
          Josh Davis 

A Pair 

As we hike through the metropark, he picks the biggest flowers, the widest leaves, 
the longest stalks.  

He decapitates coneflowers and slowly crumples their heads in his fists, leaving a 
trail of petals. He finds two giant burdock leaves that match in size and carries them 
around, testing their weight, their resistance, their physical properties. 

Until he finds a bigger, fresher pair... then he abandons the old leaves to wither on 
the asphalt. 

Once on a hike, I turned around to see him holding a good-sized garter snake. I told 
him to put it down, and he did, but then I regretted not allowing him to play with it. The 
snake must have offered a sensory feast for him as it slithered gently through his fingers, 
the cool scales against his face. Perhaps he wanted to find another to pair it with, measure it 
against. 

Whenever anyone asks my wife, Elleni, or me what to get him for his birthday, we 
say he likes pairs. It almost doesn’t matter what the object is—he just wants one for each 
hand.  

He has Noahic mates of plastic horses, giraffes, and ostriches. He squeezes them in 
his fists and smacks them together, shakes them angrily, chews on their feet, and loses 
them in the clutter of our basement. 

 
*    *    * 
 

This afternoon he has two small slinkies—the kind sold for a quarter at the party 
store. He’s waving them back and forth in his hands. 

Now he leans back on the wheely office chair watching Sesame Street, one of his 
sister’s Shopkins in his mouth, a little rubber shoe. I tell him to take it out. 

A few months ago she started asking for these new toys and trading with her friends 
at school; she made deals with us to add to her collection. Now they litter our sunroom and 
basement like so many other discarded plastic toys, waiting to be chewed up by her brother. 

“Wednesday I go to camp, Thursday I go to camp, Friday I go to camp, come home, 
then go camping!” he shouts. 

He wants to be reassured. 
“It’s the Fourth of July Saturday!” 
I tell him yes. 
“It’s a birthday. In August! In July!” 
It’s your birthday, Isaac, on July 31st. How old will you be? 
“Eight years old!” 
No— 
“Nine years old!” 
No, you’ll be eleven years old. You’re ten now, you’ll be eleven on your birthday. 
“Go to Pizza Hut!” 
Yes, you can go to Pizza Hut on your birthday. 

     “Pizza tonight!” 
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     No— 
    “Pizza tomorrow!” 
     If you don’t steal food today or tomorrow, you can have pizza on Wednesday. 
 

*    *    * 
 

An hour later I’m in the kitchen making dinner. Isaac is still in the sunroom. The 
TV is turned off. He’s spinning in the office chair, planning his schedule. Routines are 
calming for him. 

“Monday go to Orchard, Tuesday go to Orchard, Wednesday go to Orchard, 
Thursday go to Orchard, Friday go to Orchard, then the weekend!”  

He’s been at it for a while now; he’s got to be in November.  
This independent recitation is a new habit of his, and it’s a positive development—

positive because he’s not having a fit, not breaking anything, not even demanding constant 
reassurance. Occupational therapists call this “self-soothing,” and it’s a reason to celebrate.  

Isaac has given us many reasons to celebrate. We never thought he’d learn to talk; 
now we can’t get him to stop. We never thought he’d be using the bathroom independently; 
now he just needs to work on his aim. It took years for him to move from scooter to 
balance bike to big kid bike, but now he’s pedaling around the neighborhood like a champ; 
he used to scratch and scream when we took him swimming, now he loves the water and 
propels himself across the pool with a very respectable dog paddle. 

This is a kid who sets the table every night without complaining, who works with 
earnest determination on reading and speech therapy drills, who walked up to each of my 
parents after they stayed with us for a tense week during which they gave lots of advice, 
and I offered lots of resistance. 

“Thanks for coming, Grandma!” he said. “Thanks for coming, Grandpa!” and with 
a smile and a laugh and a hug, he neutralized the adolescent petulance that had built up in 
my brain during their visit. 
 

*    *    * 
 
The phone rings. 

  “That’s the phone! That’s the phone!” he is screaming. 
     It’s my wife. 
     “No talk on the phone! No talk on the phone!”  

This response to the telephone is also new. He seems to dislike the unpredictable 
sound of my voice when I’m talking to someone else, or maybe he just wants attention. His 
cries are wet and guttural, from deep in his throat, what you might expect from a large bird 
or a pterodactyl.  

It’s kind of fun when the call is from a telemarketer. I answer calmly, and I can hear 
wariness and confusion in the salesman’s voice as blood-curdling screams erupt in the 
background. 

I’m reminded of his infant screams, as if someone had cut off his arm...those  
terrible nights we spent rocking him, singing folk songs, dancing around the house,  
feeding, changing, desperate to find the thing that would soothe his inexplicable terror. 

If anyone is going to talk on the phone, it’s going to be Isaac. 
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“No talk on the phone—No talk on the phone!” and then, 
“Isaac wants to talk on the phone please!” 

    Do you want to talk to Mom? He takes the phone to his ear and smiles. 
“Where’s Mommy!” 
 

