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Fiona watched
her son, Eddie, playing with his animal cards. He was so quiet now,
not a peep out of him. Totally the opposite to what he had been
like half an hour ago in the supermarket.

 


“Come on,
Eddie, please get up,” Fiona had told him. She’d stepped forward to
try to lift him up from the floor, but he screamed and flailed his
arms and legs about. “I know, I know. It's strange here,” she’d
tried to reason with him.

“Please be good
for Mummy,” she’d begged him.

After a while,
he’d calmed down and stopped thrashing about.

A woman walked
past, tutting.

“You don't know
anything,” Fiona mumbled. She bent down to Eddie, holding her arms
out and he crawled into them. “That's my boy. Let's go home,” she
said. “Let's go home to somewhere familiar.” If a house they'd
moved into only a few days ago could be that.

 


Watching him
play quietly in his room now, it was as if he was a different boy.
She wished she knew more about autism, then she could be able to
help him.

The doorbell
chimed then and she sighed before going downstairs.

Who was that
now? “Be good and stay there, please, Eddie,” she said, hoping that
he would do as he was told.

At the front
door stood an older woman with a dimple in her cheek as she
smiled.

“Hello,” the
woman said. “I'm Audrey from next door. I saw you and your son
earlier in the supermarket. I wanted to introduce myself, but I
thought he seemed upset.”

“Yes, he hates
shopping, but I can't leave him alone,” Fiona answered.

“He looks a
lovely lad.”

“Oh, he can be
lovely at times,” Fiona said. “He's in his room at the moment. Come
on in and meet him.” Fiona let Audrey in and led her upstairs.
Eddie was sitting on the floor where she had left him, still
playing with his cards.

Phew, Fiona
thought, that's a relief.

“Eddie, this is
Audrey, who lives next door. She's come to say hello,” she
said.

Eddie looked up
and smiled.

“What a
pleasant boy,” Audrey said. “Quiet and polite.”

“He must like
you. Normally he screams when he meets a stranger.”

Fiona noticed
that Audrey was watching Eddie. She wondered what she could see
that she didn’t.

“He's quiet
when he plays with his cards, but he hates shopping and often falls
to the floor screaming when we go,” she said.

“Really? Do you
know why?”

“Yes. He was
diagnosed with autism a few months ago, but I didn't get the chance
to find out more before we had to move here.”

Audrey smiled
at her kindly. “I have an idea,” she said. “I might know someone
who can help you and Eddie. It sounds as though you both need a
friend who understands what you're going through.”

“That would be
great,” Fiona said. “I badly need help and I don't know what to
do.”

“The help
should be with you soon.” Audrey waved goodbye to Eddie. “I can see
myself out. Toodlepip.”

 


Fiona was about
to go and call Eddie in the hallway, when she sensed something. She
looked towards the front door. Was that someone out there or just a
shadow? She hadn't heard the bell.

Eddie was still
quiet so she answered the door.

Outside stood a
boy, in his late teens, she thought, with short dark hair. He wore
jeans with a bright green T-shirt and a dark green jacket over it.
The first thing that struck her about him was his eyes; they were
as green as his T-shirt. He smiled at her, his eyes glowing. She
smiled back.

“Oh, hello,”
she said. “How may I help you?”

The boy said,
“I am from an organisation called The Family Helpers. I heard that
you want to understand more about autism. I'm here to help.”

“Oh, yes,
that's right. Come on in. My son is upstairs in his room.”

Eddie glanced
up at her when she entered the room. “Eddie, this is...”

“Tom,” the boy
said.

“Tom. He's here
to help you with your autism. I just need to check on the
dinner.”

“Come on,
Eddie, let's see what your mum's cooking,” Tom said.

Eddie followed
Tom downstairs.

Fiona was
pleased to know that Eddie was by her as she finished cooking.

“Hello, Tom. I
wondered if you had some kind of reference.”

“I’ll see what
I can do,” Tom replied.

