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Praise for Paul’s Prayers

“Susan Anderson’s writing is like a breath of fresh air. Her descriptions of her son and his autism are so real and powerful, I feel as though I’m standing next to her in the room. I highly recommend this book for anyone who would like insight into the world of raising a special-needs child.”

—Carrie Cariello, author of What Color Is Monday and Someone I’m with Has Autism

“Any parent who has been handed an unexpected trial will appreciate this honest, vivid, and inspiring tale of raising an autistic son. There is heartbreak and frustration but also triumph and hope, as Susan and Rob find the strength through their faith to offer their son unqualified love.”

—Philip Gerard, professor of creative writing at University of North Carolina at Wilmington and author of The Patron Saint of Dreams and Down the Wild Cape Fear

“Paul’s Prayers is a peek into one mother’s journey alongside a very special son. Author Susan Anderson’s writing is honest, poignant, and mind-opening as she reminds each of us to cherish our relationships as we move along our everyday path to God’s love.”

—Lisa M. Hendey, founder of CatholicMom.com and author of The Grace of Yes

“Many of us are gifted with loved ones who think and see the world in different ways. Susan Anderson’s book about her autistic son, Paul, is a highly readable, moving, human, and sometimes humorous account of the joys, trials, and challenges of raising an atypical child. As all good parents do—for all of our children—Susan and her husband Rob struggled to help their son navigate this complex world and grow to be the man God wants him to be. A wonderful book, both for those whose lives are touched by atypical thinkers and those who want to understand them better.”

—Arthur Powers, co-founder and vice president of the Catholic Writers Guild and author of The Book of Jotham

“Paul’s Prayers could just as fittingly be entitled ‘Paul’s Song.’ In lyrical prose, author Susan Anderson portrays her adult son Paul, who is challenged with autism. Her story is at once a heartbreaking ballad of his lifelong struggles and an anthem in praise of his heroic fortitude. Though the narrative is focused on Paul, in the telling of the tale, his mother’s remarkable strength and wisdom are revealed as well—an inspiration for us all.”

—Paul Thigpen, editor for TAN Books (Charlotte, NC) and author of The Burden and A Dictionary of Quotes from the Saints
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For Our Most Sorrowful Mother—

and mothers everywhere …
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“… And a sword shall pierce your own soul too …”

—Luke 2:35
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ELEVATOR SHAFT

“Everyone should be able to do one card trick, tell two jokes, and recite three poems, in case they are ever trapped in an elevator.”

—Lemony Snicket

My cell phone rang at 2:30 a.m. “Yes, Paul?”

I heard a breathy sigh, then his pause. “Uhhh, Mom, it’s me, Paul. I’m stuck in the elevator on the eighth floor.” His voice shook. At twenty-four, my son Paul was pretty cool about it, considering he is mildly autistic and spring-loaded toward anxiety. Our vacation had been cut short by a family emergency. The airport was six hours away. Two daughters, Paul, and I were up and down the elevators packing the minivan with luggage. I’d just wiped off the kitchen counter and tossed some half-eaten lasagna in the trash. How were we going to get to the airport on time?

Overwhelmed, I thought fast. I said, “Paul, do you see a panic button? It’s red.”

“Uhhh …” he stammered, “yes, there is a red picture of a phone.”

“Good, push that and stay on your phone, I’ll talk you through it.”

A lady dispatcher answered the line. “Can I help you?”

Her voice echoed through the chamber. It sounded like Paul was in a dark cave. Thank God the lights worked.

Paul said slowly, “Yes, uh, uh, I am stuck—in an elevator—uh, uh, on the eighth floor at our beach condo.”

Dispatcher: “Do you know the address?”

Me: “Pelican Watch, Blue Lake Drive, Carolina Beach.”

Paul parroted my message to the dispatcher.

Dispatcher [to Paul]: “Sir, are you okay?”

Paul [flat, dull]: “I think I’m having a panic attack.”

Dispatcher: “Okay, well, just take it easy, sir. We’ll get somebody out there right away.”

Paul: “Okay.”