*    *    * 
 

When she was four or five years old, my daughter, Anna, started to figure out that 
there was something different about her brother. She noticed that her older brother acted 
like a younger brother. He had a limited vocabulary, read board books, and didn’t respond 
to her when she tried to play with him.  

We sat her down and explained—in a very rudimentary way—what autism is, how 
it prevents Isaac from learning or communicating in the same way most of us do, and how 
it causes unpredictable things such as stop lights and radio announcers to make him upset. 

“So there is something wrong with Isaac’s brain?” she asked. 
That’s right.  
 
            *     *     * 
 
Anna understands autism about as well as the medical professionals.  
Of course that overstates the case, but when it comes to autism, doctors will leave 

parents with more questions than answers.  
If you want to know what causes it, if you want to know how to treat it, if you want 

to know what the chances for “recovery” may be, the answer will be: We don’t know. 
Good luck. We’ll send you a bill for the copay.  

And reading about it won’t give definitive answers either. We still don’t know what 
exactly is wrong with Isaac’s brain. There are many theories about differences in the brains 
of people with autism, and since the term is used to describe such a wide range of 
symptoms, no doubt these theories describe a variety of types of autistic brains.  

Researchers at Carnegie Mellon found that autistic brains exhibit a lack of 
synchrony between key areas in the front and back brain areas because the fiber 
connections are just too weak. Others have found that there are too many nerve fibers 
making these connections, causing a sort of input overload. Researchers at the University 
of California San Diego have found that infants with autism experience abnormally fast 
brain growth early in life, followed by a marked slowing or stopping of growth, possibly 
followed by early degeneration in some brain regions. Other researchers have found 
problems with the corpus callosum, which connects the right and left hemispheres. Still 
other scientists have found over-developed frontal lobes and problems with the amygdala 
and cerebellum. ii 

Some doctors might tell us that we should be happy that at least research is being 
done, and that the slow process of scientific discovery is unfolding, because twenty or 
thirty years ago, parents wouldn’t have had even this much to go on, but that doesn’t make 
me feel much better. It would be nice to have some answers. Better, it would be nice to 
have some effective treatments. 

What we found instead were a series of expensive therapists who asked us to fill out 
ten-page questionnaires. Sometimes we spent more time filling out the paperwork than the 
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therapist spent with our child. And if a therapist offered hope, she was likely to tell us that 
the other therapists were quacks, and that failure to fully implement her time-consuming, 
expensive therapy would significantly decrease our child’s chances of ever achieving basic 
skills. 

Here are a few contemporary approaches to autism treatment: speech therapy, 
occupational therapy, physical therapy, pet therapy, floor time, gluten and casein free diets, 
fish oil, Applied Behavioral Analysis, the TEACCH method, Ritalin, Prozac, Zoloft, 
Picture Exchange Communication System, sensory diet (an approach that may involve 
systematically brushing your child), visual schedules, chelation, yoga, taekwondo, music 
therapy, art therapy, Risperidone, Clonidine, Lithium. In previous generations, treatment 
included removing the child from the home, lobotomy, and electroshock therapy. 

Pick a therapy, find a practitioner, and chances are that the services will be 
prohibitively expensive, will involve a lot of driving, and the therapist will expect a 
significant amount of follow-up from the parent or caregiver. He or she may warn you not 
to confuse the child by following other approaches to autism treatment. In this way, upon 
receiving a diagnosis, parents of kids with autism are thrown into complex academic 
disputes in which they are expected to take sides and on which they are expected to bet 
everything—their time, their savings, their own health—on the whisper of a hope that their 
child may make some modest improvement in symptoms. 

I have known parents who spent hundreds of thousands of dollars, went into debt 
and mortgaged their homes in order to pay for autism treatment. Imagine what it must feel 
like to have done that and still have a teenager who can’t talk and can’t use the bathroom 
by himself. 

Practitioners do agree that intensive early intervention makes a difference. This 
means that whatever approach they take, someone needs to work one-on-one with the child 
teaching skills that other kids gain naturally such as sharing attention with a caregiver, 
taking turns, and imitating. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that young 
children showing symptoms of autism should get at least 25 hours of therapy per week, 
twelve months a year with a low student-teacher ratio so kids get plenty of one-on-one 
time.iii In the Cleveland area where we live, the private programs that offer this sort of 
treatment--such as The Cleveland Clinic Center for Autism and the Monarch School at 
Bellefaire--charge more than $60,000 per year.  

 
*    *    * 

 
By the time Isaac was eighteen months old, we became worried that something was 

wrong. We were careful readers of parenting books, and while he was meeting some 
developmental milestones, others just weren’t happening. He never had any interest in 
stacking blocks; he wasn’t imitating our voices; he didn’t engage in pretend play; he would 
entertain himself by repetitively opening and closing doors and cabinets. 

