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Autism

by Cynthia R. Harp

had heard of Suzanne long before I met her. She intro-
duced herself one morning when we found ourselves
volunteering in the kitchen of the Jewish Day School.
“Oh, Suzanne,” I told her. “I know who you are. It’s a
small Jewish autistic community.”

And indeed it is. I live in a Jewish community of approxi-
mately 10,000, and 1 have discovered an underground society
therein: mothers of special needs kids. Many of us have
embraced our Judaism with a traditionalism not seen in our
individual family trees in many generations. | am the first
woman in my family to go to the mikvah since my great-grand-
mother went. | began soon after my son’s diagnosis, and | felt
both forgiven (as if there were such a thing necessary) and able
to forgive
for him; myself. for struggling with the concept; and my life up
to that point, which had left me woefully unprepared to con-
front anything more serious than the angst of
a grape-jelly stain. My journey had
begun, and 1, the reluctant traveler
began the journcy.

After a grueling period
of fertility treatment (the
ironty of which, at age 27
and a marriage of five
years, was not lost on me),
| had Griffin, Max arrived
13 months later.

G-d, for making Griffin’s life harder than 1 wanted

When 1 was able to pull my
head out of the toilet after two years
of near-constant pregnancy. the most
interesting sights were my children. Griffin, how-
ever, was undergoing some odd development, or un-
development, really. He gradually stopped the cheery chatter
and halting [irst words he had accumulated before Max’s birth,
Riddled with guilt and hormones, [ watched our sunny toddler
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Listen, lady.
Just tell me 1f
he 1s f_ 1ng

retarded.

Moms

regress so slowly that we were unable to see the full impact. 1
enrolled Griffin in preschool the following year. His teacher
loved Griffin, but was concerned with his lack of speech and
social progress. With some reluctance, we had him evaluated,
and our odyssey began.

[ sat in yet another doctor’s office one day, waiting to hear
her prognosis of Griffin. “Now, I work a lot with the Jewish
Day School,” she said, mispronouncing the name repeatedly.
They must not like her, I thought, or they would have told her
how to say the name of the school. I wanted to stop her and say,
“Listen, lady. Just tell me if he is —ing retarded, and while
you're at it, if | am, too.”

My head ached from the effort of helping our son get
through pre-school, which was considerably more effort than 1
had put out into my college career (sorry, Dad).

It was not to be. We were told, very gently and politely and
with great compassion, that Gritfin could not come back to
his pre-school. We got on the carousel of the seven

levels of hell that all parents of kids who are “a

little different” find themselves taking. In

the meantime, both boys went a few days a

week to the Lubavitcher summer camp
while I hunted down options.

Griffin was assigned a special eoun-

selor who took care of only him. He

loved camp, she loved him and [ loved

her. I began to learn with her. As the

youngest of 11 and a yeshiva girl, she

had a lot to teach me. She went back to

New York at the end of the summer, and 1

wandered into the Partners in Torah study

group in my area.

I met Harriet in Torah study. Harriet listened silently while
I confided in her about my oldest son. She did not, like so many
others had at play group or pediatrician’s offices, tell me about
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