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Defusing the Meltdown 

By:  Anne Galliano 

A few days ago, our family was putting together a 550 pc. Mario Bros. 

puzzle Santa gave Rory, my son with Autism for Christmas. As it was 

near completion, we realized there must be a few pieces out of place. 

My husband, Eddy and  I tried to figure it out, but it was an area of 

blue sky where the pieces have no significant differences, so it was 

taking some time. Rory was getting very upset; he wanted it done 

NOW!  Some of you with children with autism know how this 

goes...he just kept getting more upset & obsessed with finishing it, 

"fixing the ultimate error". I had him take deep breaths to try to calm, 

tried to distract with other activities, offered a car ride: "Yes, when the 

puzzle is complete!"  Finally, Eddy offered him french fries, only if he 

went for the ride immediately (so Eddy could figure it out without the 

pressure of a crying, “cycling”, panicky boy.)    

Of course, in the car, he could not forget about it. He was still visibly 

upset & continued asking when we were going home & when it would 

be finished. I practiced patience but just saw him getting himself more 

worked up regardless. I tried something that worked previously in a 

similar situation: "Rory, I know you are upset & want the puzzle 

finished. So do I. But you have to stop crying & getting yourself more 

& more upset. You have 5 more times that you can ask me that 

question. After #5, you cannot ask again. If you do, you will have time 

out from your computer." He asked 2 more times as I held my hand up 

demonstrating 5, then 4, then 3...then, he stopped. Although he 

stopped, I felt bad. I wondered what else I could do in these situations 

that would help him calm himself, help him handle his emotions, but 

not feel dismissed. There have been times WE (parents & family) get 

so stressed that we have threatened to throw the item away. Sometimes, 

he is ready to do just that, to be over with it, get rid of that anxiety of 

not having something "fixed" or complete. 

- continued on next page 
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I texted an adult with Autism I have been blessed to meet through our 

ASD support group. I asked if he had this issue as a child, and if he 

could recommend anything to help because I felt helpless. He 

responded that he understood, he used to get that upset and have that 

much anxiety over certain things. He told me, "I understand. He's a 

good kid and keep letting him know that. When I had anxiety people 

close to me acted like they had no clue why I was upset. Make sure he 

knows you're proud of him."  

Part of me felt proud because we do tell him those things. But I made a 

point of telling him right then. That this was a very hard thing to deal 

with, and he was doing it. He stayed with me and shopped until I was 

ready and that was hard, I know.  I told him he was a great kid, that I 

was proud of him and he should be proud of himself. He stayed calm all 

the way home & never asked once.  

Of course, when we got home, he peeked through the glass of the front 

door to check on the progress. Thanks to dad & especially sister, Layla, 

the error was corrected and the puzzle completed. Rory said he was 

ready to throw it in the trash if it hadn't been. 