So Ellen took him to our pediatrician, who assured her that he would probably start 
talking more in the next few months, that there is a wide range of normal when it comes to 
child development. In retrospect, he probably has parents come into his office every day 
who are anxious about their kids not developing fast enough. For him, she was just another 
in a long line of hysterical mothers. When it later became clear that Isaac did have 
significant developmental delays, that doctor suggested that my wife, who had just spent 
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well over $100,000 on a law degree, should quit her job and devote herself full time to 
caring for Isaac. Her teacher husband could surely support her. 

At the time that we were grappling with these decisions, Ellen was trying to 
establish herself at her law firm, I had a new job teaching English and advising the 
newspaper at a competitive suburban high school, and we had a typical daughter, twenty-
one months younger than Isaac, who sometimes got lost in the shuffle. We were 
overwhelmed, trying to take things day by day. I directed much of my anger at the 
insurance company, calling and faxing over and over again, waiting on hold sometimes for 
over an hour, trying to get them to cover some of the therapy that Isaac needed. Ellen was 
angry at the school district and the county for not providing adequate services. We tried not 
to direct our anger towards each other for the desperate situation we were in, but we often 
ended up doing just that. 

By the time Isaac was two, we had been to a specialist who identified significant 
developmental delays. He had begun speech and occupational therapy, and we were in the 
process of setting up a home-based behavioral therapy program. We were told that Applied 
Behavioral Analysis (ABA) therapy was “the gold standard” of autism intervention. This 
method, which applied Skinner’s behaviorist approach to teaching autistic children, was 
developed by Dr. Ivor Lovaas in the 1950s and 60s.  

The approach uses discrete trial training in which a therapist works one-on-one with 
a child and records his or her responses. For example, a therapist might touch her nose and 
say “do this.” If the child responds appropriately, he will touch his nose. She may follow 
the procedure ten times in a given session and then record the number of times the child 
successfully copies the action. If he does so successfully, he gets a positive reward such as 
a high five, a small piece of candy, or time playing with a favorite toy. Historically, the 
approach was associated with the use of aversives: physical restraint, denial of food, 
electric shock, and other physical punishments. 

We hired three behavioral aides to work about ten hours a week in our home and at 
Isaac’s day care center. A team from the Cleveland Clinic came to monthly meetings at our 
house to supervise the program. We paid the therapists and the program coordinator out of 
pocket. Before Isaac turned three, we had spent more than $20,000 on ABA therapy. 
Neither of us had ever run a business before, and we are not very organized in our personal 
lives, so it was a challenge to keep track of hours and payroll. We hadn’t deducted taxes or 
Social Security. We finally hired an accountant to help us at the end of the calendar year 
who told us we couldn’t deduct the medical expense unless we filed tax forms for the 
aides’ income. Four months after we had ended the home-based program, I had to call up 
each aid and ask for her Social Security number so we could file. 

That’s the part I remember. I really don’t remember that much about the specific 
goals we set for Isaac or how successful he was. I remember that while most of the 
behavioral aides were paid $15.00 per hour, one lady wanted $25.00, and because we were 
so young and desperate, we agreed. Maybe he made some progress on his goals; somehow 
they convinced us it was worth it. 

 
                   *    *    * 
 
Isaac likes to run through the history of his occupational therapists.  
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“OT with Danielle, OT with Miasu, OT with Mark, OT with Brenda, now it’s OT 
with Margot!” 

He has been through so many therapists, doctors, babysitters, psychologists, and 
while some of them have helped him a lot, there are many others who have just passed 
through our lives and moved on. 

Before Isaac turned two, Cuyahoga County sent out an early intervention therapist 
who would work with him with a very different approach from the ABA. She was a 
follower of Stanley Greenspan’s Floortime approach, in which the caregiver plays with the 
child in a therapeutic way and encourages parents to do the same in order to build a 
stronger bond and strengthen the child’s communication skills. She was kind of a dreamy 
lady with long curly hair. She would teach us to swing Isaac in a blanket and roll around 
with him on the floor. With her coaching, I developed a series of games I could play with 
Isaac that involved a lot of laughing and tickling. We all looked forward to her visits. But 
then she started canceling due to problems in her own life. Ellen called the county to 
complain, so they sent out another therapist who brought toys for him to play with. 

But soon she too stopped coming. The county only provides early intervention 
through the age of three, then the child becomes the responsibility of the school district. 
And it was around that time that we got the call we were waiting for. There was a space 
available for Isaac in the preschool at the Cleveland Clinic Center for Autism. We were 
excited, because we believed that this would be an opportunity for him to make dramatic 
gains. An administrator at the Center assured us that if we hired a lawyer, our school 
district would be likely to settle and pay part or all of Isaac’s tuition. 

We lived in Shaker Heights then. 
“This is a school district that doesn’t want any trouble,” she said. 

    Her statement was based on her experience, but things would be different this time. 
We hired a notorious education lawyer who had been described to me as “a 

bulldog,” feared by school districts and loved by parents of special needs kids. She was 
also confident she could get the district to pay at least part of his tuition. We paid her a 
$2,500 retainer. We felt tough. We were a teacher and a lawyer. We could work the system. 
We had a bulldog fighting for us.  

She told us to ask for additional services on the IEP, and when they didn’t comply, 
we could arrange a meeting and ask for our son to be placed at the Clinic.  

