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Dedicated to any who have encouraged us along the way.
You each have your part.

And to my dear Joseph,
who never let this book fall victim to the dreaded delete button.


Chapter One
Introductions, Introspections, and the Like

Let's begin with what this book is not. It's not how to raise autistic children. It's not how to raise so-called typical children. It's not how to be married to someone who is unofficially on the spectrum as one who is not—officially. (I didn't walk away without a single trait, honestly. I am yet examining myself as my children become more and more a mirror back into my own experiences.)

It's not even how not to lose your mind in the process of bringing this all together.

It's not a tragedy, though I have cried a bushel of buckets in these years.

It's not a comedy, though there has been room for belly laughs enough for a dozen Carol Burnett Shows.

It's well…it's just life, okay?

I don't have ten steps for making your days run smoother. I don't have the seven keys to successful breakthrough. This isn't trendy motivational schtick, life-changing therapy, or an instruction manual.

Definitely not a pep talk, is it?

There are times in our lives when we may need such answers. Darned if I'm the one to provide them, though.

For, you see, my answers have been found in my biggest, most face-flattening stumbles. I have found the greatest triumphs in my life through the trip-ups and hiccups. Much as I want to appear sleek and worldly-wise to you, I am still very much a shy, dorky, incredibly insecure twelve-year-old trapped in this aging lady's body.

I must surrender dreams of poise and listen to the Father, who urges me on lovingly.

Pssst, Marisa! The mess! He says. The mess! Not the success!

“The mess? The ugly, stinky, pooey, awful mess?!” I whine to my Lord. “Whyyyy?”

Well, His eternally patient reply, bending down from Heaven to tuck my hair behind my ear with a daddy's love, the mess is where the miracles happen, my dear.

Yes, too true, I must acknowledge. Oh, not merely miracles such as splitting a large body of water from top to toe or popping a piece of gold out of a flounder's floppy kisser, though some things have hit us about the same way as a sudden fish slap.

Those are great, and I am antsy as a three-year-old waiting to meet Elmo to relate them to you. And I will.

But I also aim to share those things we might forget to appreciate until we have a life crumbled to a crisp then raised from curling, smoking ash.

Until you find your child doesn't match the charts. Or the pigeonholes. Or any other category people in this life want to squeeze us into. And somehow, he finds his way.

Until you have had your high school sweetheart say, “Catch ya later!” to start family two while family one consists of mommy, toddler, baby, and waiting-to-debut. And somehow, you pick up and walk on.

Until you have had to swing time off for a dozen tests, a leaning tower of paperwork, and three IEP meetings in one year on a single mother's small salary and crazy schedule. And somehow, it all gets done.

Until you have had every sincere-sounding guy run for the hills when you say the words autism spectrum disorder. Or three kids. Or I love Jesus. And then…someone doesn't run.

Until you have had those bills whose numbers mirror national debt to pay like now and have only a mama dollar and papa dollar to your name. And somehow, they get paid.

The miracles of getting through. Getting better. Getting progress. Those are miracles as much as those testimonies of the instant rise from a deathbed or angelic intervention on a slick, frozen highway.

We just don't always seem to see them. Because they're, well, they're life. They roll out almost in automatic fashion with sometimes scarcely a nod from us.

I don't say it is exclusive to folks like me, but there is such a joy you never know until you have begun the process of raising special needs children. Every moment of overcoming, be it tolerating loud hand dryers without tears, crossing a bridge without fear of falling through the cracks, buttoning pants without a hitch…every little thing so taken for granted becomes huge.

Worthy of claps, whoops, and celebratory dance.

And yes, that also, at times, makes the disappointments huge, too, even if they might seem minor to others. The wondering if they'll ever get it, or is this it? Will the rest of your life be taken up by helping your nine-year-old daughter tip her head back in the shower so the water doesn't scare her so badly she can't shampoo? Setbacks and stagnation can be hard to tackle on any given day.

That's when you go to the Father, again and again, to lay it down and take up a new dose of His endless grace. You cry. And then you help rinse her hair. Because she's yours. And you love her. And there's no one like her.

Those are the sorts of things I want to tell you about, every bit as much as those wow moments that have made up this life of mine in the spectrum sandwich. The mess that somehow always proceeds the miracle….

