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DIAGNOSIS: AUTISM

SPRING AND SUMMER, 1974
After a few years, the construction company Phil was involved 

with disbanded.  There were the “to be expected” disagreements 
with several members deciding they wanted to do other things, so 
everyone parted as friends and went about their own lives.  Phil 
decided to form his own business as a general contractor, and 
I became the “stay-at-home Mom”, trying to help him run the 
business from our house.  He was out everyday, all day, doing the 
physical labor of building homes, while I ran the office part of the 
business at home.  Once more our lives took on a semblance of 
normalcy and routine, although it was difficult to find “together” 
time.  He worked long hours and came home tired every night.  I 
also had my hands full chasing two toddlers, answering phones, 
and doing the paperwork required for running a business with six 
to nine employees at any given time.

It is impossible to know when the signs of trouble with Steven 
began to appear.  It would have been like watching a new flow-
er bud open or a seed sprout; the changes were so slow as to be 
imperceptible at first, but suddenly the flower opens, or the seed 
sprouts and starts growing, and you are fully aware of what is 
happening.  

There were little things at first that were easy to ignore.  Steven 
had started saying a few words before he had all of his surgeries, 
which happened when he was between the ages of 14 months and 
24 months; then he stopped trying to talk.  At his regular visits 
to the pediatrician, we talked about his slow development, but the 
pediatrician attributed it to the trauma of the illnesses and all of 
the hospitalizations.  In several of those hospitalizations, Steven’s 
hands had had to be restrained to the side of the bed so that he 
could not pull out the IV’s, certainly a traumatizing event for a 
two-year-old toddler who has no idea what is happening to him.  

I wanted to believe the pediatrician, that Steven’s slow devel-
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opment of language and social skills was a result of all of his 
previous medical traumas but the months passed and the two year 
old turned three.  He was still not talking.  I continued to deny 
to myself and others that there was a problem, stating that he just 
needed time to outgrow this stage he was going through. 

However, we started to notice that he often seemed unable to 
give us his attention when we were trying to engage him.  He 
also started to exhibit extreme tantrum behavior.  I knew what 
normal two-year-old tantrums looked like; Mark was now close 
to four years old, so I had been there, done that.  But Steven’s tan-
trums had a whole new dimension.  His crying was an ear-pierc-
ing scream, sounding almost like an animal instead of a little boy.  
And he could do it for hours at a time without a break.  He also 
exhibited an inability to entertain himself with normal play ac-
tivities, or to be able to play with other children in a normal way, 
including his big brother.  

As the tantrums began to take over our lives, I was forced to 
recognize that we had a problem, but what it was I didn’t have a 
clue.  I knew he wasn’t retarded because he could put together 
puzzles far above his age level and in a record amount of time.  
I also knew that even though he wasn’t talking, he understood 
everything I said because of his responses when I talked to him.  
As a student of sociology and psychology, I had studied a little 
about autism in school, but didn’t think that Steven’s behavior 
fit the picture I had in my mind from those brief studies.  I was 
picturing a child sitting in a corner, facing the wall, totally disen-
gaged with anything going on around him and making repetitive 
hand-wringing movements, or banging his head against the wall 
over and over completely unaware of any pain.  Steven had none 
of those behaviors.   

Months passed and the behaviors he did exhibit became increas-
ingly difficult.  Physically, Steven was extraordinarily strong and 
athletically adept.  He was able to climb a four-foot-high fence in 
our backyard and walk along the top of it like a tightrope.  We 
had an upstairs loft area that was open to  our lower floor and 
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supported by 10-foot-tall I-beams.  Steven was able to shimmy up 
and down those beams in order to get to the second story without 
using the stairs.  

He started to develop repetitive activities, one of which was 
playing with water.  He would pour a bucket of water from one 
container to another over and over again, laughing in glee as he 
watched it pour.  He was also fearless, with no concept of dan-
ger at all.  His obsession with water led to some pretty intense 
moments of fear for us, however, as he would run away from our 
house looking for swimming pools in the neighborhood, which 
were abundant.  And since he could seemingly scale almost any 
fence, he had no trouble entering a neighboring yard with a pool 
even though it was fenced.  

