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This book is dedicated to my father, Willie Peete, Jr., for being a consistent example of honesty, integrity, and responsibility. You walk the walk, Dad. Thank you for showing me what it takes to be a good man and a good father.

 

To my wonderful mother, Edna Peete. I love you, Mom.

 

To my beautiful wife, Holly, and my four incredible children: R.J., Ryan, Robinson, and Roman. You are, and always will be, my inspiration.

 

To every father out there who loves his son, would do anything for him, and needs a little guidance, this book is for you.






 




Note to Reader: This book represents our family’s personal
 story and our specific experiences with members of the
 medical and educational community in dealing with our son
 who is on the autism spectrum. The book is not intended to
 substitute for an individual’s medical, psychological, or educational
 treatment. It is not the equivalent of, nor is it intended as a
 replacement for, any professionally supervised treatment. All
 matters concerning your health or that of a
 family member require specific analysis and medical
 treatment and are not the purview of this book. The author
 and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or
 indirectly from use of this book.
 All url addresses that appear in the appendix are up to date
 as of the date of the initial printing of the book.
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PROLOGUE




The silken burn of an eighteen-year-old Macallan single malt scotch lingered on the edge of my lips before sliding down my throat. My whole body began to glow from the heat of that first sip. As I felt it enter my bloodstream, I knew that I could forget my problems for a while. I hadn’t been a hard liquor drinker before my son was diagnosed as being on the autistic spectrum. But that summer after the diagnosis, I began to understand that there’s nothing hard about a good scotch. When I was able to enjoy a nice Montecristo #2 with my Macallan, I felt as if I’d claimed a piece of heaven on earth.

My favorite retreat was a private lounge called the Grand Havana Room. It was in the middle of Beverly Hills, but it was a place that felt far removed from it all.

Members entered the lounge through a private elevator in a protected corner of the public restaurant downstairs. This was a sanctuary for the members. There were no crowds and there was no hassle. The staff in the members’ lounge knew the regulars by name and knew exactly what they liked. When I arrived, I’d be escorted to the huge humidor that stood at the center of the main room, and by the time I had my Monte in hand, my scotch was already waiting for me on the table by my favorite chair.

Stretched out in the soft leather club chair, it seemed as though no troubles could touch me. I gazed through the two-story-tall windows to a sweeping view of the Hollywood Hills, enjoying the smell of cedar and fine tobacco and the rhythm of my ritual.

When R.J. was diagnosed in 2000, I was grateful that I was playing for the Oakland Raiders because I could come home more often than I’d been able to in the past. I told myself that I was racing home because I wanted to be helpful to my family, but the truth was that I wasn’t much help. My wife, Holly, and I couldn’t agree on much about R.J. back then. I wanted to be there for my family, but I spent my precious evenings in my favorite chair at the Grand Havana instead of with them. Later, flushed with the success of a good season with the Raiders, the cigars and scotch would be flowing. I convinced myself that the Monte 2 and Macallan was Daddy time. Think of that. Daddy time spent far away from the kids.

I would usually go to the lounge by myself, but other times I’d meet friends there. We never talked about how my boy was struggling. Maybe this was because I wanted to escape the feelings that were killing me inside; maybe I believed my friends couldn’t relate; maybe I didn’t know how to talk about it. Mostly, I was just scared.


Holly would often call me while I was at the club. When I saw her number on my phone, I would ignore it, or reply with a curt text message. Sometimes I waited until I returned home to deal with her. By the time I got there, she’d be furious. Eventually we were barely communicating. After a while, she stopped complaining when I left. The ironic thing was that when I escaped to the cigar lounge or sat alone in the backyard to drink, all I would daydream about was our happy past vacations and other blissful times with my family. I had to get away from them in order to imagine a happy life.

Many men reading this may recognize themselves in my actions. If you’re holding this book in your hands, you’ve probably reached this same moment, a time when you feel like you don’t know how to be the dad your family needs. Maybe you spend time with rare scotch and a cigar, or you’re off in the garage with a cigarette and a beer, or you stay later and later at work because it just seems easier than facing the family. You know how to make money to support the family, and you know you love your kids, but suddenly that’s not enough.

