a socia story
about Kyle coming home and going in the building. She taped Kyle’s name in big block letters
beside the P button in the elevator to show him which one to push that first day hewasto goin
the elevator. Even though Kyle could not reach that high and had to be hoisted up by Ben or Mdl,
Mél still insisted that Kyle getting to push the button would give him some semblance of control
over his environment. He would feel less like things were being done to him and that he had a
part in what was happening. If he could fedl that he had control and could make things happen,
he’d be less fearful.

Next, they took pictures of leaving the elevator and the hallway to the penthouse. Ben
took a picture of the door to their new place and a picture of his hand turning the key in the lock.

Then, they were inside. The day before he’d taken pictures of the bathroom and the
kitchen and given them to Mel, but not before placing their own towels on the bathroom racks at



Mel’s insistence. They had to be towels that Kyle used often so he would feel that they were his
and that this was not atotally strange place.

Mel made him go back to the store to take pictures of the furniture they’d bought. Ben
put his foot down at that and refused unless Mel went with him and Kyle. He’d feel less a fool
that way and besides, he just plain enjoyed her company. Any excuse to get her to spend time
with them was fine with him. To be honest, it didn’t seem to take a lot of arm twisting to get her
to come. Maybe, just maybe, she’d had fun, too.

Kyle loved revisiting the furniture store. He remembered what they’d done there last time
and raced for a pillow to useto attack hisfather. He bounced gleefully on the mattress with Mdl.
While she insisted that they take pictures of the living room furniture and the bed set Ben would
use, she spent the most time on the furniture meant especially for Kyle. In the store, she had Ben
take detailed photographs of everything that would be in Kyle’s room, even though Ben felt like
afool. When they had entered the store, Mel spent afew quiet minutes with the manager and
after hearing her explanation, they had not been disturbed.

Mel must have spent the rest of the weekend on her computer, judging by the books she
created for his son. What kind of a teacher did that? Didn’t teachers spend their evenings
marking assignments and grading papers and planning lessons? How did she find the time to do
all thiswork for his son? And, why did she do it?

When he asked her, she said that it wasto her benefit to have each of her students as cam
and settled as possible because that helped the other kids in the room. Ben had quirked an
eyebrow at her. “So, you’re telling me that you go to the home of your other students and take
pictures, choose furniture and make books for them?”” Mel had blushed and mumbled something
about that she probably would if asked. Ben just looked at her and she would not meet his gaze.

It gave Ben hope. Maybe as drawn as he felt to Mel, maybe, just maybe she was not
reciprocating just for the sake of a poor motherless new student in her class. Yes, shetruly did
seem to care for Kyle but maybe there was something more as well.



CHAPTER 14

"
Are you all set, Jeff?”” Mel was in Ben’s new penthouse, calling her home number.

She had not been one hundred percent sure her brother would pull through and was relieved to
hear his voice answer her phone.

“You said you would be here to pick up the food and me at 6:15. It’s only 6:07 now. Of
course [‘m not ready. You won’t be here for another seven and a half minutes.”

“Okay, okay. You’re right. I was just checking. I’m leaving Ben’s place now to come get
you. I’ll be there in five or ten minutes.”

“Seven and a half minutes,” repeated Jeff.

“Oh,” Ben groaned. “Oh, this roast beef sandwich is wonderful. Where’d you find this

beef?”

“On the roast,” Jeff answered.

“I mean, which deli do you use?”

“I guess you could call it Chez Mel,” said Jeff.

“Chez Mel? Our Mel? Have you been holding out on us and you own a deli, Mel?” Ben
asked.

“Jeff’s referring to my house,” explained Mel. "Knowing him, he seasoned and cooked
the roast. And, I’d guess he also made the Panini bread. Right, Jeff?”” Jeff nodded.

“Is this all you can make?”” Ben asked him.

“No, I can make....” Jeff began.

Mel cut him off, knowing that Jeff would give a complete itemized list of every dish he
made and that list would go on and on and on. She tried summarizing for Ben the gourmet skills



her brother possessed even though he did not have as many opportunities to use them as he’d
like.

Ben grew pensive. “Have you worked in a restaurant?” he asked Jeff. Jeff shook his head
no.

“Ever thought about it? Ben continued. “I’m thinking more of a deli and bakery rather
than a restaurant.”

Again, Jeff shook his head.

Mel was her mother’s daughter, she realized, and some of her mother’s trepidation filled
her. What was Ben thinking? Would he suggest something that would be too much for Jeff?
Then she sat back. This over-protection was what she accused her mother of. Jeff was a thirty-
three year old man. He could make his own decisions.

“My sister runs a bakery. She’s run off her feet trying to do everything. She has a couple
of kids who help wait tables, but Ellie finds it hard to do all the baking, ordering and managing
on her own. And, she’s trying to introduce new things in the bakery, things to get more people in
there. Food like this sandwich would be ideal.”

Jeff listened intently but didn’t say anything. Ben waited, getting uncomfortable with the
silence.

“Well, if you don’t like the idea, that’s fine. It was just a thought,” Ben said, his eyes not
meeting anyone’s.

“What idea?” Jeff asked.

Ben stared at him, and then looked at Mel. He caught on. “I guess I didn’t say what was
in my mind. Would you be interested in meeting my sister? In seeing the bakery? Maybe the two
of you could talk about the possibility of you helping her out.”

Jeff stood up and left the room. No one else moved. He returned a few minutes later with
his coat on. “Well,” he said, “aren’t we going?”

“Going?” Ben asked.

“To meet your sister.” Jeff was impatient. “Did you forget what you just said?”

Mel intervened. “Jeff, I don’t think Ben meant right now, but some time. Right, Ben?”

“Yeah. What if I call Ellie and set something up for this weekend? Would that work for
you?”

Jeff nodded and sat back down to finish his meal.

Life moved on. They settled into the penthouse more or less all right. With Mel’s help,
they prepared Kyle for the changes. Even though they had showed him the space, he had not
seemed to recognize that it had anything to do with them. Telling him did not seem to make it so.

“You talk too much,” Mel said.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Ben asked Mel. Attractive as she was, she
could really push his buttons.



“When you’re frustrated with Kyle, you talk too much. That confuses him even more and
gets you more frustrated.”

Shetried to be patient with Ben and explain. She talked about something she called
auditory processing.

See, Kyle could hear all right. Ben knew that for a fact because Deanna had told him
she’d had Kyle’s hearing checked twice when he was younger. They had thought that perhaps he
wasn’t talking because of a hearing impairment that made it difficult for him to hear then repeat
words.

But no, that was not it. His hearing tested fine both times. And, Ben was sure he could
hear all right. He must to be able to have memorized huge dialogues from his Dora videos.

Something must be wrong with Ben’s hearing because he had trouble following some of
what Mel tried to explain to him. She said that there was a difference between hearing and
understanding what was said. Hearing the words was only the very first step. The words had to
go into the child’s ears, and then the child had to begin to make sense of them. That was where
communication often broke down. Then there was yet athird step, where the child had to
determine how to respond to what he had heard and understood. This making sense of what he
heard was called auditory processing.

And, Kyle’s ability to process what he heard varied. Sometimes it was easier than under
other circumstances. Take noise for instance. Background noise could make a big difference and
his ability to process would go way down. This auditory processing weakness was part of the
reason Mel was so big on using visuals — visual schedules, pictures, and pictoria stories. Show,
don’t tell. Use pictures, not just oral words. And Ben had seen that it did actually make things
easier for Kyle.

Mel explained more. For kids with autism spectrum disorders, everything in the
environment came at them with the same intensity. For most, especially most adults, our brains
automatically filtered out extraneous, background noise. While our senses might register the
humming of afan or the flickering of the fluorescent lights then tune them out, a child with
autism would not be able to do such things automatically. If he blocked out all those background
noises and concentrated on avoice, it would be through a conscious decision on his part and
reguire concentration. When a skill was not automatic, it required more effort. That iswhy kids
with autism often tire readily. It’s taking them so much effort to handle a normal day, far, far
more effort than for other typical kids their age.

Ben’s heart hurt at the thought of how hard all this was for his son. Mel sharply
reprimanded him for any pity he felt.

“Understand it, feel it, but don’t pity,” she said. “This is the hand the child has been dealt.
He knows no different. It’s your job as Kyle’s father and my job as his teacher to help, to train
him and guide him towards independence.”

Mel was adamant that there would be no “poor me” or “poor Kyle” under her watch. No
siree. Sure, Kyle had challenges, but he also had strengths. They would build on those and teach



Kyle how to use his strengths to prop up his challenges and find other ways to do the things that
were difficult for him. Isn’t that what everyone did?

Y es, Mel had no sympathy for him, Ben. Ben often felt that she was hard on him. She did
not cut him any slack, or at least only rarely. Ben had the feeling she was teaching and training
him just as much as she was training and teaching and guiding his son. To be honest, though, he
needed it. He’d been like a babe in the woods when he first met this kid and again, being honest,
without Mel’s guidance, he and Kyle would not be where they were today - ateam.

Ben’s thoughts turned to Mel, as they often did. In fact, it did not seem to take much to
make him think of Mel. She had become an integral part of their lives.

Take the move, for instance. Without Mel’s instruction, Ben did not think he would have
ever gotten Kyle into the elevator. Mind you it was still not smooth, but it was better.

Some of what Mel suggested he didn’t get.

“This seems excessive — pretty much useless. Besides, who has time for all this?”” Ben
asked her.

“Well, you’re welcome to try it your way then,” Mel retorted.

When he did, usually the result was not what he’d hoped and sometimes it was actually a
disaster. He now avoided disasters whenever possible because not only were they hard on him
and his ego, but they were hard on Kyle. It was not fair to his son when he did not heed Mel’s
advice.

How did she seem to know his son so well when she’d met him only a couple days after
Ben did?

Sunday afternoon, Ben and Kyle picked up Melanie and Jeff at Mel’s house. They drove
to the bakery.

Asthey entered the door, they were met by the tantalizing smells of warm yeast breads.
Kyle stopped and went up on his toes, hisnosein the air, sniffing with a smile of pleasure on his
face. Ellie came from behind the counter, wiping her hands on atowel. She bent down and held
out her arms to Kyle. “Come here, Munchkin.”

As soon as he spied her, Kyle began a headlong run for his aunt, but at her words stopped
short and looked behind him. Nope, no other kid was there. He looked back at Aunt Ellie. She
was still crouched, arms outstretched toward him. He checked again behind him, then asked,
“Who’s Munchkin?”’

“You are,” Ellie told him.

“I’'m Kyle.”

“But I‘m going to call you Munchkin.”

“Why?”” he wanted to know.

“Just come here anyway,” his aunt told him.



After giving Kyle a hug and a cream puff, Ellie turned to Ben and Mel. “You usually
don’t bring girls home, big brother. In fact, the last time was like hmmm, well never. What’s the
occasion?”

“Can it, brat, or I won’t introduce you,” Ben told her.

“Mel, this is my little sister, Ellie. El, this is Melanie Nicols, Kyle’s teacher. We came so
that you could meet her brother.”

As the women shook hands and chatted a few minutes. Ellie glanced all around, not
seeing the brother. Then she spied a strange man fiddling with things behind her counter. “Hey,”
she yelled. “Get away from there. You’re not allowed behind the counter.”

The man ignored her. Then they all heard the whoosh of the latte machine steaming milk.

“That thing hasn’t worked for weeks! What are you doing back there? How’d you make
it do that?” Ellie asked.

“Oh no,” said Mel. “Don’t ask how. Just accept that he fixed it.”

“What?” Ellie didn’t get this.

Jeff grinned. “Afraid I’ll give too much information, sis?”

“Exactly,” Mel agreed. “Don’t ask him how he fixed it unless you want the full - and |
mean full - explanation. Ellie, I’d like to introduce my brother, Jeff Nicols. Jeff, this is Ben’s
sister Ellie and the owner of this bakery.”

Ellie nodded, but her attention was more on her coffee machine. “Do you think we can
actually use it now?”

“If you want a coffee,” Jeff told her.

“How the hell did you do that? We worked at it, and had the repair guy out twice. He said
it was toast.”

“I see why he couldn’t fix it,” said Jeff. “Anyone who would confuse a coffee maker with
a piece of toast does not know what he’s doing.”

Ellie stared at Jeff. Ben thought this a good time to display what was in the cooler he
carried. “Hungry, E1?”” he asked his sister. Let’s have a seat and try the food Jeff made for us.

They joined Kyle and his cream puff while Ben brought out the array of deli sandwiches
Jeff had created. They were cut into small slices, made for sampling.

“Oh, this is so luscious,” Ellie told Jeff. “I thought I was up on most of the delis and
bistros in town but I’ve never had anything like this. Who do you work for?”

Ben told her that Jeff was not working in any restaurant right now. Melanie shot him a
look. He gave her alook back. What he said was technically true.

“Between jobs, eh?” Ellie asked. Without waiting for a response, she rushed on, “Any
chance you’d consider working here? Don’t worry - no long term commitment if that scares you
off. But, we really could use food like this here; our clientele would go for it big time. We’ll take
any amount of your time you can give us. We can even offer |attes again now, thanks to you.
How about it? Interested in helping out here? I can’t pay you alot but we could work something
out.”

“El, if you’d shut up a minute, Jeff might be able to give you an answer,” Ben told her.



“What would I have to do,” Jeff asked.

“Make sandwiches like these. Make coffee. Help with the baking. Anything you feel like
doing around here.”

“Okay.”

“Pardon?” Ellie asked.

“Okay. I’ll work here,” Jeff said.

“That’s it? It was that easy? Don’t you need to think about it?”” Ellie wanted to make sure.

“I already did.” Jeff said.

“Did what?”

Jeff looked at Ellie strangely. “Think about it. I already did think about it. Yes, I’ll work
here.”

Although Mel had hoped for something like this, she now had second thoughts. “Wait a
minute. What’s mom going to say?”

Ellie looked confused. “Your mother? Is that why you’re not working right now, because
you have to look after her?”

“Not exactly,” Mel explained.

“Then, I don’t get it. What does your mother have to do with you working here?”” She
asked Jeff.

“I don’t know what she has to do with it,” said Jeff.

“Nothing,” agreed Mel.

“Nothing,” echoed Kyle.



CHAPTER 15

"
AII right, class. What’s our lining up routine?”” Ms. Nicols asked.

“One table at a time.”

“Arm’s length from the person in front of you.”

“Hands down at your side.”

“Arms crossed over your chest,” offered various students.

“Very good. But I'm confused. How do I cross my arms over my chest and put my hands
down at my side at the same time?”” Melanie hoped for the right answer.

“That’s a choice,” explained Jordan. “Put your hands at your side or across your chest.”

“Excellent.” They really did get it, thought Melanie. It had been a good year and now was
time to help her students move on to the next teacher.

“There are two grade one classrooms in this school. You will be with some of your
friends from this class and you will be making some new friends next year.

“Right now, those who will be in Mr. Johnson’s grade one room will come with me for a

tour. When I say your name, please line up.” She called out the names of about half her class and
they headed down the hallway.

“This is Mr. Johnson. He’ll be your teacher for grade one next fall,” Ms. Nicols told the
boys and girls. She pulled out adigital camera and took a picture of Mr. Johnson standing in the
doorway waving hello to his future students, then afew of the classroom. These would be added
to the booklet each child would receive before summer vacation. Some children like Kyle, who
found transitions difficult would have a number of introductory sessions like this one.



When Ben showed up after school for Kyle, Mel took the two of them to meet Mr.
Johnson. She took pictures of the cubby where Kyle would hang his coat, the desk where he
would sit, the inside and outside of the washroom he’d use and where the schedule was kept on
the wall. While Mr. Johnson chatted with Ben, he encouraged Kyle to explore the room, check
out the view from his desk and generally get afeel for the room. Kyle would have the chance to
do this several times this month to help prepare him for next fall.

“Isn’t this overkill?” Ben asked when Melanie presented him with Kyle’s book of
pictures.
“In my experience, it helps. But, suit yourself,” Melanie replied. Ben sighed.

That night as he tucked Kyle into bed, Ben opened up Kyle’s Grade One book. While he
read the captions, Kyle studied each picture. Even though Melanie had suggested they go
through this every night, Ben was sure Kyle’d have it memorized within a couple days.

“Good man,” Ben told his son several weeks later.

“Good man,” echoed Kyle, his voice small and tentative.

Ben settled his hands more firmly on Kyle’s shoulders. Although it was still far from
perfect, Kyle’s comfort level with riding the elevator increased daily. He’d graduated from
enduring the ride with his limbs plastered around his father’s torso and his face buried in Ben’s
neck to now standing on his own feet. To feel secure he needed to be pressed firmly into an
adult, with pressure on his shoulders. His little body tensed but no longer trembled during the
ride. Together, he and Ben counted off the floor numbers as each lit up. Ben faithfully followed
Mel’s instructions to practice the elevator ride so that Kyle would be able to do it with Millie.
Once again, her advice worked.

“Someday champ, you’ll be taking this ride all on your own,” Ben told his son.

With Millie around, Ben was able to get more work done in the evenings. As Mel had
predicted, Kyle liked to sit at his own little desk while Ben worked. Tonight he was looking over
his Grade One book. He brought it over to Ben and squeezed between the desk and chair until he
could perch on his dad’s lap. Kyle pointed to the book. Ben stifled his impatience at the
interruption; this was important to Kyle and the work could wait. Still, he thought....

Bye now, Kyle repeated the words with Ben.

“This is Mr. Johnson, Kyle’s teacher. This is where Kyle will hang his coat. This is
Kyle’s desk...” and so on until Ben thought they had covered every possible aspect of a grade
one child’s life. But, day after day, Kyle stared intently at each photograph.

AsBen lifted Kyle down from his knee, he thought the little boy felt heavier. “I think
you’ve grown, Kyle. You’re getting to be quite the little man, getting bigger every day. Soon
you’ll be doing so many more things on your own. I’'m so proud of my big boy Kyle.”



Kyle wandered out of the room. Soon Ben could hear one of the endless DoraDVDs
playing. He’d long since gotten over his nervousness at Kyle using his equipment. The kid could
probably teach him afew things about the components. Millie was in the kitchen preparing
dinner.

A while later, the meal was ready and Millie called them to the kitchen. Ben went to
wash his hands and called for Kyle to do the same. When Kyle didn’t appear in the bathroom,
Ben assumed his son had gone to use the kitchen sink.

When Ben entered the kitchen, Millie asked, “Where’s Kyle?”

“I thought he was in here with you. He must be engrossed in his DVD. I'll go get him.”

Millie said, “No, you sit down and I’ll go fetch him.”

She returned a minute later with a frown. “He’s not in the living room or in his
bedroom.”

“He must have dozed off somewhere. Let’s take a look.”

It didn’t take long for them to scour the whole place, looking in most spots twice. There
were only so many spots for alittle boy to hide. Ben called out to his son but there was no reply.
He yelled louder, hoping to wake Kyle up if he’d fallen asleep. The silence was deafening. Ben's
and Millie’s steps got faster as their voices raised. On his way to check the hall closet yet again,
Ben noticed that the condo’s door to the outside hallway was ajar. He was positive he’d shut it
when he came home.

With a sinking feeling, Ben opened the door and peered into hall, hoping to spy his son.
No such luck. With his heart in his throat, Ben checked the hooks beside the door, the ones he’d
put at the just right height for a small boy to hang his coat. Empty. Kyle’s jacket was missing.

He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. Kyle would not leave the condo. Why would he? There was no
place to go in the hallway. It was small with only two doors - the one to their condo and the one
for the elevator. Kyle hated the elevator, so he certainly would not go there. But, he had been
getting better at riding it. No, he would not do that; he’d never wander off on his own.

Isthat what all parents of lost children said, Ben wondered? No. Kyle was not lost. He
had just fallen asleep someplace in the condo. You know how deeply children can sleep. He’d
not heard them calling; that wasit. That had to be it.

Ben returned to the condo, and with Millie’s help searched every last inch of the place
again. No Kyle.

“Millie, will you stay here, please? I’ll check the elevator just in case Kyle did go in
there. He could be huddled in the corner, scared to death. He was too small to push the button for
the penthouse, so he wouldn’t be able to get back home.

Ben had along wait for the elevator, indicating that it must have been on the ground
floor. He rode down, trying to talk himself calm. No Kyle.

The doorman was snoozing behind the counter. Ben’s voice woke him. “Have you seen a
little boy go by here by himself? This would have been in the last half hour or so,” Ben told him.



“No, I haven’t seen anyone come in or out in the last while and definitely not a kid
alone.”

“My son. I thought he was in the living room but when we called him for supper there
was no answer. We live in the penthouse and can’t find him anywhere. He’s only five.”

“Did you check the stairwell?”

Damn. How could Ben have forgotten about that? There were three doors in his hallway,
not just two. He’d never taken the stairs since they moved to the penthouse, but Kyle had been
used to the stairs when they lived on the third floor.

“Thanks. I’ll go up that way and check.”

“All fifteen floors?” the doorman’s question was spoken to thin air as Ben dashed for the
stairwell.

Ben paused on the seventh floor landing. How could he have let himself get this out of
shape? He took a few deep breaths and continued up three more floors. He paused there to use
his cell phone to call Millie. Maybe she’d found Kyle.

“Millie, any luck?”” Ben asked.

“No. I was hoping you were calling to say you found him.”

“The doorman hasn’t seen anyone go out for the past half hour but asked if I’d tried the
stairwell.” Ben huffed as he plodded up. “I’m four floors down from you now. Maybe we’ll find
him on the landing of our floor. See you in a minute.”

Ben had only made it up one more floor when his cell rang. “You found him?” he asked.

“No, but the doorman called. He checked the videotapes. I didn’t know but the elevator is
on video camera. He can see Kyle. He wants us to come down to his desk.”

Ben opened the door to the nearest hallway and pressed the elevator button. When it
came, Milliewas already in it. Together they counted the seconds until the car landed in the
lobby.

The doorman was ready for them with a freeze frame on the monitor. “There. See?” he
pointed. There, in grainy black and white was Kyle, aone in the elevator. He pushed the L
button for lobby and rode down, hisarmsrigidly at his sides, concentration on his face. When the
doors on the lobby, Kyle hesitated as if he was going to leave the car, then went back in. They
watched as he jJumped and jumped, trying to hit the P at the top of the panel, the button that
would send the elevator car back up to Kyle’s home. Try as he could, Kyle was too short.

Next, he put his backpack on the ground. Ben grimaced. He had not even noticed that it
was gone. Some father he was. Kyle stood on his back pack, trying to gain some height. Still not
enough. Kyle sat in the corner, with his knees drawn up under his chin. He clutched the back
pack to him. Ben’s heart broke watching his son. When a tear slid down Kyle’s cheek, Millie
grabbed Ben’s arm and her own tears began.