Autism is weird. Because the autistic person’s wiring is a bit skewed, many times their senses receive stimuli in different ways. The individual’s perception, and then their expression of it, manifests itself in unusual behaviors. That was why Paul’s panic sounded flat, dull, even monotone. He was overloaded. Picture a windup toy running out of wind. He slumps in posture. He talks very slowly, like a phonograph record on the wrong speed.

It just figured that he was stuck in an elevator. My son Paul indeed often gets the shaft, or the short end of the stick. There were two elevators in this eleven-story building, our condo being on the ninth floor.

The fire department and paramedics arrived, no sirens, only headlights moving through the quiet beach streets in the wee hours of the morning.

I greeted them. One firefighter dipped into the stairwell. Meanwhile, the rest of us huddled in the lobby. The clock ticked. I planned on stopping for gas, coffee, and zooming at seventy-five miles per hour, counting on my GPS, which I’d named Dash. A paramedic spoke with another firefighter as if I were not there.

“The subject says he’s having a panic attack.”

I said, “I’m his mother. He’s autistic. I was on the phone with him, to talk him through it. He’s okay.” I gulped coffee. Caffeine in hand gave me resolve. This too shall pass.

In the next instant, Paul appeared outside the front glass, peering in at me. How did he get there? The fireman had unlocked the chamber on the eighth floor, it being between two floors. Paul climbed up and through, and they had come back down within minutes.

Paul’s eyes were bugging. Gesticulating, as if it helped him get the words out, he flagged his right hand at his temple, the other joining lower for support, like a boxer with a right hook. “Thanks guys. I really appreciate you getting me outta there!” The first responders smiled at my son. I thanked them all as we got in our minivan, as I checked for all our belongings. Rolling out of the parking lot, Paul clicked his seat belt and gave a big sigh.

His hands gripped the armrests as if readying for another liftoff. My response being crucial—for I am the First Responder—I reached back to grab his hand, smiled, and asked, “Are you okay?” He’d assumed that I was wound as tight as he was, stretched elastic, ready to splinter and snap. I had to go into calming Mom zone.

“That was so terrible!” He gestured with one hand in the air. In dire need of comic relief, my daughters and I laughed—we couldn’t help it. Paul could have perceived it two different ways: one being that he would think we didn’t understand or weren’t compassionate, the other being that we were relieved. I think he was a little surprised at our reaction. It subdued him. I was glad for this. His eyes wide and bright. A smirk crinkled his mouth.

We drove quietly away as the lull of ocean waves rocked the rest of Carolina Beach in sleep and a mirrored moon shone over a black sea. I glanced back at Paul several times. Through a settling of dust, I saw a change in his demeanor. It had been a frightening experience, but the impishness in his hazel eyes showed that he realized the humor. He tried it on for size and remarked, “I recommend the stairs.”
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IN THE BEGINNING …

“… And what about your little nose?

He knew you’d need it for the rose,

And as for your soft curly ear,

He knew there would be songs for you to hear.

How can it be that you are you?

He thought you up and so you grew.

Because you’re mine, it must be true

That He was also thinking of me too.

For all you are and all you’ll be,

For everything you mean to me,

Though I don’t understand,

I know you’re from the Father’s hand.”

—Michael Card, “All You Are”

The ad read “Circa 1895.” My husband Rob found an index card tacked to the housing bulletin board at Regent University. I felt at home the moment we stepped into the old Victorian. The stairs creaked. The fridge was out of a Sears circular from the fifties. The next room sang “nursery” to me, hopeful as a lullaby. There was a balcony off the master bedroom, perfect for a porch swing, canopied by a huge black walnut tree that was older than my grandmother. The floors were a bit uneven, settled according to the history that lay underneath the house. You could roll a marble from one end of the center room to the other. If walls could talk. The antique clawfoot tub sealed it for me. Our dwelling was split into two apartments, with a single mother and her two children in the other one. The rent was dirt cheap but the charm was ritzy in the middle of Olde Towne, Portsmouth, Virginia. We’d been married a year. Rob was going to graduate school and I was working as a manager for a drugstore.