Men want to battle a crisis, to make the plan and go after the goal with everything they have. But nothing about raising children is straightforward. No two children follow the same route, so where do you start? As I sat there night after night, I very nearly lost everything: the love of my wife, my place as the father to my children, and the chance to help my son become the good man he is destined to be.


R.J. has come so far, since that summer of scotch and cigars, when he barely spoke and wouldn’t look any of us in the eye. And as a family, we’ve all come incredibly far. I never could have imagined the life I am living now, from the perspective of my spot at the Grand Havana. Holly and I are closer than we’ve ever been. And no one—including me—would have predicted then that R.J. would turn out to be a talented athlete, a fine musician, and the center of a big group of friends. Who knows where he (and we) will be ten years from now?

Nearly a decade ago, when R.J. was diagnosed, I wished there was a book that could help me navigate through those dark times, a story of hope that acknowledged the tragedy, but also could help a dad like me see the better times that were just ahead. But in the end, it was R.J.’s breakthrough moments that sustained me, changed me, and restored the bond between me and Holly. The same can be true for you and your child.

I’m not a doctor or an expert. The tips and counsel I offer are born from my experience. I hope that by sharing my story, I can help men find a way to open up about the emotions that we often don’t or can’t express, and women can understand more about the different way men deal with their troubles. If your family is experiencing a rough patch, my wish is that our story can be the ray of hope that helps you see your way through.









PART ONE

R.J.’s Story










1

DREAMS OF EVERY DAD




I was waiting for the baton as the anchor of the Magee Junior High track team’s 4 × 400 meter relay. We were a pretty good team, but we were facing one of the best schools in Tucson. We had fallen behind in each of the three previous legs, and as I stood there anticipating my turn, I couldn’t believe the distance I would have to make up in order for us to win.

I had come from behind before, but never from eighty meters back. When I got the baton and I saw how far my opponent was ahead of me, I thought, Just run smooth. Maybe you can make up some ground and keep it respectable.

As I rounded my first turn, my opponent had already begun the back straightaway. Then I heard my dad yell out, “GO GET ’EM, ROD!”

I felt adrenaline rush through my body, and I began to run. Not just to put on a good show, but to win!

In anything you do, most of success is the simple belief that you can win. At that moment, I believed I could, and I ran that way. I slowly closed the gap and closed the gap and closed the gap.

We came to the final turn of the race, and I had him in my sights. I could see him, but he couldn’t see me. I passed him with twenty meters to go. We won the race and we went on to win the meet.

That day I learned that “it ain’t over till it’s over” was not just a cliché. Champions understand how to take advantage of an opportunity. They can recognize weakness, see the opening they need to win, and believe in it. That day, my dad had made me believe that I could do anything. That’s the father I wanted to be to my son.

My dad had made the most of whatever gifts he had and any chances that came his way. As a child, he got up at five every single morning to do his chores. Money hadn’t come easily to his family, and everyone had to pitch in. His father worked three jobs, on a neighboring farm, in construction, and as a handyman. At the break of dawn, Grandpa was in his truck going down the road picking up things to fix.

Dad was good at school and talented in sports, especially football. He got a scholarship to college, where he earned his master’s in education. By the time I was born, he was a high school football coach and my mom was a schoolteacher. The University of Arizona hired him as an assistant coach when I was three.

My brother, Skip, and I were lucky to have a dad who provided us with a much easier life than the one he had had. We lived in the suburbs. Although Dad didn’t have to be at work until nine, he still rose at five. He had a hard time getting my brother and me out of bed before seven A.M. Our toughest morning chores consisted of straightening our rooms and making our beds.

Even in the off-season, Dad had to work long hours. Yet with all of that on his shoulders, he took every opportunity to grab time with Skip and me. Many nights he’d come home from a long day of practice and meetings and still find the energy to go out into the street in front of our house and toss the football with us, or field a few of our fly balls or help us with our homework. Other nights we’d go to sleep not having seen him since the morning, though whenever he got home late, he’d quietly come into our rooms and sit on our beds to give us good-night kisses. I don’t think I ever expressed to him how much that meant to me. He couldn’t be around as much as he would have liked, but we understood how much we were in his thoughts. Despite all the demands on his time and energy, he was the opposite of a distant figure.