Ben put hisarm around Millie as they watched. Kyle stood and pressed the button to
open the elevator door. The last the video showed of him was one little boy leaving the elevator.

“Where’d he go? Where’s the rest of the video?” Ben demanded.



“That’s all there is,” explained the doorman. There’s only a camera in the elevator, then
one outside the front door.”

“Can you pull that one up?”

“Just give me a minute.”

“We don’t have a minute! My son could be out there. He’s only five and he’s alone and
it’s getting dark and he has autism and he hardly talks! He’ll be scared out of his mind and
anything could happen to him. I need that video now!”

“Ben,” Millie patted his arm. “It’s here.”

They could see Kyle on the screen now, his dark jacket fading in with the growing
shadows outside. It took him several tries but he finally got the outer door opened and went
through. He hesitated just an instant then turned left down the street.

Ben snarled at the other man. “I thought you said no one went in or out for the past half
hour?”

“Honest. I didn’t see anyone enter or leave. I do remember the door making some noise
but I thought it was the wind blowing it. You know how it’s been gusting. Besides I was sitting
behind the counter. I can certainly see any adult coming or going but your little boy’s head
would have been below counter height, so | would have missed him.”

Ben wanted to turn on him. He needed to take this out on someone. But the important
thing right now was Kyle.

“Call 9-1-1 will you?” Ben said to the doorman. “When he has them on the line, would
you give them a description, Millie?”

“Yes. Are you calling Mel?”

“You bet.”

Both the cruiser and Mel pulled up at about the same time, both parking diagonally and
part on the sidewalk.

While Millie returned to the penthouse to get the officers copies of Kyle’s school pictures
and Kyle’s Grade One book, Ben tried to think of where Kyle might have headed. Nothing came
to mind.

“We sometimes go to the park off that way. Yes, that’s the direction Kyle went, but it’s
almost dark. He never wants to play with other kids there, just with me.”

“He doesn’t play with other kids? Who are his friends and where do they live?”

Melanie stepped in. “Kyle’s friends are mainly the kids in his class but he only sees them
during school time. Right, Ben? He doesn’t play with them other than at school, right?”” Ben
nodded.

Melanie explained that Kyle had autism. She told them that when they called, he might
not respond to his name. Sirens and flashing lights might spook him, making him feel the need to
hide from strangers looking for him.

“But would he come if you call?”” they asked Ben.

Ben hesitated. What kind of afather did this make him?



Again, Melanie helped. “People with autism are sensitive to sound, lights and touch.
What might not bother you at all could seem like fingernails on a blackboard to someone like
Kyle. It’s hard to predict how he will react in an unusual situation. He’s not used to being out at
night alone.”

Ben’s panic was rising. “Why are we standing around here yakking? My son’s out there
somewhere. He’s alone. He could be cold and scared. What if some creep picks him up? Shit,
he’s only five. He doesn’t know about all the weirdoes in the world. So far he’s only met people
who help him. We need to get our asses in the saddle and find him!”

“Mr. Wickens, as we speak there are two patrol cars and four officers at his school.
They’re scouring the ground looking for him. There’s a call in to the school principal to meet us
there to unlock the doors just in case he found a way to get in. They’ll turn on all the lights in the
school and the principal and an officer will stay there just in case Kyle makes his way there.

“Two other officers are in the park checking for him. They’ve just started their sweep.
Now, if you could tell us where else you think he might have gone....”

A policeman came up to them. “Your housekeeper said you wouldn’t mind if we used
your scanner and computer. Your son’s picture has now gone out to all our officers. While I did
that, Millie ran off copies of his photo on your printer. We’ll sweep the blocks surrounding your
place then hand out pictures at any businesses that are open.”

He continued. “Now, we need someone to stay in your apartment in case Kyle returns on
his own. Y our housekeeper volunteered. The doorman will stay on alert here and notify usif he
sees your son. Do you two want to stay here and wait? If you’re up to it, given that this kid has
autism, it might help if you would check the park as well. Maybe he’ll come to you even if he
won’t respond to an officer. Do you have cell phones on you?”

Ben and Mel nodded and gave him their numbers. “Wait right here while I patch your
numbers through to dispatch so we can call you right away if we see him.”

Mel wrapped her arms around Ben. It was hard to tell if she was giving or receiving
comfort, but it didn’t really matter anyway. She was the one thing Ben could hang onto in the
middle of this whole mess.

They were given the go-ahead and started for the park, calling Kyle’s name as they went.
They entered the park and passed the swings and slide. They passed the spot where Ben and Kyle
had made piles of leaves and jumped through them. They passed the bench when Melanie had
waited and they threw leaves on her head. Everywhere they went, they called Kyle’s name but
there was no response.

They came to the other end of the park, Ben’s despair growing. He turned to retrace his
steps, but Mel was rooted to the spot, looking off down the street.

“He wouldn’t,” she said. “No, it’s too far and he wouldn’t remember the way.”

“What way? What are you talking about?”

“Ben, you don’t think he’d walk all the way to my place, do you? Remember that day in
the park? He had such a good time, and then afterwards you came to my place for hot chocolate.
Kyle played with Max.”



“Shit, he’s only five years old. He’s only been to your place a few times and the last time
we drove, not walked. That’s a long ways for a small kid alone and in the dark.”

“He had fun at my place. He probably felt safe and secure there.”

“I have no better ideas, so we might as well go look.” Ben checked his cell just in case
there was a message and he for some reason hadn’t heard it ring. No such luck.

They continued in silence for a block, holding hands.

“First thing tomorrow morning, I’'m calling Deanna. No. As soon as we find Kyle I'm
calling her. She can come and get him in the morning, “Ben said.

Melanie stopped walking to search Ben’s face in the light from the street lamp. “But,
why? Why would you want to give him up?”

“Why? WHY? Because I’'m a goddamned unfit father, that’s why. Because I can’t look
after my own kid. I can’t keep him safe. Look at all the things that have happened to him since
I’ve had him. He almost dies in a fire. He cracks his bloody head open. And now, I can’t even
keep track of one little kid and here he’s lost in the dark all alone.” Ben’s voice cracked.

Melanie just held him. There was nothing she could say right now that would help him
see dl the good things that had happened to Kyle this past year.

“Come, on. Let’s go check out your place. I can’t figure out what else to do.” Ben’s
shoulder’s stooped. His head was down. As he berated himself in his mind, he momentarily
forgot to scour the bushes they passed but Melanie watched for him.

As they approached Melanie’s house, Ben could see that her lights were off. For some
reason, he had hoped to see all her lights blazing with Kyle cozily ensconced in her living room.
But, how could he be? She would have locked her doors when she left, of course.

Melanie stopped as they entered the front gate. “That’s funny,” she said. “Usually Max
hears me coming down the street and by the time I get to the yard he’s here waiting to greet me.”

“Did you leave him locked in the house?”

“No. I definitely remember leaving him outside. Let’s go around the back way and see
what’s going on.”

Asthey walked around the side of the house, flashes of Kyle and Max tearing around the
yard came to Ben’s mind. He’d have to get the kid a dog. Kyle really enjoyed Max and dogs
were good protection. It would have to be abig dog, one like Max.

Melanie grabbed Ben’s arm. “Shhh,” she said and pointed. There on the chaise lounge
was Max, his head in the air pointed towards them, histail thumping on the chair pad. His body
was curled around a small shape. Although Max’s tail continued to wag, his head went back
down and he would not meet Mel’s eyes. “He knows he’s now allowed on the chairs,” she
explained.

But she’d forgive him this time. For in between his big paws was the head of one little
boy. As they hustled up, they could see Kyle’s chest rising and falling, one arm draped over the
big German Shepherd.



“God,” was all Ben could say. He fell to his knees beside the sleeping boy and placed one
hand on his son’s tousled hair and the other on the dog’s shoulder. Steak every day. Caviar.
Anything this dog wanted, it was his. He had stayed and protected his son. Kyle was safe. He
was safe.

Safe! Holy shit. The city was full of policeman out looking for his son. He turned to hear
a low voice. Mel was on her cell, letting the police department know that they’d found Kyle. She
clicked off and dialed another number. Now there were tears in her voice as she told Millie that
Kyle was fine and where he was. They’d be bringing him home soon.

Meanwhile, Ben nudged Max out of the way and picked up hissonin his arms. He just
stood there holding him, his head bowed and his eyes closed. Melanie rested her head on Ben’s
other shoulder and held them both close.

Kyle stirred. His half-awake gaze rested on his father’s face. “Max and me had a sleep,”
he told Ben.

“I can see that, bud. We’ll have you back home in bed in no time. Just rest. I’'ve got you.”



CHAPTER 16

"
Ben, come back to bed. Kyle’s all right now.” Mel was dressed in Ben’s bath robe.

Through the glow of the night light in Kyle’s room, she could see the deeply sleeping little boy.
Ben sat on achild-sized bean bag chair, his chin on hisfists, staring at his son.

He looked up at where Me stood, silhouetted in the doorway. “I take that back about
calling Deanna. I’m a selfish bastard, but I can’t imagine my life without him. God, I can’t
believe how close I came to losing him.”

“But you didn’t. He’s not the first kid to ever wander off. Lots of parents get scares like
this. We’ll just have to teach Kyle more, show him more rules and work on what to do if he gets
lost.”

Ben looked over his hands at Mel. “We?” he asked.

It was too dark for Ben to see her blush. “Sorry. I meant you. I guess I was thinking that
I’'m his teacher and we could do more of this at school. But I’m not his teacher anymore, so my
official involvement is over.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that you can have as much involvement in Kyle’s life as you want. And in my
life. We need you. I need you.”

Melanie didn’t know what to say. But, as always, she was direct. “What are you saying?”

Ben rose and came towards her, pulling Kyle’s door partially closed. “I mean I need you
and want you. I think I’ve been showing you that for months now. I may have used Kyle as an
excuse to get you close but it was not just for Kyle’s sake that I kept calling you. And tonight, in
My room, didn’t I show you how I felt about you?



“I love you, Melanie Nicols. I want to be with you; I want you to be with Kyle and 1.
Would you marry us? I’ll take you anyway I can have you. If I'm going too fast and you don’t
want to get married, you could live here with us or we could get another place. Or you could stay
at your place and we could take this a little slower if you need to.”

“I thought accountants were cautious, careful planners, not the impulsive types.”

“This isn’t impulsive. I’ve thought about it for a long time now, just wasn’t sure how to
bring it up. Well, actually, my first goal was to get you in my bed, but now I want longer term.”
He peered down at her, trying to make out her expression in the darkened hallway.

Melanie took his hand and pulled him back toward his bedroom.

“Wait,” Ben said. “Don’t I get an answer? Even an ‘I’ll need to think about it’?"

“Yes, if you want aformal answer. Now, get in here. This calls for more action than for
talk.”

Millie made waffles while Mel turned the bacon. Kyle seemed none the worse for his
adventure. Melanie and Ben glowed as they teased one another and touched often. Millie was the
quiet one of the bunch.

It took a while for Ben to notice Millie’s withdrawn mood, but finally Mel’s pointed
looks made him pay attention.

“Millie, are you feeling all right?” he asked. “Is anything wrong?”

“No, I’'m fine. I wondered if I might have the rest of the day off. I have some things to do
and would like to visit my nephew. | presume Mel will be sticking around? She’ll help with
Kyle, I'm sure.”

“Sure, I can stay,” Mel assured her, a question in her voice. “Is there something you’d
planned for supper that you’d like me to make?”

“No. I’m sure you have your own ideas,” she said as she left the room.

Melanie and Ben looked at each other. Thiswas not like Millie.

“Just let me get my keys and I’ll give you a ride,” Ben called.

The first half of the ride to Millie’s house was silent. Millie stared out the window. Ben
did not know what to say. Well, obviously guessing was not going to work, so he’d better just
ask her. But ask what, he wondered.

Millie spoke first. “So, it looks like you and Melanie are an item.”

“I’m not sure I would have put it that way, but yes, we are together. Definitely together
now.” He grinned at Millie. “Last night she agreed to marry me. Marry us - Kyle and me.”

Millie smiled back at him, but her enthusiasm didn’t reach her eyes. “Congratulations.
I’m very happy for all of you. She’ll make a lovely mother to Kyle. She’s a wonderful young
woman.”

Ben felt the but coming.

And, it did. “But I guess this changes things. Kyle will have a mother now to look after
him. You won’t need a housekeeper.”



Ben looked at her then laughed. “I’m not marrying Mel to get a housekeeper. Nothing’s
changed that way. We still need you. In fact probably more than ever. Who will stay with Kyle
this summer if you’re not there?”

“Well, teachers don’t work in the summer. Mel will be home with Kyle.”

“Some teachers don’t work in summer, but not Mel. Ever heard of extended school year?
Mel begins next week teaching at the middle years school; she’ll be there four days a week all
summer.”

Millie had more worries. “Some women like to be mistress of their own home. They
don’t want another female mucking around their place.”

“Does that sound like Mel to you? You can ask her yourself, but as far as I can see, she
thinks it’s a real boon that Kyle and I come with a housekeeper. And, she likes you, she really
does.”

“I’d better talk directly to her about this. I don’t want to interfere or stay where I’'m not
wanted.”

Ben thought a minute. “There is a problem. We can’t stay where we are. I can hardly
stand the thought of keeping Kyle in that condo another minute after what we went through last
night. A condo is no place for a child. We have to get a house, a house with a back yard where
we can have Max.”

They pulled into Millie’s driveway. They sat and took in the views of the house.

“God, you have a lovely place, Millie. A fenced yard, the verandas, the dormers, and look
at this neighborhood. It’s a place where families live.”

“I love it, but I’'m aware of all the repairs it needs. Once my nephew and his family leave
| hope to get started on some of them. If | keep renting the place out, | should be able to afford to
fix up afew things now and then. Really, | should sell it but | have such good memories of the
place that I hate the thought of strangers living here.”

Ben looked at her. “When does your nephew leave again?”

“In just a few weeks now.”

“And how many bedrooms did you say are in this place?”

“Five.”

There was a pause. “Mel’s accused me of being impulsive. That’s a strange thing to say
to an accountant. And to think my life was so orderly this time last year.” Ben took a big breath.
“Millie, would you consider selling to me? Then we could all live here together, you, Kyle, Mel
and me. Or, if you don’t want to sell, we could rent from you. Either way, we could work
something out.”

Millie said nothing. Then, Ben remembered. “Of course, I’d have to check it out with
Mel first. | think she’ll like the idea, in fact I bet she’ll be excited. We were talking last night
about how we need to find another place to rent, or buy a place with room for Kyle and Max.”

Still, Millie was silent. Then atear trickled down her cheek. Shit, thought Ben. Why
didn’t I keep my big mouth shut? And, where’s Mel when I need her? Looks like I have to do
this on my own.



“Okay, Millie. Bad idea, I guess. Sorry. Just forget it. We’ll work something else out. It’s
just that your house really appealsto me - has since the first time I saw it.”

“No. Don’t forget it. I’'m just overcome. I’ve missed my house. To think of living back
here with you and the little one and Melanie and maybe more little ones to come.”

Ben had not really thought about that last part, but yes, a smile spread across his face. He
could see it. “Let’s go talk to Mel. Oh, but wait. Do you need to think about it some more?”’

“My head’s too full to think of details right now. I imagine there’s a lot to work out.”

“We get the place appraised to find the fair market value. That would tell usthe price
either way, if | wasto buy it from you or just rent. And we could get alawyer to work out the
details about how you’d always have a place here, even if I bought it.”

“Bless you. But we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves. Go on home and see what that
bride-to-be of yours thinks of your impulsive offer.”

Mel, it turns out, was ecstatic, especially after she toured the place. Kyle didn’t really get
what all the excitement was about, but when Ben said, “Where shall we go to celebrate?” Kyle
had an answer.

“To the bakery! Yeah!”

The smells of strong coffee and yeasty dough greeted Millie, Mel, Ben and Kyle when
they entered the bakery. Kyle yelled, “Munchkin’s here!” It was a good thing his yell warned
Ellie before he launched himself at her. Jeff waved a hand at them, but didn’t turn his attention
from the mocha |atte he was building.

Ellie settled them at a table to take their orders. “Why don’t you have Jeff waiting
tables?” Ben asked her.

“I found that histalents really lie behind the counter. He might be awhiz at cooking, but
customer service isn’t exactly his forte.” She and Melanie exchanged a grin. “Business has
picked up since he’s been here. We're in the black and it looks like we'll stay there. His
sandwiches are a big hit.”

“That’s great news, little sister.” Ben gave her a hug. “We have some news of our own.”

“Well, give,” Ellie said.

“Ms. Nicols lives with us only I don’t have to call her Ms. Nicols, only if I want to. I can
cal her Md or I can call her Mom, too.”

Ellie’s eyes rose. She looked questioningly from Ben to Mel.

“Yes, that’s true,” said Mel.”

The door to the bakery opened and in walked Mel's and Jeff’s parents. Since Jeff had
started work there they had become regular patrons. At first they came to hover and worry but
gradually they’d relaxed as they saw their son blossom. He was a competent, contributing
member of the bakery team.

The door from the kitchen opened and Ben and Ellie’s parents came out. Ben raised his
eyebrows at Ellie. “Yeah dad dropped in, but mom has been coming with him lately, keeping



him in check and they don’t stay long. Everything’s good,” she assured him. “And now we’re in
for one big family adventure. Time to spill your news, big brother.”
“Adventure?” asked Kyle. He began singing, “Dora, the explorer...”
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Synopsis of Booksin the School Daze Series

Autism Runs Away

Ethan is only in grade one and already has been kicked out of one school due
to his tantrums and pattern of running away when in a panic. Now, his mom’s
enrolled him in anew school but remains glued to her phone, waiting for the call to
tell her to come pick him up, that they can’t handle him, that they don’t know what
to do with a child who has autism.

How can she trust these strangers to ook after her son, just one small child
among hundreds, when he has run from own parents so very many times? They
don’t know the terror of losing your child in a mall or watching him run blindly
into traffic.

What started as a fun chase game when Ethan was atoddler has turned into a
terrifying deviation. The adults in his life never know when he might take off.

Rather than attaching an adult to his side to keep him safe, this new teacher
talks about calming strategies and choices. Do they not realize what could happen
iIf Ethan flees the building? The impact of a car on one small body? Sarais about to
learn if this new school is up to the challenge.

Meet Kyle, Mel, Ben and the other characters you got to know in the
Amazon bestseller Autism Goes to School. See what they've been up to in the last
year and how they join forcesto help Ethan.

Then, return to Madson School to see if Manny, a child with severe autism
belongsin their midst. Read Manny's story in Autism Belongs.

Autism Belongs

Manny is not like other children. He doesn’t talk. He doesn’t leave the
house. His parents desperately try to arrange their world so that Manny does not
get upset. Because, when he does, well, the aggression was getting worse. Too
many times Tomas had to leave work to rescue his wife from the havoc of their
son’s meltdowns. At ten, Manny was becoming difficult to handle.

Passing by a bakery made al the difference. There, they met people who
understand autism, along with its strengths and challenges. They learn ways to help
Manny communicate and socialize and to have his needs met.

Dare they consider letting him go to school? I's there a chance that Manny
actually belongs there? Y ou bet.
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Meet Kyle, Ben, Mel and the other characters you read about in the Amazon
bestseller Autism Goes to School and see how they’ve grown and progressed.

Autism Talks and Talks

Karen is a grade 6 student who has Asperger’s Syndrome. She is bright,
vivacious and highly verbal. Too verbal. She finds certain topics fascinating, and is
all too willing to share her knowledge with others. She goes on and on and on, not
realizing that she is alienating the other kids with her endless monol ogues.

Karen remains on the fringe, looking at other adolescents having fun
together and wondering if she could ever be a part of the group. Her protective
mom tries to shield her from the world, limiting her contact with peersin case she
might be bullied.

Isthisdl thereisfor Karen? Come join us and see.

Autism Grows Up

At twenty-one, Suzie has withdrawn from aworld she finds aien and
confusing. Ability is not the problem, nor isinterest — many things fascinate her.
But, she has Asperger's Syndrome and high anxiety. To her, the world is a harsh,
scary place where she does not fit.

Suzie lives with her mother, Amanda. She spends much of her day sleeping
and most of her nights on the computer. Her mom wishes Suzie would get ajob, go
to school or at least help out around the house. Suzie feelsthat her timeis amply
filled with the compelling world lurking within her computer.

Amanda has two full time jobs — one involves working at the office every
day, the second involves looking after Suzie. Amanda wants more for Suzie, but
does not know how to help her move forward. When she tries putting pressure on
her, Suzie suffers from paralyzing anxiety, resulting in morose withdrawal or
worse, lengthy tantrums. Suzie is most content when alone in the basement with
her computer. Staring at her monitor, the rest of the world falls away and she feels
at home.

Amandais torn. She met this gentleman, Jack. It would be nice to spend
time with someone other than her brother and daughter but Suzie wouldn’t like it
and she needs her mother desperately. Amanda’s brother asks uncomfortable
questions like what will become of Suzie if something happens to Amanda.
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Jack gently persists and Amanda glimpses what her life could be like. Suzie
resents the time her mom spends with Jack and makes her mother pay for the hours
not devoted to her daughter.

Then, they have a home invasion. When an intruder breaks into the house,
Amanda has only Suzieto rely on.

Turn the page for sample chapters from each book.



Preview of Autism Runs Away
Preview of Autism Runs Away

Chapter One of Autism Runs Away

Shrieks split the air. Ellie froze. She could make out the words, “No, no, no, no,”
but not much else. Then the screams came again.

Ellie hurried down the hall and broke into a run. The office, where was it? She
should know this. Ben and Mel had told her to make sure to check in there before
getting Kyle. Besides, she had no idea which room he was in.

The screams died down then rose to a new crescendo, accompanied by bangs
and bumps, objects striking hard surfaces. Kyle!

The sign saying Office was just ahead. Ellie raced in and grabbed the counter.
“Kyle. Kyle Wickens. I'm here to collect my nephew. Is he okay? Where is he?”

A placid gaze met hers as an older woman rose from behind a desk and
approached the counter. “May I help you?” she asked.

Ellie gaped at her. “Help me?” What was with this woman? “Yes, you can help
me. What’s going on here? I want my nephew right now!”

The woman peered at her, the calm not leaving her face. “Have we met before?”
she asked. “Your face looks familiar.”

Was she dense? Or deaf? Couldn’t she hear that ruckus down the hallway? Who
cared about social niceties? Something was clearly wrong here. Some kids may be in
danger, including her nephew. Couldn’t this strange woman see that?

There was a commotion in the hall and Ellie retreated to the doorway, ready to
snatch Kyle and run if need be. A group of small children lined up against one wall of the
hall. With the door open, the yells and thumping were louder. The kids, however, did
not seem perturbed, at least not nearly as perturbed as Ellie felt.