We became good friends with our downstairs neighbor Carol, sharing a clothesline and washing machine, and even spending Sunday dinners and Christmas together. Carol ran up the stairs one day, shrieking, “Santa’s been here!” The owner of the house had cleaned out his storage shed and found an old Formica chrome table and chairs buttoned in red vinyl. He wanted us to have it. We moved it to our eat-in kitchen. In turn, Rob found a forlorn pine chest in the backyard shed and refurbished it, turning it into a toy box for Carol’s kids.

After two years of marriage, Rob and I decided it was a good time to start our family. Rob worked full time while in school and was being groomed to step into a position with a company marketing new toys and games. I was ready to say good-bye to working fifty-plus-hour weeks at the drugstore, ready to be a Mommy. I was so ready.

Pregnancy symptoms were strange. I felt a little off, as if it were a virus. But this was different. I couldn’t keep enough food in my stomach—my metabolism seemed accelerated. I wondered if expecting a baby was like this, like an invisible tenant was moving into my space, my world. Eagerly I purchased a pregnancy test on my lunch break at work.

At five a.m. the next day, sometime in mid-May 1989, the little window on the stick showed a pink cross. A plus sign! I roused Rob, and of course he was thrilled. He laughed at my elation before dawn and tried to go back to sleep, but to no avail. I couldn’t contain myself, Rob wasn’t enough, so I traipsed downstairs and woke my friend Carol to share my news. That’s my typical style, risking my neighbor’s good humor to see if she was the morning person that I was. Rob knew that about me early on, as well. When we were dating, I would call him on a Saturday morning about eleven so that we wouldn’t miss brunch at the university cafeteria. This was payback for his knocking on my dorm door at four a.m. to drive to the beach for sunrise surfing.

The pregnancy was picture perfect, aside from terrible nausea early on and sciatica pain midway through. We took the usual Lamaze classes and I dog-eared the pages of The Womanly Art of Breastfeeding by the La Leche League.

Paul is the oldest of our six children. Each pregnancy, when it came to carrying the babies low in the womb, I had a whopper of a sinus infection, hormonal ups and downs, and varicose veins. But no stretch marks. How about that? Gaining forty-five pounds to grow babies was just something my supple, yet thick skin could handle. I was meant to be stretched as a mother.

Two weeks overdue, I walked into the hospital scheduled to induce labor. I was already eight centimeters dilated and all it took was breaking my water. From there it was a hard, fast five hours. At one point I said to my mom, “Something is wrong, I’m not doing it right.” That’s me, too. When the going gets tough, I think it’s my fault. Rob stood at the foot of the bed, bracing my feet so I could be comfortable. I sat at an incline through the contractions, my legs bent, my hands digging into the mattress, my arms straight to endure the pain. I breathed methodically, closing my eyes, and against my own will, felt as if I carried a grand piano upstairs all by my lonesome.

When we learned by ultrasound that our baby was a boy, we began calling him Paul. Paul was my grandfather’s name. Short, strong, and one-syllable to the point. That’s how we wanted our sons to be. By the time we got to the birthday, we were so excited to meet Paul, to see who he looked like, to follow the unveiling of his personality. In reading his movements within my body and synching to his hiccups and kicks, I felt I knew him already on a deep level—a familiar stranger.

About halfway through, the nurse measured Paul’s heart rate. I changed position to sit more upright. The heart rate dipped and the nurse said, “He doesn’t like that. Let’s move you back the way you were.” Later I would recall this detail.

When you find out officially that your child is autistic, myriad reasons come flashing back to you. Was it something I did? Was there a moment that could have been changed? A millisecond? Like passing a car accident—had I been there five minutes earlier, that could have been me sandwiched in that crash.

Was it the hundred-year-old house—lead paint—old pipes? Was it the summer before that I drank a daily quart of Wyler’s soft drink with the fake sweetener, aspartame? Was it the hurried and so-called necessary vaccinations prescribed for every infant, regardless of individual physical constitution? Was it that Paul was my first baby and that all my hereditary junk was unloaded on the trailblazing firstborn child? Something or someone had to take the blame.