Once I got old enough to join team sports, I never knew when my dad would drop by practice to see how I was coming along. If he had a spare hour here or there, he would show up but stand at a respectful distance. Dad was conscious of not stepping on my coach’s toes. He didn’t want to make him uncomfortable, or make it seem as if he was looking over his shoulders. Although he knew twice as much as the guys who coached peewee football and baseball, he wanted me to have the experience of being coached like any other kid. He kept such a low profile that I wouldn’t know he had been there until he told me when I returned home.

I liked him being there, and I wanted him to tell me what he saw in my playing and share his thoughts about how I could improve. He wouldn’t offer his opinion unless we asked for it, and he never coached us until we told him that we wanted his help. He didn’t want to be the dad who dragged his kid out to do extra work after practice unless his son initiated it.

I worked as hard as I could on my own, trying not to rely too much on him. When I needed to ask him for advice, I was often confused, or maybe even desperate, and ready to listen. He would always be very open about what he thought. He would show me a technique that worked better for me than the one I’d learned in practice. If my passing was a little sloppy, he might tell me to keep my elbow up to increase my accuracy. Even if he thought what the coach had told me was wrong, he would never phrase his advice in a way that would belittle the coach. He prefaced everything he said with “You’ve got to do what the coach says, but try this. It might help you.”

Day by day, these were the ways that my dad built in us a deep reservoir of respect. The last thing we wanted to do was disappoint him. I don’t ever remember him raising his voice, flying off the handle, or getting out of control. He always had a calm demeanor, but you knew when he was angry. You knew when he meant business. When he gave you that look and lowered his voice, he was serious. Most of the time he would call me Rod, but when he called me Rodney, I knew something was up.

Telling him a lie to cover up some wrongdoing would cause me more trouble than simply accepting the punishment for my mistake. He always taught us that if we told him the truth, we could work through it. He would turn the mistake into a learning experience. If I took the car and went out with my buddies even though I knew I wasn’t supposed to, we’d talk about why that was wrong and what I’d realized as a result of that mistake. I’d take my punishment. No TV. You’re grounded. No game this week.

But if I told him I hadn’t taken the car and he found out (because parents always find out), he would say, “I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me the truth.” It wasn’t that I was afraid of him spanking me, although I did get spanked from time to time. What prevented me from getting into a lot more trouble than I did was how much I dreaded seeing that look on his face when I lied to him. When he caught me in a lie, it hurt him more than anything. And seeing that look on his face hurt me too.

The problem with me was that I was a good student, made friends quickly, and sports came easily to me. I was lucky that I could goof off all week and still know the capital of every state and ace the algebra test. But when things were going well for me, I liked to push that boundary a little bit. In that way, I seemed to be sliding through life. Every so often, I’d test to see how much I could get away with. Those were the times I forgot the powerful effect of that look on my father’s face.

When I entered high school, Skip was a senior with three years of knowledge under his belt about the way the school worked. Fortunately, he was willing to share that knowledge with me. Among the things he told me about was a storage area that separated the boys’ locker room from the girls’. If you stood in a particular place, there was a way to look in on the girls when they were changing. Knowing this dramatically improved my status among the other freshman boys. I told my friends about it, but I acted as if I’d already done it so often that it didn’t interest me. You guys go right in there. Be my guests.

Five or six of my friends went in there and made so much noise, they got caught. Although I didn’t end up in the principal’s office, they all told on me. Their parents called my parents, saying I set the whole thing up and made the other kids do it. My dad was furious. It took me a moment to admit I was involved. At first I was like, What do you mean? I didn’t do that. I thought he’d be relieved that I was smart enough not to participate.

He couldn’t be fooled. He knew I was the ringleader, and that disappointed him deeply. I hadn’t technically lied to him, but it was as if I had. He felt as though I had dishonored our name. One of the biggest things my dad used to talk about was how he never wanted me to dishonor our name by getting involved in this kind of foolishness.