She turned her head back to the woman in the office. “What’s going on?” she
asked.

“Iimagine they’re doing a room clear.”

“A what?”

“A room clear. That’s what we call it when for safety’s sake we bring the other
children out of the classroom when one of their classmates is particularly upset.”

“Upset? Upset! Is that what you call all this screaming?”

Before the woman could answer, Ellie spotted her nephew in the line of
children. Her breath whooshed out and her shoulders came down from their hunched
position. He was safe. She didn’t know how she’d ever explain to her brother and sister-
in-law if Kyle was hurt the very first time she was entrusted to pick him up from school.

“Kyle,” she called. “Kyle, come here.”

Kyle turned his head and stepped slightly out of line to see who was calling him.
His face lit up when he saw her. “Auntie Ellie!” He waved and waved a grin on his face.
“Hi, Auntie Ellie.”

“Kyle, come here.”



Kyle’s grin faded and he didn’t move other than to lower his hand.

“Get over here now.” Ellie spoke more sharply than she’d intended.

Still Kyle’s feet didn’t move. But his hands, both of them now, rose. Instead of
waving this time, his arms went out from his sides and his hands started to flap.

Oh, great, Ellie thought. Here it comes now. She spoke more softly this time.
“Kyle, please come here now. We need to get out of here.”

Kyle’s eyes got wider. His hands flapped harder, and his gaze shifted from Ellie
to the open doorway and back again.

A girl beside Kyle put her hands on Kyle’s shoulders and pushed.

“Hey!” called Ellie as she stepped forward. Was this girl the source of the
screams? Was she about to turn her attack on Kyle?

But, Kyle didn’t look fearful and the girl was not screaming. She continued to
push on Kyle’s shoulders. As Ellie got closer she could see Kyle’s arms lower and the
flapping motions slowed. The little girl looked relaxed, but determined. As Kyle’s
hunched shoulders lowered and he took in then let out a big breath, the girl released his
shoulders, turned away and began chatting to the girl in front of her.

Ellie took Kyle’s face in her hands. “Are you okay?” she asked him.

“Hi, Aunt Ellie,” he said as his arms went around her.

Ellie hugged him back. “Hiya, Munchkin. Are you all right?”

Kyle nodded.

“What are you doing in the hall?”

“Ethan got upset.”

“Ethan?”

Kyle nodded. Well, that didn’t tell her a lot.

“Let’s go. Grab your things and let’s get out of this place.”

Kyle froze. She reached for his hand but he pulled back.

“What’s wrong?”

Kyle stared at her. The boy behind him said, “We’re supposed to stay right
here.”

“Yeah, well, I've come to get Kyle and I say we’re leaving now.”

“The rule is wait for the all clear,” Kyle recited under his breath.

“What?”

The other boy explained. “After a room clear, we’re supposed to wait here until
we get the all clear.”

A deeper voice behind her spoke up. “They’re right, you know. When we’ve had
to clear the room the other students are to wait against the wall until a teacher tells them
it’s all right to return to the room. The kids have not received their all clear yet, so Kyle
is doing exactly what he’s supposed to do.”

“And who exactly are you?” Ellie’s eyes blazed.

“His teacher.”

“Oh.”

He held out his hand. “My name is Rob Sells. And who are you?”

“I'm Ellie Wickens. Kyle’s father is my brother. He and Mel are both out of town
today and they asked me to pick up Kyle for them. I guess I'm a bit early but I didn’t
want to be late.” Then she noticed the hand that was still outstretched. “Sorry,” she
apologized as she accepted his firm handshake.

“Ah, you’re Mel’s sister-in-law. She told us you’d be coming. Welcome to



Madson School.”

Was this place surreal or what? How could they stand here having a social
conversation when just moments ago it had sounded like a child was being hacked to
pieces in this very classroom?

“Is everything all right? What’s been going on here?” she asked him.

“One of our students became a bit upset.”

“A bit?

Mr. Sells flashed a grin. “Well, maybe more than a bit, but he’s okay now. In
fact, we were just about to go back into the classroom. Care to join us for a few minutes
before it is home time?”

Without waiting for her answer, he turned to the children. “It’s all clear now.
Head back to your seats.” The students turned toward the doorway and walked quietly
into the room and to their desks.

Well, “desks” was using the term loosely. Ellie had never seen such a rag tag
collection of furnishings in a school. Where were the desks of her childhood, those heavy
wooden things with a seat attached to a side bar welded to the desk top?

Kyle was perched atop a grey plastic mushroom-looking thing. Its round top had
a slight depression, which narrowed to a thinner stalk. On the bottom was another disk.
As she watched, he squirmed. The poor kid had to wiggle to keep his balance because
the stool or whatever it was, was warped. The bottom was not flat. Kyle didn’t look
perturbed, though. Kids could get used to anything, she thought.

Looking around the room, she could see other, similar stools, in different sizes.
They were the lucky kids, she guessed. One poor kid didn’t even have a stool; he was
standing at a tall desk, a box of crayons out, his tongue protruding between his lips as he
labored away at something.

A couple students sat not on chairs or stools at all but on balls. Looking closer,
Ellie thought they looked a lot like the therapy balls she used at the gym, only smaller.
Some seemed to have rubber protrusions on the bottom. Maybe to keep them from
rolling away? A girl sat reading in a child-sized rocking chair.

There seemed to be an awful lot of movement in this classroom with kids
rocking and wiggling and moving but there was surprisingly little noise. The kids had
returned to the classroom and had taken up where they left off with their work. Even
Kyle. Ellie was amazed at the calm in the room. Her heart rate was just starting to
approach normal after the horrid screams that had come from this very room.

A voice spoke directly behind her. “So, what do you think?”

She just looked at Mr. Sells. She didn’t know what to say.

“It’s a bit much, isn’t it, when you’re not used to it. Today’s classroom does not
look like the ones we used when we were in school, does it?”

Ellie looked at Kyle’s teacher. He was close to her age, possibly a bit older. He
was pleasant-looking, with scuffed runners, cargo pants and a polo shirt. He did not
look like any grade one teacher she remembered.

Without thinking, she said, “What are you doing teaching first grade?”

“I'm good at it.”

“But don’t usually women teach the elementary grades.”

“Yeah. I actually trained for high school English, but needed a job as soon as
college was out in April. The only teaching jobs open at that time of year were for



substitute teachers. I spent a couple days in a high school then the next call I got was for
an elementary school. I accepted, expecting to feel like a fish out of water. But, I loved it.
And, the kids responded well to me. So, here I am.”

She was sounding like her father who believed that only men should be in
charge of businesses. She knew how much it galled her that her father didn’t believe she
could run the bakery simply because she was female. Now she was making the same sort
of assumption about a guy who wanted to teach little kids.

“Sorry,” she apologized. “It’s just different. But, different is okay,” she hurried to
assure him.

Mr. Sells nodded, then moved to the front of the class. He circulated up and
down the rows, checking work and exchanging comments with his students.

There was a light knock at the open door. A woman stood there, her brow
furrowed, her shoulders sagging as if the weight of her hand bag was dragging her down.
As Mr. Sells approached, her hushed voice asked, “Is Ethan here?”

“Hi, Mrs. Fellows. Come on in. He’s right here, reading a book.” He turned to
Ellie. “Mrs. Fellows, this is Ms. Wickens, the aunt of one of our students. Ms. Wickens,
this is Mrs. Fellows.”

As the women said hello, a little head peaked out from the opening of a tent Ellie
hadn’t even noticed. It blended into a nook by the book shelves, a taupe kid-sized tent
with the door flaps tied open. The floor of the tent held scattered pillows, some hand-
sized soft balls, a couple bean bags and one small boy.

The child crawled out of the tent with a book in his extended hand. He gave the
woman no hello, no hug or any other sign of recognition. The expression on his face did
not change. But, he held the book out to her, immediately launching into a detailed
explanation about the giant sawfly butterfly and how in its pupa stage, the caterpillar
looked like bird poop. The woman tried to shush the child with a hand over his mouth
and pressed him to her side, but he resisted and continued on with his spiel. The next
page of the book covered buckeye butterfly, whose larva exactly matched the color of
toadflax, its favorite meal. Ellie was impressed with the kid’s knowledge, but the corners
of his mother’s mouth drooped. In fact, everything about her seemed to sag.

Ignoring what Ethan was saying, the woman looked to Mr. Sells. “He seems all
right now,” she said.

“Yes, he’s calmed. The quiet of the tent helped settle him. We'll work on this
some more tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? You mean he can come back tomorrow?”

Mr. Sells looked confused. “Didn’t I understand that you had moved to our area
and Ethan would be attending school here now?

“Well, yes, but I thought that after this afternoon you might not want him back.”

The teacher looked concerned. He gave her a warning look and knelt in front of
Ethan. When he placed his hand covering the page of the book, the child’s mother took
in a sharp breath and tensed. Mr. Sells ignored that and continued.

“Ethan, it’s time to go home now with your mom. But you’ll be back tomorrow
and we'll start a new day. I'm going to give your mother a copy of our visual calendar.
Will you explain it to her? She’s new to this so you’ll have to help her. Please go get the
copy off my desk.”

As Ethan walked to his desk, Mr. Sells turned back to Mrs. Fellows. “This was
your son’s first day and new experiences are hard. It will get better each day.



“It will help if he has an idea of what he’ll be doing during the day. Actually, that
helps all of us, including you and I. Ah, here it is. Thanks, Ethan.”

He spread the page on a nearby table and the three of them hunched over it. Mr.
Sells explained that the pictures in this list represented the overview of the activities
they would do the next morning. On the back of the page was the schedule of afternoon
activities. Each picture depicted another subject or assignment. “Let’s tell your mom
what these pictures mean.”

One by one he pointed to each line drawing and Ethan said the word associated
with the picture. He only stumbled once, needing Mr. Sells help with the picture for
music period. His teacher beamed at Ethan. “After only one day you already know these
so well. Good job, Ethan.” Again, Ethan’s face didn’t change in response to the praise,
but he didn’t look upset either.

“Why don’t you show your mom where you hang your coat and you can get
ready to go home.”

Ethan and Mrs. Fellows were almost out of the door. “Wait,” the teacher called.
“We have a routine in this room.” Mrs. Fellows stood hesitantly by the door; Ethan
stood impassive.

Mr. Sells turned to the students. “Class, Ethan is leaving now. What do we say to
him?”

Not quite in perfect unison, the kids said, “Good-bye, Ethan. See you
tomorrow.” The last tomorrows echoed.

Mrs. Fellows™ eyes brimmed. Ethan turned to go through the door.

“Not so fast,” his teacher said. “Wait. What do you say back to the class?”

His mom put a hand on her son’s shoulder and tried to hustle him into the hall.
“Oh, that’s all right. You know what he means. Thanks for the sentiment and all.”

Mr. Sells stood firm. “No. We have rules here. No student leaves for the day
without saying good-bye.” He stood waiting, his gaze locked on Ethan’s. “Ethan, the
class said good-bye to you. Now, what do you say?”

“But he doesn’t talk much. You know what he means. We need to get going.”

Mr. Sells was unmoved. His eyes never left Ethan’s face other than to give Mrs.
Fellows one warning glance. He looked like he could wait there all day. The class waited
calmly as well. Only Mrs. Fellows looked uneasy. And Ellie. Ellie definitely did not want
a repeat of that god-awful caterwauling Ethan had produced earlier. How could this
teacher risk starting that up all over again?

As everyone waited and his mom squirmed, a small word came from Ethan’s
mouth. “Bye.”

His teacher beamed as if Ethan had delivered the valedictory address. He
waved. “See you tomorrow.”

From Kyle’s seat a voice said, “See you soon raccoon.”

Ethan turned his back as he said, “After a while crocodile.” Then they were gone.

Ellie let out her breath. “Well, that was risky. What would you have done if he’d
started screaming again?”

Mr. Sells shrugged. “I don’t know. Wait it out, I suppose, like we did the last
time. He left to continue his walk up and down the rows of students. Despite the strange
seating, the kids worked well, most on their own, some conferring with neighbors.

Ellie thought about what the teacher had said. Wait it out. She shook her head.



She knew how things could go, having witnessed some of Kyle’s upsets.

When the teacher’s path took him back to where she was standing, Ellie asked,
“Don’t you worry about impressionable young children seeing such things? God, I'd do
anything to prevent Kyle from having one of these upsets.”

“Is that good for Kyle?”

Ellie didn’t know what to say. “He’s my nephew. I love him. I can’t stand to see
him upset.”

“I'm glad he has you for a champion but are you doing him any favors if you
tiptoe around him? Look. Life is full of challenges and frustrations. Part of growing up is
in learning how to handle them and how to handle ourselves.”

“Yeah, but you don’t get it. Kyle’s just a kid and he’s different. He has autism -
an official diagnosis and everything.”

“Yes, I understand that. But, so what?”

“So what? Autistic kids are different. They don’t get the sorts of stuff that come
naturally to other people.”

“Yes, all true. But what are you doing to help him?”

“I try to keep his life as calm as possible. Have you ever seen Kyle in a
meltdown?”

“As a matter of fact, I have,” his teacher admitted.

“And what did you do?”

“I waited it out. Then when he was calm we went over what happened, what his
choices would be the next time and what was expected of him.”

“Yeah, right. You make it sound so simple. I'm ready to crawl into bed and put
the covers over my head when one of these are over. Or have a good stiff drink,” said
Ellie.

“I can’t say that I've never felt the same way but that wouldn’t help the kids.”

“Maybe not, but it would help me,” muttered Ellie.

“I admit that watching a meltdown came be draining.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” came out of Ellie’s mouth before she could stop it. She put
up a hand, too late, to cover her face. Her fingers partially obscured her eyes so she
missed the grin the teacher turned away to hide.

She was rescued by a chime that sounded from the hallway. In a minute she
could hear the sound of children’s voices and the movement of many sneakered feet. She
looked at her watch and saw that school was over for the day.

“Sorry. Looks like I'd better get out of the way before I get trampled.” She
remembered the end-of-the-day mass exodus from her own childhood.

“There is no trampling in my classroom. Watch. You’'ll see. We have a routine
for everything.”

To the class he said, “Time to get ready to go home. Jenny, please bring up on
the SMART Board the picture that shows what our desk should look like at the end of
the day.”

A little girl rose from her seat and went to the screen at the front of the room.
She looked at the little pictures on the bottom, then put her finger on the one she
wanted. The screen filled with a picture of an organized desk, pencils in the slot at the
front, books neatly stacked along the side, crayons, scissors and glue in their plastic
container. The kids busied themselves at their desks, some glancing often at the picture
on the board, others tidying up without that visual reminder.



Mr. Sells gave the next instruction. “Put your hand up when your desk matches
the picture on the board.”

The teacher checked each child’s desk with an approving word or smile, then
had them get their things from their cubicles at the back. Each child lined up with their
jackets on, their back packs over their shoulders. Ellie watched as each child approached
the back of the line, with one arm held in front of them. When he was an arm’s length
from the child in front, he lowered that arm and crossed his arms in front of his chest.
The teacher waited at the door, saying to each child, “Tell me in one sentence something
you learned today?” After each response, he asked “Handshake or high five?” After
Kyle’s turn, he waited just outside the door with Ellie.

When the last handshake or high five had been exchanged, Ellie asked Mr. Sells,
“What was that all about? I thought it was supposed to be a hug, handshake or high
five?”

He grinned at her. “Maybe it’s part of that gender thing you were referring to
earlier. I don’t like it, but it’s probably better for me career-wise to keep some physical
distance from my kids. A couple students in the room have witnessed spousal abuse and
have not always had positive associations with men. Plus, some of these kids, like those
with autism, need years to get used to certain rules. I'm safe and it would be okay to give
me a hug but not all children have a sense of stranger danger and would over-generalize,
thinking it’s all right to hug any man. It’s a sad comment on my gender, but that would
not be a safe habit to get into. It was different in kindergarten but now they’re a whole
year older and we’re working on behaviors that will carry them through the next years.
We practice high fives or handshakes because that’s a cultural norm they need to get
used to.”

“There’s more to all this than meets the eye,” Ellie said, but she was thinking
that there was actually more to this guy than met the eye. Interesting. She’d ask Mel
about him.



Chapter Two of Autism Runs Away

No matter how many times she made them, cream puffs were still Ellie’s
favorite. Who couldn’t love the fresh whipped cream oozing out the middle of the rich,
golden puffed pastry? Then the sprinkling of powdered sugar with just a hint of
cinnamon was the crowning glory.

Basted on top of that were the smells of Jeff’s cooking. Corned beef and herbed
chickens roasted in the oven, ready for their part in his deli lunch creations. Yes, the
bakery had taken off since Jeff joined the crew, taking them from a struggling
neighborhood bakery to a full-fledged bistro. Baristas no longer quit weekly because Jeff
was able to keep the coffee equipment functioning. Plus, the extra revenue allowed Ellie
to purchase needed upgrades.

Best of all was her dad. Although he would never admit out loud that Ellie now
ran the family bakery, he’d stopped interfering, giving conflicting directions to staff,
mixing up orders and all the other things that used to contribute to the business running
in the red.

Oh, there were still problems. Having an employee with Asperger’s Syndrome
was new to her, especially an employee who had never held down a regular job before in
all of his thirty years. But he was talented, oh so skilled on many fronts. They were
learning to work together and once they’d hammered out the ground rules, a
combination of flexible rigidity, if you could believe it, they rolled along with less conflict
than she’d had with previous employees.

Jeff was not a morning person. Well, neither was Ellie, but it came with the
territory of running a bakery so she just got used to it. She was also used to working
alone in the early morning, relishing the peace and solitude as she prepared for the day’s
baking.

There was no need for Jeff to arrive as early as she, but he did need to get there
in time to start the meat roasting to create his tantalizing deli sandwiches. Theirs was
not a large kitchen and Ellie needed all the ovens for the baking first thing in the
morning.

Initially, Jeff arrived when he wished and proceeded to commandeer the ovens
for his meats. He seemed oblivious to the fact that Ellie had loaves rising, soon ready for
the oven. Jeff was honestly perplexed when Ellie was perturbed to find her oven racks
taken up with beef and chicken and pork. Jeff replied, “But I thought you wanted fresh
deli sandwiches. How can they be fresh if I don’t roast the meat before lunch?”



When Ellie countered with, “How can you make fresh deli sandwiches if I can’t
bake the bread?” Jeff saw her point.

Now, they had a system. By coming in just thirty minutes earlier, half of Ellie’s
baking was finished before Jeff’s meat was seasoned, prepared and ready for the ovens.
The temperature gauge of oven A was set at 350° and oven B was at 400°. Neither
temperature suited Ellie nor Jeff perfectly but they each had to deal with it, adjusting
recipes accordingly. The middle two racks in each oven were reserved for Ellie and Jeff
could have the rest. He also got full oven use once Ellie’s bread finished baking. Those
were the rules. When Ellie overstepped them, Jeff let her know, even when that meant
she had to get up an hour earlier to bake the Easter breads. Rules were rules. Besides,
how could El complain when Jeff’s cooking brought in so much extra business?

The tinkle of the bell signaled the arrival of another customer. Ellie didn’t look
up; her staff would take care of the orders.

When she’d finished icing the last of the donuts and arranging the cheese cakes
in the display case, Ellie took a breather. She noticed the brimming coffee pots, telling
her that someone had made new batches and customers would be ready for refills. She
took a pot of decaf in one hand and Arabic dark in the other and made her rounds to the
tables.

A lone woman who was glued to her phone caught Ellie's attention. The woman
would scroll through her screen, read, and set the phone down, only to pick it up again
moments later. Compulsive smart phone use was nothing new with her customers, but
usually people looked more content, especially when wooed by the bakery concoctions
and smooth, dark roast coffee. Besides, this woman looked familiar.

She was not one of their regulars. Ellie puzzled over where she might have seen
her before. Stopping in front of the table with pots in hand, it came to her. Ethan’s
mother. Ellie recognized that look, the walking on egg shells, waiting for the next bomb
to fall look this woman had worn when she picked up her son from Kyle’s class last
week.

Ellie had a few minutes. The customers seemed happy, her staff productively
occupied. She asked, “Mind if I join you for a couple minutes? I could use a cup of coffee
myself.” Before the woman had time to formulate her refusal, Ellie left for a mug of her
own.

“Hi,” she said upon returning. “We never did meet officially, but I saw you the
other day. I was at the school picking up my nephew and you were there for your son.”
She held out her hand, “I'm Ellie Wickens, aunt to a grade one Munchkin and owner of
this bakery.”

The woman’s social skills forced her to accept the handshake even though her
shoulders partly turned away from Ellie and her eyes made contact only fleetingly.

“I'm Sara Fellows. Mother to a grade one boy.”

“Pleased to meet you. Is this your first time to our bakery?”

“Yes. We're new to this area.” There was a pause. Ellie just waited. Sara
continued, “You have a nice place here. This cranberry walnut bran muffin is
wonderful.”

“Wait until you taste our deli sandwiches.”



“Oh, I don’t think I'll be here that long. I'll probably have to head to the school
any minute now.”

Ellie turned her head to the side. “Why? Is this a short day, teachers’ meetings
or something?”

“No, nothing like that. It’s just that I'm on call in case I need to go get Ethan.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Well, my brother and sister-in-law have a kid in school and I guess they’re
always on call like any parent. I think the school would be good about phoning parents if
their child has an accident or something. But Ben and Mel don’t act like they’re on call
all day long.”

“It’s different for us.” Her eyes welled with tears. “Our son has autism.”

“So does my nephew.”

Sara gaped at her. Ellie nodded, confirming that yes, Sara had heard correctly.

“And he’s in Ethan’s class?”

“Yep. This is his second year at Madson School and he’s in first grade now.”

“I didn’t know. I never noticed.”

Ellie laughed. “Well, Kyle doesn’t exactly have a big A painted on his forehead.”

Sara’s cheeks tinged with red. “No, I didn’t mean that. It’s just that whenever
I've been to the school, I've never seen any other student in the room act like Ethan.”

“What do you mean, act like Ethan?”

Sara’s face changed. “Oh, god. It’s just dreadful. He has these terrible
meltdowns.”

“Tell me about it. I've seen a few of Kyle's, even though they’re happening less
and less now.”

“Less often? I think Ethan’s have gotten worse over the last years.” Then, it all
came out in a rush. “Our lives are awful, just awful. Every waking minute is ruled by
either Ethan’s tantrum or the threat of a tantrum or doing everything in our power to
prevent the next one.

“I can’t work anymore. I got called to pick him up so many times when he was in
kindergarten that I lost my job. This fall, it was even worse in grade one. The school
didn’t know what to do with him. He kept pitching these fits, throwing things, screaming
and creating so many disturbances that the other kids couldn’t work. They were afraid
that he was going to hurt someone and he almost did several times.