But it didn’t work. The district brought in the highest-priced education lawyer in 
town. The message was clear. Our lawyer got scared. She called us the next day and told us 
she’d be mailing us a check for the balance of her retainer.  

Some bulldog.  
Apparently, Shaker Heights was no longer settling with special needs families.  
So we sent him to the Cleveland Clinic program anyway. My wife had inherited 

some money a year before, and we spent all of it and more on Isaac’s tuition. We 
supplemented it with Autism Scholarship money from the state.  

The intensive therapy from the Clinic did some good. Isaac started talking more 
than ever before. They got him started on potty training. I visited the school after the first 
month and watched one of his therapy sessions through a one-way window. The therapist 
was an attractive young girl in her early twenties. He was crying a lot, and she was asking 
him to point with a finger. When he didn’t do it, she held his hand and showed him what 
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she wanted him to do. Then she rewarded him with a tiny piece of chocolate. Then she 
asked him to do it again.  

 
*    *    * 

 
One morning Ellen came out of the shower to find Isaac missing from the 

apartment. She looked all over and ran downstairs in her bathrobe. She got in the car and 
started driving around the neighborhood, searching for him. She found him a few blocks 
away, smiling. A stranger held his hand. She had found him in bare feet, still in the full 
diaper and T-shirt he had slept in, running and giggling along the sidewalk. 

After we moved out of our apartment in Shaker, the landlord sent us a letter 
documenting damage beyond the security deposit. We had put hooks on several of the 
doors to keep Isaac contained. The door to his bedroom had split in several spots where he 
would pound on it at night. He was too big for a crib, but he would not go to sleep by 
himself. He would lie on his bedroom floor with his mouth just under the door, crying 
hysterically and calling for Mommy. We would wait until the crying stopped, unhook the 
door, slip into his room, and lift him into his bed.  

One summer day, our babysitter noticed that the water wouldn’t turn on in the 
kitchen. We called the landlord, who found that someone had broken into the house and 
taken the copper pipes from the basement. He said that we hadn’t locked the outside door. 
There were a lot of reasons that landlord didn’t like us. But one reason had to be the 
downstairs neighbor who moved out early. I imagine it was Isaac’s cries that drove her 
away. She couldn’t sleep with his constant screams echoing down to her apartment through 
the open windows. 

We moved to Solon for the special needs services. We were not impressed by the 
program that our previous district offered, but we knew that we couldn’t afford another 
year at the Clinic, and we were not willing to fight the legal battle anymore. I called other 
school districts in the area and visited their intensive intervention preschool classrooms. 
Solon had a preschool teacher who was all the things Isaac needed: enthusiastic, tough, and 
very experienced. The student-teacher ratio was very good, and it sounded like the district 
would provide services beyond what we requested. We put a bid on a small house that sits 
on two acres in a quiet neighborhood. This would be a good place to raise our kids. 

 
*    *    * 
 

Isaac is impulsive. His moods are mercurial. On a trip to the grocery store, he might 
start crying because he wants to go to the Cleveland Heights Target, he might grab a candy 
bar in the checkout lane and start eating it without even unwrapping it, and he is likely to 
tell jokes to make himself erupt in side-splitting laughter. 

 
Isaac’s Standup Routine: 
“Go to school on Monday.” 
(laughs) 
“No, go to camp on Monday!” 
(buckles over, quaking with giggles) 
“There’s an elevator at the Solon library.” 
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(more laughter) 
“No, there’s an elevator at the Shaker Heights library!” 
(hehehehehe) 
“Go to Target in Cleveland Heights; no, go to Giant Eagle!” 
(and he explodes with convulsive joy) 
All the while, his laughter increases in volume and intensity. I may have laughed at 

the charm of it the first time he told these jokes, but he tells them over and over, every day 
for months and years at a time. And sometimes he expects his interlocutor to deliver his 
punch lines, over and over again, in a scripted routine. It’s cute, but it gets tiresome, and it 
interferes with one’s ability to have a conversation about other things. If I’m trying to ask 
Anna about her day, neither one of us can talk because Isaac’s scripts keep running. And 
they are loud. I might tell him to be quiet and wait his turn, but it doesn’t work. If he stops, 
it’s only for a second or two, then he keeps on moving. And he expects us to be ready--
always--to deliver our lines. 

 
*    *    * 
 

I go back a few years. Isaac is Seven? Eight? It is summer, like now, but much 
hotter and dryer: the summer when the grass turned brown. I have hired a babysitter to 
watch the kids for a few hours so I can get some work done, maybe go to the gym. When I 
return, Isaac is at the door, as usual. There are no pleasantries. He starts in. 

“Have spaghetti for dinner,” he says.  “Eat outside.” 
I tell him that yes, we’re having spaghetti. But we’ll see about eating outside. It’s 

very hot. 
“No we’ll see,” he says.  He is jumping up and down.  He follows me into the 

kitchen. 
His anxiety has always been high, and sometimes his need for routine can be 

overwhelming. For years he had a regular dinner schedule: spaghetti on Monday, pizza on 
Tuesday, salami sandwich on Wednesday. 