Both my brother and I were conscious of how Dad wanted us to demonstrate respect and earn everything that came our way. No special favors, and as a part of that, we anticipated and appreciated each step along the way. He marked our rites of passage and honored every milestone.

We had a basketball hoop in our backyard, and when I first began to play, he positioned it low on the post. As I grew and became better at the game, he raised it a little. Each time he moved the hoop higher, he created a tougher challenge. Earn it. Work harder. Mastery is always just out of reach. As good as I got, he made me play within the rules and anticipate the next step along the path so I would want it more and appreciate it when I got there. A few of the other kids in the neighborhood were allowed to join Little League a year early. Even though I was better than kids who were two years older, I had to wait until I met the age limit. When I had a chance to move up to varsity as a freshman in high school, my dad wouldn’t let me. I had to pay my dues, he said. His thinking was the same about when he would let me enter the place I most wanted to go when I was a kid: the University of Arizona locker room after a game.

Walking into the football locker room as a five-year-old was to walk among the giants. In our town, where everything revolved around the college, it was the greatest thing in the world to be with the players I admired. The most powerful giant among them was my dad. He wasn’t as big as the players. He topped out at six feet. Yet when he spoke, everyone paid attention.

He always made his standards of behavior clear. First off, I had to wait until I was five. He said that if I were any younger, I couldn’t be trusted to behave. Once I turned five, he told me that he’d only take me along if I did my chores, didn’t sass back, and behaved myself in school all week.

Then the final hurdle: I had to be well mannered and respectful at the game. My mom, brother, and I sat in the stands on the Wildcat side, following my dad as closely as we did the game. If I acted up, Skip would go into the locker room without me.

I’d managed to keep it together for the weeks before the first home game and while the players were on the field. After the game, I was nearly jumping out of my skin as Mom led Skip and me down to the entrance where we would meet the security guard who would escort us to Dad, who was waiting at the door to the locker room. He pushed the doors open and there we were in the echoing room filled with huge men. As anxious and alert as I was, the team was relaxed, joking. Dad sat us on a big couch at the edge of the lockers, telling us not to move until he’d showered and changed.

When he finally came to get us, he led us through the locker room and introduced us to the players. He had schooled us on how to hold in our excitement, and I was aware of my father’s eyes on me as I respectfully shook hands with the team. Walking out with a chinstrap or wristband from one of the guys who had scored a touchdown made me feel like I was one of the luckiest kids in the world. Even an apple or a banana from the snack table there tasted extra sweet to me.

I was allowed into the locker room at age five, but I had to wait until I was eight to join my brother on the sidelines. When we were on the field, Mom wasn’t around to keep us in line and Dad was too busy to look after us. He told us exactly where to stand so that we’d be safely out of the way. The other members of the coaching staff and the security guards reinforced the order not to move from that space. Skip warned me that if I messed up, I’d never get to do it again.

Standing in that space, I heard that a lot of what Dad said to the players sounded the same as what we heard at home. “You know better than that. We went over this and over this. We practiced and practiced, and you still got it wrong. What are you thinking about? You’ve got to focus!” Only on the sidelines, I heard my dad raise his voice.

Watching him up close during the game when he didn’t know I was looking brought my respect for him to a new level.

My dad had opened up this world to us and, at the same time, made us feel as though we belonged there. We had met his standards, followed his directions, and in doing so we received his support and affection. He had shown us how to do him proud.

With a dad like that, it’s hardly a surprise that I always wanted kids. My idea of how I would be with my son was better than the opening credits of Father Knows Best. I would be there for him from the time he was born. I would even be there before he was born. After that, there’s a bit of a gap in the highlight reel of “Dad’s Greatest Plays.” I could picture myself reading to my son and going for a first round of golf when he was about three or four. I imagined the long talks we would have, and in this fantasy, you can bet he was listening to me very seriously as I filled him in on everything that I knew. I was going to allow him to do all the things I hadn’t done or hadn’t been permitted to do. I was going to make sure that he was able to take advantage of everything.

I was trying to figure out how my dad was such a great father and take it a step or two further. That’s what each generation wants to do: build on the base that their parents created and make a better life for their own children.