“We moved to try a new school. Maybe a fresh start. Maybe a place where they
don’t know his past, maybe new kids who aren’t afraid of him would help. But, it’s
started again, the same thing all over again and I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

Ellie handed Sara more napkins to mop up her tears.

“I don’t know a lot about this autism stuff and even less about teaching. But, I've
seen my nephew make great strides since he’s been at this school. It’s not perfect, don’t
let me mislead you, but it’s actually better and better. Part of it is that my brother has
learned more about parenting in general and especially about parenting a kid with
autism. It’s not rocket science if even he can learn.” She grinned. “It helps that he
married Kyle’s old teacher. Mel has her Master’s degree specializing in autism.”

Sara hung on her every word.

“TI've only met Kyle’s grade one teacher, Mr. Sells, once, but Mel thinks highly of

”»

him.



“He seems to stay calm and at least he’s not furious with me and with Ethan, or
at least not when I've been there.” Sara’s voice showed hope that her face dared not
acknowledge.

Ellie studied her, and then decided to be frank. “I think I might have heard one
of Ethan’s meltdowns. I was there to pick up Kyle when his parents couldn’t. I arrived
early and heard the screeches.”

Sara winced.

“I admit, they unnerved me,” said Ellie. “But I seemed to be the only one upset,
well apart from Ethan. The other kids waited in the hallway then went back into the
classroom when Mr. Sells told them to. They got right back to work. I was still vibrating
but everyone else seemed to take it in stride.”

Sara tried to apologize. “I'm so sorry you had to witness that and sorry that he
disturbed the class and even sorrier that this happens to my son. We try, honestly, we
really do. We love our son. We’re not bad parents, at least we try not to be, but we really
must be if our kid acts like this.”

“Hmmm. Most of what I know about this, I've learned from my sister-in-law. I
don’t think she holds with that bad parent theory or even a bad teacher theory. She
explained to me that many kids with autism are just wired differently.”

Sara brow furrowed like she’d never heard this before. “What do you mean?” she
asked.

“Okay. I can’t do this nearly as well as Mel does, but I'll give it a try. You should
meet her someday, by the way. You’d like Mel.

“Kids with autism can be hyper-sensitive to some things, things the rest of us
would hardly notice or dismiss them if we did notice. Like a thread from your sock lying
across your toe. Or the swishing sound of rain pants or the hum of fluorescent light.”

“I didn’t know lights made any noise.”

“I think it’s just fluorescents,” Ellie explained.

“Yes, they sure do,” came from across the room. Jeff.

“Who’s that?” Sara asked. “Was he talking to us? How did he know what we’re
talking about?”

“That’s Jeff. He’s in charge of the deli part of the bakery and our chief fixer-
upper when anything breaks down. Oh, you should taste his sandwiches. You’ll have to
bring your family here for lunch someday.”

“We don’t really go out much and certainly, we can’t bring Ethan to eat in
public.”

“Why not?”

“You never know what might set him off and how he might act.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow as she looked at Sara. “This is a pretty casual place and
you’re welcome anytime.”

“Thanks, but I can’t see us chancing it anytime soon. A lot would have to change
before we could eat out as a family.”

Jeff’s back was to them, but they could hear him add, “You just have to look at
the situation from the kid’s point of view.”

Sara turned to look at Jeff’s back. “How does he do that? He’s on the other side
of the room. How does he know what we’re talking about?”



“That’s Jeff.” Ellie’s smile took in both Sara and Jeff. “He’s a man of many
talents beyond sandwich making. He has hearing like you’d never believe. It may look
like he’s not paying attention but he’s probably aware of everything going on in this
building.”

“You bet your sweet patootie I am,” said Jeff.

“Jeff! That’s probably not appropriate to say in a place of business.”

“Probably?” he echoed. “Well, is it or isn’t it? Make up your mind. And, not
everything is meant literally. Didn’t anybody ever tell you that? It’s like an idiom.
Besides, maybe you’re patootie’s not sweet. I have no personal experience with it.”

“Can it, Jeff.” Ellie laughed; Sara looked shocked. “Did I happen to mention that
Jeff is my sister-in-law’s brother?”

“Oh, so you know each other well. He’s not just your employee.”

“No, we're friends and relatives of a sort.” Ellie continued. “And, did I also
mention that he has autism?”

From Jeff, “Get it right, El. For those purists among us, my diagnosis is
Asperger’s Syndrome, still within the autism spectrum, but a subset characterized by no
lag in communication, cognitive or self-help skills. Should I go on?”

“Not right now, Jeff, but thanks for offering. I think we’ve overwhelmed Sara
enough.”

“Okay. I know what it’s like to feel overwhelmed.” Jeff retreated to the kitchen to
remove the corned beef from the oven.

Sara leaned forward and lowered her voice. “What’s he doing working here if he
has autism?” she asked.

A voice from the back yelled, “I heard that. Want me to answer it, E1?”

“No. Thanks, but I think I've got it,” answered Ellie.

Sara was mortified. “God, I'm sorry. I didn’t think he could hear me from the
back room. What must he think of me?”

There was no reply from Jeff.

Sara waited a minute. “Do you think my son could ever be like Jeff? Have a job?
Be around people?”

“That’s me. Role model to the masses or at least the masses with autism,” came
from the kitchen.

Ellie raised her voice to be sure it would carry to the kitchen. “Are you sure
you’d want your kid to be like Jeff?”

“Yep, as soon as she tastes my corned beef on rye she’ll be sure,” Jeff yelled
back.



Chapter Three of Autism Runs Away

Mel looked up at the knock on her open classroom door. “Ellie, hi. What brings
you here?”

“Hey Mel. I wanted to talk to you about something and thought this would be a
quiet place without the interruptions of the Munchkin.”

“He does demand your attention whenever you're around. He thinks a lot of his
Auntie El. Come on in. Let me introduce you to Lori Nabaku. Lori’s the EA, Educational
Associate, in our room. Lori, this is my sister-in-law Ellie Wickens.”

Mel continued. “And, I'd like you to meet Kyle’s teacher, Rob Sells.”

Rob nodded and Ellie said, “Good. I'm glad you’re here. You're part of what I
wanted to talk to Mel about.”

“This sounds interesting,” Mel said. Rob’s expression went from open to guarded.

He turned to Mel. “You know I can’t talk about Kyle to anyone other than you or
Ben without written consent.”

“It’s not Kyle I want to talk about. It’s Ethan.”

“Whoa. That’s even worse. If it was about Kyle at least I could have obtained
verbal consent from his step-mother. But I definitely cannot and will not discuss
someone else’s kid with you or in front of you.”

“I get that,” Ellie said. “So what if I talk in generalities about how you’re handling
things in your classroom?”

The book she was holding rose to cover the lower half of Mel’s face as she stifled a
laugh. Lori’s twitter escaped, before she said, “Guess that’s my cue to get out of here
before the fireworks start. See ya. Mel, at least you have that desk to take cover behind.”
With that, she was gone.

Rob looked like part of him wanted to be gone too, but the rest of him wanted to
put this annoying, intrusive woman in her place. His initial thoughts of Ellie had been
that she was smart, attractive, a bit mouthy but worth getting to know. Now, the first
three still applied but he changed his mind about the last bit. Damned if he was going to
run from her, though. He crossed his arms, leaned his shoulders back against the wall,
bent one knee and rested the toe of his shoe against the wall. The picture of
nonchalance, or so he hoped.

When Ellie didn’t say anything he extended an index finger horizontally and
waved it in a circular motion to signal her to go on.

“Thanks. Glad I have your permission.” Ellie’s tone dripped sarcasm. She turned
to her sister-in-law. “Mel, I think this guy needs lessons on autism and on how to treat
kids. I spoke with Ethan’s mother.”



That got Rob off the wall. “You what? How dare you seek out one my kid’s
parents? That’s like stalking. What business is it of yours? How could you invade that
family’s privacy?”

“Keep your shorts on,” Ellie reassured him. “I didn’t seek anyone out. Sheesh.
What do you think I am?” Then she added, “Don’t answer that.

“Sara Fellows came into my bakery. I remembered seeing her with Ethan that day
I came to pick up Kyle. You know, Mel, the day you and Ben were both away and Millie
had that appointment?”

Mel nodded.

“Other people in the bakery might text and read messages on their phone but
they don’t cling to it the way Sara was. She couldn’t relax but kept checking to see if she
had a message. It was a slow morning and I had some time so I started talking with her.
She told me that she couldn’t stay long. She was waiting for a message from the school
to come for Ethan. No, she didn’t have an appointment and no, he wasn’t sick. She was
just used to the school calling her constantly to take her son home.”

Ellie turned to Rob. “Did you know that she got fired from her job because she
had to take so much time off work to get Ethan? The woman has no friends, no life and
can’t get one because she’s constantly waiting for a call from the school. From you.”

Rob started to speak but Ellie rushed on, giving him no chance.

“Have you no idea how to handle kids? If that’s the problem, Mel here could help
you. She’s great with kids, especially kids with autism. She’s taught us a lot - I mean my
brother and my parents and me. We're all much better with Kyle than we used to be.
Look, there are strategies you can use, things that really help.”

“Like listening more and talking less,” Mel said wryly.

“Well, yes. I don’t remember the listening more but I did learn to talk less and
show more, and all that whole visual stuff.”

“Tell me more about this visual stuff you mentioned.” Ellie missed the glint in
Rob’s eyes as he spoke, but Mel didn’t.

Mel thought it was time to referee. “Look, Ellie. I think you mean well, but you
don’t know what you’re talking about. You're way off base with Rob....”

“No,” Rob interrupted, “let her speak. I'd like to hear what else she has to say.
Who knows? Maybe I'll learn how to teach grade one from her.”

“Rob,” Mel started.

Ellie jumped in. “I'm not trying to tell you how to teach grade one. I'm sure you
know more about that than I do.”

“Well, thanks for that much anyway,” Rob told her.

Ellie gave a half smile, the sarcasm going over her head.

“Look, I get that you can’t have a kid screaming in your classroom. I heard Ethan
that day. I don’t know how anyone could stand that noise; the students certainly
couldn’t get any work done with that going on. And, it sounded like he was throwing
things or beating something - that could be dangerous for the other kids.

“But it doesn’t have to be like that. Mel could show you ways to get Ethan calmed
down and ways to keep all this from happening. Just look at Kyle. He went from being
one big tantrum to only having a couple a week and even these aren’t such a big deal
anymore.”

“I'm happy to hear that Kyle and his family have benefited from Mel’s wisdom,”
Rob told her.



Encouraged, Ellie nodded. “Sure, and you could, too.”

Mel tried again to stop her. “Ellie, listen. You don’t know what you’re talking
about...”

“But, I do. Don’t be so modest, Mel. What you’ve done is miraculous. Without you
Ben would still be floundering.” She paused a second. “Hey, I don’t mean that he
married you just for the help with Kyle. I mean, well you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I get it. But you're not in possession of some facts.”

Ellie turned back to Rob, earnestly trying to convince him.

“What I'm trying to say is that things can get better. If you’d just try some
strategies, I'm sure Ethan will get calmer. Then his poor mother can get some peace.

“And what is school about anyway? Aren’t kids here to learn? Maybe the stuff
Ethan needs to learn first isn’t written in the textbook on reading or math.”

“Actually, the things he needs to learn all are in the curriculum in one form or
another,” Rob said.

“If he’s ever going to learn, Ethan has to be in school and be in school
consistently. Mel told us over and over to be consistent with Kyle. That means he has to
be here every day like other kids.”

She was not done. “And his mother deserves a break. She needs to know you can
handle her kid and that he’ll be in school every day. This might be her kid, but she needs
a life, too.”

She paused for breath.

Rob waited. “Are you done?” he asked.

Ellie nodded. “For now, anyway.”

“T'll anxiously await your next installment. Do I get to say a few things now?”

Again, Ellie nodded.

“Do you have a child in grade one or soon to be in grade one?”

Ellie shook her head no.

“Good. Two points. One - my teaching methods are none of your business. I will
and do explain my teaching to my students, their parents and to my principal. I don’t
need to explain myself or defend myself to you. Two - if you ever do decide to have a
child, let me know before he or she is ready for grade one and I'll ask for a transfer out of
here.” He unfolded from his spot on the wall and headed out the door with a wave of his
hand, adding, “Have a nice evening, Mel.”

Ellie watched him leave then turned to Mel. “That wasn’t much of a discussion,
was it?”

“Are you talking about your diatribe to him or his parting comments?”

“The least I thought he’d do was defend himself. Or ask for your help,” Ellie
replied.

“El, just what did you hope to accomplish with this? You come in here knowing
nothing about the situation, proceed to criticize a good man, accusing him of things you
know nothing about.”

“I do know about them. Sara Fellows told me all about what she’s been through
with the school and Ethan. She’s a woman on the edge, hanging on by her toes. Her son
needs help. She needs help, the kind of help you give people.



“I've seen what you did for Kyle and my brother; you turned their lives around
and gave them a shot at normalcy. Ethan and his family deserve the same kind of help.”

“How do you know they’re not going to get it from Rob?” Mel asked.

“Well, it sure hasn’t happened so far. That woman has been through hell with the
school and her son. How many kids do you know who get kicked out of kindergarten?
That happened to Ethan last year.”

“Where did he go to school?”

“I'm not sure. She didn’t say. But she did talk about his year and how she can’t go
anywhere or do anything because she just gets started and there’s a call to come get him
from school.”

“And did she say who calls her?” Mel asked.

“No. No, she didn’t. But it must be Rob or maybe he gets the school secretary to
doit.”

“Ellie, did anyone ever tell you that you should get your facts straight before
launching into attack mode?”

“What? What? I wasn’t in attack mode. Sheesh. I was just trying to help out, to
point out to that teacher some things he might be missing. And, I did get my facts
straight. I got them right from the kid’s mother. How much more accurate can you get?
You should have seen that woman. It’s not everyday someone blubbers in my bakery.”

“Sometimes when people are under stress they need to talk, sure. But their story
might not come out in a coherent sequence. They may remember incidents and feelings
they’ve had for a while.

Melanie continued. “Did it ever occur to you that some of what she said does not
apply to Rob and this school? Didn’t she mention that they had moved and were new to
this area?”

Ellie paused. “Well, yes, she did but I thought she meant they were in a new
house.”

“They likely are, plus....”

“Plus what?” Mel didn’t reply, just continued to look at Ellie. Then she got it.
“Mel, are you saying that Ethan is new to this school?”

Mel nodded.

“How long has he been here?”

“The day you came for Kyle was Ethan’s first day in Rob’s grade one room.”

“Oh, shit. And all those phones calls to come get him were not from this Rob guy
but from their previous school?”

Mel nodded her head yes.

“But I saw her coming for Ethan. And I heard his tantrum just a bit before that.
Surely the teacher must have called her.”

“What were you doing when you saw her?”

“I was picking up your son, remember?”

Mel looked pointedly at her sister-in-law.

“Oh, double shit. I owe someone an apology, don’t I? I have made a fool of myself,
big time. He must think you have such an idiot for a sister-in-law and a loud-mouth one
at that.

“Do you think he’s still here? I'd better go apologize.”

“Wait! You might want to let him cool off before....” It was too late. Ellie was out
the door and down the hall. Mel shrugged and grinned. Ellie had met her match in Rob.



She was sure they could both hold their own with each other. Each other - that thought
flitted through her mind. Well, if there had ever been a glimmer of a chance for anything
to develop between the two of them, Ellie had likely doused those flames well and good.

The door was closed but not latched and the lights were on. Peering through the
door’s window, Ellie could see Rob at his desk reading. She could only see part of the
thin paperback he held in his hands, something about Journal... of Psychol.... Well, at
least he was alone so she was not interrupting anything too crucial, as far as she could
see.

She knocked.

Rob’s head lifted and he looked out the window. He eyes met hers then his hand
re-adjusted their grip on his book and his gaze returned to the page.

Hmm. Not very friendly, Ellie thought. But then, she may not have given him
reason to feel warm and fuzzy towards her.

She rapped again.

“I'm working here and don’t wish to be disturbed,” he said to the door.

“I just want to apologize.”

“Good for you, but I'm busy.

Ellie was getting annoyed. What was with this jerk? She was trying to apologize.
Couldn’t he cut her a break?

“Look. Can I come in? Just for a minute?” Was he going to make her speak
through the door?

“Go away. School’s out and I'm on my own time here.”

Not exactly the chummy sort. “Mr. Sells, I'm sorry. I was out of line. I didn’t have
my facts straight and I blamed you for things that were not your fault.”

He looked pointedly at her then back to his journal.

“Mel says you're a good guy and a great teacher. I'm sure she’s right. It’s just that
I was so worried about Sara and her son. I was only trying to help. I've seen what Mel
has done for Kyle and wanted stuff like that for Ethan’s family. From what Mel’s told
me, I'm now sure that you do know how to teach Ethan.”

“Well, thank you for that vote of confidence. Now, if you don’t mind....”

“Can’t you just open the door and we’ll talk face to face? I'd like to apologize
properly.”

“Ms. Wickens, I've had a long day, I have work to do and frankly, you have
nothing to say that would interest me. Please leave.”

“But...”

Rob got up and walked to the door. Oh good thought Ellie. Finally. Now I can tell
him how sorry I am and maybe we can even talk about autism things I've learned from
Mel. Besides, Mel liked him and he really wasn’t a bad-looking guy. They’d just gotten
off on the wrong foot.

Then, he was in front of her. “Good-bye,” he said. The door shut in her face and
Rob returned to his desk, rearranging his chair so that his back was to the door.

Well. What a rude, arrogant man. The least he could have done is let her
apologize. What a jerk! He was not worthy of her apology or her time.

Ellie stormed down the hall to tell Mel what Rob had just done. She stopped;
Mel’s lights were out and it looked like she’d gone home. Maybe that was just as well
since Mel had not seemed too pleased with Ellie anyway.



Chapter Four of Autism Runs Away

Sneakers squeaked along the floor, the swish of backpacks rubbing and squeal of
little voices contributed to the excitement in the air. Milling little bodies heralded the
arrival of another school day.

Mr. Sells greeted each child at the door. Some received a handshake, some a pat
on the back, others a squeeze to the shoulder and others had a picture schedule placed
in their hands. Rob Sells believed they all needed a personal touch to begin the day but
how that touch should look varied depending on the current needs of each child. He
strove to know his kids well and to give each what they needed to have a good day.

One head rose above all the others in the hallway. Mrs. Fellows. She approached
the room holding on to the hand of Ethan. He was the only child to arrive at the
classroom door with a parent and the only child whose hand was held by an adult. Well,
they’d only been at the school a week and there was time to help Mrs. Fellows let go. But
that would not happen until she was more relaxed and trusted Rob with her son.

He greeted Ethan with a, “Hey, bud. Nice to see you,” and a raised hand ready
for a high five. To his satisfaction, Ethan met his hand, even if his eyes did not glance his
way. As always, Rob marveled at how this could happen, a kid accurately place his hand
without his eyes obviously following the progress of the end of his arm. But, it
happened. Rob himself was neither that skilled nor that coordinated and knew his high
five would look more like a flail if he tried it that way. “

Once inside the room, Sara Fellows knelt to remove her son’s backpack and
jacket. Ethan stood impassive as she went to work. Rob sighed inwardly. Time to
intervene.

“Mrs. Fellows, I have something to show you, some of Ethan’s work that is quite
good. Would you mind coming over here a minute? Ethan can hang his coat up himself.”

“Yes, I'll be there but first I need to help Ethan.” While her head was turned
toward the teacher, Ethan had stepped away. His coat was mostly down his arms already
and as they watched, he shook it off, picked it up and hung it on the hook marked
“Ethan”.

Sara gaped. “He never does that at home on his own.”

“No? Well, you see now that he can, can’t he?” Rob hoped the point was made
and he could move on to other things.

“Have a seat over here, please.” He handed her a strip of paper. “This is a copy
of Ethan’s visual schedule. It lets him know what we’ll be doing during the day. I've
found that it helps when the kids know, then there are no surprises for them. If you look
you’ll see that his schedule ends here at lunch time. That’s not because that is the end of



his day, but because just looking at the morning activities is enough at once. Just before
lunch starts, he receives his new schedule which covers between noon and when it’s time
to go home.

“If you look around, you’ll see that everyone here uses a schedule, but that they
may look differently for different kids. We all share one big one on the wall over there,”
he pointed,” then another one will appear on the SMART Board. For some of my
students, that’s all they need. For others, it’s better to have a schedule of their own on
their desk or attached to their book. If you look over there, you can see that Ethan has
his on his desk.

“Some kids have visual schedules that cover the entire day, some for just a half
day, like Ethan’s and for some students even that is too long. Theirs is broken into four
parts, separated by recesses and lunch.”

He held the schedule strip out to Sara. “Here, this is your copy and the
afternoon strip is on the back. It often helps if the parent goes over the next day’s
activities at home the night before or over breakfast in the morning before school. It
won’t take up a lot of your time. Ethan's starting to know our routine, so just point to
each picture in turn and he’ll tell you which subject the picture stands for.” Rob beamed
at her. “Can I count on you to help by going over this with Ethan at least once a day? I
can assure you that it will help make your son’s life easier at school.”

Rob watched Sara’s face carefully to judge her reaction. Was she ready for
more? No, not quite yet. She still didn’t look comfortable in the classroom which meant
she didn’t truly trust him enough with her son.

He invited Sara to sit and watch for a while.

“Why, is Ethan causing problems?”

“No. Oh, no, nothing like that. It’s just that you’re new to this school and I
thought you might want to see how we operate in this room and how your son is fitting
in. He is starting to fit in, you know.”

“After the fuss he made last Friday, I wasn’t sure you’d let him back.”

Rob looked at her curiously. “Your son is a part of our class. Why wouldn’t we
have him back? He went through a rough spell that day, yes. But have you noticed that
those incidents started to decrease as the week went on? Keep in mind that he’s only
been here just over one week and that’s not much time to learn our ways. But, I can
assure you that he will learn and he’ll flourish here.”

Sara looked like she didn’t dare hope for that. “I'm really sorry that he’s so much
of a bother.”

Rob stopped her there. “Stop. Your son is not a bother. He’s a small child in a
new situation. He’s not sure of what’s coming next or what’s expected of him. His
system is on high alert. It’s my job, or rather our job together,” his finger moved back
and forth between himself and Sara,” to help Ethan settle in and feel safe here. His mind
won’t be available for learning until he feels more secure. That’s part of what that visual
schedule is all about and why it’s crucial for you to help by going over it at home daily
with your little guy.”

Sara’s hands wrapped around the laminated strip. “I will, I will. Anything to
help my son. He was so unhappy in his last school and they weren’t happy with him. I
just want him to fit in and be like a regular little boy.” Then her face fell. “But I guess
that won’t ever happen. He has autism.”