 

Confession. I never really dreamt of motherhood. As per older brother/main mentor's instructions—go figure!—my dolls were all gangs of boys instead of helpless babes for me to coddle and coo to. I wouldn't have known where to begin on diapering and bottle-feeding.

And mothers seemed so tired. Thankless. Ever elusive and ever angry with the likes of shy, clumsy me.

I felt I couldn't please her to save my life. What would ever possess me to presume I could do her job when I had failed so miserably to succeed at even the task of childhood?

And for a good five years into my first marriage, it looked like God agreed motherhood was not in my wheelhouse. Working with kids others had produced and sweated through sleepless nights with seemed to be more in line with my calling.

I could love on them a little, understand their foibles and follies, and send them on their way without the frightening investment of giving birth and raising them to adulthood.

And then, all of a sudden, there he was, right in my belly, crowding into my insecure life. Elijah Richard.

And all of a sudden, I had the daunting task of trying to learn what it was to pour myself into a tiny, fragile being.

We stumbled, and we tottered, and we came through that first year or so all right, though not without much weeping and frustration.

And then, when he was around two or so, I began to observe there was something rather uncommon in my little boy.

I think it began with Blue's Clues.

Every child has their fair amount of obsessions. This I know after years of teaching preschool. But Elijah's was, well, different.

He could be mesmerized by that little blue puppy to the extent of dismissing all else around him. Soon, he was drawing clues in his own Handy Dandy Notebook, his scrawls not so much childish as uncanny matches for what was on the screen. Then, he was memorizing chunks—whole episodes—and spouting them off verbatim.

Genius? Cute parlor trick? Not so much.

You see, all this was coming at the exclusion of almost any other conversation, any other pursuit.

Except, perhaps, the climbing.

In his eyes, everything in our small apartment was worth scaling from entertainment center to shelves to refrigerator. The latter he perched atop long enough to draw a circle on the ceiling I couldn't reach to clean.

Yes, I know. Tssk, tssk, neglectful mommy.

I won't excuse myself under the umbrella of postpartum depression, but unless you have experienced its gripping fear and self-loathing, you can't know how each day is such a hill to climb.

A tired sort of anxiety had overtaken my rather isolated existence, and with a husband who was often more absent than present and a spiritual life more depleted than complete, the aloneness reared up that much larger in my eyes.

Anyway…needless to say, Elijah was an unusual sort of fellow. Busy beyond the norm, difficult to manage, often caught up in a world that seemed to appeal on a level Mom, Dad, and peers did not.

I first explored the possibilities in an online search. Time and again, autism rose up on the screen before me. Difficult to consider, yet difficult to deny.

Would that someone had given me more than a perfunctory ear in that time. Yet there was such an all-around dismissal and false reassurance that his words would come and toddlerhood drive would fade, and rightly or wrongly, I found myself acquiescing and laying the anxieties aside—at least out loud.

Within, however, the questions had their fruitless field day.

And into this atmosphere came a second boy. Timothy Joel. Two weeks behind schedule. Labor induced, rescued from my womb in the wee hours by emergency C-section when his heart didn't tolerate the inducement. Revived from his very still blue state when he inhaled meconium on the trip out. Eight days as the biggest baby the NICU had, hands stiff and adorned with tiny braces to force the thumbs out of his tight little fists.

Upon his homecoming, there were equal parts fanfare and apprehension. As a result of his thumbs, occupational therapy visits in the home were prescribed. This was my first encounter with such outside help. I was both excited to see what might be accomplished and nervous I'd be outed as the fraud of a mother I so often felt I was.

Where Timothy was concerned, I found I needn't have fretted much. He excelled in gripping the things they wished for him to grip and tested out three months ahead of schedule. This was sort of a prelude to the determination to succeed that always seemed to propel the little guy.

Elijah, on the other hand, displayed those baffling behaviors for every therapist and special needs worker to see. At Timothy's IEP meeting, he sidled right up to one gentleman and greeted him with his best Blue's Clues then fell into the incomprehensible tongue we could only term “Elijahspeak.” It sounded like a cross between Japanese and alien.

I was urged to keep a close eye on his speech development. If this sort of communication was still the norm by age three, testing would be the next recommendation.

I nodded my head and tucked this disturbing yet utterly unsurprising news in my head with the rest of my fears and kept on stepping as best I could.