I put the mail down on the kitchen table and write a check to the babysitter, 
discussing next week’s schedule and trying to ignore Isaac’s chanting. After she leaves, he 
stages an advance. 

“Let’s do schedule. Eat spaghetti for dinner with sauce,” he says. 
Yes. 
“Eat outside.” 
No… Maybe…  we’ll see. 
“No we’ll see. No we’ll see,” he starts to wail. 
Meanwhile, Anna sits quietly in front of the TV, ignoring the altercation. 
Yes, we’ll have to wait and see. We’re all done talking about it. My voice has 

become louder and angrier.   
“No all done. No we’ll see,” he says, his voice rising in pitch and intensity.  He 

lunges to pinch me. 
OK, kid, you’ve got time out. I grab him by the shoulders, digging fingers into 

flesh. I walk him to a chair in the corner. I repeat: You’ve got time out. 
He seems to calm down.  He sits quietly for a few minutes. 
I ask Anna what she did at camp.  
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“We went swimming,” she says.  “And we had fairy land and spa.”  At spa they 
made makeup out of household products and applied it to each other’s faces. 

I go back to Isaac and tell him he can get out of the chair.  Go play. 
“Eat outside,” he demands. 
We’re all done talking about it! I’m shouting now. 
Isaac persists and I tell him to go up to his room. I’ll tell you when Mommy gets 

here. I’ll tell you when it’s time for spaghetti. 
Isaac does not want to go upstairs. He stands on the staircase and wails,“Mommy’s 

here.  Mommy’s here. Eat outside.” It is a sound that stings my eardrums. 
I grab him by the shoulder again and walk him up the stairs. Go listen to music in 

your bedroom, I say, and slam the door. 
“Mom-my  Mom-my,” Isaac screams. 
I go downstairs to the kitchen and open the pantry. I grab a can of tomatoes, an 

onion, garlic, and a pound of spaghetti.  In the fridge I find leftover salad, dressing, an 
eggplant and parmesan cheese.   

I pour olive oil in a saucepan, peel garlic, chop onion, eggplant, and begin to cook. 
The Fresh Beat Band plays in the sunroom; my daughter dances in front of the 

TV.  My son is upstairs in his room, wailing for his mother. My head is pounding. I should 
have just told him no, we’re not eating outside. It’s the maybe that’s hardest for him. The 
we’ll see. 

The onions and garlic are browning; the eggplant is getting soft and translucent. I 
fill a pot with water.  The phone rings.  It’s my wife. I tell her Isaac is having a big fit.  He 
wants Mommy. 

“I’m coming home now,” she says. 
You mean you haven’t left yet? 
“I’m on my way. Don’t wait for me.” 
But… 
She has hung up. I know an even bigger fit is coming if we start dinner without 

Mom.   
I go to the porch and pick some basil, oregano, parsley, and tarragon from the pots. 

I wash them in the sink and toss them into the sauce.   
I open a can of tomatoes and chop them in halves, quarters, and keep chopping. I 

dump them in the saucepan.  Isaac is still wailing, coming down the stairs. 
“Eat outside, Mommy’s here,” he is moaning. 
I grab a rag and go outside.  It has cooled down a bit; we can eat outside after all, I 

suppose. I wipe down the table on the porch.   
I come back in and find Isaac standing at the window, pushing on the screen. Don’t 

do that.  I kneel and look in the boy’s eyes. We are going to eat outside when Mommy gets 
here, OK? Now please set the table for four. This may be enough to make him happy.  

Isaac keeps moaning. He goes to the kitchen and grabs four forks. He takes them 
out to the porch. 

I return to the kitchen to stir the spaghetti sauce.   
“Dad, Isaac ran off,” Anna says. 
I go to the porch to find one fork on the table and the rest spread across the ground. 

Isaac is headed for the swings. 
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What are you doing? You need to set the table. Now go inside and get the 
silverware. 

“Mommy’s here; Mommy’s here; Mommy’s here!” he screams. 
And I lose control. I grab him by the arm and take him inside. I drag him up to his 

bedroom. I can smell the onions and garlic simmering. 
I get close to his face and yell at him to be quiet. 
“Get under the covers,” he says, and tries to hide under the blanket on his bed. I can 

see him take a deep breath, trying to stop the cries, but he is unable to stop himself. He 
screams for Mommy. 

I close the windows. I shout again for him to be quiet, and I turn the boy over to 
reveal his lower back. Another paroxysm of agony emits from Isaac’s throat. 

Now be quiet or you’ll get a spanking! I am spitting the words through gritted teeth. 
And Isaac continues to wail. I lose control, as if something has taken possession of 

my limbs, and my actions are not my own.  Suddenly I am an observer, judging my own 
actions, unable to intervene. 

I turn him to expose his back and pull up his shirt.  I let fly with a half dozen blows 
to the backside.   