“Yes, he has autism. So do three other kids in this room. Can you tell which
ones?”

Sara’s eyebrows rose and her mouth formed a little oh. Even her shoulders
seemed to sit up and take notice. “Really? You mean he’s not the only kid with autism in
this school? In this classroom? Which ones? Who? I can’t tell.”

“That’s the point.” Rob smiled at her. “You can’t tell which students in this room
have an autism spectrum disorder.

“Wait,” Sara said. “Is it that one with the Educational Assistant beside him right
now?” Even as she said those words, Lori Nabaku pressed her hand down on Kyle’s
shoulder then moved on to the girl ahead of him. She was making the rounds, speaking
to each child and offering assistance where it was needed, not lingering long with any
one student.

“What’s she doing?” Sara asked.

“She’s helping the students in the room.”

“Isn’t she assigned to just one child? If there are four kids with autism in this
class, shouldn’t there be four aides? What is Ethan going to do when he needs help?
That’s what I asked your principal that first day. Just who is going to help my son?”

“We are,” was Rob’s reply. “Mainly me - that’s my job. Often Lori, Ms. Nabaku,
is here and she circulates around the room with me. Between us, we get to all the kids.
And, the kids help each other.”

“But Ethan gets frustrated, he gets so frustrated. If he has a question or gets
stuck you would not believe the meltdowns he has if someone isn’t right there to help
him.”

“I know. We're working on that.”

“But in the meantime, what’s he going to do?”

“Pretty much what you’re seeing him do right now.”

As they watched, the little girl in front of Ethan turned with her paper and pencil
in hand. She asked Ethan a question; he pointed to something on the girl’s paper, said a
few words and wrote something. The girl nodded, smiled, and turned back around.

Sara wasn’t satisfied. “It doesn’t look like she helped him at all. If I didn’t know
better, I'd say that Ethan helped her.”

“Exactly,” was Rob’s reply. “Ethan’s a competent kid. Sometimes he needs help;
sometimes he gives help. That’s our way in this classroom and in this school.

“Why don’t you stay and watch for a bit? We’d love to have you.”

“Oh, well, I have some errands to run and things I have to get done.” Sara
looked decidedly uncomfortable.

Rob studied her face a moment. “You know, I'm not asking you to stay so that
you can help out or be responsible for Ethan. That’s my job while he’s here. You might
like to watch to see how he’s adjusting and to get to know our ways. Sit back and relax.”

“Okay, I might be able to stay for just a little.” Sara agreed to stay but she didn’t
comply with Rob’s request to sit back and relax. She remained on the edge of her seat,
her eyes on her son’s back.

As the lesson progressed Rob watched Ethan’s tension level rise. His shoulders
were hunched. His feet swung faster beneath his chair. Time for some low level
intervention.

Before he could move in, he saw Mrs. Fellows react.
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Preview of Autism Belongs

PROLOGUE OF AUTISM BELONGS

He flew against the door, causing it to burst open just slightly, and then slam shut
again. He backed up and flung himself another time, with the same results. Next, he
swiveled, attacking the door with his back instead of just one shoulder. This time the
door bowed a few inches, before returning to the latched position.

The woman on the other side of the door alternated between soft sobs and low
singing. She crooned a lullaby, sometimes in English, sometimes in Spanish, sometimes
in a language incomprehensible. “My baby, my precious baby,” she murmured. Tears
flowed freely.

Her head smacked back against the door with each blow. With her back to the
door and her feet braced against the edge of the vanity, she fought to keep the door
closed, the only barrier between her and her attacker.


https://www.amazon.com/Autism-Belongs-School-Daze-Book-ebook/dp/B0184ZQMI6

CHAPTER ONE OF AUTISM BELONGS

Tomas grabbed his pocket as his cell phone vibrated. A half second later the ring
tone sounded that could indicate only one thing - his wife was in trouble. Again. He
wheeled the skid-steer loader to the side of the warehouse, fishing the phone from his
pocket. Finger on the answer button, he raised his eyes to meet those of his boss.

Mr. Humber didn’t say a word.

Tomas raised an index finger in the signal for “just one minute”. Even the
warehouse noises could not mask the sounds of sobbing both he and Mr. Humbly could
hear coming from the tiny speaker on the phone.

“It’s my wife,” explained Tomas. “Our son....”

“Idon’t care.” Mr. Humber’s face belied his words. He paused and his expression
hardened. “We all have problems, but this is company time. Once or twice, maybe we
can overlook it. But I've spoken to you before about this. I said that if you take that
phone call, it’s over. Either get that loader moving or come see me in my office. I'll be
watching.”

The sound of sobbing was masked by an unintelligible roar, the smashing of glass
and shrieks of “No!” Tomas hesitated only a microsecond then put the phone to his ear.

“Maria! Maria! Are you there?” He paused. “Maria, speak to me.”

“Oh, Tomas, I am so sorry to bother you at work.” Through practice, Tomas could
make sense of his wife’s broken words.

“It’s okay, Maria. Take a deep breath. Try to calm yourself and tell me what’s
happening.” As if he didn’t know.

“It’s Manny. He’s mad again. I'm sorry. I don’t know what I did. He just came at
me. I thought we were all right, and then he just started in.”

“I know, honey. It’s not your fault.” Tomas paused. How many times had he
wondered the same thing himself? “Are you hurt?”

“I'm okay. It’s just a bit of blood and it’s stopping now, but Manny, he’s so upset.”
In the background the sounds of yelling and pounding overrode her words.

“Where are you now? Where is he?”

“I'm in the bathroom, like you told me to do. Manny’s on the other side of the
door. I'm so sorry, but I think he’s made new holes in the door and part of the door jamb
may be off. He’s pushing on the door, trying to get in. I'm not sure the lock will hold.”

“Did you position yourself the way I told you to?”

“Yes. My feet are against the vanity and my back is to the door. It’s keeping the
door shut, but the door bounces each time he throws himself at it.



“And Tomas, I think Manny has broken many more things this time. He threw
the toaster to the floor and I think some parts flew off. He’s mad that I'm hiding in the
bathroom, so he’s throwing dishes now. It sounds like lots are smashed.”

“That’s okay. The main thing is that you're safe. Now, is Manny safe? Did you lock
the hallway door so he can’t get out of the apartment?”

More sobbing. “I, I don’t know. I think so. Oh, Tomas, I just don’t remember for
sure. I try to always do that when you leave for work. Maybe I did but I'm not sure. Oh,
what if he leaves? Maybe I should go out and check.”

“No! Don’t do that. Just stay put. Remember what happened the last time you
went to check and I wasn’t there? We can’t afford any more hospital visits. And, we
know he hasn’t left. I can hear him in the background, so he’s all right. Just stay there.
I'll be home as soon as I can. I love you. Just wait for me. I'm on my way.”

Tomas’s mind flashed to an image of the deadbolt he’d placed on the door to their
apartment. Just under the deadbolt was a chain lock. No, no, Maria would not have put
on that latch. She’d only turned the door lock and the deadbolt. Otherwise, how would
he get in to rescue his family?

Tomas clicked off his phone, glancing up at the window overlooking the
warehouse floor. Yes, as promised, there was Mr. Humber watching him.

Knowing what was coming, Tomas drove the loader to its parking spot, shut off
the ignition and plugged the machine into the recharger. He did his usual walk-around
to ensure that his area was safe and he’d left nothing in the way to harm a co-worker. If
he was careful and precise, everything would be all right. They’d all be fine. Squaring his
shoulders, he trudged up the stairs to knock on the door to his boss’s office.

The muffled “come in” came sooner than Tomas hoped. Mr. Humber stood
behind his chair, a tidy pile of cash precisely in the center of his desk blotter. The edges
were exactly lined up. An envelope with the name Tomas Rodrigues typed in large block
letters was just above the stack of bills.

Unsure whether to attempt an explanation, Tomas waited. So did Mr. Humber.

“You answered the phone.”

“Yes, sir.” What else could Tomas say?

“You made your choice.”

He knew it was inevitable, but he needed this job to support his family. Struggling
to maintain his dignity, Tomas tried. “I felt I had no choice, sir. My wife, she was in
danger. Is in danger.”

“Tomas, we are not unsympathetic to your situation. It’s tough. I know that. But
we have a business to run here. We need workers we can depend on.”

“I understand. And, I am a good worker.”

“Yes, you are. No one disputes that, when you're here. But how often do these
calls come?”

As Tomas started to answer, Mr. Humber held up his hand.

“No, don’t answer. It doesn’t matter. At first, we understood. Emergencies
happen to us all. We didn’t keep track. But then it became a regular thing. Once a
month, maybe we could overlook, but this is the third time this week. And the final
time.”



“I know, sir. We are working hard to solve the problem. I...” As much as he’d like
to, Tomas could not promise that it would never happen again. That drew his mind back
to what was likely happening with his son and wife at that very minute. He calculated
how long it would take him to run home. There were less people on the streets in the
middle of the day, so he could be faster than when going home after work.

“I'm sorry, Tomas, but it’s over. This has happened too many times for us to keep
you. We need workers we can depend on.”

Tomas winced. A man was to be trusted. He must live up to his responsibilities. If
he took on a commitment, he would fulfill it. And now, he’d let down this company that
had taken a chance on him when he first came to this country. He had failed.

Mr. Humber indicated the money on the desk. “Here is your severance pay. It
covers the two weeks until the end of this month.”

Tomas started to interrupt, but Mr. Humber held up his hand.

“No, this is the way we are doing it. To be blunt, you’re fired. But we do recognize
the good job you do when you are here, so we’re paying you out to the end of the
month.”

Tomas waited a second then raised his eyes from the money to Mr. Humber’s
face. “What if...?”

“No, this is final.” He softened. “Look, in six months or a year, if your situation
changes considerably, maybe we will talk again, but I'm making no promises. There are
other men waiting to take your place who are dependable workers.” He watched the way
his words affected Tomas. “Go home and attend to your family. We wish you well.” He
gathered the bills into the envelope and passed it to Tomas.

Neither man offered to shake hands.



CHAPTER TWO OF AUTISM BELONGS

Pulling out his phone to check the time, Tomas hurried out of the place that had
given him and his family a good living almost since the day he arrived in this country.
He’d advanced in both responsibility and pay through hard work and diligence. He took
pride in doing a good job and being known as a stand-up guy. Now, his reputation was
shot.

His steps quickened as he realized just how much time had gone by since Maria’s
call. Was she all right? Where was Manny, and what was he doing?

Tomas retrieved the last call on his cell phone and pressed the buttons to check
on Maria. No answer. Maybe in his worry, he did something wrong and it wasn’t Maria
he’d called. He slowed his pace and punched in the numbers one by one. It rang once,
twice, four times, and then clicked over to voice mail. At least he heard the sweet voice
of his wife, but she didn’t pick up. Tomas slowed and checked the number printed on the
screen. Yes, it was the right number, of course it was, and he’d heard her answering
machine message.

The phone went into his shirt pocket and he ran. Maria would know how worried
he’d be and answer the phone if she at all could. Or, she’d call him back if she hadn’t
gotten to the phone in time. Tomas took the phone from his pocket to make sure he
hadn’t accidentally turned it off. Nope, it was on. His pace edged up from a jog to a
sprint.

The punch came between his shoulder blades with a force that sent Tomas into a
nose dive. His chin hit the sidewalk, followed by his nose and forehead. One hand
scraped along the concrete; the other protected the chest pocket that contained his
precious cell phone, his only link to what might be happening at home.

The blow stunned Tomas momentarily and he didn’t know what had happened.
He turned his head to glance behind to see what he’d tripped over. That was when he
noticed the pairs of sneaker-clad feet surrounding him by the entrance to the alley.

Tomas braced his hands under his shoulders to push himself to his feet. It didn’t
work. A foot kept him on the ground, a foot that planted itself almost directly where the
punch had landed moments ago. Instead, Tomas raised his head, trying to make eye
contact with one of his attackers. His gaze skittered around his limited field of vision to
see if help was coming. No one. By late afternoon this street would be teeming with
commuters heading home from work, but now, well, it was deserted.

“Dios mio,” he muttered. “Que Dios me ayude.”



“Huh, there’s no help for saps like you,” was the only reply Tomas heard.

He tried again. “What do you want?”

“Your money, genius, what do you think?”

“I don’t have any money. I just lost my job today. I'm broke.”

“Riiight. That’s what they all say.” His buddies joined his snickers. “Now hand it
over.”

“I told you. I don’t have money. I got fired, I'm telling you. I can give you my
boss’s name and you can go check. He’s only a few blocks away.”

“I feel a nap coming on and Joey here, well, he’s got a thirst on. We need your
cash and anything else interesting from your pockets.”

The toe of the sneaker by Tomas’s right ear tapped on the sidewalk. Its owner
said, “Now we can do this nice and easy or we can do it the hard way.”

“What do you mean?”

“Is he dense or what?” His buddies laughed with him. “You can nicely hand us
everything that’s in your pockets or we can take it from you. I figure we’re being pretty
big, giving you options here.”

“I don’t have any money.”

“This is getting old. Have at it, guys.”

Rough hands turned Tomas to his back. Unprepared for the move, the back of his
head cracked on the sidewalk. One grimy hand felt the hard, rectangular shape in his
shirt pocket and fished out Tomas’s cell phone, waving it in the air.

“No, come on, guys. You gotta give that back to me. My wife, she’s hurt. That’s the
only way I can keep in touch with her and my boy. I need that. She could be bleeding
and unconscious. I need my phone.”

“Ah. For a sob story, that’s not bad, but we’ve heard better, right boys?”

Other hands continued their search through Tomas’s pockets. One hand shoved
the side of his face into the sidewalk while a booted foot kicked his hips over to follow
his face. A fist dug out the envelope that was jammed deep into his back pocket.

There was the sound of paper tearing. “Well, looky, looky what we have here.”
The guy fanned the bills in the air.

“Please, that’s my severance pay. I told you I just got fired. We need that. I have
to pay the rent next week and without a job, that’s all we have.”

“Ah, you’re breaking my heart, sucker. Here. The milk of human kindness and all
that...” A five dollar bill fluttered to the ground by Tomas’s shoulder. With one kick to
his back, and one tromp on his hand, they left.



Tomas cradled his hand to his chest. Gently, he shook it. Bruised, but not broken.
He used his other hand to help push himself into a sitting position. He rested his elbows
on his knees and hung his head.

Now what? What was he going to do? A man’s duty was to look after his family
and he’d just lost the last bit of money they were likely to see for a while.

His family! How long had it been? He reached for his cell phone and reality
flooded in. It was gone. What was he going to do?

As spry as a man at least twice his age, Tomas got to his feet. He held back a
groan as he flexed his shoulder muscles and resumed his journey home. His urgency
hurried his steps into a lumbering jog.

At the apartment door, Tomas realized with relief that the punks had not taken
his keys. Thank God he kept just the two keys on a ring and they’d sunk deep into the
corner of his front pocket. What if they’d taken his keys and he couldn’t get inside to
Maria and Manny? What if they’d found out where his family lived and paid a visit when
he was not there to protect them?

Protect them. Yeah, right. A fine job he’d done of protecting himself. But what
could he have done, he wondered, as he used the handrail to pull himself up the three
flights of stairs to their apartment.

As he reached the top floor, all was quiet. There was no knot of fellow tenants
huddled outside their door listening to the sounds of battle within. Once, elderly Mrs.
Weymouth had even called the police.

Instead, all was silent. At least the door was shut.

It took only a few tries for Tomas’ fingers to fit the key into the lock and turn the
mechanism the correct way. As silently as he could, Tomas swung open the door just
enough to get his head in. Carnage. Carnage and silence.

With a sweaty hand against the door, he pushed, still gently enough to make
room for his head and shoulders. Not a sound. He entered fully, shutting the door
behind him, all the while his gaze taking in the state of his apartment, the apartment his
Maria tried to keep so beautifully.

His eyes landed on the couch and on Maria. There she was, her head draped over
the arm of the overstuffed Goodwill find. Was she...? No, there was the rise and fall of
her chest. These episodes with Manny left her so exhausted. But, her face. One eye was
swelling shut. The trickle of blood over her eyebrow had slowed and was now drying in
blobs and runs. Her cheek bone was swollen and he knew from experience that it would
soon turn a plethora of rainbow colors. Oh, his poor, beautiful wife. She’d been hurt.
Their son, the child she raised so lovingly, had hurt his mother. Again.

Manny! Where was he? Stepping farther into the room, he scanned the
apartment. The space was small - a living room and kitchenette spot all in one, beside a
galley kitchen just wide enough to allow two people to pass if they were back to back.
Maybe Manny was in the over-size storage closet that housed the mattress where he
slept.

Tomas started down the short hallway and there he was. Manny was asleep on
the floor in front of the bathroom door. Drying tear tracks and mucous streaked his face.
There was blood on some fingertips and bruising on his knuckles. One side of the
bathroom door jamb was off, with its tip stuck into the drywall beside the doorway.
Tomas cringed. He’d have to patch the sheet rock and somehow find paint exactly the
right shade to match the wall, so the landlord would never know that their son had made



a hole in the wall. Another hole in the wall. The jamb looked to be in one piece, so
replacing that would be easier.

The open bathroom door allowed him to see the order and tidiness inside, telling
him that Manny had not gotten to his mom while she hid, bracing herself against the
door. Thank God. His Maria’s injuries could have been much worse if the door had not
held or if Maria had not braced herself sufficiently to keep the door closed against their
son’s attack.

It looked like Manny had exhausted himself and fallen asleep. When things had
been silent long enough, Maria would have opened the door just a crack and peeked out,
ready to slam it shut if Manny launched himself at her. Tomas winced at the thought. To
think that a boy, his boy would hurt his mama. No child ever had a mama as good as his
Maria. Where did Tomas go so very wrong to raise a son who could harm a woman, let
alone his own mother?

Unwilling to wake Manny and risk an episode erupting again, Tomas tiptoed past.
He noticed that the child was covered with a blanket. Ah, Maria. After being hurt and
terrified by their son, she still looked out for him.

Gently, he leaned over the couch and pressed his lips to her uninjured cheek. She
awoke with a start, hands up to protect herself, fear evident in her widened eyes, her
mouth open to shriek.

“Sh, sh, queirda.” He placed a gentle finger over her lips. “It’s all right. You're safe
now. I'm home.”

Maria raised herself up on one elbow. “Manny?” she asked. She tried to look over
her husband’s shoulder.

“He’s fine. He’s asleep on the floor in front of the bathroom.”

“Ohhhh.” Maria sank back onto the couch and closed her eyes. A tear trickled
down her cheek. “I'm sorry about the mess, Tomas. I'll work on that in just a bit. I was
so tired by the time Manny stopped that I needed to lay down for a minute.”

“I know, I know. Sh. Stay where you are. We'll clean up together in a little while.
Right now, I just want to know that you’re all right.” Maria moved over to make room on
the couch for her husband. They cuddled together, relishing this quiet oasis in the
turmoil their lives had become.

For a time, all was silent, and then Tomas asked, “We should talk about it. Can
you tell me what happened?”



CHAPTER THREE OF AUTISM BELONGS

Maria’s muscles spasmed in defensive mode.

“Sh, it’s okay querida. I'm right here and Manny’s still asleep. Tell me what went
on.”

“I'm so sorry. I didn’t see it coming at all this time. I don’t know what I did to set
him off. I thought we were having a good morning. I was drinking coffee and reading a
letter from my madre. Manny was at the table with me, eating cereal - dry, the way he
likes it. He was picking up each piece with his fingers and seemed to be enjoying it. Then
he stuck a piece in his ear - you know how he does that. I held his head, trying to get it
out of his ear. Manny kept twisting his head and pulling away from me. He grabbed a
spoon and started banging it on the table and hollering while rubbing the side of his
head. He flipped over his cereal bowl, spilling it, which made him even madder. I
couldn’t figure out what was wrong.

“Then he yanked open the refrigerator door and started throwing things onto the
floor. He grabbed the milk and tried to put it on the table. It landed partly on his
overturned bowl and spilled. I caught the carton pretty quickly and set it down. I got a
cloth and started cleaning up the mess. I kept telling Manny that it was all right.”

Tomas nodded. Such incidents were not unusual.

“And then he ran to the cupboard, but tripped over some of the fridge stuff that
he’d thrown on the floor. He bumped his head on the table leg and started yelling even
more. Before I could get to him, he made it to the cupboard and got out the cereal. When
I saw that he was heading back to the table, I righted his bowl and got ready to pour in
the milk for him. That seemed to be what he wanted because once I poured from the
box, he climbed back onto his chair.

“I thought the trouble was all over. He’d wanted milk with his cereal but didn’t
know how to tell me that. As he began eating, I put things back in the fridge and started
cleaning up the mess.” She looked up at her husband. “I'm sorry the place is still such a
disaster.”

Tomas pulled his arms more tightly around his wife and kissed her forehead just
to the left of the rising bruise. “What happened then?”

“Manny took only a couple bites, and then got madder than ever. He threw his
cereal bowl across the room, and his spoon. He yelled, and then he looked at me. Tomas,
I know that look; I've seen it before. I braced myself like you told me to and got on the
opposite side of the table. Still, this time that didn’t help. He launched himself across the
table at me. It happened so fast that I couldn’t get out of the way. Plus I was worried that



he’d fall and hurt himself. Falling on me would hurt him less than falling from that
height onto the floor.”

“Oh, my dear, I'm sorry I was not here for you.”

Maria placed one palm along Tomas’s cheek. “You were off making a living for us.
It’s my job to look after our home and child while you are out supporting us.”

With Maria’s words memories of that morning flooded back - the shame of being
fired, then the indignities of being robbed. How would he tell this lovely woman who
was doing so much for their son that he had lost his job? There would be time for that
later. Now, he must be there for Maria. “Did he hurt you?”

“Oh, not so badly; I reacted quicker today. Honest, Tomas, I'm all right. It only
bled for a while and the bruising, well, we know that that will go down. We do not need
to go to the doctor or hospital this time. And, I think Manny is all right, although we
should look at his hands. He pounded so hard and so long on the bathroom door.”

“How did the two of you get from the kitchen table to the bathroom?”

Maria hung her head. “I ran.” She met her husband’s eyes. “I tried, really I did. I
tried to talk to him. I tried to figure out what was wrong. I tried reasoning with him but
he was just so mad. He kept hitting me and hitting me and yelling and punching, and
then he tried picking up things off the floor to hit me with. I remembered what you said,
how if Manny knocked me out, who would be here to look after him and what harm
could he do to himself? So, I tried to get away from him and as soon as I could, I ran to
the bathroom.

“Oh, did that make him mad. Remember the last time I did that? When he found
that he could not get to me? Well, this time I think it was even worse because he
remembered, I think. He used his fists on the door. It was so loud and so hard and the
door actually moved when he pounded it. I was afraid that he was going to bust it open.
He tried. He was so strong and he was furious with me.