When Holly was pregnant and we found out that she was having twins, I was on cloud nine. I was even more excited when we learned, a few months later, after our first ultrasound examination, that we would be having a boy and a girl. “YES!” We hit the lottery. I got my boy! I prayed that everything would go well with my wife during the pregnancy and the delivery, and that my kids would be healthy.

In the weeks that followed the birth of the twins, I reached back into my childhood. My dad seemed to have figured out some of the most important things about being a dad. Yet the world my brother and I grew up in was very different from the one in which I was about to raise my children. My wife, Holly, and I were living in a nice part of Los Angeles in circumstances that were a lot more comfortable than the way either of us had lived as children. Things were so different, I did not know for certain if the ways my father raised us would apply to being a twenty-first-century dad.


I know my dad had always wished he spent more time with me and Skip. I hoped I could do more with my children because, at least for the part of the year when I was not playing football, I would have a more flexible schedule than my dad had had. And I wouldn’t be playing their whole life, so when I retired, I’d have much more time to spend with them. I wanted to be that dad who took the kids to school and picked them up too. Also, I’m a different kind of man than my father in some ways. I am more passionate than him. He comes from the old school. You’re not supposed to show that stuff. When he says hello, he reaches out to shake your hand and says, “Hey, how you doing?” I don’t do that. I give people a bear hug.

At that moment in the hospital when I held our newborn babies, there was so much of our young lives still to be lived. I had to rush back to Philadelphia shortly after they were born, to rejoin the Philadelphia Eagles and lead the team against the Dallas Cowboys, our old nemesis. But I wasn’t thinking about football. I was thinking that Holly and I were so blessed with our wonderful babies, and that there were so many opportunities before us, as we stood on the great foundation that had been laid by our loving families. Little did I realize then that R.J.’s diagnosis of autism would shake us down to that foundation, test me and our marriage, and bring me into a kind of fatherhood nothing in my life had prepared me for.
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THE WAKE-UP CALL

The Diagnosis




Holly and I planned the twins’ birth for the Monday after my team, the Eagles, faced the Arizona Cardinals. She’d had a difficult pregnancy. The doctor had ordered her confined to bed for the last three months and advised her to have a C-section. We agreed to have her labor induced so I could be there for the birth. I booked a seat on the evening’s last flight to Los Angeles from Philadelphia.

As it turned out, R.J. and Ryan just didn’t feel like waiting for me.

While I was on the field Sunday—in my first start in more than a year after coming off a knee injury—Holly went into labor. She called the Eagles’ staff to make sure that they got me to the airport right after the game. The coach didn’t tell me her contractions had started. Although there were moments when I visualized holding my twins in my arms, I was focused on the game.


Back in Los Angeles, Holly watched the game on television as her contractions became stronger and closer together. Her doctor gave her drugs to slow down her labor, and advised her to stop watching if she wanted to delay the delivery, because the game was making her more anxious. She worried that if the game didn’t end quickly, I’d miss the last flight out of Philly.

Of course, the game went into overtime. My team was going crazy on the field because we’d just tied it up. Holly stared at the television in disbelief. The doctor came in and told her again that she should stop watching. He said increased stress can spoil breast milk. Holly said she’d never heard that one before. And still she couldn’t stop watching.

We were lucky enough to get the ball first in overtime, and for some reason, I had a sense of urgency. I knew I had to get this game over with. I was able to get our team in position to kick the winning field goal. The minute the ball went through the uprights, the training and security staff hustled me off the field. With sirens blaring, the Philadelphia Police Department escorted me to the airport, where I luckily caught the last plane. I felt sorry for the guy who ended up next to me on the flight to LA. I hadn’t had a chance to take a shower. The next day’s headline in the Philadelphia Daily News was “OT-GYN.”

In Los Angeles, the LAPD ushered me to Cedars-Sinai. A half an hour after I arrived, I held our babies in my arms.

Holly likes to describe that blissful moment when I held “the little footballs” in my hands and we, like all parents, stood in awe of what we’d done. Ryan, our daughter, was so tiny. She was only four pounds, thirteen ounces. R.J. was the dominant twin, weighing in at just over six. Both of them had jaundice. They looked like little peanuts.

