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Yitzchak 
Calderon with 
a friend on a 
fishing trip

To Pass with 
Flying Colors
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I
’m a single mother of two chil-
dren. My son Yitzchak is 14, and 
my daughter Rivka is 13. 

When Yitzchak was a tod-
dler, he didn’t make eye contact 
and had a vocabulary of only 

a few words. He was evaluated, and we 
found out that he’s on the autism spec-
trum. At that time, I didn’t know what 
I would end up dealing with. Yitzchak 
looks perfectly normal. It’s only when 
you interact with him that you can tell 
he’s di!erent. 

My daughter Rivka was born when 
Yitzchak was 11 months old. As she 
developed, I started to worry because 
many of her behaviors were similar to 
Yitzchak’s, but Rivka was even more 
withdrawn. We had her tested and 
discovered she has a much more severe 
form of autism. Yitzchak can take care of 
himself to some extent. Rivka is depen-
dent on me for basic needs. I have to 
watch her even though she’s been taught 
how to do things for herself. For exam-
ple, she knows how to brush her teeth, 
but if I don’t supervise her, she’ll eat the 
toothpaste. 

I don’t have any family nearby. "e 
Coral Springs community is friendly and 
warm, and we are often invited out for 
Shabbos meals, but, day-to-day, I’m the 
one carrying the responsibility of caring 
for them. And I’m doing it on my own. 

"ey’re getting bigger now. Yitzchak 

On the night before Erev Pesach, 
the community of Coral Springs 

ignored their to-do lists and 
stayed out all night searching  

for a missing child.
As told to Devorie Kreiman 

by Miriam Calderon

is taller than me; Rivka is almost my 
size. Children on the spectrum tend to 
be very strong. "ey have great physical 
power and no clue how to manage it. 
I’ve learned some techniques from their 
therapists to manage their behavior. 

I trust in Hashem. I really do. But, at 
times, raising the two of them is terrify-
ing.

Yitzchak is a handsome boy and so 
polite and respectful that he charms 
everyone who meets him. He’s always 
approaching people and o!ering, “Can I 
help you?”

"e problem is that he doesn’t under-
stand the social norms of kids his age. 
He’s very literal. If someone says some-
thing sarcastic or makes a joke, he gets 
upset. I spend a lot of time explaining 
sarcasm and humor to him. I take apart 
the comments to show him that the per-
son who said it didn’t mean to be hurtful, 
and I show him how jokes are funny. It’s 
slow going, but he’s making progress.

I’ve heard that a lot of people on the 
spectrum are unable to show emotion. 
Yitzchak is the opposite; he’s gentle and 
sensitive. He takes everything to heart 
and becomes sad easily. When boys start 
up with him at school, he doesn’t #ght 
back. He stays quiet, and afterwards he 
cries to me. 

Teenagers can be di$cult. Teenagers 
with special needs can be even more dif-
#cult. In the last few months, Yitzchak 
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other times when we’d been out and 
I’d gone ahead of him into our apart-
ment and he’d followed me. But on that 
Wednesday he didn’t come in.

I went outside to where he’d been 
standing on the sidewalk, but he wasn’t 
there anymore. I looked up and down 
the block; there was no sign of him. I 
started to drive around on the streets 
near the apartment. I went out to the 
main road, to all the stores where we 
usually shop, then to all the routes we 
take. Still nothing. I drove back to the 
apartment, hoping that he’d come home 
while I was out. I went inside and called 
his name. !at’s when I noticed that he’d 
taken his doggy bank. Half an hour had 
already passed since he’d gotten out of 
the car. I called 911. 

Two police o"cers came to my apart-
ment and took a report. !ey asked me 
where we’d gone that day, where he likes 
to hang out, and who his friends are. 
!ey sent o"cers to those places. I told 
them that Yitzchak likes to walk very 
quickly. 

On Wednesday afternoons, Chabad 
of Coral Springs runs a food drive. !ey 
pack boxes of food—donated from 
farms, organizations and stores—and 
give them out. !e cars line up around 
the Chabad House, and as they pull up, a 
package is placed in each car. 

!ey hire the police department to 
manage the tra"c for the food drive. 