Paul lay there all powdery and swaddled, all body parts counted, Apgar scores sound, belting out a healthy cry. When he was quiet, he had a knowing gaze to his eyes, intense like an old soul. He had a deliberate lift of his head and looked toward Rob when he cooed at him. He was a ripe fruit, the beginning of our family. In a word, LOVE.

At the time, there were no signs that anything was amiss. All we saw was Paul.
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THE MARAUDER ARRIVES

“He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those that have young.”

—Isaiah 40:11

The day of Paul’s birth. The first clue revealed itself in the fluorescent lights of the hospital nursery. Glaring down from the ceiling, they were a cold contradiction compared to dim womb water. It seemed that these buzzing bulbs had an intensity to them, like a search party in the middle of the night, the kind with German shepherds barking a trail. Paul’s tiny eyelids did little to shield the glare. An old-school nurse brought him to me, his little arms flailing, wiggling out of his swaddling clothes. “He’s waking up all the other babies!” Maternal instinct kicked in and I said, “Bring him to me, please.” I also asked her to turn the lights off from the switch by the door. I then pulled the string tethered to the gentler lamp on my headboard. He nestled, rooting and feeding, like he’d done it long before he was born, like God whispered in his curly little ear, “This is what you need.” He calmed right down. I thought, now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?

The beginning of our firstborn son’s life was typical for a newborn. Sleep, cry, feed, diaper, and repeat. But around week six, he changed. He was mostly placid until about three in the afternoon. I’d preempt it, hoping that maybe this day would be different than the day before, but his constant storm pattern reminded me of a South Florida afternoon. I called the storm the Marauder. Within minutes, a sunny blue sky would transform into a torrential squall: wind, rain, thunder, and lightning. And as suddenly as it came, it would leave.

I would give him a bath, breastfeed him, change him, rock him, and he’d begin. I tried everything, walking, patting his back, but his little frame clenched and writhed. His skin color rose like mercury, red and hot. His face twisted up into a toothless cantankerous howling old man’s.

I’d heard of colic, but this wasn’t that. It was something else. Although I was a new mom, somehow “colic” didn’t have the right ring to it. But it was fierce. It meant business. Paul didn’t cry all the time, only at this time of the day.

No one told me what to do. I just figured it out, to keep myself from losing control. It was understandable how an unstable mother could act out in frustration. I wouldn’t do that, but I could understand. Other things needed doing in the afternoons, like laundry and dinner.

I would walk to our room and lay beet-faced Paul, squirmy and kicking, facedown in our full-sized bed with two pillows on either side of him, so he wouldn’t roll off onto the hardwood floor.

I would sigh and scoot downstairs to check on the laundry. Heading back upstairs, his little cry would echo down the stairwell cavern, rising in volume the closer I got. I would walk back in the bedroom and bend down to pat his back and feel his steamed breath on my cheek. I hoped that my touch, my smell, my love could break through the noise of his system as he grew redder by the minute, sweat pooling within the corners of his eyes. I would sigh again and walk back to the kitchen.

After rinsing chicken parts and sliding a pan in the oven, I would scrub my hands and listen to Paul’s steady howl over a running faucet. Walking back to him, my blood pressure would rise with the octave of his cry. Thirty minutes and he was still at it. The warm vapor of sweat exuded beneath his sleeper, a bundle of fumes. I turned him over, unsnapping this layer, to leave him again in a diaper and onesie. He didn’t break cadence. Again, I leaned to kiss his small oval of mouth before rolling him back over to belt it out with the world.

Peeling potatoes, slicing them, I would set them on the stove to boil, and after some minutes, the pot boiling, I’d turn down the burner and open a window, inviting a mild breeze amid the stormy gusts of early parenting.

Returning to Paul again, I could no longer hear his crying. I thought the storm had passed. The room was eerily quiet, but Paul’s little body continued arching up like a bow, his head lifting laborious now, his feet a little less vigorous since he started. His mouth was still as wide, but now he uttered only a rasp. He’d lost his voice, but not his intention.

Heart melting into a puddle, I picked him up. He opened his eyes as tears poured and the fight waned, the storm’s fury subsiding. I hugged him close and he melded to me. He was placid once again.