“We need to check his nails; he may have hurt them. He tried to tear the jamb off
the door to get in. He tried biting at the door knob when hitting it didn’t work. I heard
some splintering when he was kicking the door. That’s when I called you. Sorry Tomas,
but I thought the door was going to give and then what would I have done? I know that
your boss does not like it when I call you at work but I didn’t know what else to do. It felt
like I was trying to block the door for hours.”

“Querida, it is fine. You did exactly the right thing. We'll be okay.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the sounds of blankets and clothing
shifting against the hardwood floor by the bathroom.

Maria tensed and listened. The blankets settled down again. “Tomas, I am sorry
to be such a poor mother to our son. I love him, but honestly, I wish he would stay
asleep a bit longer. I don’t feel ready to deal with him quite yet. Do you understand what
I mean?”

“Yes, my Maria, me, too. I feel exactly the same way. Our Manny, he has become
a difficult boy to live with. I do not know what we have done wrong. He has been a
different child ever since he came into our lives, not what I imagined when we were
expecting our baby.”

“TI am ashamed to say that sometimes I watch out the window and see the other
kids there playing, or walking to school. They are the same age as our Manny or even



younger. Yet, they talk. They can go outside and play. They go to school.” Sadly, she
added, “And maybe love their mamas. Maybe they don’t beat them.”

Tomas pulled back to look into his wife’s eyes. He framed her face with his hands.
“Maria, you are the best mother I know - wife and mother. Manny loves you, I know he
does. We have some good times, don’t we?”

Maria nodded, with some reluctance.

“Yes, we do. Our boy is not always like this.” Although, it seems to be happening
more and more often, Tomas thought.

They heard the sounds of Manny getting to his feet.

“Manny, my man, come and see your tata.”

When Manny reached the couch, Tomas lifted him up to sit between his parents.
Maria put her arms around him and their son nestled into her embrace. His warm,
relaxed body fit snugly. Maria thought that anyone entering the apartment now would
think they were the perfect family. But they weren’t, she knew. Did other families hide
such sad secrets as theirs?

Maria moved her hands down her son’s arms. Gently, she picked up one hand
and inspected it, then the other. Discoloration was beginning and those knuckles had to
hurt. But from experience, she and Tomas had learned that Manny seemed to have a
high tolerance for such pain. One of Maria’s fears was that Manny would seriously hurt
himself one day without his parents even knowing that it had happened. He didn’t cry
with pain. He didn’t talk to them. So, after each such episode, Maria tried to inspect her
son’s body just to make sure he was all right. Physically. Secretly, she worried that
something else might be wrong with her young one, something somewhere people could
not see. Somewhere inside was something that could send her sweet boy on rampages.

Taking advantage of the mellow moment, Tomas relaxed with his little family.
Why could not life stay just like this?

Manny squirmed and his parents released him from their arms. He started across
the floor, almost sliding in the puddle of milk.

When Maria made to get up to clear away the mess, Tomas tightened his arm
around her. “Soon. Soon we’ll get up and start cleaning. But let’s just rest here quietly
for a few minutes. Manny seems okay now.”

Indeed, he did. Looking at their beautiful child, you would never believe the
tempest that had been Manny earlier that morning. It was always that way. He’'d seem
fine, then there would be a huge meltdown, then he’d fall asleep. When he awoke, it was
for Manny as if nothing untoward had happened. But these episodes left his parents
drained.

“Maria, I have to know. Did Mr. Toolan come? Did anyone call him or the police
this time?” Mr. Toolan was the building’s caretaker. Although initially patient once he
realized that although he was nine years old, Manny did not yet talk, Mr. Toolan’s
tolerance wore thin with repairing the damage the child caused to the apartment.
Months ago he had stopped fixing the things Manny broke; making it clear that the
damages were the tenants’ responsibility and Tomas must both pay for the materials
and fix the damages himself.



“No. At least, I don’t think so. I did not hear any knocking on the door or any
yelling, but it was hard to hear above Manny’s noise.”

“Maybe none of the neighbors were home and there was no note on the door
when I came in, so we’re probably safe this time.”

Maria snuggled back into her husband’s embrace. Tomas hated to break this calm
mood, but he had to tell her what had happened that morning.

Manny navigated the obstacles safely to where his blocks lived on the floor. That
was their spot; they must remain exactly there or the world as they knew it would come
to an end. Maria only ever washed the floor under them when they were positive Manny
was asleep. She and Tomas would memorize the position of the blocks, and then replace
them exactly as they had been. From bitter experience, they’d learned just how precise
their son’s memory was. He could tell if an angle or a distance was even slightly off.

The blocks went tumbling as Manny knocked them over, only to begin his endless
game again. As he picked up one to join the growing stack, his gaze caught the sun
coming in through the window. Dust motes danced in the air. Soon, Manny’s fingers
joined in the waltz, moving and swaying in the glittering dust specks. He stood, his body
swaying to music that only he could hear.

“There goes our maestro,” said Maria.

“At least he’s quiet about it.” Tomas’s smile left his face. “Maria, there’s
something I have to tell you. I have bad news.”

Maria examined her husband’s face and noticed, really noticed for the first time
the bruising. “Tomas, what happened? Did I black out and Manny hurt you?” Her
fingers gently, so gently traced the discoloration on his forehead.

“No, it was not Manny. He was sleeping when I came in. This is worse.”

Watching their son’s graceful movements of hand patterns in the sun, he
continued. “I lost my job. Mr. Humber heard the phone ring and fired me. He said it was
one too many times.”

Tears slid down Maria’s face. “Oh, Tomas, I'm so sorry. So, so sorry. I should
never have called you. I should be able to handle Manny by myself.”

“No, querida. You did exactly the right thing. That was our plan, remember?
Manny could seriously hurt you or hurt himself. He’s big now, too strong for you when
he gets like that. You were supposed to call me.”

“But what will we do now?”

Tomas sighed. “Mr. Humber gave me two weeks’ pay. Firing me was not just
because of today - it’s been coming for a while. He had an envelope of cash all ready with
my name on it, as if he was just waiting for the moment to come.”

“At least we’re okay for a while then. We can pay the rent when it’s due next
week.”

“No, we can’t.” Tomas didn’t know which was the more shameful part to recount -
the fact that he’d been fired from a good job or the fact that he’d then lost the last of
their money. “On the way home I was mugged.” At Maria’s intake of breath, he was
quick to reassure her. “I'm fine. I got a bit of bruising but they didn’t really hurt me.” On
his other side, out of Maria’s sight, he tried flexing the hand that had been stepped on. “I
told them I had no money but they searched my pockets anyway and found the envelope
with my severance pay. They took it - all of it except for this.” He pulled out the rumpled
five dollar bill, staring as he folded it over and over in his hands.



Maria turned and wrapped her arms around Tomas’s neck. “As long as you're
safe, we’ll be all right. You'll think of something. It’s just money. What would Manny
and I have done if we’d lost you?”

Indeed, what would they do, wondered Tomas.

Next, read a preview of Autism Talks and Talks



https://www.amazon.com/Autism-Talks-Book-School-Daze-ebook/dp/B01IIUZH3S

Preview of Autism Talks and Talks

CHAPTER ONE OF AUTISM TALKSAND TALKS

Lori's back was to the door as she put away the last of the staff coffee cups.
Everyone was supposed to clean up after themselves, but that didn't always happen. The
kitchen needed to be tidy before the kids arrived.

"Who are you?" a strange man asked from the doorway. In his hands were
bulging plastic grocery bags.

"I'm Lori Nabaker. Who are you supposed to be?" Although school was over
for the day, the doors off the parking lot were open for kids to arrive. But, anyone could
walk in.

"Supposed to be?" The guy just stared at her, the bags dangling from his
fingertips. "What do you mean 'supposed to be'? I am who I am; there's no supposing
about it." He looked at her some more. "Are you supposed to be here?"

Lori's weirdo meter rose. What was with this guy? Who was he and how'd she
get trapped in this room with him? Never show fear and maybe she could bluff her way
out. "Excuse me. Let me pass." His large body still blocked the doorway. Then he stood
aside, taking a step into the room and pivoting so that the back of his hips pressed
against the counter's edge.

As she scurried out the door, away from this strange man, she heard him
mutter, "Mel should have warned me about the odd people here. At least she'll be out of
the way before the kids get here."

Lori stopped. "Kids? Mel?"

"You know my sister?"

"Mel's your sister?"

When the guy nodded, the tension in Lori's shoulders dropped noticeably.
She came back into the room with her hand extended. "You must be Jeff - Mel's told me
about you. I'm the EA who works in her classroom sometimes." Jeff looked blankly at
her, so she explained. "EA. You know, Educational Associate. I help out with the kids."

There was no recognition in his eyes and his expression didn't change. Come
to think of it, his expression hadn't changed since he arrived. But his next words were
gentler. "Oh, yeah, Mel told me that someone from the school would assist me."

"Assist you? I thought I was running the Little Chef's club and that Mel's
brother was supposed to assist me."

"There you go with that suppose thing again." Jeff looked away from her as he
laid the things from his grocery bags on the counter. Each item was lined up precisely,
equal distance from each other and from the edge of the counter. Concentrating on his
task, Jeff asked, "Are you a chef?"

His words were muffled partly because his back was to her and partly because
he was dragging packages along the counter, getting their placement just right.
"Pardon," she asked. "What did you say?"

"I said, 'Are you a chef'?".

"I just told you I'm an EA."



"Well, then..."

"Well, then what?"

"Well, then, I am a chef. That's why Mel asked me to volunteer my time to
run the Little Chef's club. You can help me though, that is, if you know how to act and
don't scare the kids. If you stay you're going to have to watch your language."

"My language!" Lori's indignation made her voice rise on the last syllable. She
most certainly had not used any profanity during this whole unpleasant encounter.

"Yes, your language. You'll have to watch how you talk around the kids. No
more of this "suppose" stuff. You have to speak plainly and say what you mean. Some of
the kids who'll be here have autism, you know. They won't like your imprecise way of
talking."

As Lori's mouth opened in retort, there was a flurry of rustling plastic as Mel
came through the door carrying far more bags than the two Jeff had arrived with.

Mel dropped the bags on the floor and smiled at both of them. "Oh, good,"
she said. "I see that you've already met."

Her smile froze as she looked from Jeff to Lori and back again. "Hey, guys, is
everything all right?"

Jeff reached for the bags and continued the tedious process of unpacking and
lining up the contents perfectly on the counter.

"It's a good thing the counter's long," Lori said, the sarcasm sneaking into her
voice. Mel gave her a sharp look, but Jeff simply agreed. "Yep."

Sensing the tension, Mel asked, "What's going on?"

Her brother answered, "We were just getting a few things straight. We've
established that Lori's an EA and I'm a chef."

Mel continued looking from her brother to her friend. "So, why is that a
problem?"

"No problem," Lori hurried to reassure her. "We're good."

Sneakers squeaked and slapped on the hallway floor, accompanied by high-
pitched voices. The kids had arrived for Little Chef Club.

"Well, this is it," said Lori.

"What is it?" Jeff asked.

"The beginning of Little Chefs."

Jeff stared at her. "What did you think it would be?" Then, turning to his
sister, "Are you sure she's the right person to be helping us with this? She seems unclear
about a number of things."

Mel squeezed his shoulder. "Wait until you see her with the kids. You'll see
that she's perfect.”

Jeff didn't look convinced but the kids burst through the door, overtaking any
conversation the adults had begun. The students' enthusiasm was admirable but needed
to be toned down to match the size of the school’s kitchen. Mel had them line up against
the wall. She waited for silence before reminding the group who she was, then
introducing Lori and Jeff.

"How can you be a chef?" one boy asked. "Where's your chef's hat?"

"Right here." Jeff pulled it out of the last bag and settled it on his head. Next,
he donned his apron, pulling the string ties from the back and fastening them in the
front.

"Wow! Just like on TV," said Matt, the smallest child in the line.



"Not necessarily," said Karen, a grade six student. "It depends on the
restaurant and on the show. There are all kinds of aprons and several kinds of chef hats.
First, there's..."

"Thanks, Karen,” Mel interrupted. “We might have time to go into that later,
but right now we need to begin our chef's session. Jeff will be leading our group since
he's an actual chef"

Over Mel's head, Jeff grinned at Lori. To the kids he said, "Who washed their
hands before coming here?"

Of the eight kids, two put up their hands.

"Good for you. Now, we're going to do it all over again."

Groans came from several kids, along with "Do we have to?" "Again?" "Mine
look okay already."

"Anyone who touches anything or eats in my kitchen must first wash their
hands," Jeff announced. "Ms. Nabaker will show you how."

When Lori hesitated, he asked Mel, "She does know how, doesn't she?" This
made the kids laugh, Jeff look at them quizzically and Lori glare at him before herding
the kids in a line towards the sink.

Standing beside his sister, out of the way of the line-up, Jeff said, "I think this
is starting off all right."

"Mostly. Except for Lori. You're being a little hard on her, aren't you?"

"What do you mean? She has to wash her hands just like everybody else. She
wants to help lead, so I thought this was something she could be in charge of." He
waited a minute then asked, "Why aren't you getting in line?"

While Mel waited her turn, she listened to the kids. One voice rose above the
others, both in volume and frequency. Karen was explaining to anyone who would
listen, the different hand washing techniques. She was currently at the sink
demonstrating how a surgeon would wash, counting off the number of scrubs for each
finger. Except no one was paying any attention to her monologue.

A grade six boy, Jim said, "Come on, Karen. We're never going to get to cook
anything if you hog the sink the whole time." Lori intervened and got the line moving
again.

When Karen's voice continued to rise above the others about this hand
washing business, Mel intervened. "You certainly know a lot about hand washing,
Karen. Thanks for your input, but we're moving on now to the cooking part."

Karen paused then switched topics. "Chateaubriand is made from the most
expensive cut of beef. It's cut from the tenderloin and is about four inches thick." The
other kids just looked at her as she continued. "Because of the thickness of the cut and
how expensive the meat is, it has to be cooked just right."

Again, Mel interrupted. "Thanks, Karen, but we're not talking about
Chateaubriand this week."

"But it's a classic chef dish," Karen protested.

Jeff took over. "Right. It is and it's something I make at the deli. But we don't
have enough time today or the budget for that kind of meat. Today, we're starting with
the basics."

"Basics? But I'm not a basic kind of girl. I know a lot about this stuff already,"
protested Karen.



As if he hadn't heard her, Jeff continued. "First, we'll learn about safety in the
kitchen. Washing your hands and keeping utensils and surfaces clean is key. That comes
before anything else, even tasting the food."

"We do get to taste some stuff, don't we?" asked another boy.

"Definitely. It's a poor chef who doesn't taste what he's cooking. How else
would you know if it's any good?" The kids looked relieved.

"Who has used a knife before?" Jeff asked. Most kids raised a hand. Jeff
pulled a foot long knife from the drawer. "Who has used a knife like this?"

"That's a cimeter and used for butchering, but not normal kitchen use," Karen
informed them. "Sometimes it's used for cutting steaks and tenderloin, the kind used in
Chateaubriand."”

Jeff looked at her. "Are you here to learn or to teach?"

Lori moved to Karen's side and placed an arm along her shoulder. "Karen
reads a lot and stores her knowledge. Cooking shows are her passion, so she has a lot to
offer this group." She smiled at her warmly.

"I watch a lot of cooking shows too, and study this area. But we're not here to
spout off our knowledge. We're here to learn how to cook certain items that I've chosen.
If you want to discuss some aspects of cooking with me after class that will be fine."
Jeff’s words were blunt, but only Lori seemed uncomfortable.

Over Karen's head, Mel grinned at Lori. She mouthed, "It's okay," then
nodded at Karen. Mel was right; Karen did not look upset or show that she might have
felt snubbed.



CHAPTER TWO OF AUTISM TALKSAND TALKS

The class went well, at least as far as Lori could tell, despite her misgivings
about Jeff. The kids did not seem to notice the little things that bothered Lori. The kids
didn't mind Jeff's dictatorial methods; they actually looked to him for leadership. Lori
was surprised at how Mel allowed Jeff to take the lead as well. Maybe she knew her
brother and trusted him. Maybe there was more to Jeff than Lori's initial impression
suggested.

The parents trickled in to collect their offspring. Above the clamor, Karen's
voice rang clear. At times she tried to engage Jeff or Mel; at other times, it seemed that
she just talked. It didn't seem to matter if anyone responded or if her conversation
connected to that of the kids or adults around her. Every so often Jeff responded to
something Karen said and they carried on a discussion of their own. No one else heeded
these conversations.

Rita Blackwell, Karen's mother appeared at the door. She grimaced at Lori
and Mel and said in a low voice, " I could hear my daughter all the way down the hall."
She nodded towards Karen. "Has she been all right? Has she been annoying anyone?"

Mel reassured her that Karen had been just fine and that they enjoyed having
her. The relief in Rita's face was palpable. "I was so worried," she said.

"Why?" Mel asked as she stepped out into the hallway, away from the others.

Rita followed her. "I guess I should have been upfront about this before
sending Karen, but she so wanted to come as soon as she heard that there would be a
Little Chef's club. Cooking is her passion, but you might have gathered that."

Lori's wry grin and nod assured her that they had not missed that fact.

"She can go overboard when she likes something. She's intense. "

Lori and Mel waited.

Rita looked uncomfortable. "I know that she can go on and on about whatever
interests her at the time. It's hard to get a word in edge wise. But, she really does study
things and she knows so much."

From the kitchen, they could hear Karen, back on the subject of
Chateaubriand.

Rita grimaced. "You may have guessed that she likes cooking shows. She gets
impatient with her father and I because we can't talk about cooking the way she would
like. And, we get impatient with her because she can talk incessantly." She hesitated.
"How did you manage with her in the group?"

Lori rushed to reassure her. "It was just fine. We didn't always answer her
questions, but Jeff handled the group well."



Lori surprised herself on that one, but thinking back, it was true. Despite his
bluntness, Jeff had managed the kids, even convincing them that roasted root vegetables
would be a marvelous dish to make and eat. In the end, the kids had loved it. The older
ones showed proper knife handling techniques and peeled and chopped the parsnips,
carrots, onions and squash into uniform, diagonal pieces. The younger kids had used a
crinkle cut safety blade to chop vegetables, giving them a serpentine edge. Then they all
got to dig their hands into bowls of vegetables, coating them liberally with oil and freshly
chopped herbs. The aroma was tantalizing and even those who said they hated
vegetables dug in once they came out of the oven. Jeff had grinned at Lori, reminding
them both of her objections when she’d realized that veggies would be the focus of their
first cooking class.

Rita looked down then peered from Mel to Lori. "Look," she said. "I suppose I
should tell you. " She sighed. "My daughter is not normal."

Lori tried to reassure her that Karen was a lovely child, but a look from Mel
silenced her. Mel stood quietly waiting, her expression neutral, her eyes not leaving
Rita's face. They waited.

"You see," Rita continued, “Karen has a syndrome. It's called Asperger's
syndrome. That's why she does what she does - she can't help it." She looked from Lori
to Mel, trying to gauge their reactions. Lori took her cue from Mel and said nothing.

To fill the dead air space, Rita hurried on, her words spilling out. "But she's
really smart, you know. Really, really smart. She knows lots of things, things most kids
her age would never dream of. That's typical of kids with Asperger's. They're also highly
verbal and often talk and talk. It's okay to talk sometimes, but Karen does not know
when to stop. She will go on and on and on, even when her audience has walked away.

"And she annoys people. She doesn't give them a chance to talk. And she
doesn't care what they want to talk about. It only matters what's on her mind. She comes
across as selfish and a know-it-all. But honest, she's not trying to brag or even to bore
you. It's just that she finds things fascinating and her latest interest is cooking. You
would not believe how much she can talk." There was a pause. "Sort of like me, huh? I
guess I've just done the same thing and you're probably thinking that Karen comes by
this honest enough. Sorry." The last was said in a small voice. "I'll collect my kid and
we'll leave you in peace."

"Wait." Lori put a hand on her arm. "We know about Asperger's and this club
is perfect for kids just like Karen."

Mel agreed that yes, Karen had talked a lot, especially at the beginning of the
sessions. She explained to Rita that with guidance and correction, Karen was able to
restrain herself and speak at appropriate times. She added, "Being highly verbal, yes, is
frequently a part of AS."

Rita looked surprised that Mel knew the acronym.

"Yes, I'm quite familiar with Asperger's Syndrome, as is Lori here and so is
our chef, Jeff. In fact, Jeff may be even more familiar with it than you are."

"And it's still all right that Karen comes again?"

"Most definitely," Lori assured her.

"Having AS is all the more reason that she should come."

"She didn't drive the other kids crazy with all her chattering?"



"To be honest, at times yes, some of the other children were annoyed."

"I'm so sorry. I hope they weren't mean to her. She gets her feelings hurt so
easily and she doesn't mean to be rude."

"Does it matter whether or not her intention is to be rude if she comes across
that way?"

"What do you mean?" Rita asked.

Lori tried to explain. "If you are trying to be rude, people won't want to be
around you." The next part she said gently. "If you are rude, even without intending to
be, people still won't want to be around you."

Rita's shoulders sagged. "That happens to my little girl all the time. She starts
out all right and often kids are accepting at first. But then she talks too long and doesn't
let them have a turn and you can see the kids give up on her and just go away. Then
Karen's left all alone without a clue how things turned out that way and she's so sad.
Sometimes she tries to hide it by saying the kids are mean and stupid and she doesn't
care.”

"What do you do about it?" Mel asked.

"Do? What do you mean?" asked Rita. "I have no control over other people's
children."

"True, but you do have control over your own." She grimaced. "Well, at least
some control. As I mentioned, I have a son and I'm humbled to admit just how little
control I do have. He seems to have a mind of his own." She smiled proudly.
"Sometimes, that's what I love most about him."

"He really is a sweetie," Lori agreed. She turned to Rita. "But, life is a group
affair and we all have to be able to function in a group. That's part of the reason we're
having Little Chef's Club - to help kids learn to be a part of a group."

"Karen's an individual," her mother said.

"Yep, and that's what's delightful about all of the kids. They all have unique
personalities and idiosyncrasies, strengths and challenges."

"Karen's strength is her brain and her interests. She knows so much and is far
brighter than any of the other kids."

"Do you know the other kids in the group?" Mel's eyes were steely.

"Well, no, but I do know how smart my Karen is."

Lori had seen that look in Mel's eyes before. Ever the peace keeper, she dove
in. "What Mel's trying to say is that being smart isn't good enough."

Rita looked skeptical. “My daughter is really very smart. That’s the greatest
thing she has going for her. Sometimes I fear that that’s the only thing she has going for
her.”

“But what’s the point in being smart if you can’t use it?”

“What do you mean?” asked Rita.