During the food drive that day, one of 
the police o"cers told Nechama Gut-
man, the social services director for 
Chabad of Coral Springs, that there was 
a call about a missing child. !e police 
thought Yitzchak might have come to 
the Chabad House because I told them 
that he’s close with the rabbis and feels 
at home there. Nechama asked for the 
name of the missing child. When she 
heard that it was Yitzchak, she started 
to look around for him. But he wasn’t 
inside or on the grounds of the Chabad 
House. 

I realize, now, that I should have post-
ed something on the community What-
sApp. I told myself the police are looking 
for him, and he’s probably hiding close by; 
he’ll be home soon. !ere was no need to 
make a whole tumult. I was also embar-
rassed. !is was our problem—mine and 
Yitzchak’s—and we’d sort it out. Why 
get everyone all worried? Especially since 
it was the night before Bedikas Chametz. 
And, here’s the main issue: I hate to be a 
burden. 

Big mistake! 
If only I’d reached out to my commu-

nity right away. 
At about 6:00 p.m., Yitzchak walked 

right past a man who davens in the shul. 
!e man saw him but had no idea that 
the police were searching for him, so he 
didn’t stop him. 

I learned a valuable lesson from this: 

I HEARD HELICOPTERS 
SEARCHING FOR HIM. 

THEY WERE USING 
DRONES AS WELL, AND 
A REWARD HAD BEEN 

OFFERED.

has been pushing boundaries, and the 
two of us have had some stormy epi-
sodes. He can be very stubborn; he gets 
that from me. I’m trying to see the funny 
side of sharing a stubborn streak with 
my children. 

Yitzchak is still respectful when he 
speaks to me, but he’s started to pull 
away and keep secrets. I know this is 
what teenagers do. I’m trying to teach 
him how to be a good and honest per-
son, so I have to discipline him. At the 
same time, because he’s so literal and 
sensitive, if I say something like “I’m 
disappointed in you,” it devastates him. 

On Tuesday night before Pesach, he 
broke an important rule. I reprimanded 
him and took away a privilege. He said, 
“I’m going to leave. !en you won’t have 
a boy who doesn’t behave.” He told me 
he was going to take his money and live 
on the streets. He has a little bank in the 
shape of a dog with about $30 in it. 

We argued again on Wednesday, 
the day before Bedikas Chametz. !at 
afternoon, I took Yitzchak and Rivka 
with me on some errands to prepare for 
Pesach. As we were leaving the house, 
I noticed that Yitzchak was carrying 
his little doggy bank. I told him to put 
it back. But when I turned around to 
help Rivka on her shoes, he snuck it out 
under his shirt. 

Wednesday afternoon, a little af-
ter 5:00, I stopped at a red light right 
around the corner from our apartment. 
Both kids were in the back seat. I heard 
Yitzchak unbuckle his seatbelt. He said, 
“Goodbye, Rivka” and got out of the car. 
He just stood there on the sidewalk. !e 
light turned green. !ere were two cars 
behind me. Yitzchak knows how to get 
to our apartment from there; it’s just 
a few feet away. I parked the car. I was 
sure he would follow me. !ere had been 
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A community is not just a collection of 
people who happen to live near you. A 
community is family. Had I let them 
know earlier, Yitzchak would have been 
found right away.

Nechama called and asked for permis-
sion to post on our chat and on the chats 
of nearby communities that Yitzchak was 
missing. Within minutes, cars pulled up 
to the Chabad House to join the search. 
Nechama has worked with the police 
department for years and knows many of 
the o!cers. "e captain on duty came to 
the Chabad House to direct the search. 
Nechama started a separate WhatsApp 
just for this search so everyone could stay 
in touch. Coral Springs doesn’t have its 
own Hatzalah or Chaverim, but mem-
bers of Hatzalah and Chaverim of South 
Florida heard the call and showed up. 
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"e volunteers divided the city into 
a grid and assigned search areas. Some 
searchers went up and down the streets 
in their cars. Others went on foot, 
knocked on doors, and looked in alleys 
and backyards. "e manager of our 
apartment complex opened the pool 
gate, and people went over that area very 
carefully. "ey checked the front, back 
and sides of all the apartments. "ey also 
looked in the bathrooms and dumpsters 
of places he liked to go. "ey climbed 
fences to get into nearby parks and 
checked benches in case he’d decided to 
lie down somewhere. A thorough search 
was also conducted in Coconut Creek, 
where Yitzchak goes to school. 