The Marauder had gone.

I heard Rob’s car door slam and was relieved.

These crying spells lasted about three months.
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ONE EYE OPEN

“Wynken and Blynken are two little eyes,

And Nod is a little head,

And the wooden shoe that sailed the skies

Is a wee one’s trundle-bed.

So shut your eyes while Mother sings

Of wonderful sights that be,

And you shall see the beautiful things

As you rock in the misty sea,

Where the old shoe rocked the fishermen three: —

Wynken,

Blynken,

And Nod.”

—Eugene Field, “Wynken, Blynken, and Nod”

There were cues and clues that Paul maybe had autism. But the word autism was as foreign as the future. He was sensitive and a bit strong-willed. A sensory bundle of nerves, a diagram from seventh grade science class, where the ends of tubules are sparking and fraying at the ends.

Paul would not sleep through the night. I’d sit in a rocking chair and nurse him at bedtime, around nine p.m. His breathing would settle into a hum, his body limp. I’d place him gently in the crib, about twenty feet away from our bed. Paul would sense the stillness and the lack of his mother’s arms, and he would wake, crying loud. I’d rock him again, letting him nod over my shoulder, until sound sleep took hold once more. I’d take him back to the crib, thinking that he was slumbering for the night, and place him again on the mattress. He’d wake again, and this time the volume would be earsplitting. By eleven o’clock, I was past the point of fatigue.

Desperate, I found a book about establishing sleeping patterns in babies. We kept the secure routine of bedtime, the bath, the nursing, the singing of lullabies. Then I placed him in the bed and left the dark room for two minutes. It was all I could stand. I returned to Paul, patted his thrashing back, walked back out into my bedroom, and sat staring at the clock radio, watching the minute numbers slowly flip forward in time, adding to the duration, five minutes this time. Walking back to Paul, patting his back, calmly saying, “It’s alright, Mommy’s here.” I walked back out to watch the clock, adding minutes and returning at increasing intervals. The first night took an hour and a half. The second, forty minutes. The third, twenty minutes. The fourth night, he dropped off almost immediately.

Each child comes with his own temperament, likes, dislikes, tendencies, and interpretations of his environment. I’d have to be a simpleton to state the obvious, but the vagaries that Paul’s babyhood presented seemed so accentuated.

I compare Paul’s behavior to a graph of a heartbeat. There are the normal spikes and dips, predictable and consistent. Paul’s would read more like a jagged lightning bolt, not confined to a monitor screen, but wide as a silver sky, sizzling and zigzagging all over the place. One minute he was docile and passive, the next he was screaming his head off. And with lightning comes thunder.

Paul had learned to rest, yet the amount of help he needed indicated something greater beneath his surface. Something told me that life wasn’t going to be smooth or easy for him.

When we are sleep deprived or under stress, we can’t think, use our head, or see a simple commonsense approach. We need help in discerning the problem. It may be a book written by an expert. It may be attending a seminar. It certainly takes a great deal of prayer to confront the buffeting storm that I call the Marauder.
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TODDLING AND THE MADDING MARAUDER

“Why would anyone steal a shopping cart? It’s like stealing a two-year-old.”

—Erma Bombeck

When Paul was about eighteen months old, we were still living in the old Victorian. In the backyard, a huge black walnut tree bordered the house. Over the last hundred years, its roots had cracked and split a sidewalk in the yard. One summer day, we trotted out back to fill up a wading pool, carrying a beach bag of sailboats and water toys.

The water was cold. Rather than getting in the pool, Paul played with the hose. He was enthralled with the patterns the water made on the cement. He pointed it high and watched it arch up into a fountain and cascade down, splashing and slapping the pavement. His hazel eyes followed it, gurgling, darkening the bark of the tree, seeping down under the soil, disappearing; saturating the ground underneath. The funneling sound was intriguing. He would remember polystyrene and he would think that that’s what kelly green smelled like. He held it up to his mouth, sopping everything, drinking it. He did this for a long time, especially drawing patterns on the sidewalk, rivulets extending from his hand as he directed the flow. He swam with his senses, in his own private reverie of water, like he was one with it; the wonderment of a child.

