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An Introduction to Life on the Bridge

by Cian O’Clery

When we were given the green light to produce a US version of Love on the Spectrum, the chance to make the series for the biggest possible audience, it was exciting but also a fairly daunting challenge. Would we be able to tell the dating and relationship stories of autistic adults in a way that would resonate with audiences the way the Australian series did? With a character-led series like this, the casting is everything.

Casting for our series means finding people who are engaging and entertaining—people a large audience will care about and want to follow along on their dating journey. Some people were skeptical that we could find people who were as likable, honest, and unique as our Australian cast.

When Kaelynn wrote in to us and we had an initial video call with her, we knew straightaway that she would make a great cast member for the new series. She was vibrant, engaging, whip-smart, and funny. And she was honest, real, and humble, qualities that aren’t so easy to find among people applying to be part of a television show.

But where Kaelynn really stands out is in her deep understanding and awareness of autism in all its diversity and complexity, and in her ability to communicate in a way that is really accessible and interesting.

All of this is to say, we enthusiastically invited Kaelynn to be a part of Love on the Spectrum. She would be an important part of our inaugural US season, which went on to win three Emmy Awards, including the award for outstanding casting for a reality program.

Kaelynn brought so much to the table when it came to filming the series. She continued to surprise (and impress) me the more I got to know her. From filming her and her best friend Gracie swiping through the endless fish pics on men’s Tinder profiles to hearing her tell the story of a date walking away when he found out she was autistic, she showed such a great combination of lighthearted wit as well as depth and poignancy.

The most meaningful film projects take audiences beyond just entertainment—and if we can shift perspectives and challenge misconceptions while keeping people engaged, that’s something we can be really proud of. This is what I hope Love on the Spectrum has been able to do, in large part thanks to Kaelynn for being such a strong voice in the inaugural US series, with her ability to talk about her experience as an autistic woman in a way that doesn’t ever feel earnest or preachy.

What we didn’t anticipate was just how profoundly Kaelynn’s participation would impact audiences around the world, or how her voice would become such a powerful force for understanding and change within the autism community.

The response to Kaelynn’s participation in the series has been overwhelmingly positive.

She has shared that messages to her poured in from autistic women who saw themselves reflected in her story. Some wrote that watching her made them cry because they had never seen someone so relatable to them. Mothers of autistic daughters reached out to say their children looked up to Kaelynn and admired her courage. These weren’t just fan messages—they were testimonials to the power of authentic representation and to the hunger for authentic portrayals of neurodivergent lives. Kaelynn filled a void that many didn’t even realize existed until they saw her story unfold.

When I first met Kaelynn, she was looking for love and having trouble finding someone she connected with and who understood her and vice versa. But instead of just participating in a dating show, she wanted to be part of something that could help audiences understand the rich diversity within the autism community. She wanted to show the world that we can’t make assumptions about somebody because of a label, that everyone is beautifully complex and different. This understanding, this sense of purpose, is what makes Kaelynn such an exceptional autism advocate.

Not only does Kaelynn eloquently express her personal experience with autism, but her larger understanding of the incredibly varied experiences of autistic people through her work as a therapist makes her a true expert, even though she would never call herself one. Her gift for communicating in a way that is both engaging and insightful is truly impressive, and seeing her find her advocate’s voice and grow her social media presence, followed by the publication of this book, feels like it was always going to happen.

When we first went into production on Love on the Spectrum US, many portrayals of autism in the media featured white men with extraordinary intellectual gifts, perpetuating a myth that autistic people are savants with special abilities. Kaelynn represented something different: a young woman who experiences autism in ways that don’t fit neat narrative boxes. Her presence on the show challenged viewers to expand their understanding of what autism actually looks like.