“OK. Dinner
will be ready shortly, Eddie,” she said. “Would you like some,
Tom?”

“I’m OK,
thanks,” Tom said. “I’ll get something later.”

Eddie was quiet
in his corner of the room. This was strange, He normally screamed
until she gave him a piece of what they were to eat, so he knew
what to expect. If this new friend had said something to make him
calmer, she liked the boy.

For once, Eddie
ate his dinner without any tantrums or chucking food all over the
floor. Towards the end of the meal the boy, Tom, who had been
standing back, moved closer to Eddie. Who was he?

Eddie had eaten
most of his dinner except the peas, which he'd pushed to the side
of the plate.

“Well done,
Eddie,” Tom praised him.

Fiona frowned.
What did he mean?

“You did as I
suggested,” Tom said. “Push the vegetables you don't like to the
side, instead of throwing them over the floor. That’s a much better
way to let your mum know you don't like them.”

“Oh,” Fiona
muttered. “I didn't realise that you didn't like peas, Eddie. Now I
know, I won't give them to you any more. Thank you.” She glanced at
the boy.

“Tell your mum
why,” Tom said.

“Don't like
taste. Taste bitter.”

“Oh, I've not
noticed.”

“Try,” Eddie
said, looking at her.

Fiona pronged a
pea with her fork. She chewed it. “Mmm… I think I know what you
mean. Quite a bland taste. Do you like carrots?”

Eddie
nodded.

“I'll give you
a few more of those next time.”

Tom gave Eddie
a wave.

“Oh, I expect
you have to go home. Shall I see you out?”

“No, that’s OK,
I'll see myself out,” he replied.

“But you ...”
Fiona began when in that second he had gone. Where to? She
listened. The front door hadn’t made its usual click. He must have
shut it very carefully, she thought.

“Well, he was
nice, wasn't he?” she said to Eddie.

“Tom is my
friend. He told me he will help me cope with my autism. What is
autism, Mummy?”

Fiona gaped at
her son. It was the most he had said to her in a while. Tom had
certainly made an impression on him. “I don't know, Eddie, I wish I
did. But if Tom says he will help us, then I believe him.”

Well, he had
managed to get Eddie to eat his dinner, except for the peas. She
needed to remember that. In the kitchen, she wrote on a pad, 'Eddie
hates peas'. She read it, thinking about what Eddie had said. She'd
never really noticed the taste of peas, but eating that one on its
own made her see what he meant.

 


* * *

 


The next day
Fiona got ready to go shopping.

A figure
appeared in the living room and sat on the floor next to Eddie.

“Oh, hello,
Tom,” she said. “I didn't hear you come in. How are you?”

He gave a
thumbs-up. A green aura appeared around him.

“Hi, Tom,”
Eddie said.

Fiona blinked.
Eddie usually refused to do anything in the morning and would sulk
in a corner without speaking.

“Morning,
Eddie,” Tom said. “Now, do you remember what I said yesterday about
going shopping with your mum?”

Eddie nodded.
He pointed to his ears, then put his hands over them, then pointed
up and closed his eyes.

“Good boy. If
you do that, then you'll find it less stressful.”

Eddie gave him
a thumbs-up and smiled.

Wow! Fiona
thought. Eddie never smiled for her. She must watch him to see if
he did anything else that Tom might have told him.

On the bus,
Eddie clung to her and she put her arm around him. At the next
stop, a young woman got on, chatting away on her phone. Eddie put
his hands over his ears.

Fiona glanced
at the young woman, then at Eddie.

“I understand,
Eddie,” she told him. “Other people can be rather loud.” She put
her hands on her ears too.

Eddie
giggled.

By the last
stop, the bus was nearly full. Eddie clung to to her even
tighter.

“Yes, it is a
bit noisy, isn't it? Never mind, the next stop is ours.”

At the first
shop there was a queue. Oh dear. Whenever they came across lots of
people and had to wait, Eddie always shouted.

She glanced
down at him. “Eddie?”