NOW YOU BE QUIET, I hear myself scream. 
Isaac is grabbing at the covers, trying to hide. 
“Spanking is all done,” he says between gasping breaths. 
Yes. Now. We’re eating outside, but you’ll have to wait until Mommy’s here.  I 

leave the boy moaning in the bed and slam the door. 
I go downstairs and finish preparing dinner, feeling downright gloomy and 

depressed. Ashamed. 
Ellen comes home, and I tell her about the incident, leaving out the worst of it. 
Isaac’s eyes are red, but he is smiling, bouncing down the stairs.   
“Bad job crying with Daddy,” he says. “ Mommy’s here.” 
We have a quiet dinner on the porch. 
The children enjoy some time with their mother. I go to bed early.   
I wake up in the morning to find my wife on the couch. Isaac is in bed with me. 

I shower and prepare a bath for him. When he takes off his clothes, I see bruises on his 
lower back. 
 

*    *    * 
 
Ellen was in her last year of law school when she became pregnant with Isaac. She 

was 33, and must have felt some pressure. Her younger sister already had a baby. I suppose 
there is never a perfect time for a woman who has a career. It seemed as good or as bad a 
time as any. But it turned out that Isaac’s due date was the same day she was scheduled to 
take the bar exam. She had to delay her exam date by six months.  

We lived in Ann Arbor, in a working class neighborhood far from campus. There 
was section eight housing across the street. In the evenings, a group of Vietnam vets would 
gather around a fire pit in their front yard. For a few months, a young couple lived next 
door. They kept a big black German Shepherd chained to a tree in the back yard.  

I was teaching high school in the exurbs north of Ann Arbor, full of McMansions 
and trailer parks. I would carpool in the morning with the Japanese teacher, a big goateed 
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guy who went to Japan after college to teach English. He came back to the states a few 
years later with a Japanese wife. I had a friend, another English teacher. We went fishing 
after school. He had all the fancy fly-fishing gear, but I caught just as many fish with 
worms and my $25 rod from Meijer.  

Throughout the pregnancy, Ellen and I took long walks along the Huron River. The 
path was thick with goose droppings. We would stop for ice cream on the way home. 

Ellen was studying for her law school finals, for childbirth, and for motherhood all 
at the same time. I remember driving around that summer looking at daycare centers. 

It was a frantic time, but in retrospect it was idyllic. Innocent. Hopeful. 
Ellen already had a job offer at a law firm in Cleveland. We spent a lot of time on 

our birth plan. She wanted a natural childbirth with no epidural. We worked on the 
breathing. We picked out the music.  

 She was going to make a lot of money. I would find a teaching job in the Cleveland 
suburbs, we would have a boy, and he would have all the advantages. 

I remember twenty-four hours in the birthing center, my wife’s screams, the music, 
the popsicles, the pain, the birth ball, the nurses who kept checking on us, encouraging, 
then backing out. Ellen had an OB/GYN whom she adored, and after twenty hours of labor, 
the doctor finally poked her head in. 

“It smells like birth in here,” she said.  
Some hours later, Isaac finally came. He had a lot of hair for a newborn, dark and 

thick. It had been a long and painful labor, but he was finally here, and he was ours, the 
receptacle of all our hope. 

 
*    *    * 
 

Sitting on the couch in the living room, I spot him sneaking into the kitchen, 
peering around the corner to see if anyone is looking. He wants to get into the freezer for 
some ice cream. He won’t get it this time, but he’s not going to give up. In the early 
morning he might sneak downstairs, open the freezer, and eat the rest of the ice cream 
before we even wake up. Tonight I might sleep on the couch so I can stop him. He’s likely 
to go for the pint in the morning. I want to be well-positioned for defense. But he may 
sneak by me and get ice cream before I wake up. 

Sometimes he runs to our room before sunrise and jumps into our bed, his face 
sticky and sweet, his hands coated with cookies and cream. “No steal ice cream!” he 
shouts, denying before we even accuse. He leaves chocolate handprints on the walls. We 
find his dirty ice cream spoon in the silverware drawer where he returned it, as if to gloat. 

You might ask why we keep ice cream in the house when we know he’ll do this. It 
is a reasonable question. But for one thing, we use it as an incentive; for another, we like 
ice cream. So does Anna. Why should the rest of us go without? In fact, we have gone 
through periods when we didn’t buy ice cream, but he would just raid the fridge for other 
things: leftover spaghetti, parmesan cheese, fresh tomatoes. Once I came downstairs to find 
half a dozen eggs broken on the counter. Sugar and flour were overflowing from a bowl. 
He was trying to make cookies. Another time, I came downstairs in the morning to find a 
pound of uncooked spaghetti soaking in a pot of water, a can of tomatoes and can opener 
on the counter. Thank God, he hasn’t figured out how to use the stove yet. It’s only a 
matter of time. 
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When we walk through restaurants, I ask him to put his hands in his pockets. I don’t 
want him to get all grabby and take an egg roll off someone’s plate. 

I know he’ll never starve. He’s so good at stealing food. Part of me wants to root for 
him. He’s a mischievous trickster…  the Roadrunner to my Wile E. Coyote. 