Refusing to present autism through rose-colored glasses, Kaelynn also doesn’t minimize the challenges she herself faces with executive functioning and social skills. Instead, she presents a complete picture, one that includes both struggles and strengths, both difficulties and triumphs. This honest portrayal has been such a positive inspiration for many viewers who finally saw their own experiences reflected on-screen. And it’s this honesty and understanding that make Life on the Bridge such a great read. In our series, we only had time to touch on some of Kaelynn’s incredibly deep understanding of what it means to be autistic. It is a dating show after all. I’m so happy she has chosen to share her knowledge by writing this book, packed full of insights, advice, and personal experience.

Kaelynn’s qualities made her an extraordinary participant in Love on the Spectrum, and they make her an equally extraordinary author. Her voice, her perspective, and her willingness to share her truth have already changed countless lives. In these pages, readers will encounter that same authenticity, that same commitment to truth-telling that made her such a compelling presence on-screen.

As you read this book, I encourage you to approach it with the same openness that Kaelynn has shown throughout our collaboration. Any part I may have played in amplifying Kaelynn’s voice is something I’m really proud of, but of course all I did was recognize her talents. I’m deeply appreciative that she participated in the show and helped make it into the beloved series it has become.

Life on the Bridge reminds us that representation matters, that diversity within communities is something to be celebrated rather than homogenized, and that the courage to be vulnerable in service of others is one of the most generous gifts a person can offer. As an advocate, Kaelynn doesn’t demand that people change their entire worldview overnight. Instead, she invites them to consider new perspectives, to question their assumptions, and to embrace the beautiful complexity of neurodivergent lives.

The conversations we need to have about autism, about love, about acceptance and understanding, all begin with voices like Kaelynn’s—authentic, honest, hopeful voices that refuse to be diminished or categorized. I’m honored to have worked with her, and I’m excited for readers to experience the depth of insight and humanity that she brings to every conversation.

Cian O’Clery

Cocreator, Showrunner, and Director, Love on the Spectrum












Part I Framing Our Bridge

Airline cabins seem a strange place to consider bridges, but today that’s what’s happening. Settling in for a flight, I’m thinking of barriers in our routes and bridges over them. Common destinations with different travel plans. Because of my autism, flying often overwhelms me with sensory input and disruption of routine. But on my way to talk to an audience of service providers from my personal and clinical experience as an autistic autism professional, I’m flying first class for the first time.

A first-class seat adds a new perspective. So much more physical space! Apple juice in hand before the wheels go up. Fewer people. Better food. Softer seats. A long list of benefits creates a simpler, easier trip. While I relax in a cushy seat, I’m considering the fact that many people have never flown any other way. A second fact? An even larger number never will. These realities and truths are far apart, but I wonder if I’m the only human on the plane thinking about why.

First class costs a lot more money, obviously a big factor for most of the world’s population. First class also has fewer seats available. Finances aside, time, schedule, and availability play roles. It’s not a given that someone flying coach can’t afford first class. Maybe they found out only three hours earlier that a relative was dying and they’re taking the fastest route to get to them, whatever the available seating happens to be.

Several miles below me, other people might be making the same journey by car. Are we all going to Philadelphia? Apparently so. Are those down there on the road driving because they can’t afford even the regular airfare? Or are they doing so because they like the scenery, the schedule flexibility, and the autonomy of deciding the travel plan details themselves? Or because they want to travel with their dogs? Or because they’re afraid of planes? Obviously, I’ll never know all the factors.

Why am I in first class today? A software glitch I didn’t plan on plopped me here. Random chance changed everything, making my current reality very different from that of those traveling seven feet behind me—or seven miles below.

Autism isn’t so different from long-distance travel. Are we all doing life’s journey? Sure. But how and why are subject to vast variation, some within our control, some not. I am coming to you from my life on a bridge situated between groups with widely varied needs. I’d like to coax you to better understand autism through that framework: myriads of factors, unknown causes, broad divisions, and individual differences. And I’d like to help you bridge the gaps between.