Lori explained. “Say that Karen keeps this interest in cooking, grows up and
tries to find a job in a kitchen. How would she be received if she entered the restaurant
talking the way she is now? How would the head chef respond to the new hire telling
him what to do?”

“Maybe Karen would be right and her ideas were better than what the chef
was already doing,” her mother protested.



“She might well have some great ideas and lots to contribute to that
restaurant, but do you think the management is going to listen to Karen, this kid’s first
night on the job? Would she even last her first day without being fired?

Rita’s shoulders sagged. “I see what you mean. We get so scared for her. She
has unlimited potential but she turns people off without meaning to.” Then an idea
struck her. “Maybe we could buy a restaurant and have Karen run it.”

“Would Karen be the only person there? Wouldn’t there be sous chefs and
servers and dishwashers - all people Karen would need to interact with and get along
with? It’s pretty hard to escape people, no matter what your job.”

“She could stay home and cook for us, I guess.”

“Is that the kind of life you envision for your daughter?” Mel asked.

“No, but I don’t know what’s going to become of her.”

“We understand,” Mel said. "That's part of the reason we started Little Chef.
Some of the kids here are simply interested in learning how to prepare some food.
Others are here because they have a hard time fitting into some of the other recreational
opportunities out there for kids. You may have noticed that most clubs focus on sports
skills. Unfortunately, some kids are just not budding athletes. Others may have the gross
motor coordination to play the sport but become overwhelmed by the rules and the
observations required to work effectively as a team.

Karen looked relieved that someone understood. "That's Karen."

"And my son," Mel told her.

"Your son?"

"Yes, well, actually my step-son. And some of the other kids here struggle
with the social aspects of being part of a group. That's why we have three adults here.
We circulate among the kids, coaching and guiding, but for the most part, the initiative
is taken by the Little Chef leader, Jeff."

"The guy in the chef hat?" Rita asked.

From the kitchen, now that everyone but Karen and Jeff had left, they could
hear the discussion about which sauce was better with Chateaubriand - a Bercy or a
Bernaise.

When he bluntly shut her down earlier, in what Lori thought was a rude way,
Jeff had promised to talk with Karen later about Chateaubriand. He'd kept his promise,
Lori marveled. He hadn’t just blown Karen off, but had intended to devote time to her at
the end. And he was speaking to Karen in a patient way, yet he didn't sound
condescending. He listened and responded and corrected and respected her opinions.
Hmmm. Maybe there was more to Jeff than she'd thought. He did have an idea of what
he was doing with these kids after all.



CHAPTER THREE OF AUTISM TALKSAND TALKS

As the kids trickled into the kitchen for the next Little Chef's Club, there
were some new faces. Karen was the first student to arrive and her voice rose above the
others. She immediately washed her hands, and then helped Jeff with the preparations.
After watching momentarily, she knew what to do to help without being told. The girl's
ability to work with her hands was impressive, especially while she talked non-stop
about other aspects of cooking.

Jeff appeared not to be listening and never once glanced Karen's way, yet
he made appropriate comments from time to time. When he wanted to make sure Karen
heard him, he stood directly in front of her without budging until she looked up at him.

In Lori's mind, things were off to a good start. This time there was no
altercation between her and Jeff - partly because Lori was determined to get along,
partly because Jeff seemed oblivious to the fact that there had been discord between
them the last time and partly because of Karen's presence. Lori was aware of the
example they must set for the kids. She was unsure if that thought crossed Jeff's mind.
She suspected that he was going to do what he was going to do regardless of who was
present.

Two of the grade 6 boys entered the door together, laughing and bumping
shoulders. One stopped in his tracks as soon as he saw Karen.

"Who let her in here? Ah, geez. If I'd known Karen would be here, I
wouldn't have come. This sucks. She'll ruin everything."

Jeff was immediately in his face. "Who are you?" he asked.

Steve took a step back and gave his name.

"Do you think you're coming to Little Chef?" Jeff asked.

"Well, I was, but I didn't know she'd be here. It'll be no fun now. She never
shuts up."

Lori moved to Karen and put an arm around her. Karen stood frozen and
for once, silent. She seemed unaware of Lori's presence; her eyes were fixed on Jeff and
Steve.

"Whose kitchen is this?" Jeff asked Steve.

"Well, the school's I guess."

Jeff cut him off before he'd finished saying the word school. "It's mine.
During Little Chef Club, this is my kitchen. Mine alone and I'm in charge." He looked
around at the rest of the group who were as still as if they were playing frozen tag. "Any
objections?"

No one moved. No one said a word.



Jeff turned back to Steve. "My kitchen, my rules." He paused and his
glance took in every person in the room. "In my kitchen, we have respect. We respect the
chef, we respect his helper,” he nodded at Lori, "and we respect each other. We all have
a job to do here. We are all welcome, wanted and needed. Especially my number one
helper, the person with the most knowledge and experience - Karen. Today's Little Chef
would not even be happening without the work she's done for the last half hour getting
things ready for kids like you."

He let that sink in. "Those are my rules. Can you live with them? If you
can, come on in. If you can't, leave." He turned his back on Steve and returned to the
sink. "Karen, would you finish sharpening the knives, please?" He handed Karen the
largest butcher knife he had, then turned his back, confident she would get on with the
job.

Lori let her breath out. Crisis averted. By the glare on Jeff's face when he
first turned on Steve, she thought she might have to intervene to save the offending
child from Jeff's wrath. Then she thought she'd have to take Karen out of the room to
calm her down and help her recover. But assigning her a job to do and a prestigious job
in the kids' minds was the right thing to do. Karen saved face and her position in the
group was elevated. Plus, Karen sharpened the knife without uttering a word, her
concentration intense, the stainless steel of the twelve inch blade flashing and glittering
in glow of the fluorescent lights as she worked.

“A stir-fry requires more work in preparation than it does in the actual
cooking. Lots of cutting is involved and I mean precise cutting. Who remembers our
knife lesson from last week?” Jeff had their attention.

A few hands went up, some raised higher than others. The kids remembered
that wielding a knife was harder than it looked.

“Karen, I remember that you caught on to this quite well. Will you
demonstrate for us the proper way to hold your knife and to cut an onion?”

Karen made it look easy. Jeff nodded in satisfaction. “Now, Karen, Lori and I
will each work with one of you on knife handling while the rest of you watch. Steve,
you're with Karen, Kyle’s with Lori and Sam, you’ll work with me. Gather round so you
can all see.” When Steve hesitated, Jeff touched his shoulder and moved him towards
Karen’s cutting board. Neither Karen nor Steve looked at each other as Karen picked up
the knife, demonstrated a few strokes then handed the knife to Steve.

“Here. You try it,” she told Steve. She stopped him right away with a
reminder to keep the fingers of his other hand out of the way. Then she added a few
encouraging words as Steve’s strokes became more accurate and his speed gradually
picked up.

Lori watched closely, ready to intervene and worried about Jeff’s idea of
pairing up those two.

Before the activity went on too long, Jeff called the group back and the stir-
frying lesson continued.

“Why do we wait for the oil to just start to smoke?” he asked. As Karen
opened her mouth to speak, Jeff interrupted. “Let’s see. Who hasn’t answered in a
while?” and chose another student.

Lori liked the way Jeff guided the student towards the right answer, and then
beamed at him as if the little boy had come up with the idea all on his own.



When the paper plates and forks were distributed and the kids were sampling
their wares, Jeff asked their thoughts on their creations. Once again, even those kids
who swore they hated vegetables were tucking in.

“Any problems you can identify with this food?” Jeff asked?

“It’s these forks. I can’t stab the carrots with it.”

Jeff nodded. “Why do you think that is?”

“They’re too hard,” one student offered.

“Yeah, they’re crunchy. I have to pick them up with my fingers.”

Another kid said, “I tried scooping them up with my fork but it didn’t quite
work out.” They’d witnessed the elusive carrot skitter across his plate and across the
floor.

When the laughter died down, Jeff asked, “Why do we need to make sure all
the vegetable pieces are the same size?”

“So that they take the same amount of time to cook” came the answer.

“Are the carrots cooked as much as the other vegetables?”

“No,” came from several kids, but Karen said, “Some are and some aren’t.”

“Right. And why might that be?”

The kids knew the answer. “Because some are bigger than others.”

“Whose job was it to cut the carrots?”

Oh no, Lori thought. Please, please Jeff, don’t go there. We’ve had a peaceful
half hour; don’t ruin things.

When no one answered immediately, Jeff repeated the question.

“Mine,” a small voice said. Every head turned to look at Steve.

Jeff’s expression was stern. “What do you have to say about this, Steve?”

“Ah, sorry?” came the hesitant reply.

Jeff just looked at him, waiting. Steve opened his mouth to say more, but was
cut off by Karen.

“Wait! That’s not fair. Steve just started to learn how to use a knife. This was
his first time. I was not very good at it the first time I tried, but I've practiced lots. Look
at your plates. Not all the pieces are undercooked; some Steve cut just right.”

Jeff didn’t smile, but just nodded. “Would the rest of you agree with Karen?”

There were nods all around.

“Karen, did you make the right choice in picking Steve to cut the carrots?”

No! No, no, no! What was with this guy’s head, Lori thought. Was he trying to
create World War III in this kitchen? I've got to step in and salvage what’s left of this
class. She noticed the tell-tale signs of an impending blow-up with Steve. His shoulders
had risen, his teeth were clenched and his hands were becoming balled fists. Before Lori
could say anything, Karen spoke.

“Yes. Next to me, Steve’s the best cutter, so he was the right choice.”

Lori let out her breath and Steve’s chin rose from his chest as his shoulders
went back down.

“She’s right,” Jeff said. “For a first try, Steve did a pretty good job, didn’t he?
Some of his carrot pieces are too big and a few too small but some of them are just right.
Good job, Steve. Karen was right to trust you with the hardest cutting task. You’ll make a
good sous chef if you keep practicing.” With hardly a pause, he moved on. “Now, what
are your thoughts on the sauce?”



Phew! They dodged that one. Lori could not believe it when Jeff started to
criticize Steve’s carrot, then her heart dropped when she heard him pull Karen into this.
Was he out of his mind? First he paired those two together after the disastrous start to
Little Chef’s, and then he put Steve on the defensive. From working in his classroom,
Lori knew how Steve hated to be told he had done anything wrong.

But it was Karen who saved the day, springing to Steve’s defense. On second
thought, Lori realized that likely Karen was not defending Steve in particular, but her
sense of fair play was affronted. Karen, like many kids with Asperger’s Syndrome saw
things as they were, in black and white. Karen didn’t see this as an opportunity to one-
up Steve or get back at him after he publicly humiliated her. No, what she saw was an
unfair or inaccurate statement and she automatically corrected it. Karen might not even
have been aware that doing so would earn her brownie points with Steve.

Did Jeff know things would work out this way? How could he possibly have
orchestrated such a thing? What if Steve had gotten mad? Yikes, they were all in close
quarters to knives and hot food. Steve, whether or not he knew it, needed the social
skills lessons they’d work on in Little Chef’s as much or more than some of the other
kids here. What if Steve had stormed out? What if he didn’t return? What if he’d blamed
Karen, saying she was a lousy teacher and she’d taught him poorly?

As if he felt her eyes on him, Jeff looked over the kids’ heads and flashed Lori
a wink. Lori colored. Had he read her thoughts? His grin was confident.

He had no training in child development or classroom management the way
she did. And people on the autism spectrum were not known for their people skills. Yet,
so far Jeff had handled their Little Chef sessions well, managing even the more
challenging kids. Whether on purpose or inadvertently, he brought in social skills and
drove home his point through cooking, rather than preaching.

Was this just a fluke or did Jeff actually know what he was doing? Had he
planned this or was it blind luck?

Initially, Lori’s plan was to watch Jeff like a hawk, ready to run interference,
defend the kids and rescue the session at any moment. Now, she started watching Jeff
for more than just the sake of the students.
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Prologue - Autism Grows Up

There it was again, that creak. Her eye, the one not snuggled into the pillow,
opened. Somehow, it was easier to listen with her eye open. Now, how did that work?
She lifted her head slightly off the down pillow so she could hear with both ears.

Snick. Her head popped up. She held her neck crooked at an uncomfortable
angle as her eyes tried to peer through the darkness. She knew that sound. That scraping
noise came when a knife was withdrawn from the knife block on the counter. The largest
butcher knife, in fact. Now what in the world would Suzie be doing with that knife?

There was a creak. Yep, the floor in front of the dishwasher. The butcher
block lived on the counter by the dishwasher. But, it took a lot of weight to make that
particular spot creak. Even Amanda herself didn’t cause the floor to protest. Her dad
and her brother, yes, and Cousin Sylvia who was pushing 250, yes. But not Suzie, who
was barely one hundred ten pounds after being caught out in a rain deluge.

The footsteps were coming this way, not that there were many places to go in
this house. Amanda grabbed the duvet and sheet carefully in one hand and slowly drew
back the covers as silently as she could. For once she was grateful that she was unable to
afford that soft, down quilt she’d so admired. Rubbing it with her hands in the Bed ‘n
Bath store, she’d known the noise it would make every time she turned over in bed.
What did that matter though when you slept alone and it didn’t look like that would ever
change. Thankful that she had a king-sized quilt on her queen-sized bed, Amanda
bumped up the quilt in the middle of the bed, hoping it might look like a body slept
soundly there. Glancing at the rocker in the corner, she remembered Chatty Cathy, the
doll of her childhood, the doll who stood as tall as her six year old self at the time. Cathy
had long hair. Maybe, just maybe, if she tucked her into the bed, Cathy would pass for a
slumbering human.

A shoe scraped on the bathroom linoleum tile. His foot must have caught on
that spot in front of the sink where the tile’s lifting. His? Of course it was a his. Who ever
heard of a woman breaking into someone’s house?

Hide. She had what, maybe three seconds before he made it this way. Her
head swivelled, eyes scanning for the likely spots. She snatched up the mini-led



flashlight she kept by her bed. Its light was intense and she had bought it for its weight
and compact size. Now, she wished for the days when she had that bulky, long flashlight
that resembled a billy club.

She lay on her stomach and inched her feet under the bed. That worked until
her hips reached the edge. No go. She eased out again and flipped over onto her back.
Wiggling back under, she used her elbows for purchase. This time when her hips stuck,
she braced her upper arms on the floor and lifted the edge of the box spring with her
hands. Only the edge of mattress was firm, she remembered. The inside was covered by
just some flimsy material that had already torn when she’d gotten the vacuum nozzle
stuck there some years ago. Thank god for the carpet to dull the noises she was making.

Turning her head to the side, she was under. The dust under here was
incredible. When had she last vacuumed? Sure, she stuck the nozzle under here every
week. Well, every few weeks, but had she ever actually moved the bed to give a good
cleaning? This coming weekend, she promised herself. Yes, she would live through this
and become a better housekeeper.

Her ears picked up the tiny sound of her doorknob rotating in its cylinder.
She turned her head. Softly, slowly, the door gently scraped the carpet in a wide arc.
Amanda could see the edges of scruffy Nikes with the emblem on the side.

Pushing her cheek into the floor more, she glimpsed his silhouette as he
advanced into the room. The glow from the moonlight coming in her open curtains
helped. Or, not. The sheen glinted off the upheld butcher knife, the one kept so shiny
and fine-edged by the built-in sharpener. Amanda’s eyes closed and her lips sealed
against that tiny whimper that wanted to escape.

Tap, tap, tap. A pause, then, tap-tap, tap-tap as his steps stopped. His Nikes
swivelled in place, aiming towards her bed, lingering, then moving toward the window.
The tapping stopped.

Slowly, slowly, the scuffed shoes turned. They turned her way. The tap, tap
resumed. Was he peering at the bed? Estimating the size and shape of her body? The
best place to strike first?

Every nerve in her body seized. Petrified wood had nothing on her. She willed
even the blood in her veins to hold still. His toes pointed her way.

Faintly, then more and more discernible, the tapping resumed. Along with it
came a humming. The sound was low, almost more a growl than anything melodious.
Was he trying to hum a tune? Good grief, a tone-deaf assailant. Amanda winced. What
was wrong with her brain? At a time like this, she’d criticize someone’s musical ability?

“Come out, come out, wherever you are.” Then a low growl. There was a
tearing sound as his knife, really her knife, raked at the clothes. Her good clothes. Did he
have any idea how many hours she had spent scouring the second hand stores to acquire
such a decent wardrobe? No one at work ever guessed where she got her outfits. Now,
they were being ruined.

Amanda felt something else stirring in her gut. This time, it went beyond
resentment. How dare he? How dare this stranger enter her home, terrorize her, then
destroy her clothing? Her fists tightened against her side; her toes clenched. She was
powerless to defend herself, defend her home. Why, oh why, had she chosen to cower
under the bed? She was wedged like gherkins in a sealed jar. It would take her minutes
to worm her way out, then what?



The sound of his escalated breathing penetrated Amanda’s brain. It was
rapid, noisy and wheezy, as if fragments of her tattered, knifed clothing had floated up
his nose, clogging his sinuses. Good, let him suffocate himself. Death by polyester and
flame retardants.

Her thoughts were like herded cats, scattering, going their own way, with no
cohesiveness at the time when she needed it most. Think Amanda, think. What will you
do when he checks under the bed?

Her clenching fingers brushed something chilly and firm. The giddy part of
her mind assured her that no part of her body was firm, so it must be something else.
She scrinched one shoulder lower to lengthen her reach. There, her fingers brushed it
again. Slithering an inch farther, her baby finger snagged it. Her flashlight. Her four
inch long, LED flashlight. Well, it shone brightly, so maybe she could flick it into his
eyes, momentarily blinding him while she made a dash to get out from under the bed.
Dash. Right. If she made it from under the bed, then she’d be parrying his knife thrusts
with her mighty four inch flashlight.

His breathing, if anything, was heavier now. The knife no longer slashed, but
beat against his pant leg as he returned to her bed.

The humming was replaced by grunts. Low, guttural, pigs-at-the-trough-like
grunts. What was he doing? Punching her bed? Did he not know she wasn’t there? Why
punch the covers? Feathers floated along the edge of the bed, sprinkling the carpet with
down. The knife. He was slashing her bed with her butcher knife.

Amanda shivered. She knew his intent. She’d have to act fast, catch him by
surprise. Surely she could get out from under the bed fast. There was no need for stealth
and she knew that she’d need to lift it off herself. She did it once, she could do it again
when her life and that of Suzie’s depended on it.

The slashing punches stopped. The toes remained pointed towards her while
his breath heaved. Knifing a bed must be hard work, Amanda’s errant brain decided.

Was his breathing slowing just a little? Amanda felt that she could hear his
heart beating, her senses were so acute. He took a shuffling step back from the bed. One
knee pressed to the carpet. Then, the hand with the knife rested on the floor near the
edge of the bed. Should she try to make a grab for it? No, too far. She’d eased herself to
the side farthest from him. Plus, what good would grabbing the blade do?

Now his forearm rested on the floor as well. She could see the sweat-stained
pits of his raggedy shirt. Her nose registered his b.o., even over top of the perfume. Then
one eye, a nose, mouth and part of a second eye peered at her. His lips formed
something that might be mistaken for a grin if you were part of the walking dead.

“Hello,” his gravelly voice said. “Ready for some fun?”



Chapter One of Autism Grows Up

Amanda pulled into the driveway and observed her darkened house. Would it
be too much to ask that there be a few lights on? Maybe the outside light so she could
see to put her key in the lock. Maybe the kitchen light or the table lamp beside the
couch. A cheery glow through the drapes would be nice. And, what if she opened the
door only to be welcomed by the smell of freshly baked bread, or lasagna bubbling in the
oven? Even a can of tomato soup warming on the stove would be great. But no, that
didn’t happen in her house. She rested her head on the steering wheel.

The chill from the damp, evening air entered her bones. It had drizzled on
and off most of the afternoon. How long had she sat there? No, there was no change in
the house’s facade, no twitching curtain, no door opening to see where she was. And
there likely would not be.

Slowly, stiffly, Amanda got out of the car. She pushed the button to pop the
trunk, then balancing carefully, she managed to gather up each and every grocery bag.
She hated making more than one trip and heaven knew there would be no offers to bring
in the food for her.

Juggling her parcels to get the key in the lock wasn’t working. Instead,
Amanda rang the bell. Surely Suzie would hear and come open the door for her. She
waited. And waited. Rang the doorbell again. Harder. She pounded with her toe, but her
suede boot was no louder than the bell. Nope, Suzie was likely in the basement, as usual,
and would be oblivious to the rest of the world.

Amanda struggled to rearrange her burdens. The handle of one of the plastic
bags tore, unbalancing that load and part of a bag of apples bounced onto the cracked
pavement, then into the flower beds. She gave up and unwound her hands from the
plastic handles, setting half of her load on the still wet concrete. She got the door
opened, stepped in with what was in her hands and deposited the dry bags on the
counter. “Suzie,” she called. She returned for the rest of the groceries, placing the dirty
bags on the floor. “Suzie, wanna come give me a hand?” There was no answer.

Sighing, Amanda began putting away the food. There was no point in making
an issue about Suzie helping her. Been there, done that. And, look where it had got her.
How had they come to this?

Quit whining, she told herself. This is just the way it is. When you have a kid
who is different, you have to expect a different kind of life. But, this was not what she
had signed on for.

Then the other part, the mother part of her brain kicked in. It was not Suzie’s
fault that she had been born like this. She stepped to her own drummer and Amanda
admired that in her daughter. Suzie had the courage to go her own way and was not
influenced by peer pressure. Amanda might be feeling sorry for herself right this minute,
but she had escaped all those years of teenage angst and drama and worry other parents
talk about.



And, Suzie was smart - brilliant, probably, or at least Amanda thought so. She
smiled. What mother didn’t think she had birthed a genius or at least a remarkable
child?

Soon, the aromas of heated garlic bread, garlicky Caesar salad, and carrot
soup filled the air, raising Amanda’s spirits. Thank god for deli counters in the
supermarkets.

“Suzie,” she called. No answer. Opening the door to the basement, she tried
again. “Suzie, it’s time to set the table. Supper’s almost ready.” She waited. “Now”.

“In a minute, mom.”

“Now. I've been home half an hour. You know you’re supposed to have this
done before I get here.”

“In a minute. I'm just at an important part. I've almost made the next level.”

Amanda gritted her teeth. How she hated those computer games that
engulfed so much of Suzie’s time. Whoever invented such things was definitely not a
mother. They were an addiction with kids these days.

In the back of her mind she heard that little voice remind her, “We get the
children we raise.” Of course, that didn’t apply to her though. Her child was different,
was born different. Suzie couldn’t help it and she couldn’t be expected to do the things
that came so easily to others her age.