He developed some annoying behaviors too.  He would run 
around the house turning the light switches on and off for hours.  
He constantly opened the refrigerator door looking for sweets, 
and spilling the contents of the refrigerator onto the floor, with 
lots of broken jars and liquid spills for me to clean up.  I needed 
to go shopping at the grocery store and take the children with me, 
and this started turning into a nightmare trip for me.  Steven rode 
in the basket and grabbed at items as we went by, especially can-
dy or cookies, then had a tantrum if I said “no”.  His screaming 
was so intense that I often needed to leave the store before I was 
finished shopping.  I learned to take some candy with me in my 
purse, and whenever he opened his mouth to scream, I popped 
a candy in it to appease him, just so that I could get through the 
shopping trip.  

We were no longer able to take family outings, as the tantrums 
were too disruptive, especially in public settings.  He was ex-
tremely quick, and would be gone in a flash if you looked the oth-
er direction for even a second.  Over time it seemed as if we were 
captives in our own home, and we were more and more becoming 
slaves to Steven’s dysfunctional behaviors.  

Since he had no fear and no concept of danger, my days be-
came nightmarish just watching over him every minute of every 
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day.  He also seemed never to sleep and eventually took over our 
nights.  He wandered around the house at night, and we worried 
that he would go outside and become lost in the dark.   Our house 
was in a particularly dangerous location, as it was perched on a 
90 foot high bluff above the ocean.  Even though the play yard 
was on the street side with no access to the bluff, and we installed 
childproof locks on all of the doors and windows on the inside, 
Steven still managed to escape.  

One day the next door neighbor rang the doorbell in the middle 
of the day and told me that one of the children was on a ledge 
approximately 10 feet below the top of the bluff.  Of course it was 
Steven.  One misstep, and he would fall to his death below on the 
beach.  There was no time to do anything except try to reach him 
before he could, so the neighbor and I approached him carefully.  
The neighbor climbed down to him and handed him up to me.  I 
had thought he was in his room napping, but he had unlocked the 
window and climbed out.  

I was frantic about how to protect him, so Phil suggested we put 
bars on his bedroom window.  We also removed the interior door 
to his room and installed a heavy screen door that we could lock 
from the outside, so that he was unable to come out of his room at 
night or nap time, but we could still see and hear him.  

On another occasion, after we installed the bars, a low-flying 
helicopter was buzzing the beach in the middle of the night shin-
ing a searchlight up and down the bluff.  Our bedroom window 
faced the beach, so the light woke us up, and made us wonder 
what was happening outside.  Less than half an hour later our 
doorbell rang, and we were greeted by two Sheriff’s Deputies.  
They asked if we had a disabled child in the home, and if we 
knew where he was.  My heart stopped.  Could Steven have pos-
sibly gotten through that barred window and fallen off the bluff?  
I raced to his room to check on him, and thankfully he was there 
and sleeping soundly.  With relief we informed the officers that 
he was okay and asked what had prompted their search.  Appar-
ently a neighbor whom we didn’t know personally, was aware of 
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Steven’s presence in the neighborhood.  She had heard loud cry-
ing noises on the bluff and called the Deputies thinking it might 
be Steven.  It turns out that it was a cat or cats, but still we were 
grateful for her concern and their response. 

The stress was taking a toll on our marriage.  Phil was working 
ever longer hours, and I suspected he simply didn’t want to be at 
home because it was too stressful.  I was exhausted at the end of 
the day, so our communication turned into a review of problems 
at night, not much fun for either of us.  The more he was gone, the 
more I felt angry at the lack of support, and so things continued 
to deteriorate.  It finally reached a point where I told him I was 
finished, that I would take the kids and go home to Denver until 
I could re-group my life.  He voluntarily sought out a marriage 
counselor, and so I stayed and we agreed to work on our prob-
lems.  