Chapter 1 My Journey

According to the clinicians who diagnosed me, I was never going to read a book, forget writing one. My mother knew I was different, starting at a very early age. I’ve always struggled with keeping friends, tolerating change, and sorting through sensory input. My mom brought up concerns about autism to the pediatricians, but I like to joke that in the 1990s girls couldn’t catch autism, which is why I was diagnosed later in childhood. My list of academic challenges grew so long that when I was ten my uncle paid for extensive academic and psychological testing, resulting in a lengthy list of diagnoses, including autism and various learning disabilities.

Fate has a great sense of humor. My birthday happens to be on April 2. If you’re synched with the autism community, you probably recognize that date as World Awareness Day, World Acceptance Day, World Fill-in-the-Blank-with-the-Proper-Word Autism Day. I was diagnosed with autism in 2007—the very year when World [insert preferred term] Autism Day was established. My position as an autism advocate sometimes seemed a bit inevitable—a lifelong journey across bridges between contradictory gaps.


	I didn’t read my first book independently until I was fourteen, but by age twenty-seven I was writing one.

	My inability to do math beyond a third-grade level helped prevent me from attending college, but I frequently speak to college faculty about how to help their students.

	I was diagnosed as a child, and now I work as a therapist delivering autism services to other children.

	I am language-abled but spend time each week with those who are severely language-challenged.

	I live with neurotypical roommates and have a full-time job, but I require support to pay my bills and manage my schedule.

	I can dress up in an evening gown and make a presentation to a ballroom full of people, and I can have head-banging meltdowns in my closet.

	I reach millions of people through my social media, but I have very few personal friends.

	I was fortunate enough to have my life revolutionized by Project Hope Foundation, and now I work for it, trying to mirror its magic for others.



Others might marvel at these broad gaps, but I try to create routes across them. I’ve come to realize that I am not stuck in any of these worlds, but can travel between them. My goal in writing this book is to help others also “bridge the gaps.”

Probably my most significant bridge-crossing happened at age thirteen when I joined Project Hope Foundation’s school for kids on the autism spectrum. With the foundation’s encouragement, I soon became a peer mentor and discovered that I could interact well with children, especially those on the spectrum. With its responsiveness to individual needs and preferences, Project Hope developed an internship for me to work toward various goals in helping the teachers.

After receiving my high school diploma, I began more formal training and became certified as a registered behavior technician, qualified to provide therapy in clinical settings. I’ve been on staff with Project Hope since age eighteen. My clinical experience is wide, ranging from teaching individuals who use a device to communicate basic needs to those who are refining their ability to engage their peers in discussions of Star Wars. I’ve provided community, home, and clinical support for clients with extensive histories of dangerous behavior, and I’ve worked with adults with higher-level social and executive functioning skills. I’ve worked with clients as young as three and as old as twenty.

In 2022, I had the opportunity to participate in the Netflix series Love on the Spectrum. That experience opened several doors for me, but unfortunately, none of those doors had a boyfriend behind it. That said, one of those “opened doors” led to the expansion—really, the explosion—of my social media reach. Before Netflix, I had a decently large following on Facebook. After Netflix, I quickly realized that I needed to expand content beyond fun memes into more substance. I’ve dedicated my entire social media presence to the most authentic autism and behavior analytic information that any single individual could hope to provide. After several years of trying to package actionable information into sixty-second formats, I decided to compile some of my life-on-the-bridge learnings into a book format, hoping to make the content more accessible to those of you who are interested.

If you’ve taken the trouble to start this book, you probably already know that autism is a spectrum—a broad one. If you are the one on the spectrum or someone who cares about someone on the spectrum, you may know quite a bit about that particular place on the spectrum. But are you willing to take the next step?

The complexities of autism create a broad variance of perspectives—from individuals to families, professionals, and also the public. I’ve dedicated my life and career to creating bridges of understanding among those groups. I want to maneuver on the bridge to build some broader understanding for all. I want each of us to understand the others to enhance quality of life and everyone’s ability to find solutions for challenges. To make that happen, we’re going to need to do a deeper dive into what autism is . . . and what it’s not.






