From Bangalore to LA: Now,

and cognitive skills and has no
kmicsm cure.,

Like: all autistic children, Tito
leamed to sit and walk such as
other babies. But by the time he
was 18 months old, he was show-
ing signs he was not “normal™—
preferring to remain aloof and
refissing to talk. Atage 3, doctors
told Soma Mukhopadhyay (an
engineer ) her sonwas autistic,

Where others would have

Soma decided that
wasn't the answer. In methods
that many call controversial, she
began teaching Tito day and
night, ceaselessly prodding him,
refusing to let his mind rest or
stray. When Tito indicated he
would rather crawl up in a cor-
ner, she would fordbly take him

refusing 1o let him eat until he
could do o. In his book, Tito
saysshe oftenbeat himup.
Somanever doubted herson
could learn, and it may have

made all the difference; Along
the way, she made up other
methods, much like most moth-
ers.of autistic children i India
are forced to do for lack of ex-
pert care. With Tito's father
away working in another city,
Soma played music to him, read
him books—Aesop’s fables,
Dickens, Shakespeare—and
then demanded he write stories
of his own.

Tito Twe years
ago, his first the Si-
lence, was published, compiled
of his writings af eight and 11.
While the 134ear-old's commu-
nicative skills remain undevel-
oped—he finds it difficult to talk
and hear at the same time, or
pick up a pad and pen till his
mother urges him to—all this
changes when Tito wrtes. "1
need towrte,” the boywrote re-
cently. “Tt has become part of
me. I am waiting to get famous.”

The bookwas to enstre that.
Tt caught the attention of Portia
Tverson, a screemwriter, Emimy
Award-winning art director and
the mother of a 10vear-old

autistic son, Dov. She and her
husband, Hollywood producer
Jon Shestack (Air Force One),
are behind Cure Autism Now
(CAN), the largest private sup-
porter of autism research in the
US. CANsponsored Soma and
Tito's move to Los Angeles in
Julby 2001 and continues to sup-
port them. The approach Soma
used with her son also got a
name—Rapid Prompting
Method, or RAM. Since then
the mother and son have beenai
the centre of constant media
and scientific attenfion. Few
come away unimpressed. Scien-
tstswho have tested Thiosay he is
for real, and defies all the as-
sumptions made so far about
autism.

Mary Barua, the founder of
the New Delhi-based Action for
Autism who has interacted with
Tito, callshim “a fascinating boy
with an amaring mind”, Acoord-
ing to her, he shows that many
people with autism: have very
bright minds trapped inside
their bodies.

In other wonds, Ferson sy,

a Hollywood story

Tito answers the questions of
many parents like herself who
want to know what their chil-
dren are going through but can't,
Questions like why do autistic
children flap hands, why don't
they make eve contact, why do
theyrock?

“When [ was 4 or 5 years
old.” Tite wrote once, T hardly
realised 1 had a body except
when I'washungry orwhen T re-
alised I was standing under the
shower and my body got wet 1
needed constant movement,
which made me get the fecling
ofmy body... Every movement is
a proof that T exist. 1 exist be-
cause I canmove,” Scentists sy
autistics have difficulty framing a
body map,

Tito has also told them peo-
ple with autism choose one sen-
sory channel, and that he chose
hearing He attends to the
sounds of language and to oral
information, which may help ex-
plain his gift for poetry. Vision,
fior him, is painful. Another time,
hewrote: “The shapescome first
and then the coloar, I it moves, 1

hive tostart over agam.”

While researchers continue
to study Tito, more and more
parents are approaching Soma
to help them with their autistic
children. Reports say they have
been thrilled by the results, Fver-
son gives the example of own
son Dov, who has started speak-
ing full sentences since Soma
took him under her wings. Iver-
son savswhen she asked her son
recently what he wais doing all
these vears when he wouldn't re-

spond to her, Dov pointed out |

letters tospell: “Listening.”
Tito wouldn't be surprisec.
Asked once what he thought the
biggest misperception that peo-
ple had of autism was, he said:
“That they don’t have any un-

Un Tiio's homepage, asmall
poem elaborates more:

“Aworld of such can'titbe/

With acceptance and love,
not sympathy/

My story could touch if your
heart/

My hope’ would get that |

precious reward.”