Honestly, I was unprepared for the feelings they roused in me. People can tell you a million times what it is like, but unless you experience it yourself, you’ll never know.

You see them and look in their eyes and know that they are a part of you. I instantly knew that I cared for them more than I cared for myself. I found out what it meant to realize that you would jump in front of a bus for someone. I would die for my kids. I love my wife, but I made a conscious decision to commit to her, to marry and love and care for her for the rest of my life. With the twins, the commitment went beyond thoughts, like a beam of light coming straight from the heart. They may have looked like yellow, wrinkly peanuts, but to Holly and me, they were the most beautiful peanuts in the world.

After forty-eight hours with them, I had to turn around and leave. That was tough, not being there for the first week. I wanted to be there to kiss them a thousand times a day. But I had to get back to Philadelphia because that Sunday we were facing the Dallas Cowboys.

The football season was hard on our young family. My team always had one day off after a game, two if we won. I would fly back to LA after the game, even if it was just for one day, then take the red-eye back to practice, exhausted. On the weeks when Holly had a break from her sitcom, she would bring the babies wherever I was. Ryan was gaining weight and catching up quickly with R.J., and both of them were so curious and alert to the world. Every week I saw such big changes in them. The weeks I couldn’t see them for one reason or another, it really hurt.

By the time the football season was over, I was happy to be home so I could spend my time being the kind of dad I had always wanted to be. I wanted to be there for the fun stuff as well as for the dirty work of changing diapers. Every day with them held a surprise for me. I felt I could watch them grow and change minute by minute.

R.J. was more than hitting his milestones. He was hitting them early. He was strong and very well coordinated for a little guy. He started to walk before he hit ten months. I couldn’t help but think we already had the next in a long line of Peete athletic prodigies.

R.J. was quick mentally too. I would be amazed by the way he could figure things out. As Holly and I moved around the kitchen getting their meals, he watched how we opened the childproof cabinet doors. Around the time he said his first words, at twelve months, he had figured out how to open those doors himself. I knew I was supposed to be stern with him and let him know that this was not allowed. But it was hard to fight back a smile when he looked at me with joy and pride at his latest accomplishment.

He was also into pushing buttons in the car, as many kids are. You press this button and the music turns on. Then you press this button, and the music is different. We’d let him take his toys apart and put them back together. These were just simple toys, but he’d put them back together right. When he was reassembling things, he’d look up at me like, Heh, I got this right? We thought R.J. was a lot like I had been as a kid: social and adventurous, with a little streak of mischief in him.

Shortly before the twins’ first birthday, the whole family was invited to spend the weekend with friends of ours who have a beautiful home near Santa Barbara. We were the super-parents, with the porta-crib and everything anyone might need stuffed into the back of the car. The kids were pretty good sleepers at that point, and they slept the same schedule. We settled them down in an upstairs bedroom and fastened a childproof gate at the top of the stairs before heading down to enjoy a glass of wine before dinner with our friends. Just as we were sitting down to dinner, I heard a little shriek from R.J. Grappling hand-over-hand along the side of the archway, he came smiling into the room, ready to join the party.

Holly and I looked at each other with a mixture of very strong reactions. Oh my God! Were we bad parents for leaving him up there? How did he manage to get out of that crib, open the gate, and make his way down that long flight of slippery Spanish tile steps? What if he had cracked his head? At the same time, I was blown away by how he’d managed to make this epic journey on his own because he wanted to be where the party was. Oh my God, I thought, this kid is incredible!

Of the two of them, the child we were most concerned about was Ryan. The pediatrician had told us not to worry about her being so small, because girls catch up quickly. Unfortunately, she had muscle development problems. Her feet were splayed out, and she had trouble holding up her head well into her first year. All the family pictures from that time show big grinning R.J. looking right at the camera and Ryan with her head slumped to the side.

She was in physical therapy constantly for her first two years. She had to wear special shoes, and even when she finally started to walk, at fourteen months, she was always falling down and getting bumped and bruised. R.J. could do so many things so easily. He was a great climber and loved to crawl through things, while Ryan could be just sitting and fall over. We thought her problems were neurological, and we were always running to the doctor to get her tested.