Chapter 2 What Autism Is Not

If you haven’t already done the requisite internet search for “what is autism,” let’s save some time. Here’s the short answer. Autism is a complex neurodevelopmental condition. That means it’s not any of the following:


	Bad parenting

	Poor self-discipline

	A personality disorder

	A trauma response



While certain corners of the internet might have you believe that autism is just a set of personality quirks, I can assure you that’s far from the truth. Online content creators, myself included, have an incentive to show you, the viewer, the most relatable struggles and differences. Having a reason to show a watered-down version of reality doesn’t inherently mean that all online content surrounding autism is not genuine. When a toddler asks for apple juice and you fill the cup with 65 percent juice and 35 percent water, you’re still giving them juice—just diluted.

I don’t want to water down your juice unnecessarily since, if you’re reading this book, I have to assume you truly want a better understanding of autism. So my responsibility is to give you what you actually need rather than what you might like to hear. That starts with a realistic understanding of the condition itself. To get there, you’ll need to keep a core concept in mind: No simple list of answers exists. Neurology is complex; therefore, so is autism. An accurate understanding of autism will always juggle degrees of affect, symptoms, and ability—exactly why we call it a spectrum. From principles of therapy to mere definitions of terms, there’s almost nothing on which everyone agrees. We’ll circle back to the variations shortly, but first, here are a few more entries for the “what autism is not” side of our list—from my perspective, at least.


Lost Car Keys: Not Invisible

“I can’t find my car keys, so they are invisible,” said no one ever! We sometimes can’t find something because we don’t know where to look, not because the thing has magically become invisible. The same principle applies to autism. Just because you can’t see my disability doesn’t mean it’s invisible. My autism is visible to those who know what to look for. But like searching for lost car keys, if you don’t know where to look, you may not find it at first glance.

All disabilities are visible to those who experience them, even if an untrained eye doesn’t immediately recognize an issue. Professionals who treat disabilities can certainly see them. Believe me, no disabilities are invisible to the people who have them. They’re intrinsic to our lives, daily factors that affect every action, and they’re a crucial part of who we are. That’s the absolute opposite of invisible!



Wishful Thinking: Not a Superpower

It’s common, especially online, to hear people say that autism is a superpower. I consider that statement misleading and problematic. It carries a built-in assumption that all autistic people have superhuman savant skills. While a few may have those skills, 90 percent do not. The genius stereotype harms valid understanding because it misrepresents what most autistic people are like. A common saying is that if you’ve met an autistic person, you’ve met one autistic person. We’re all incredibly different from each other. Saying that autism is a superpower ignores the individuality that’s basic to the autism spectrum. The phrase dismisses the fact that autistic people face countless challenges because of their condition.

As an example from my own experience, yes, I am in a unique position in that being autistic is an advantage in my work as a therapist and an advocate. I believe my autism helps me connect with my clients and powerfully advocate for others. However, saying that “autism is a superpower” is far too big a generalization. That’s just not how most people experience their condition. This is one of those things that comes down to opinion and experience and that of course will vary for each person. So hear me, please, when I say that, yes, autism sometimes has its perks—it absolutely does—but routinely describing it as a superpower simply doesn’t do our stories justice. If you wouldn’t use a particular phrase to describe any other group of people, you probably shouldn’t use it to describe autistic people.



In Need of Life Jackets: Not “Just a Little Difference”

“Autism isn’t a disability; it’s just a little difference.” I can’t tell you how much that statement makes me want to scream in frustration. From my perspective, we all get thrown into the pool of life. Some people, maybe the majority, figure it out and swim safely to the side without drowning. They may sputter for breath, they may have unorthodox form, but they make it. They may swim a little differently than those who benefit from having a swim team coach, but they will survive. Some of us, however, despite our best efforts, will simply sink to the bottom. We can’t conjure up a different stroke on our own. We require life jackets to give us, you know, life!