How privileged he was to discover a simple delight. I often watched him as he played, taking in his perspective. He was certainly quiet, pensive. Somehow, these impressions of when Paul was little solidified who he would always be. I wondered at his growth. Would who he was as an infant, a toddler, a four-year-old, alter all that much? Deep within my spirit, I didn’t think it would.

[image: images]

The Terrible Twos are a mystery. Overnight, that cute little bundle of joy transforms into the word “No!” The Marauder exponentially turned up the gas on this concept. It was as if my little Paul went through a metamorphosis into something resembling a different creature, and not a human one.

Mealtime was a mess. In full bib regalia, I’d set him up with dinner. He’d grab a handful of mashed potatoes and throw them on the floor, leaning over the side, watching gravity perform its center of the planet physics. “No Paul,” I’d say, gesturing with an index finger. He’d do it again. This time, I would pop the back of his hand and clean up the mess. He’d look blankly at me. Then he’d do it again. I’d smack his little hand, three times in a row, to no effect. His skin would be red, yet he didn’t seem to feel a sting. His countenance wouldn’t change. There was no wincing or grimace. It wasn’t the usual playing of a game; it was more like he was forming a habit, ingraining the brain, fusing the wiring. I’d have no choice but to take him out of the chair. When I was in a good mood, usually on a weekend, when there was more time and no deadlines or places we had to be, I’d strip him down to a diaper and let him play with spaghetti. Ha, ha. I didn’t say I was a purist. I wasn’t perfectly consistent.

Paul was a very oral baby. The key word here is “very.” Anything and everything he touched went into his mouth. This started right away and continued until he was three; I guess that’s not too bad. When he was an infant, to check anything out, whatever it was—a toy, a sock, a key, anything—into his mouth it went, with saliva drooling all over it. I assumed he was incredibly sensory and that was how he was first learning about texture, shape, and the form of things. I found out later that others raising autistic children had quite similar observations.

Sometimes the only thing that seemed to calm him down was the television, but I felt guilty. The evidence was mounting that too much TV wasn’t good for a child’s developing brain. The images, the stimulation was not like real life—it was too over the top in its presentation, too violent, too much like a freight train. Even so, Paul was a very visual child. He needed to see things to understand them. Auditory messages got all jumbled in his ear canal.

Because I understand a bit more now about how his brain works, that his attention span handles short choppy blocks, I now see that cartoons were quite effective. Paul also responded well to the music. It was easy to shove a VHS tape in the machine. We resorted to this so much that Paul got very familiar with how it worked. Once I tried putting a tape in and there was a blockage. Pushing in the lid, I saw that Paul had worked several wooden blocks into the cavity of the VCR. The little rascal. I had him fish those blocks out and we were under way once more with a Disney movie. His passive nature adapted to it.

God forbid something went wrong, like static on the screen. If his program was interrupted, he erupted. He cried, rent his clothes, and kicked his legs. He clawed at his face, scratching it redder, punishing himself. The only way we could get him to calm down was to fix the picture. Then we could proceed with the regularly scheduled programming. This was part of Paul being a toddler. He had to learn that things go wrong, and sometimes there’s not a thing we can do about it. He is still learning that.

There were outings, to keep us sane. I believed this was how the boys would learn how to behave in public.

[image: images]

We moved across town to a new neighborhood and our second son, Scott, was born into the family. I’d taken them to the mall. Paul was two, and Scotty was five months old. Paul needed a haircut. It was a good day to get out of the house, or so I thought. Scotty sat placidly, sucking on a teething toy in a stroller. He was no trouble. My piece-of-cake baby. I played up the haircut experience with as much “lollipop on a stick” bribery as I could muster. “Paul, it will be fun. You’ll be so grown up. You’ll look just like Daddy! If you’re really good, we’ll get an ice cream cone.” He stared at me as if he had no idea about any of this. I remember the word cut disturbing him. It sounded scary, like the strands on his head had nerves, like strands of hair could feel and hurt. He was trying to wrap his little head around the whole concept. It would have been better if I’d taken the scissors at home, sat him in the high chair, and let him watch a video for distraction. But I didn’t think it would turn out to be such an ordeal. Moreover, I didn’t want to deny him the scrapbook memory of “The First Haircut.”