My friend Mindel came to sit with 
me, and Nechama called to check on 
me again. I asked her if I should come 

to the Chabad House, but she said, “No. 
Stay home. When Yitzchak comes back, 
you’ll be there.”

I heard helicopters searching for him. 
Someone told me the searchers were 
using drones as well, and that reward 
money had been o#ered. 

It occurred to me that Yitzchak has 
never crossed a street by himself. I’m 
always with him. Even when he walks on 
his own, he waits at the corner for me to 
cross with him. What if he ran into the 
street without looking? 

A few hours passed on the scariest 
night of my life. I felt like I would go 
out of my mind. Some of the women in 
the community came and sat with me. 
"ey told stories about the challenges 
of raising their own teenagers and some 
of the hair-raising stunts their kids had 
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or knocking on doors in the middle 
of the night. A homeowner could feel 
threatened by the intrusion and do 
something dangerous. 

A group of about 40 Israelis came 
from an organization called Yedidim. 
I’d never heard of them. !ey asked me 
what songs Yitzchak likes. I told them, 
and they played his favorite songs on an 
ice cream truck that went up and down 
the streets, hoping to draw him out if he 
was hiding somewhere. !ey also put on 
kid-friendly T-shirts so he should feel 
comfortable coming to them. !ey rode 
mini-motorcycles on the banks of the 
water and between buildings. 

I watched the clock. I knew that when 
a child is missing, the statistics get worse 
and worse as time goes by. And 24 hours 
missing is a bad mark to reach. We were 
getting too close to the 24-hour mark, 
too fast! 

I thought about Yitzchak Avinu and 
how his father Avraham was ready to 
give him up. !at scene of Avraham 
and Yitzchak played in my mind on a 
constant loop: Avraham willing to sac-
ri"ce his son, and Yitzchak willing to be 
taken. And I trembled. Maybe Hashem 
was putting this into my head as a way 
of telling me that I was going to have to 
give up my Yitzchak. I talked to Hash-
em, “If Avraham was willing to give up 
his son, his only son, who am I not to? 
But, please, please… I want him back.”

I’d always loved the name Yitzchak—
the one who brings laughter. !at was 
my Yitzchak. He likes to make me smile. 
Even in his bratty teenage stage, he likes 

I’VE NEVER FELT SO 
MUCH LOVE IN MY LIFE. 

IT’S A FEELING I WILL 
NEVER FORGET.

said those two perakim over and over. It 
gave me some hope. But there was a part 
of me that was panicking: What if what I 
want doesn’t match what Hashem wants? 

A few more hours passed. !e rabbis 
and rebbetzins from Chabad came to  
my house. After they left, they stayed  
in constant touch, calling and encourag-
ing me. 

I felt frozen, like I couldn’t feel any-
thing at all. 

Someone started a special Whats-
App Tehillim group. It was very active 
throughout the night.

I forgot to feed Rivka. Mindel asked 
her what she wanted to eat. Although 
Rivka doesn’t have many words, she does 
know “pizza.” Poor kid, she was starving 
and ate six slices. 

When I "nally settled Rivka into her 
bed, she didn’t want to go to sleep be-
cause Yitzchak wasn’t there. She doesn’t 
have the words to express herself, but she 
was clearly agitated. 

By now there were a few hundred 
people, Jews and non-Jews, out on the 
streets looking for Yitzchak. If he’s in 
Coral Springs, they would have found him 
by now, I thought. And if he’s no longer 
in Coral Springs, where could he be? How 
did he get there? !e dogs should have 
tracked him by now. If they didn’t, then 
it meant he’d gotten into a car.

I felt the panic take hold of my entire 
body, but I couldn’t cry. 

At about 1:00 in the morning, the 
police called o# the foot search because 
they felt it was unsafe for civilians to be 
in strangers’ backyards shining $ashlights 

pulled o#. I guess they were trying to 
distract me. I listened, but in the middle, 
I grabbed one of the women and lost it, 
screaming, “Where’s my boy?! Bring him 
back!” 

!e police o%cers came back to ask 
me more questions. !ey wanted to 
know if Yitzchak has a cell phone. (He 
does, but it was at home.) !ey asked 
if he knew how to get onto a bus or a 
train (I told them he has no idea how 
buses and trains work). I told them 
Yitzchak has an excellent sense of 
direction. Once he goes somewhere, he 
can always "nd his way back. 