But of course we have to take this seriously, and it’s gotten worse as he’s gotten 
older. We can’t have him running around stealing food off of people’s plates. Timeouts 
don’t work. Spanking doesn’t work. So our current approach is to tell him that each time he 
steals food, he has to wait another day for his favorite foods. If you steal food, then no 
pizza, no spaghetti. If you do it again, no ice cream. 

And that does provide some deterrent. I can see him trying to restrain himself. But I 
can also see him eyeballing his sister’s plate after he puts his in the sink. He lurks around 
the table, waiting for an opening. And if he strikes, it had better be worth it. He knows he’ll 
have to wait another day. 

 
                *    *    * 

 
Isaac loves to be outside. If it’s muddy, that’s even better. He wants to go play in 

the back yard, where he’ll spend hours on the swing, or picking leaves, or digging in the 
dirt.  

One Saturday morning last summer, I looked out the window to see him sitting on 
the swing, holding something large and furry. He held it in his arms, stroked it, put his face 
to it. At first I thought it might be a stuffed animal, but it wasn’t. It was a dead raccoon.  

We yelled at him to put it down. Ellen called the doctor, who told her to give him a 
bath and monitor him for symptoms of disease. I used a shovel and flung the carcass deep 
into the woods. 

Frequently in the warm months, I’ll work inside and keep my eye on him through 
the window. Occasionally he might drift towards the woods or the front of the house, but 
we live on a very quiet street, so most of the time there’s no need to worry. 

But one afternoon last summer I looked in the back yard, and he had vanished. I 
looked around the yard, in all of his favorite spots, but he was gone. I got in the car and 
drove slowly around the neighborhood. I called the police. I called Ellen at work. And then, 
when I drove back up the driveway, he was there, wandering from the neighbor’s back 
yard.  

A police officer arrived a few minutes later. A backup car drove up and down our 
street. I apologized and told him that Isaac had just come home. The officer knelt down and 
gave Isaac a good talking to, told him never to wander off again. Such a talk from a police 
officer would certainly have put the fear of God in me as a child, but it was lost on Isaac. 
He smiled and reached for the shiny badge on the man’s chest. 

 
                        *    *    * 

 
When Isaac was two, we got involved in a study at Case Western. A social work 

student would teach me ways of engaging Isaac by imitating his actions. Researchers 
observed us in a specially-designed play area at the Mandel School. Rather than trying to 
get him to stack blocks or complete a puzzle, the social work student told me to follow his 
lead and crawl across the floor. They had two of every toy, so that while he played with 
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one, I could mirror his action. If he picked up a truck and banged it on the floor, I would do 
the same. If he opened the door of a dollhouse, I would do the same. If he laughed, I 
laughed. We really were a pair, the two of us, crawling and laughing and banging together. 
And it worked. More than ever before, I felt I was communicating with him. 

 
*    *    * 
 

I first read Of Mice and Men in my own tenth grade English class. I remember how 
smart I felt when I saw the parallel Steinbeck draws between Candy’s relationship with his 
dog and George’s relationship with Lennie. I raised my hand high to tell my English 
teacher all about it.  

As an English teacher myself for the last seventeen years, I have re-read the book 
probably a dozen times, and I have always loved teaching it. Steinbeck is masterful in 
developing our empathy for Lennie, in building our hope in the dream of living “off the fat 
o’ the lan’” and then building the tragedy to a crescendo by making it clear that the dream 
will never be, and that Lennie can not live in the world without harming others.  

When Candy says, “I ought to of shot that dog myself, George,” Steinbeck 
foreshadows George’s inevitable decision and points the reader in a particular interpretive 
direction: Lennie is like the dog because he is no longer useful to himself or others; he does 
more harm than good. George is responsible for Lennie, just as Candy is responsible for the 
dog. And we follow Steinbeck to the conclusion that since Candy regretted not having shot 
the dog himself, it must also be the right thing for George to shoot Lennie himself.  

At the end of the book, we are left with only two options: either George shoots 
Lennie or Curley does, and we all know that Curley will show no mercy. A merciful killing 
is certainly better than a lynching. No one can argue with that, right? 

For many years I taught this book. I accepted—and allowed my students to 
accept—that George’s choice was a moral one. Such is the power of Steinbeck’s novel that 
I never made the connection between its cruel message and my own cognitively disabled 
son. 

That is, until last year, when I had one particular student in class. She is a kid I have 
known for half her life. Her mother used to run the children’s services at our synagogue, 
and I would see her smiling face and frizzy hair whenever I brought my kids to temple. She 
knows my family, and she knows my son, and last year, when we discussed George’s 
decision to kill Lennie, and some of the kids argued that it was the right decision given the 
circumstances, she looked at me skeptically. 

“Mr. Davis, what do you think?”  
It wasn’t just that she asked me what I think. Students frequently want to know 

what the teacher thinks. It was the way she asked it. She looked alarmed. Worried. I 
thought I knew exactly what she was thinking. How could I, the father of a child with a 
disability, even imagine that it would be acceptable to kill someone like Lennie in any 
circumstance? What did this suggest about my attitude towards my own son? 