We were both left wondering whatever had happened to our 
lives.  We had started out with so much hope and so many dreams 
for our future, and here we were with shattered lives discussing 
a divorce.  The saving grace is that we both loved our children 
and had deep concerns about their future if we did not stay to-
gether.  Even if we didn’t love each other at that place in time, we 
both still cared about the other.  It was mainly that we were both 
exhausted and we didn’t know what on earth we could do to “fix 
it”.  The one thing we did know is that we had to find out what 
was wrong with Steven and get him some help.  So we agreed to 
stay together and continue to work on our family problems.  As 
of this writing, we are still together after 49 years of marriage.  
Miraculously, we have survived the storms and chaos of living 
with autism.

FALL, 1974  
In the summer of this year, my wonderful sister and her doctor 

husband had been to our home for a visit, and had observed first-
hand Steven’s behavior.  They had not rendered an opinion as to 
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what they thought was wrong, but at about the time I was at the 
end of my rope, Madelyn sent me an article from a recent medi-
cal journal describing the latest research on autism.  The article 
went into explicit detail about the symptoms, various tests that 
had been conducted, and the latest research on innovative treat-
ment methods.  The further I read, the more I cried, as it was very 
clear that Steven was in fact autistic.  Madelyn and Marvin had 
known after they had stayed with us, but hadn’t wanted to be the 
ones to tell us, at least not then.  They wanted us to seek an expert 
opinion and also to find some help for Steven and ourselves.  I had 
been trying to convince myself that it couldn’t possibly be true, 
how could that happen to us?  Hadn’t we already “paid our dues” 
with his severe physical problems?  But now I really had to face 
the truth, and in some ways it was a relief to finally know what 
we were dealing with.  

The article in the journal described the work of a world re-
nowned expert in autism, Dr. Ivar Lovaas, who was conducting 
studies at the UCLA Neuropsychiatric Institute.  He had obtained 
grants for his study and they were accepting patients.  Within 
days I had scheduled an appointment for Steven to be seen at the 
clinic.  In order for him to be accepted in the study, I needed to 
take him to Los Angeles for about six visits scheduled one or two 
weeks apart.  This was a small price to pay for being able to ob-
tain this expert help, so we agreed without hesitation.  

However, getting back and forth to Los Angeles with Steven 
was no easy task. Just as he was an escape artist at home, he 
was also a Houdini about getting out of his car seat; he had no 
compunctions about opening a car door while we were in mo-
tion.   Phil had to work and was unable to accompany me on most 
of these trips, as it took all day.  That meant I had to be able to 
contain Steven in the car seat for the two hour trip down, and the 
same for back home again while driving in LA freeway traffic.  I 
had to stay in the far right lane as much as possible in case I had 
to suddenly pull off the freeway, which did happen on one of the 
trips.  There were no child locks on the car doors as these had yet 
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to be invented, so I tried to tie him securely into the car seat, but 
he still managed to open the door on one occasion.  

The tests were finally finished; I had given volumes of medi-
cal records to the clinic and answered pages of questions about 
early development and behaviors.  Steven had undergone hearing 
tests, vision tests, blood tests, IQ testing and multiple psycholog-
ical tests.  Although we did not speak to him directly, Dr. Lovaas 
had completed an observation session of Steven’s behavior.  The 
verdict was in, but I already knew what it was and I was anxious 
to talk about the treatment.  

Yes, Steven was classically autistic.  There was no ambiguity 
about the diagnosis and no sugarcoating the prognosis.  Steven 
was now 3 ½ years old, and if he didn’t begin talking before the 
age of four, the prognosis was dim; he would likely need to be 
institutionalized eventually, as he probably would not be able to 
function in normal society.

UCLA Neuropsychiatric Institute had an inpatient unit and 
wanted to keep him there for six months so they could begin a 
treatment plan.  I couldn’t imagine leaving my child in the hos-
pital again, so options were discussed.  Phil and I knew about an 
outpatient treatment facility in San Diego and wanted to try that 
first.  Yes, the staff at UCLA knew about the Los Niños Center, 
and believed it was a good quality treatment center and would be 
an appropriate alternative for him.  They encouraged us to enroll 
him in that Center. 
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Our new house - Solana Beach.

Steven scaling backyard fence.
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Steven playing. 

    

Steven’s backyard and water fascination.