No one said it was my fault or made 
me feel guilty for leaving him on the 
sidewalk. !ey searched every inch of my 
apartment three times. 

!e police collected video surveil-
lance from people’s video doorbells and 
from stores, restaurants, gas stations 
and buses going in and out of Coral 
Springs. !e manager of our building 
gave them access to the footage in and 
around our building. Looking at the 
video, I saw the bulge in Yitzchak’s shirt 
and realized how he’d snuck his doggy 
bank out of the house. 

!e o%cers told me they were bring-
ing dogs to join the search and needed 
items that belonged to Yitzchak to 
track him by his scent. I picked up his 
pajamas to give to them, but they said, 
“Don’t touch it. Once you touch it, it 
has your scent too.” 

I said Yitzchak’s perek of Tehillim, 
number 15, because he’s in the 15th 
year of his life. !is perek describes him 
perfectly: “He walks uprightly…he did 
his neighbor no harm…” I also said perek 
121, “From where will my help come? 
My help is from Hashem… !e Guard-
ian of Israel doesn’t sleep. Guarding us…
By day… by night…” I thought of my 
boy, alone, in the middle of the night, and 
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and suspected that he needed help. 
!ough the guard hadn’t known there 
was a search going on for him, he had 
called the Miami police, and they’d rec-
ognized Yitzchak as the boy who had 
gone missing from Coral Springs.

Yitzchak had been entertaining the 
police o"cers who came to pick him 
up. It was a special mazel that they had 
a unit dedicated to people with autism. 
April is Autism Awareness Month for 
many of the Florida police departments. 
!ey focus on raising awareness and 
training their o"cers to identify and 
communicate with people with autism. 
!e autism logo—a colorful puzzle—
represents the range and diversity of 
individuals on the spectrum. !e police 
department has a squad car wrapped 
with the autism logo, and they gave 
Yitzchak a police pin with the logo that 
he could use to let people know he has 
special needs.

It was miraculous to hug him. !ank 
you. !ank you. !at’s what went 
through my mind. !ank you. 

Yitzchak wanted to talk to the rabbis. 
He really respects them. I was so glad 
they’d come along. 

!e details of where he’d been all 
night and what happened to him took 
a while to put together. Morah Baila 
drove him from the starting point and, 
together, they traced his entire route. 

Mindel took me for a little walk 
outside the apartment. As we walked, I 
brushed away the worst-case scenario 
and went back to asking, to hoping, to 
believing. But there was that lapse when 
I allowed the worst-case scenario in. 
For a moment, I let go.

!at’s when my phone rang.
It was 2:10 on !ursday afternoon, 

just over 21 hours from the time 
Yitzchak walked o#, when a police o"-
cer called from a Publix supermarket in 
Miami and said, “Ma’am. Did you know 
that your son is missing?” 

My heart started to pound very hard 
and fast. “Of course! What’s going on?” 

He said, “We have your son here. He 
gave us your name and phone number.”

!e rest is an emotional blur. I asked 
them to send me a photo of Yitzchak so 
I could make sure it was him. !ey did. 
I asked to speak to Yitzchak. He didn’t 
want to take the phone. !ey put me 
on speaker. I said, “Yitzchak. Yitzchak. 
Talk to me.” And he said, “I thought 
you were still angry at me.” 

I told them to take care of him, not to 
let him out of their sight, and I got into 
the car with Mindel for the hour-long 
ride to Miami. !e Chabad rabbis drove 
there too. So did Yitzchak’s morah, 
Morah Baila.

I found out that an alert security 
guard at Publix had noticed Yitzchak 
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when I’m happy. 
My phone kept buzzing with texts 

of support and o#ers to help. I’ve never 
felt so much love in my life. It’s a feel-
ing I will never forget: the warmth of 
being held. 

And the terror. I’ll never forget that 
either.

More hours passed. Morning light 
came. Some of the people in our com-
munity had been driving up and down 
the streets in our city and in neighboring 
cities all night. Nechama told me that 
the foot search was back on. Now I was 
begging Hashem: “He’s been out there 
all night, and I don’t know if he’s okay.”