Despite hearing this phrase for years, I still can’t understand the mindset. Far too many people, both autistic and neurotypical, actually are out there claiming over and over that “autism isn’t a disorder . . . it’s just a difference!” Before you start sending me meltdown emails, ask yourself this: Why is it such a problem to see autism as a disability? By law, disabilities have to be accommodated. Differences do not! Having a disability isn’t necessarily good or bad. It just is. Being female isn’t necessarily good or bad. It just is. Sure, there are complications, but the thing itself is not the problem. Do you know what is the problem? Navigating those complications without the support of a life jacket—without accommodations—because we’ve advocated ourselves out of what little support already exists. Saying “it’s just a difference” enough times might eventually catch up with us. Insurance companies and public resources are always looking for ways to cut funding. Within those screwed-up systems, differences aren’t accommodated. Disabilities are!

[image: A drawing of a life jacket with the text “safety first”]






Chapter 3 What Autism Is

For some autistic people, feeling “just a little different” may represent their personal experience. But I think for most of us that phrase leads to huge misconceptions about the reality of our lives. Which leads me to some thoughts about what autism actually is.


Getting Technical: A Developmental Disorder

Autism is characterized by symptoms that usually appear in the first two years of life, which makes it a developmental disorder. For starters, let’s get specific—and technical. The diagnosis of autism comes from the criteria laid out in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association 2013), commonly referred to as DSM-5. Here’s the part of the section that applies to our discussion.


Diagnostic Criteria 299.00 (F84.0)


	Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts, as manifested by the following, currently or by history (examples are illustrative, not exhaustive; see text):

	Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity, ranging, for example, from abnormal social approach and failure of normal back-and-forth conversation; to reduced sharing of interests, emotions, or affect; to failure to initiate or respond to social interactions.

	Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviors used for social interaction, ranging, for example, from poorly integrated verbal and nonverbal communication; to abnormalities in eye contact and body language or deficits in understanding and use of gestures; to a total lack of facial expressions and nonverbal communication.

	Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships, ranging, for example, from difficulties adjusting behavior to suit various social contexts; to difficulties in sharing imaginative play or in making friends; to absence of interest in peers . . .





	Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities, as manifested by at least two of the following, currently or by history (examples are illustrative, not exhaustive; see text):

	Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech (e.g., simple motor stereotypies, lining up toys or flipping objects, echolalia, idiosyncratic phrases).

	Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of verbal or nonverbal behavior (e.g., extreme distress at small changes, difficulties with transitions, rigid thinking patterns, greeting rituals, need to take same route or eat same food every day).

	Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus (e.g., strong attachment to or preoccupation with unusual objects, excessively circumscribed or perseverative interests).

	Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment (e.g., apparent indifference to pain/temperature, adverse response to specific sounds or textures, excessive smelling or touching of objects, visual fascination with lights or movement).







My purpose here is finding a bridge from a clinical understanding of autism to a practical understanding. Over the years, many professionals and agencies adopted subcategories of autism but then later discarded them. With the 2013 update, the DSM-5 introduced a three-tier system as a modifier to an autism diagnosis with the goal of identifying the level of support an autistic person requires based on their strengths and weaknesses. The language describing the levels is vague and subjective.


	Level 1: “Requiring support”

	Level 2: “Requiring substantial support”

	Level 3: “Requiring very substantial support”



The DSM-5 attempts to clarify these terms by providing a few examples. Later, in chapter 18, I’ll provide some additional examples pulled from my interaction with hundreds of autistic people.

While some are still questioning whether the distinctions offered by the three levels of support are actually helpful, they are here, and they are officially recognized by medical providers. If you’re of the opinion that specifying the level of support required by a person’s autism diagnosis is unhelpful, my advice to you would be to propose your alternative to the medical community. They constantly make updates. (Remember when Asperger’s syndrome was a thing?)




