The Autistic Boy  By Leon Phease

I pointed out to my mother what it was I wanted on the menu.

  “Can I have that?” I asked

  “Alright, pass the menu here,” she replied and held out her arm for it. I gave to her.

  I looked around. There were paintings of scribbled lines on the walls. I didn’t know what was so special about those sorts of paintings; it seemed to me that a six-year-old could have drawn them. 

  I looked at my mother. She was talking to a waiter, presumably ordering our food. I watched the waiter walk back, behind the counter. A buzzing noise came from behind it and I automatically looked towards the door. A pretty woman had walked in and was leading a boy by the hand toward an unoccupied table. The boy broke from her grip and ran back towards the door where he had come from. I thought that he was going to run back outside but he stopped and reached for something. 

  A moment later the entire restaurant was plunged in darkness. 

  A moment after that the lights had come back on.

  Then the lights went back off.

  The boy was obviously playing with the light switch. I watched in the darkness as the woman ran toward the boy and pulled him away from the wall, turning the lights back on while she was doing it.

  The restaurant was filled with light again.

  The boy started screaming at the top of his voice, not unlike a toddler might have done. He struck out at the woman, scratched her, kicked her, bit her and struggled to get free. She held on though with what must have been a grip like a vice. ‘What was wrong with the boy?’ I wondered to myself. Around me people were obviously wondering the same thing.

  “What a strange boy,” murmured an old woman that was sitting at the table next to ours.

  “I wonder what’s wrong with him?” asked the old man that was sitting next to her.

  At the table on the other side of ours, there was a younger man who wasn’t quite as nice as they were.

  “What a retard!” he came out with, rather abruptly. 

  The boy had now finished his tantrum and was sitting down at the table. I was amazed at how expressionless his face was. After I had a tantrum I was always sulky and angry for at least an hour afterwards. This boy was very different. Perhaps he was a retard. 

  “My son is autistic.” The woman that had gone in with the boy explained to the crowd of people that were staring at their table. That settled it. The boy was a retard.

After my mother and I had finished our meal and were driving home I asked my mother a question.

  “What does autistic mean?” I asked.

  She launched into an explanation about mental illnesses.

  “So that means that that stupid boy was a retard,” I said.

  “No it doesn’t. The boy was probably not stupid at all. He was different, yes, but he can’t help being different. He has different needs to you and me but that doesn’t give anyone a right to call him names.  He should be treated with the respect every human deserves.”

  For the rest of the car trip I thought about what my mother had said. It made sense; the boy couldn’t help being different. He couldn’t help being strange and I was sure that if he had a choice then the thing that he would want most was probably to be normal. That wouldn’t be strange at all.
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