And I knew she was right, and that the other students in the class were wrong, and 
that Steinbeck was wrong, and that I had been wrong all of those years in teaching the book 
in the way I had. How could I teach such a book for so long? 

Perhaps it is not enough to stop teaching the book. Its argument has to be dealt with. 
Steinbeck gives us a false choice. Either George kill Lennie mercifully, or Curley and his 



	   14	  

gang will do so with vengeance. But this choice is the result of a lifetime of failure to meet 
Lennie’s needs. It tells the story of a fragmented, hateful society that has abandoned its 
weakest members. If someone like Lennie existed, a gentle killer, he became a killer 
because of the way he was treated all his life. 

Of Mice and Men must be placed in the context in which it was written. Steinbeck 
attended Stanford in the early 1920s, a time when eugenics was an ascendant ideology in 
American intellectual circles. He published the book in 1937, while the Germans were well 
into their genocidal experiment, but WWII had not begun. Steinbeck’s compassion for 
Lennie, Crooks, and Candy suggests a critique of these ideas, but he does not move beyond 
the basic assumption that some groups of people can not be fully assimilated into society. 
But that assumption is flawed, and it certainly does not belong in our contemporary world. 
People who are different can and must be assimilated. People with disabilities can get 
support so that they learn to function better. And most importantly, people with disabilities 
are rarely a threat to themselves or others.  

Contemporary statistics show that while individuals with disabilities are more likely 
to become both victims and perpetrators of crime, the risk is far higher that they become 
victims. Research has also shown that when people with intellectual disabilities commit 
crime, the crime is most often influenced by their prior experiences as victims, not by their 
disability. For example, those who have been sexually abused are more likely to abuse 
others, and those who commit violent crimes are more likely to have been victims of 
violence themselves.iv 

So while Of Mice & Men is successful in teaching empathy and tolerance, it fails to 
teach acceptance and hope. What good does it do to feel bad for Lennie if we are 
simultaneously led to the conclusion that he must die? And to the extent that the novel 
propagates the misperception that people with cognitive disabilities are dangerous, it does 
more harm than good.  

 
*    *    *  
 

    Frequently on the weekends, Ellen and I each take a kid and pair off. She and Anna 
might go to the mall. Isaac and I go for a walk in the woods or swimming at the JCC. If you 
spotted us, you might see me snapping at him: Take that out of your mouth; Don’t pick the 
flowers; Pull up your pants! You might see us wrestling or holding hands. You might hear 
us reciting one of his scripts. His voice is full of joy and mine with weariness for doing it 
over and over again. If I get a line wrong, he laughs.  

“You’re tricking me!” he shouts. And I have to repeat. 
We drive around, and I have to follow his rules. 
“Hear music!” and I plug in my iTunes. 
“Turn on Shaker,” and I do. 
“Park on the left side!” 
Of course. 
 

*    *    * 
 

As I write this, I am not paying attention to Isaac. He is sitting on the couch by my 
feet, looking at the timer on my phone. 



	   15	  

“Twenty more minutes!” he shouts. 
Anna’s camp is putting on a play tonight, and Isaac is eager to go. And it’s not the play in 
particular that Isaac is looking forward to, it’s the going, the inevitable next thing, whatever 
it may be. And while he wants attention, I am not always able to give it.  

“Almost done with the computer,” he says. 
No, I’m not. I’m working, and we’re not leaving for eighteen minutes, so please 

find something else to do.  
There will always be tense moments when I am driven to shout at him or to tell him 

to go to his room. His constant need for attention is often so consuming that I would try 
anything just to get him to be quiet and leave me alone to read -- or to write this -- for a few 
minutes. There will be times when I don’t respond to him in a healthy way, when I can feel 
the anger building inside me, and I struggle to treat him the way he deserves to be treated. 
     But then when he’s sleeping peacefully, mouth half open, sweaty and alive… He is 
the sweetest creature I’ve ever seen, and I want to make the world right for him and give 
him everything he needs. There will also be times when he makes me proud, and when I 
know that I’m doing right by him. We work nightly on basic skills: reading, writing, math. 
His progress is incredibly slow, but it is progress. From month to month, year to year, I 
know he is making gains that he would not be making if he did not have a father who cared 
as much as I do.  
 Like all children, Isaac is brimming with awe. When he picks a pair of leaves or 
flowers, pets an animal or digs in the mud, his unmediated sensory joy is admirable.  

Perhaps I am at my best as a parent when I stop trying so hard to change him into a 
normal kid… when I let go of my own schedules, my own routines, and allow myself to 
see the world through his eyes.  

Will he ever be able to read this narrative? Probably not. Will he ever be able to 
achieve the goals that Ellen and I had for him before we knew his diagnosis? Certainly not. 
But it doesn’t matter as much as it once did. I have come to learn that, as Slim told George, 
one doesn’t need to be smart to “be a nice fella’”, that every life is a miracle, and that there 
is great joy to be found in each small step towards independence. 
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