Getting Personal: Where “My Kind” Fits on the Spectrum

Technical and medical definitions aside, my hope here is to draw more attention to some factors that most casual topic explorers are not seeing online. Autism is a really broad spectrum with many variances, many rates of progress, and many differing needs. Decades ago, a common misconception was that everyone with autism was extremely affected, unable to communicate, often institutionalized . . . and onward the stereotypes would go. However, in our modern autism community the most vulnerable now have the least representation, and on social media we’re not seeing equal representation of the autism spectrum. If you can speak your native language fluently, learn a variety of social rules, and keep yourself safe without adult supervision, but occasionally punch yourself in the head when things go wrong, you might have the “just a little different” type of autism. But if you can’t express yourself reliably, struggle to understand lots of language concepts, and occasionally bite the nearest person when you have a headache, you might have the “disorder” type of autism. Those of us perceived as “just a little different” are featured in movies, documentaries, and theatrical productions. But those of us perceived as “disordered” are featured only in medical journals, at therapeutic conferences, and in case studies. The correct term—the term we need to be talking about a lot more—is “profound autism,” which is defined as exhibiting minimal communication, having an IQ of less than 50, and requiring twenty-four-hour supervision.

I know what you’re thinking—that only a small portion of those on the autism spectrum are profoundly autistic. Except that, according to a study recently cited by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), that’s simply not true: 26 percent of autistic people fit the criteria for profound autism (Hughes et al. 2023). By definition, most profoundly autistic people are not using or being represented on social media in the traditional sense. Just because you don’t see people like them as much as you do people like me doesn’t mean that they aren’t real or aren’t important. The spectrum concept allows profound autism to be as much a part of their reality, their personhood, as my kind is for me.

What kind of autism do I have? What kind of autism leads a person into a career doing therapy for other autistic people? I have the kind of autism that makes people say, “Everyone’s a little autistic.” I have the kind that makes others my age ask themselves, “I wonder if I have more than just ADHD?”

I have the kind of autism that seems to make people around me carefully examine their own idiosyncrasies. Often, after hearing me talk, people scurry off on a web-based journey of self-discovery. I genuinely hope they find what they’re looking for. But I suspect that what they find out about autism may be pretty different from the kind of autism I have. My form of autism is different enough to be noticed, but not so noticeable as to make me seem out of place in an average social context. The takeaway is that some people might say I’m a little odd or quirky, but certainly not what they think of as “special needs.”

As a toddler, I had enough repetitive behaviors, meltdowns, and rigidity for my mom to notice, but I had too much language ability for pediatricians of that day to be willing to label me as autistic. That misconception held until my pervasive academic and social failures grew severe enough that, by age ten, my family called in a team of professionals. Said team emerged from several days of testing with a forty-six-page document labeling me as having learning disabilities—and autism!

What kind of autism did they find? They found the kind that makes me seem somewhat similar to you. I also often say out loud what others are thinking. I have a systematic and methodical approach to just about everything, and I’m a firm believer in following rules that aren’t stupid.

Just like you, right? Maybe. Or maybe not. To those on that journey of self-discovery, allow me to offer a bit more insight.

I have the kind of autism that, during puberty, accidentally installed a metaphorical emergency-eject button in my brain. When stressors pile up, my autism has a quirky way of convincing me to slam my head into the nearest drywall to make the anxious thoughts stop, even if just for a moment. Whether I’m at work, visiting a doctor, traveling on an airplane, or at home in my room, the eject button stays present and functions just the same, regardless of the social setting or the number of people around me.

I have the kind of autism that keeps my closest relationships restricted to family and my roommates, unlike most young adults, who start forging multiple intimate connections with people outside their household. I don’t really “do” acquaintances or casual friends.

I have the kind of autism that tells me I’m not going to be okay if I fail to go to the grocery store every Sunday, carry my water bottle with me up to the mirror whenever I check my outfit, use only one color of plastic cup per week, turn on only the dresser lamp in the morning, and sit in my closet after work.

When I “say the quiet parts out loud” and everyone laughs—maybe because they wish they’d had the guts to say what we all were thinking, or maybe because they’re shocked by my audacity—a few people will sometimes remark, “The more time I spend around you, the more I wonder if I’m autistic.” Funny
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