I don’t want to sound like we were frantic with worry all the time. We were happy parents who were trying to do everything right for our kids. Holly was especially good at this. She had acute mommy radar for anything that was wrong, even the tiniest sniffle or cough.

We were already planning for their futures too. We’d found out that many of our friends had enrolled their children in a very progressive school that had a great program for two-year-olds, but it was hard to get kids admitted. Holly toured the school and loved the energy and attitude of the staff as well as the smart, child-focused curriculum. We used to laugh about how silly it seemed that we were stressing out about getting our kids into preschool.

Since they had an October birthday, the twins had to wait until they were nearly three before they could start the two-year-old program. In some ways, it was good that they would start a little later than the other kids because by that point Ryan would be stronger and more coordinated.

A few months before they hit that two-year mark, Holly took the twins in for a checkup with our pediatrician. They’d had ear infections and were both coming off a course of antibiotics. Holly asked the doctor if he would delay their next round of immunizations because she thought loading them up with that much medicine while they were still a bit weak from the antibiotics might be too much for their little bodies. She believes the doctor, a very old-school, by-the-book pediatrician, brushed off her concerns as those of an overly cautious first-time mom. He said he’d immunized hundreds of children and never had any such problems.

This didn’t sit right with Holly. Something about this disturbed what she calls her “mommy gut,” an instinct that moms have that goes beyond what professionals say. She asked him if there was any way he could break up the measles/mumps/rubella vaccination so that they would not have to get such a potent cocktail all at once. The doctor said that that couldn’t be done. Besides, the nurse said, the twins were behind in their immunizations. Part of the purpose of this visit was to get them all caught up.

Holly got even more concerned when she found out that they might be receiving more than just the MMR vaccine. She wanted to know what was in the shots and how many of them there would be. She remembers the nurse looked at her like she was psycho mommy, and told her to relax while she took R.J. in to be weighed.

Holly was sitting in another examining room holding on to Ryan, when she heard R.J. screaming, “No! Mommy!” She ran to R.J. and saw that the nurse had given him the MMR plus the second hepatitis B and the polio vaccines. The nurse said that it usually was easier with the parents out of the room.

Maybe it was easier for the nurse, but for the next eight years, nothing about R.J. would be easy for our family.

At home that night, R.J. had a terrible fever and started shaking violently, just short of something like a seizure. Holly called the pediatrician to ask him what could have caused this. Should we take R.J. to the hospital? The doctor was unruffled and told us that it was not a reaction to the shots. He recommended that we give R.J. some Tylenol to help him with the fever and he promised that R.J. would be fine. R.J. had a terrible reaction to the Tylenol and we rushed him to the emergency room late that night. We believe he went into some kind of toxic overload shock. After that, we didn’t hear the words “Mommy” or “No” for about four years.

I know there is a lot of controversy in the medical community about what causes autism. Researchers and doctors reject parents’ claim that vaccines, particularly the MMR, can trigger the disorder. Many parents believe that the mercury-based chemical thimerosal, which is used as a preservative in vaccines, reacts dramatically in the immature immune systems of some children and triggers autism. In the last decade, the number of vaccinations has increased dramatically; now kids get more than thirty different shots, most of them before the time they reach eighteen months.

While the government and the vaccine manufacturers have worked to reduce the amount of mercury in the vaccinations, receiving those shots gives children a big dose of toxins to process. The symptoms of mercury poisoning look an awful lot like what children with autism suffer: rocking, circling, flapping arms, walking on toes, difficulty with swallowing or chewing, digestive problems, oversensitivity to sound and touch, loss of speech or failure to speak, mild to severe hearing loss, staring and unprovoked crying, injuring self (such as head banging), social isolation, poor eye contact, and blurred vision.

The Centers for Disease Control says that the symptoms of autism start to show up around the same time that kids receive most of their shots. The CDC advises parents that this does not mean that the vaccine is the cause, and they can cite several studies to justify this position, but just to be cautious, the CDC recommended in 2001 that vaccine manufacturers reduce or eliminate thimerosal in vaccines.