So I trudged into the salon like a true parenting trooper. The stylist was nice enough and showed Paul the chair with the booster seat and a cute colorful cape she’d attach. But wait! Those colors shouted at him. He didn’t want the cape. “Me no like it!” Okay, no cape. Except what would keep the hair from getting all over his shirt? Well, we’ll take the shirt off. No, “Me no like it,” Paul insisted. Then the clippers: how they buzzed, like a swarm of electric bees. He grimaced. He cupped his hands over his ears. This just wasn’t working.

So we modified the situation and the stylist calmly gathered her scissors and talked sweetly to Paul. Scissors folded in and out, metal shaving metal, like a hedge clipper. Paul wasn’t having it. He cried, he switched his head back and forth. “Me no like it!” The red-faced Marauder had entered. I nodded to the stylist. “Just do the best you can.” Paul ended up with a decent haircut, but the bluntly cut strands poked through his shirt, under his collar, stuck to his nose, congregated under his armpits. I coaxed, “Let’s take your shirt off and put some powder on your neck. Then you won’t itch.” “No!” he screamed. He resisted me, pinning his elbows to his rib cage. I wriggled and wrestled the shirt off. He was positively mad now. He knocked the powder out of my hand, across the floor. Scotty sat still in his stroller, observing. My hands shook, my head spun, my face flushed. I handed the stylist $10 and said, “Let’s go home, Paul.” He continued screaming, fire-faced, roaring. I tried to take his hand. He slapped it down to his side. I tried pulling him. He bent his knees, digging his heels onto the floor. I had Scotty, so I started walking out, pushing the stroller with both hands, hoping Paul would follow. He stayed for a bit, and I kept walking. He ran out of the salon, trotting after me, shirt off, red and sweaty, screaming, his cry amplified through the atrium of the mall. I glanced over my shoulder, assuring him that I knew he was there. I noticed, at the periphery, two older women assuring me in eye contact. Their message: “We’ve been there.” And I actually thought: “Have you?”

We made it to the exit of Sears. It was raining, a downpour, a deluge. I eased the door open and stood under the awning, wondering what to do. Paul screamed on, his system like a record on constant spin. I had an umbrella but it would do no good with me trying to hold it and push the stroller, let alone figuring out what to do with Paul. There was a lady waiting for her husband to get the car, so I asked her if she minded watching Scotty in the stroller while I ran with Paul to get ours. She consented, and I scooped Paul up on a hip and faced the downpour with a barely adequate umbrella. I strapped Paul into his car seat. I got in and Paul demanded, “Where’s Scott—get Scott!” He yelled, tears of panic running down parallel to the rain on the windows. I drove over to the awning, speaking calmly. “He’s right there, Paul. It’s okay. I didn’t want him to get wet.” He continued until Scott’s seat belt clicked firmly. The crying sputtered into a low moan, and then it stopped. By the time we got home, the rain had stopped, and the Marauder had retreated to his lair for a time.


6

THE GRAND SILENCE

“There is prodigious strength in sorrow and despair.”

—Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities

Paul was four years old, teetering between babyhood and childhood, when fantasies are reality, his senses absorbing, collecting. He’d helped trim the tree, the aroma of pine blending with that of peppermint candy canes. Paul insisted on red and white Js for Jesus.

We reenacted the first Christmas with a Nativity crèche, letting the boys handle wooden farm animals, shepherds, Wise Men, Mary, Joseph, and Baby Jesus. Paul stared at the stable and considered what was missing. He observed, “Something is missing—missing—missing …” He repeated the last word with the same tone and inflection, and then he said it again, trailing quiet as an echo; as if he wasn’t ready to let go of the thought. He stepped over to the tree, lifted an angel ornament, and hung it off of a star prong on the roof of the stable. “Paul! You’re so smart. We need an angel, don’t we?” He maneuvered Mary, Joseph, and Baby Jesus around and narrated the story, like he was reading it out of the Book of Luke. “That’s Baby God,” he proclaimed with a helping of reverence. “They had to hide from the bad king,” he noted, his imagination so close in age with that horror, my little Holy Innocent. He raised his eyebrows when he mentioned the bad king.