He put his
hands over his ears. The bell. Lots of people. Noise, she realised.
He hated noise.

What could she
do? “Eddie, would you rather wait until the shop is empty?”

He nodded and
nodded.

“OK, OK, I get
it now. Don't shake your head off!”

He giggled.

“Oh, Eddie,”
she said, laughing too. “OK, we'll wait until everyone has gone,
then we’ll go in.”

Half an hour
later they entered the shop.

As soon as they
had stepped inside, Eddie put his hands over his eyes, pointing
upwards. Fiona looked up. The light was very bright. It even made
her squint. “It is a bit much, isn't it, Eddie?” she said. “I’ll
see what we can do for you.”

At the counter,
she told the man, “I've come to buy a boy's uniform.” She told the
man which school it was for. “Before you fetch it, could you
possibly please dim the lights? My son finds it hurts his
eyes.”

“OK,” the man
said. He went out to the back of the shop and spoke to a young
woman. After a few minutes the lights dimmed. Eddie moved his hands
away from his eyes.

“Is that
better, Eddie?” she asked.

He nodded, with
a thumbs-up.

When the man
came back with the uniform, Fiona said, “Thank you. It means a lot
to my son.”

“No, thank
you,” the man said. “I shall know next time as we have other
customers who tell me about the lights.”

When they got
home, Eddie ran to the back door.

“You want space
and air?” Fiona asked Eddie.

“Yes,” he
said.

“OK.” She
unlocked the door, and he ran into the garden.

“Wheee!” he
called. He bent down, feeling the grass. “Green,” he said.

“You like
green?”

“Yes.”

So did Tom, she
remembered.

Eddie walked up
to a flower, which had green leaves and buds. He smoothed a finger
over it. She'd never seen him touch anything so softly. “You like
the flower, Eddie?”

“It's soft.
Smooth. I like.”

“Yes, it
is.”

With one eye on
Eddie, Fiona found her notepad and wrote, 'Likes outdoors, flowers,
grass, green. Hates bright lights, lots of noise.’ She frowned.
They had to be connected somehow, but she didn't know how or
why.

Eddie would
start school the next day. She decided that when she shopped, she'd
look for things that she now knew would help him. She wrote a new
list, heading it, 'Shopping. New lamp that dims. Magazines about
flowers.' As she wrote, she sensed someone nearby. Thinking it was
Eddie, she said, “What do you want, Eddie?”

But it wasn't
him. Instead, she saw Tom, with a thumb up. His eyes were bright
green, and she noticed that again there was a touch of green around
him, almost like spring leaves. It made her feel strangely
hopeful.

“Is it you,
Tom?” she asked.

“Yes, I'm here
to help you,” he replied.

“Thank you. You
are helping Eddie in coping with what he doesn't like outside,
which helps me to know what he wants to do.”

“That's what I
can do for you both,” he said. “You're on the journey of life. It
will help you in the future.”

“I wish I knew
what else I could do for Eddie.”

“That's what
I'm here for. I'll be back tomorrow to help you some more,” Tom
told her.

“OK, I'll see
you then.” She blinked for a second, and he had gone. It was like
he had disappeared into the air. But if he could help her, she
wouldn’t worry about it. What else could she do but believe
him?

It was evening
and the time that Eddie usually went to bed. Fiona went upstairs to
check if he had got into bed. Hearing voices, she stopped outside
his room. She thought Tom had gone, but it sounded like he was
saying goodbye to Eddie and giving him some advice.

“I gather
you'll be starting a new school tomorrow,” Tom said.

Silence. Fiona
envisioned Eddie nodding in reply.

“I know how
hard it is to make friends at school, and especially if it's a new
school. Just be yourself, Eddie. If you like something such as
flowers, then show you do. Don't be afraid to be who you are. I
have to go now, but good luck for tomorrow. You can tell me all
about it then. Goodnight, Eddie.”

“Night,
Tom.”

Fiona looked
around her, but Tom didn't appear, so where did he
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