!ursday, early afternoon. I wondered 
what we would do. Pesach starts tomor-
row. How would we have Pesach? How 
would all the families in my community 
manage? Instead of preparing for Pesach, 
they were out searching for my boy. And 
what if it was too late? 

I knew I should keep my thoughts 
positive. I tried. But as we got closer to 
the 24-hour mark, I started to bargain 
with Hashem: “I want him back. But if 
that’s not meant to be then at least let 
me have his body back. Don’t let him 
disappear without a trace.” 

People were all over my apartment: 
taking care of Rivka, cleaning, kashering 
and turning over my kitchen for Pesach, 
and bringing food.
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!at’s the hardest part. He’s so blunt, 
so black and white, that it’s a challenge 
to process this with him. Every time we 
discuss why he left, he says that he didn’t 
want me to have to live with a son who 
misbehaved, so if he was gone, I’d no 
longer be angry. It hadn’t crossed his mind 
that I would be frantic, and that the entire 
community would stop everything and go 
out to search for him. He’s still surprised 
when I bring it up. I explain this to him 
again and again: “Yitzchak, you matter 
so much, to me and to everyone here. If I 
get angry at you or you get angry at me, 
we talk about it. We’re a family. You don’t 
walk away from your family.” 

On Pesach, the stress and anguish  
of those 21 hours hit me hard. How easily 
this story could have had a di"erent  
ending. I cried and cried. But I made 
sure to explain to Yitzchak that I wasn’t 
upset at him, that I was just dealing with 
a lot of feelings. It’s important that he 
understand this and not feel guilty about 
causing me pain. 

I’ve learned to let people in. I’ve always 
kept my kids with me. Because of their 
special needs, I felt it wasn’t fair to send 
them out to other people’s houses unless 
I was with them. But after that night I 
was approached by friends who said they 
wanted to give me a break. Nechama’s 
husband has been taking Yitzchak #sh-

Yitzchak had walked 17 miles, all the way 
to Deer#eld Beach. He’d said Shema as 
he walked and asked Hashem to protect 
me and Rivka. He’d gotten on a train to 
Miami. He’d had a few dicey moments—
a gang of boys threatened him and a 
homeless man robbed him—but he was 
unharmed. I pictured all the Tehillim, all 
the tears, all the hope of our community 
forming a protective circle around him. 

!e two of us had a lot of talking to do.
I learned so many lessons. I learned 

 that Hashem’s kindness shines on us. I 
won’t take that for granted. I learned 
 that my community—and the greater 
community beyond our city—was there 
for me in ways I’d never imagined. As a 
single mother, used to doing things on my 
own, I know, now, that when people tell 
me that they care, they mean it. Even on 
Erev Pesach.

I’d been underestimating my son’s abili-
ties. I didn’t think he knew how to make 
a plan, cross a street or take a train. My 
stubborn, smart boy showed me that he’s 
capable of going where he wants to go. 
I plan to use this to help him gain some 
independence, but not before he under-
stands how to use his abilities, because 
even though I talk to him a lot about 
things, his mind works di"erently, and he 
still doesn’t really get the seriousness of 
what happened.

ing. He loves it. 
After Pesach, I went to Chabad to 

toivel some new things. I happened to 
get there during the Wednesday food 
drive, and Yitzchak was interested in 
what was going on. When Nechama of-
fered to include him among the volun-
teers, I wanted to say no. !ere would 
be a lot of people, a lot of action, and I 
couldn’t bear it if he was lost again. But 
Nechama gave me her word that she 
would watch him, and that the other 
sta" members would also keep an eye on 
him. Nechama’s parents, who love him 
dearly, promised to keep tabs on him  
as well. It was di$cult for me to leave 
him there, but I knew it would be good 
for him. Yitzchak spent hours happily 
carrying boxes and putting them in 
people’s cars. I called Nechama and her 
parents a few times during the food drive 
to check on him, and each time Ne-
chama said, “I have a clear view of him. 
He’s doing great.” 

When I came to pick him up, he said, 
“Mommy, I love this job.” 

He wants to do it again. I’ll have to  
allow it. It’s not going to be easy, but 
that’s part of parenting. We do whatever 
we can to keep them safe. And when 
they’re ready—with te!llos to Hashem—
we step back and let them do all the 
good they can. O
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