Turning, Amanda opened the drawer by the table and withdrew two
placemats. Then, she laid out the cutlery, plates and bowls. She put the croutons in the
bowl with the duckies, the one Suzie had so loved as a child.

“Supper,” she yelled down. “Come now, while it’s hot.”

After pouring the bubbling, fragrant soup into their bowls, she washed out
the pot, wiped off the stove and tidied the counter. She thought about hunting in the
juniper bush for the lost apples, but decided to leave that until daylight. Maybe Suzie
could do that tomorrow.

Amanda sat down and dipped a spoon into her soup. A swirl of sour cream
would go nicely with the pale orange of the soup. She spooned some into a measuring
cup and heated it in the microwave. She then poured the warmed cream into a pleasing
pattern in their soup bowls.

Where was Suzie? Stupid question. Of course, she knew where she was -
plastered in front of her computer. As always. Should she start without her? Make an
issue of it? It seemed that she was always trying to pick her battles, always weighing if it
was worth starting a row.

She was the mother, right? Right. What did it matter that her kid was legally
an adult, actually way past the age of consent and reason. If Suzie acted like a child, she
should be treated like a child. Right? Oh, how Amanda wished she had a partner to help
with these decisions, someone with whom she could share the responsibility.

Amanda straightened. Well, she didn’t have a partner, and she hadn’t had
anyone for a long time. It had been just her and Suzie and it looked like it would always
be the two of them.

“Suzie!” It wasn’t often that Amanda yelled, but this time it was a righteous
yell. “Suzie, get up here right now!”



“But Mom, I'm almost at the end of level five. It’s taken me forever to reach
this. If I stop now....”

“I don’t care. You get your butt up here right now.” She added, “Or else.”

Suzie knew what “or else” meant. She’d experienced it - not often, but the few
occasions had been too much. Her mom had cut off her computer access.

Minutes later, her steps dragging, Suzie entered the kitchen. She fell into her
chair, slouching, with arms crossed. The wafting smells of the now cooling carrot curry
soup didn’t move her. The geometric swirls of warmed sour cream decorating her soup
bowl didn’t register. Her body screamed I'm here but you can’t make me like it.

True, true, all too true. But as the responsible adult, Amanda could set a few
rules. Oh, but how much easier life would be if she didn’t have to. Suck it up, buttercup.
This is the hand you’ve been dealt. Live it.

Taking the high road, Amanda decided to ignore the petulant adolescent
attitude sitting in front of her. Just act natural. Pretend like this was any mother-adult-
daughter situation.

“You'll never believe the day I've had,” she started. Was Suzie listening? Did
she even care? Amanda described an outrageous call she’d had. She talked about the
antics of the mail delivery guy, a wanna-be stand-up comedian, who entertained them
daily. She talked as if she had an appreciative audience, sipping soup in between
anecdotes, hoping, so hoping for a two-way conversation.

Gradually, Suzie’s arms unfolded and she picked up her spoon. Never a word
about how good the food tasted, or how attractive the garnishes were, but still, she ate
and without too much fuss. Amanda reminded herself to be grateful for small mercies.

Despite the fact that Amanda did all the talking, she still finished her meal
ahead of her daughter. Suzie ate slowly. Always. She’d take a bite then seem to roll it
around in her mouth rather than just chew and swallow. The chewing she did do was
thorough and methodical. She inspected morsels before putting them into her mouth;
she didn’t like surprises with her food. And, she’d get none tonight. There was nothing
too hot, too spicy or too crunchy, all deal-breakers when it came to Suzy and eating.
Amanda had made sure that the cos lettuce used in the salad had the firmer ribs
removed and the lettuce was cut into small, bite-sized pieces that would not overcrowd
Suzie’s sensitive mouth. She remembered cutting the crusts off Suzie’s bread, and
cooling off food to just the right temperature before the toddler would tolerate any food.
And, different foods could not touch each other on the plate. Back then, white and
brown foods were okay, but nothing green or orange. Thank goodness that phase was
over and they could have vegetables with their meals.

“Come on, Suzie. Get a move on. We have plans for this evening.”

Suzie paused with her fork partway to her mouth. Amanda cursed her timing.
Now, it would take time for Suzie to get back into the motion of eating.

Amanda reached under the table where she’d stashed the Scrabble board. “I
plan to wipe my daughter off the board this evening. I feel it in my bones that tonight’s
my night.”

“Mom, you haven’t beaten me at Scrabble since I was nine.”

“I'm quite sure you’re not right about that.”



“No, I was nine, a little over nine since my birthday was the month before
that game. You won because I drew lousy letters and had no vowels for most of the
game.”

“How can you remember such things?”

“I remember everything.”

“Well, remember to shovel down that food while I get the board set up.”



Chapter 2 of Autism Grows Up

“That’s thirty-three with the triple word score.” Suzie marked down her score,
comparing it to her mother’s lagging performance.

“How do you do that?” asked Amanda.

“You go with what you’re given and play the best game you can.”

“That’s what I do and it doesn’t work for me. Obviously.”

“Never give up. When you'’re stumped, mix things up and look at it another
way. There’s always a way; it just might look different than you thought it might. You
might have a different spin on it, but you can still be a winner.”

Her words slowly sunk into Amanda’s consciousness. Suzie might be talking
about Scrabble, but did she realize what she’d said? Was she referring to her life?

Whether she meant it that way or not, still, it brought meaning to Suzie’s
existence. Or could.

Amanda had been so hopeful when she first held Suzie in her arms. Her
beautiful, fair-haired delight. Even though those toddler and preschool years were
tough, Amanda’s hope returned when they realized how gifted Suzie was academically.
She whizzed through the grades, barely studying, never being side-tracked by the
teenage angst or social triumphs and disasters that floated around her. High school was
rough with the bullying and teasing, but once that was over, life should get better for her
daughter. Or so she had thought. Instead, life stopped, just stopped for Suzie once she
finished grade 12.

Never give up, Suzie just said. But wasn’t that what she had done?

You go with what you’re given and play the best game you can. What Suzie
had been given was a mixture of blessings, talents and challenges. Was she doing the
best she could with what she’d been given. Was lurking in the basement, engrossed in
games and hobbies of her choice the best she could do? If this was her best and as good
as it would get for Suzie, was she, as her mother, doing what she should to support her?
But what if this was not the best Suzie could do? Could she do more? If so, what did she
need from Amanda to get to her best?

The phone rang during Amanda’s turn. “Get that, will you please, Suzie.”

There was no movement. Amanda looked up at her daughter. “Suzie, please.”

“You know I don’t like to answer the phone. How do I know who it is?”

“We had caller ID installed because of that. Remember? We pay extra to have
the service so you won'’t have that problem.”

“But not every number comes up. And what if the person asks me something
I don’t know?”



Amanda got up to catch the phone on its fifth ring. She sighed then schooled
her features to a neutral expression so her exasperation wouldn’t show in her voice.
“Hello.”

She listened, and then her face brightened. “Sure. We're just sitting here
playing Scrabble and I'm getting my butt whipped.” She waited. “Yes, again. I know, I
know. Come on over. We’ll be waiting.”

She returned to her seat and peered at the seven letters resting on her
wooden stand. “That was Uncle Todd. He says he’s two stoplights away and coming over
with an ice cream pie and a bottle of wine.”

Suzie gave no indication that she’d heard.

When the knock came, it was again Amanda’s turn at the board. “Go get the
door, Suzie. You know who it is.”

As Suzie approached the door, her mom reminded her, “But check through
the peep hole before you open the door to make sure it really is Uncle Todd.”

Todd brought the damp, chilly air in with hm. One hand clutched a paper
sack and the other grasped the neck of a bottle. He wrapped that arm around Suzie and
pulled her in snuggly to his side. “Hello there, youngun’. Great to see ya.” As Suzie
started to struggle away, he wrapped her tighter. “I know you don’t like to be touched.
But humor your old uncle. I don’t get to see you every day and I'm squeezing hard the
way you told me to.”

Suzie’s arms wound around her uncle and pressed for just a second. He
released an arm and ruffled her hair. “How’s my favorite niece?”

“Uncle Todd. I'm your only niece. I've told you that before.”

“And, I've told you that you’re my favorite.” He set his parcels on the table.
“Go grab us some plates, Suzie and let’s have this dessert.”

Suzie hesitated in front of the cupboards.

“And bring a knife to cut it and some forks, too.”

She got what she needed from the cutlery drawer, and then opened two
cupboard doors before she found the right one. Amanda wondered if her daughter
actually didn’t know where they kept the pie plates.

“Your mom sent out a distress signal. She told me she was being massacred
once again by her loving daughter and needed reinforcements.”

Suzie looked at her mom. “I didn’t see you making any calls.”

“Todd,” Amanda reproached. “I've told you not to tease Suzie. She doesn’t
like it.”

“Who does?” he asked. “That’s why it’s called teasing. She doesn’t mind it
from me, do you Suzie Q?”

“Not the teasing so much, but you know that I hate being called Suzie Q. 'm
not three anymore.”

“Nope, you couldn’t wump your mother at Scrabble when you were three.” He
pulled Amanda’s tiles over so he could have a look. “Let’s see what we can do with this
mess. With your mom and I teaming against you, this should now be a fair fight.”

Well, it wasn’t. Suzie still won not just that game, but the next one as well
when they each played their own tiles.



Todd leaned back and stretched. “Well, that was enough brain work for me
for one night. Come Amanda. Let’s relax in the living room and crack open this bottle of
wine.” He stood up. “Suzie, do you want to join us after you've cleaned up the kitchen?”

Suzie stood with one hand on the basement door. “I've got a lot of stuff to get
done. I think I'll say good night.”

Amanda stood to clear their supper dishes off the table.

Todd placed a hand on Amanda’s arm to still her, then took the plates from
her hands and replaced them on the table.

“Wait,” he said. Suzie took two steps down the stairs. “Wait,” he said louder.
His voice was firm. Suzie turned to look at him.

“Suzie, who cooked supper?”

Puzzled, Suzie answered, “Mom did.”

“Who set the table?”

“Mom. I was busy.”

“Who was away at work all day?”

“Mom was at her job. I was doing some of my work too.”

Todd wiped a hand down his face as his eyes rolled toward his brows. “Here’s
the thing, Suzie. Whoever makes supper gets to sit and relax afterward. Whoever
benefits from that supper without working on it gets to clean up. That’s how it works.
One person makes supper, the other cleans up. And, cleans up well.”

Suzie’s rebellious look showed. Sensing a tantrum brewing, Amanda stepped
in.

“It’s fine, Todd. I'm not that tired and there’s really not that much to do. Suzie
wants to get back to her computer.” Noticing her brother’s look, she added. “Really, it’s
okay.”

Sensing a reprieve, Suzie’s shoulders relaxed and she turned to go down
another step.

“No, it is not okay.” Todd’s voice was steel. “Suzie, get back up here and do
your part. Your mother and I are going to enjoy a glass of wine while you make this
kitchen tidy and spotless. Then, if you want, we’d love to have you join us.”

Taking Amanda’s arm in one hand, he juggled the bottle, two glasses and an
opener in the other. When Amanda dragged her feet and would have said more, he gave
her a glare and pulled her along.

Once in the living room, Amanda rounded on her brother. “Now, you've upset
her.”

“Oh, give me a break, Amanda. Can’t you see what you're doing?”

“When you have kids, you can criticize my parenting. Until then, butt out.”

“No such luck. Can’t you see that little Suzie is taking advantage of you? And
that little Suzie isn’t exactly little anymore. She’s what? Twenty?”

“Twenty-one.”

“What were you doing when you were twenty-one?”

“Likely I was changing Suzie’s diapers. It seemed like that’s about all I did for
a couple years.”

“Yeah, that kid was a handful and you did most of the heavy lifting on your
own. I admired you for that and did for years and years, but not so much now.”

“What do you mean? I'm still looking after my daughter.”



“Yes, you are. But, should you be? I know. I know she’s different and that
some things are tougher for her. But dishes? Would it kill her to clear the table and put
the dirty stuff in the dishwasher?”

“She does. Sometimes.”

Todd looked skeptical. “There are two of you living here but as far as I can
see, only one of you does all the work.”

“You know how hard Suzie finds it to go out on her own. Having a job right
now is too much to ask of her.”

“Maybe it is just at this present time, but are you going to live like this
forever?”

“She just needs more time.”

“Mandy, she’s been out of high school for over three years. How much more
time does she need?”

Amanda shrugged. Todd was right that things did not seem to be getting
easier for her daughter. That urge to move out on her own and get on with her life didn’t
seem to have taken root in Suzie as it did in most teens. But she didn’t know what to do,
how to help her little girl.

Todd’s exasperation had turned to sympathy. He squeezed his big sister’s
hand. In the other room, cutlery was flung into the rack in the dishwasher. Plates were
stacked together, likely harder than was necessary. For a hundred and five pound little
woman, Suzie could sure stomp.

Todd tried again. “Maybe she’s not ready to enter the job market tomorrow.
But there are things you can do to help bolster her confidence.”

Amanda glared. “I'm good for Suzie’s self-esteem. I'm always finding ways to
praise her and point out her strengths.”

“I know you are. That’s not what I mean, though. You gain confidence by
doing things. Taking on responsibilities. Thinking of someone other than yourself.
Participating in your own care and that of others.”

As Amanda started to protest, Todd held up his hand. “Just listen for a
minute, will you? You work hard all day. You need this job to support the two of you and
keep this house running. Suzie’s not going to be contributing financially any day soon.
But, she can contribute in other ways. What’s so wrong about having a rule that you
cook and she cleans up? Or, better yet, why should you not come home each day to a
meal already made? Suzie’s home all day long; couldn’t she be in charge of cooking
supper?”

“I can just imagine what kind of a meal we’d have. Left-over ramen noodles
with grated cheese. Frozen fries heated in the oven. A bowl of cereal.”

“Mandy, whose fault is that? How do other people learn to cook? Do their
mothers teach them? Does someone insist that they read a recipe book or look
something up online then follow the cooking directions?”

“Todd, I get what you're saying. I'm just so tired is all and most of the time
I'm just not up for a fight.”

“Why should....” Todd began, when the phone rang. “Let her get it,” he
suggested.

“No, she hates answering the phone.”



Chapter 3 of Autism GrowsUp

Amanda grabbed the cordless extension off the end table. “Hello?” She
listened for a second, then her face reddened and she turned away, walking toward the
hall. She turned back and raised one finger to Todd. She’d just be a minute.

Todd put his feet up on the coffee table and grabbed the remote. He hit mute
while he channel surfed, looking for something good.

Amanda’s voice dropped lower, with a quality he had not heard in a long
time. What was that? There it was again. Was it, really? Yes, Amanda giggled. There, she
did it again. How many years had it been since he’d seen Amanda act like a carefree girl?
Who was she talking to?

Her voice got quieter and Todd could barely make out her murmurs. Tiring of
the ads, he decided to help himself to one more piece of ice cream cake during the
commercial break. He passed Amanda in the hallway. She stood with her shoulders
resting on the wall, head back and one foot resting on the toe of her shoe. When she
spied Todd, she half-turned away. He squeezed her shoulder as he went by.

As he got his plate from the cupboard and opened the freezer, he could hear
her part of the conversation.

“No, I couldn’t possibly,” he heard Amanda saying. “I have a...” there was a
hesitation, “situation at home. I couldn’t Saturday. Or any night. I'm not really free in
the evenings.”

Todd stopped clattering dishes and listened. Was he hearing what he thought
he was hearing? Did his sister have an opportunity to go out, maybe do something with
friends and she was turning it down? Because of Suzie? Why else?

He pushed by Amanda, giving her a stern look as he went. He opened the
basement door and called down the stairs. “Suzie, I'll be back Saturday evening for a
rematch. Just you and me this time. Without your mom’s pestering, I'll wipe the board
with your tiles.”

“You'’re on, Uncle Todd.”

There. Was that loud enough? Todd hoped whoever was on the other end of
that phone line had heard and knew now that Amanda would indeed be free Saturday
because he’d be here with Suzie.

Taking his ice cream back to the living room, he got a scowl from Amanda.
After a few more minutes, he heard her say another “sorry’, then hang up.

Amanda came into the living room, sat in the armchair and pretended to be
engrossed in paper towel endurance tests on the television.



Todd scooped several more bites into his mouth, waiting. “Well?” he finally
asked.

“Well what?”

“Sis.” He gave her a disgusted look. “Who was that?”

“Just someone from work.”

“A call about work?”

“Sort of. Yeah, about work.”

“Mandy, you were a lousy liar as a kid and your skills have not improved with
time. Give. Who was that?”

“A salesman who comes to the office.”

“What, he forgot his briefcase? His phone? What did he want?”

Amanda shook her head. “No, he didn’t forget anything. I think he just
wanted to talk.”

“To you?”

“Yes, to me. Geez. Some people do like to talk to me, you know.” She threw
him a look. “You were a jerk as a kid and you haven’t improved on that with time.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I'm your brother - that’s my job. Tell me more about this
guy. What’s his name? How’d you meet him? Why’s he calling you at home?”

Amanda sighed. “You're not going to leave this alone, are you?”

Todd shook his head.

“His name’s Jack Fleming. He’s a salesman we deal with. It used to be
infrequent, more of a fill-in thing, but he’s been transferred to this area recently, so he’s
the rep I deal with through our orders. And, since he’s new to this city, he doesn’t know
a lot of people, other than those he’s met through his job. So, he’s called a couple times
to chat.”

Todd tilted his head and looked at her, holding the spoon sticking out the side
of his mouth. He made a circling motion with the index finger of his other hand.

Her brother was determined to be a pain about this, so, she humored him.
Actually, the more she talked about Jack, the easier it got. She couldn’t see her posture
relax or her face become more animated. But, Todd did.

“So what was that about you having a situation at home?” He waved his
spoon around the living room. “Everything here looks okay to me and Suzie even
cleaned up the kitchen all right. What’s this situation you're supposed to have?”

“Situation wasn’t really the right word, I guess, but I didn’t want to get into
personal stuff with Jack. He might not understand.”

He took his feet off the coffee table and straightened up. “Personal stuff? Are
you sick?”

“No, you idiot. I mean with Suzie. I didn’t want to tell Jack that I have an
adult daughter with, you know.”

“How old does this guy think you are? Too young to have a kid Suzie’s age?
How old is he?”

“Not sure, but I'd say he’s about my age, maybe a bit older. Mid-forties or so.
He’s a widower, with no children. Anyone can tell my age. Despite that, he seems
interested in me.” Amanda straightened and she covered her lips with two fingers. Too
late; it was out.



“Huh! Now we're getting somewhere. So, he’s interested in you, is he? Well,
the guy sounds all right so far, and you sound interested in him. So what’s the problem?
Why aren’t you going out?”

Amanda gave him an exasperated look. “Geez, Todd, you are dense.” She
jerked her head toward the cellar stairs.

“You'’ve got a crick in your neck?”

Amanda threw the chair pillow at him.

Todd tried again. “You can’t get a babysitter?”

“To-od.”

“No, seriously. What’s the problem?”

“Suzie. You know I can’t leave her alone.”

“Why not? You do when you go to work every day.”

“I know and I feel badly enough about that. She’s alone so much of the time
already.”

“So, she has her life; you have yours. That’s the way things are.”

“No, not really. Suzie doesn’t have a life. She’s in that basement alone,
plugged in to the computer. The only human contact she has, the only interaction with
another human beings is when I'm here.”

Todd raised both eyebrows and brought his thumbs up to point at his own
chest.

“Or, when you come over,” Amanda amended. “She loves your visits. You
help a lot, thanks. I guess I don’t say that enough, but I truly am grateful for your
presence in our lives.”

Todd grinned and mimed taking out a pen and notebook. “Can I write that
down? Save it for posterity?”

“I wish I had something left to throw at you. Give you a compliment and it
goes to your head.”

“Seriously, Sis, why are you and this Jack guy not going out?”

Amanda just looked at him. That look their mother would give him when she
was tired of reminding him to take out the garbage.

“Not this Suzie business again? Are you hiding behind your daughter? Shame
on you, Amanda May.”

“No, I'm not hiding behind anyone. Or, anything. It’s just too difficult. If
Suzie was your typical twenty-one year old, it would be different, but she’s not. She’s just
not. She needs me.”

“Yeah. She needs you to cook her meals and do the dishes and the laundry
and clean up after her.”

“Todd, it’s not like that and you know it. You can pretend all you want that
Asperger’s Syndrome doesn’t affect her life, but I know better.”

“Mandy, look, I know. I get it that she has Asperger’s. But Asperger’s is not a
death sentence — for her or for you. I read the same books you do but I get different
things out of them. I see Asperger’s as a way of looking at the world differently, but you
see it as a series of ‘I can’ts’.”

Amanda started to protest but Todd held up his hand.

“You do. You see having Asperger’s as an excuse to retreat from the world.
And not just that, as an excuse to be self-indulgent.”



“You have no idea what you're talking about. You don’t live here. You don’t
see her in the throes of an anxiety attack. You have no idea what it’s like.” Amanda stood
up. “I'm going to bed. You can see yourself out.”

Todd licked his spoon, returning his feet to the coffee table. To himself, he
mused, “In some hinky way, I think we may have made a little progress.” He manned the
remote.

Amanda fumed. Her brother could really get on her nerves sometimes. Too
bad he was her only sibling. It would be nice to have some other brothers or sisters to
hang out with. Less annoying ones. Less opinionated ones. He had no idea what life was
like with Suzie, the struggles she went through and all that Amanda had to put up with.
Did he think she liked playing maid for an adult daughter? Did he think she didn’t wish
she could wave a magic wand and make Suzie have the kind of life other girls her age
considered normal and their right. A tear trailed down her cheek, burying itself with its
sisters in her pillow. She flipped the pillow over, seeking a cooler, drier spot.

Their fight had started because of that phone call from Jack. Jack. He’d been
calling more often lately and it was nice to talk to him, to have some adult conversation
without controversy or nagging or treading on eggshells.

Jack was all right; she loved their phone chats and, when they talked at the
office. What would it be like to go on an actual date? Maybe have dinner together? Go
for a walk? Anything. Just to get away for a little while and forget that she was a mother
with a big responsibility. What if she could just be Amanda?

Could she? What would Suzie think?

Ridiculous. Of course, she couldn’t. Suzie came first; she was her mother.
She’d birthed Suzie and took full responsibility for her. Gladly. Still....
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Fantastic, thorough, well thought response. Much appreciated.

Extremely helpful and very informative. Detailed information and support given.
Excellent... highly recommended.

Ms. Mitchell... provided me with so much relief! Thank you for giving me some peace of
mind and for responding so quickly!

| was literally crying from the stress before this... Thanks.

Y our response was also very sensitive and acknowledged my feelings about the
situation... Thank you!

Interested in joining the author’s review team? Sign up at

http://www.drsharonmitchell.org to receive advance copies of

new releases.
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