Holly and I, and many of the other parents of children with autism, believe that the scientists who have concluded that there is no connection between vaccines and autism should have designed their studies differently. Our kids tend to be sensitive to foods and stimuli that other children tolerate without any trouble. We’d like to see studies performed on vaccines and children who have gluten sensitivities or are allergic to dairy, for example. We believe it might be true that kids with those difficulties shouldn’t have to follow the strict vaccination schedule, at least not until their bodies have developed further.

Many of us believe that science should give this idea of a sensitivity-specific study more of a chance rather than rejecting it in favor of studies on a general population of young children. Too many families have had to suffer through a huge—and in many cases permanent—change in their children for science to turn its back on us and refuse to explore this question.

That day of the vaccination marked a major turning point for R.J. Within a week of the shots, he stopped responding to his name. Normally, when I came in to pick him up from the crib where he slept with Ryan, he’d be standing up alongside his sister. They’d look at each other and crack up, laughing at one of those private jokes that only twins can understand. Shortly after the shots, R.J. withdrew. He stopped making eye contact and he didn’t laugh much. Often he’d just lie curled up in a ball staring at his hand or the wooden slats of the crib, lost in a world of his own.

Even his interest in trying to figure out how things worked changed. Before the shot, I’d watch him study the chain that went around a bicycle wheel and try to figure out how that made the wheel move. As soon as it made sense to him, he’d look my way with a big grin that said to me, See, I figured this out! After the shot, he was obsessive. He’d just sit there watching the chain go around and around, staring at it for hours. I’d try to get him to change activities, but he’d go right back to that chain. He also started with odd new behaviors: flapping his hands and flicking his ears. His speech stopped evolving too. He went from learning new words to saying the same thing over and over again.

We asked our pediatrician what was happening with R.J., and he acted as though what we described was no big deal. He reminded us that boys develop differently than girls. Growing up isn’t a straight line, he said. He’d catch up just like Ryan had pretty much caught up with him physically.

I see now that we were willing to accept this because he was telling us what we wanted to hear. There was nothing wrong with R.J. He was just going through a phase, a temporary setback that he’d recover from before he started school in the fall. We were overjoyed when we found out that Ryan and R.J. had been accepted into our top choice for preschool. The teachers there were well trained and compassionate, and we expected that they would help R.J. learn more social skills and encourage him to make friends.

I thought that trying to keep up with the other kids would be a huge motivation for R.J. to snap out of whatever phase he was going through. Maybe once he was around the other kids he’d start to do what they did. That would help with speaking too, I thought. If R.J. really was a member of the Robinson-Peete family, there wasn’t anything that could have prevented him from talking. Our pediatrician confirmed everything I had hoped about how getting R.J. out into the world would be a way to break his isolation.

The school session started in the fall, when I was right in the thick of the football season, so I wasn’t monitoring R.J. as much as I would have had I been home. Holly kept telling me that R.J. didn’t seem to be catching on at school, not the way Ryan was. We talked to our pediatrician again, and he told us the same thing. I repeated it back to Holly whenever she was telling me how worried she was. He’s just a little boy. He’s two. Give him time. He’ll catch up.

When the football season came to a close, I took over the job of driving the kids to school. When I got them out of their car seats the first day, Ryan was ready to go. She was ready to run right into the yard where the kids had forty-five minutes to play before the indoor part of the school day began. R.J. was indifferent. I had to take him by the hand and lead him into the yard. He didn’t resist. He just didn’t have any enthusiasm.

After we said our good-byes, I did what my dad used to do with me. I hung back by my car and waited until I was pretty sure that the kids wouldn’t be aware I was still around. I’m tall enough that I could see over the fence around the yard. I could see that Ryan had joined her friends and that they’d all run over to the finger painting table. My eyes scanned the yard to see who R.J. was playing with. He was alone by the water fountain, watching the spurts of water as he turned the knob on and off. Look at him, I thought. He’s always trying to figure out how things work. As the minutes ticked by and he remained at the water fountain, my heart sank. Where were his friends? For all the money we were paying for this school, you’d think the teachers would try to get R.J. included in a group of kids or bring him over to join one of the activities. He was all alone.
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