Christmas morning finally arrived. Rob and I both cuddled our coffee mugs, me turning on the tree lights, Rob readying the video camera; tiptoeing around the living room, setting the toyland stage. Camera poised, Rob captured Paul and Scotty as they descended the stairs to open presents. Paul paused on the landing, his little hands holding onto the banister, as if he wanted to make the morning last, not wanting it to be over too soon.

His eyes were bright with Christmas. “There’s a pirate ship!” he squealed. “And a sword and shield, and a bike! And Scotty got a bike too!” Paul was fully engaged, like a proverbial kid at Christmas. Totally enamored with decking the halls, making cookies, the Christmas story, and toys littering the living room, having been delivered by jolly old St. Nick.

Baking-soda footprints trailed from the fireplace to the tree and veered to the empty plate on the coffee table, covered with green and red sugar traces left from cookies. I pointed. “Look, Paul, Santa was here! Scotty, see … he had snow on his boots!” Scotty, age two, looked long and stooped down, fingering the room-temperature powder. Paul, wide-eyed, took it at face value, the enormity of merriment.

Paul trotted over to the sofa and wrapped a plastic cowboy holster around his waist. I pinned the shiny metal sheriff’s badge to his pajamas. Picking up the gun, he pulled the trigger, ka pow! ka pow! Factory plastic clicking echoed from a metal spring inside the barrel, about twenty times in a row.

Paul didn’t want it to end. He rode around the living room, training wheels balancing his bike, one hand on a bar, the other shooting his cowboy pistol. He wouldn’t wear the hat.

Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker played in the background. I fried bacon and scrambled eggs, hoping to take up a little room in their stomachs before they got to the stockings full of chocolate kisses. Our house played like a symphony, overtones and undertones, melodies of Christmas—a smorgasbord of the senses.

The videotape ran to its end. A silence washed over all as the last gift lay unwrapped. The letdown of the holiday was almost too much to bear. We had to settle down with our toys, be content for another year with what we materially possessed. For the kids, it was a hard lesson to learn. I recall that I put Scotty down for a nap, but Paul had trouble sleeping. By that time, afternoon naps for Paul were hit or miss at best. I thought that if he could simply rest and slow the wheels of his brain, for just an hour, maybe he could regenerate and motor on at a steadier speed.

But his behavior afterward, I see now, was ushered in by the Marauder. Paul did not act out; he shut down. This time, the Marauder was a thief stealing Paul’s communicative connections with his family—so valuable were the words, the hugs, the eye contact, bound up under the arms and cape of an insidious criminal. Whereas the early storms of fitful crying did much to rattle the nerves, this form, this scenario was raucous in its silence. To use a cliché, the silence was deafening. Instead of thunder, lightning, wind, and rain, we were in the apprehensive eye of the storm, aware of the outside whirl of damage the vortex would leave. The eye of a hurricane passes and then we face the spin and whirl, the debris, the mess.

Paul didn’t speak for three days.

[image: images]

“Paul, do you want this cereal, or this one?” I asked as he plodded through the kitchen, barefoot and in his favorite too-small sweatpants. Paul stared into the cavern of our kitchen. His eyes, unmoved, seemed to focus on nothing, like a blind child. I chose the peanut butter crunch brand and guided his little shoulder to the table. Throughout the day, I asked him about his toys, what was his favorite, what he liked about them, and did he want to play outside. No response.

He murmured, not completing a sentence, as if forming a thought and then losing it in an opaque fog, a cloudy Marauder. In fact, the toys sat ignored: the bike was parked shiny and new in the living room; the cowboy gun lay noiseless on the floor; the pirates on the ship were toppled over with holiday hangover. The toys served as evidence they were only as entertaining as the child who played with them. Paul moped around, blank.
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