Still without much support despite now having expert opinions on my side. Not to disparage my family by any means. Perhaps we were all in some manner or form of denial or blind hope.

Or further distracted by two events that fell one atop the other.

Just as Elijah rounded the corner to three in February, behavior and speech not much improved, I found myself once again surprised by impending motherhood. I can admit to weariness and a scrambling to reconcile my much-weighted fate.

By April's end, my eyes were opened to another surprise. This one struck squarely between the eyes.

My husband of eight years was in love with another woman.

He had met her while she was in his employ. The strains of home, loss of direction, and lack of communication so inherent to us both contributed to the downfall. I can't say I knew it then, but I know enough now to say confidently that I cannot lay his choices at my feet nor punish myself because of them.

By May, his bags were packed, and though it was denied at the outset, he quickly set up residence with the new love of his life.

My self-esteem in rags, I chose this time to wake my sleeping sense of marital duty, praying with all my might reconciliation might be possible. But this latent sacrifice on my part was of little avail. His mind and heart were set, though there were many lofty promises of remaining an active father.

Suicide began to tug at me as it had in depressions past from childhood onward. I came dangerously near the self-destruct button. It was the wake-up call of three little lives dependent upon me, one still awaiting her big debut, that really shook it out of me.

It was hard to find the joy of living, of course, at this time. I found myself full-out on the altar, again and again, seeking God's face as well as the strength and grace to face another day.

And almost before I knew it, that first summer of aloneness, of storms within and without, drew to a close. October chilled the Kansas air, and our one and only daughter, Sarah Elisabeth, came to soothe my restless aching world.

To his credit, her father was present for the birth, though his exit after was swift, unsaid demands of the new woman replacing the old.

It was a long night in the darkness of that hospital room, wakeful and busy in caring for this precious girl on my own while my boys rested in the comfort of Grandpa and Grandma's arms. Dear brother was there, too, working at getting on his feet after physical setbacks, yet still finding time to teach Elijah to write his name, love on Timbo, admire Sarah, and keep me boosted through this new phase.

Funny how this home full of memories both good and terrible had become our go-to place, the devastation of our existence in those days unexpectedly threading us tighter together. Love tends to bloom as reliance grows. The abuses of times past faded to forgiveness in the unadulterated need of each other. Healing had begun many years before this sudden turn, but somehow the very bittersweet of these days sealed the fact for us.

We were family, for better or worse. And we were sticking together.

And so we settled into a new normal, with much prayer and faith-expanding occurring along the way. I continued to seek His face in earnest, His covering for the sometimes howling pain. The Word came to life in a way it hadn't since my avid teen years. In between running after babies and toddler, I snatched every morsel I could.

I was financially able via the state to stay home that first year. Say what you might about assistance, but I will be forever grateful.

The children and I bumped along in those early days of just the four of us, baby Sarah a lovely little novelty. Her sweetness proved a vastly wonderful consolation prize, a salve to so many tearful days.

Timothy quickly left babyhood behind in exchange for older brother, and Elijah began to string together a few more phrases, but the pressing need to intervene in the odd course of his young life continued to haunt.

When the time drew near for Sarah's first birthday, my mind was made up. The state's generous assistance would begin to scale back, child support was an inconsistent pittance, and the prospect of becoming a working mom loomed.

As terrified as I was, I would waste no time. I began scouring the want ads. Not many days passed before an ad for a daycare teacher popped out to me. A place of work I knew well, and a potential launch from which to finally settle what the difference was with my Elijah, who was months away from five with limping progress at best.

The name of the school was Trinity, a hopeful sign of God's direction to come. Almost before I could turn around, this longtime single mom’s first interview promised employment.

And so the years of home and four gray walls reminding me of singleness were left behind. The working mama years had commenced…

 



Chapter Two
Testing, Testing…
One, Two, Three

I plunged into teaching with a fair amount of trepidation. Those early weeks were filled with missteps, exhaustion, and a heavy sense of longing for my babies, who were back at home with my mother.

Most people were kind, patient, and accommodating as I struggled to find my feet, my voice, my niche. It was clear I was still attempting to surmount the deep grief of losing my marriage and my way of life, and while I strived to be the hard worker I always determined to be, it was
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Chapter Seven
Baby Has Left the Building—
and Entered Our Hearts















































Chapter Eight
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