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About the Author

For my four incredible children —

who taught me everything I know

about patience, wonder, and love.

And for every child whose brain

works in a wonderful, different way.

This book is for YOU.

A Note to the Reader

Hey. Before we start — I want to tell you something important.

This book is not about fixing you. It is not about making you act more "normal." There are enough books in the world that try to do that. This is not one of them.

This book is about YOU — exactly as you are. Your brain. Your feelings. Your experiences. Your strengths. And the things that are hard, too — because those deserve to be named and understood, not hidden away.

My name is Leah. I'm a teacher, a consultant who works with children and their families, and the mom of four autistic kids. I've spent a lot of years listening to what autistic children wish more people understood about them.

This book is my answer to all of that listening.

In these pages, you'll meet Sam — a nine-year-old kid with autism whose life might feel a lot like yours in some ways. You'll learn real facts about how your brain works. And you'll find questions to think about and ideas to sit with.

Some parts might feel really familiar. Some parts might make you say: 'Wait — that's EXACTLY me!' Some parts might give you words for things you've felt but never been able to explain.

That's the whole point.

Ready? Let's go.

— Leah
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Meet Sam

Sam is nine years old.

Sam has brown hair that never seems to do what it's supposed to, a collection of 214 dinosaur facts memorized by heart, a specific cereal that is objectively the best (Corn Puffs, in case you were wondering), and a very strong opinion about the correct way to organize a bookshelf.

Sam also has autism.

This is Sam's story. But honestly? It might be yours, too.

Sam's Morning

Every morning, Sam wakes up before the alarm.

Not on purpose. It's just that when Sam's brain turns on, it turns on ALL THE WAY — like someone flicked a switch labeled GO and everything starts at once. Thoughts, sounds, plans, half-remembered dreams, and at least three interesting questions that immediately need answering.

Today's questions are: Do fish get thirsty? Why is the color blue called blue and not something else? If you could live underwater, would everything be quieter?

Sam lies still for a moment, feeling the texture of the blanket. Rough patches, smooth patches. A familiar pattern. It helps. Routines help. Sam knows this. Even the small ones.

The Shirt Problem

Getting dressed is more complicated than most people realize.

Sam's favorite shirt — the soft blue one — is in the wash. So today it has to be the other shirt. The scratchy one. The one with the tag in the back that sits right between the shoulder blades and feels, all day long, like a tiny piece of sandpaper glued to Sam's skin.

Sam's mom cuts out the tag with small scissors. The shirt is better. But there's still a faint ghost of irritation where the tag used to be, and Sam knows it will be there all day — a quiet background hum of wrong that most people would never even notice.

If you've ever had a tag that bothered you for hours, or socks that didn't sit right no matter how many times you adjusted them, or a texture that made everything harder — you already know a little bit about what it means to have a sensitive sensory system.

	"Some days my brain feels like it's running one hundred apps at once. Most of them are really interesting. But it can get a little loud in here."  — Sam



Sam's Room

Sam's room is organized in a way that makes perfect sense to Sam and approximately zero sense to anyone else.

The dinosaur models are arranged by era: Triassic on the left windowsill, Jurassic in the middle on the desk, Cretaceous near the door. Each one has a name. Sam knows all of them and can tell you interesting facts about every single one.

The books are organized first by color, then by how much Sam liked them, then by thickness. It is a complex system. It works perfectly.

There are two fidget toys on the desk — one textured for concentrating, one smooth for when things get overwhelming. They are not interchangeable. Please do not mix them up.

"My room is the one place where everything is exactly as it should be," Sam once told Sam's dad. Dad nodded and quietly stopped suggesting they 'organize' together.

The Bus

Sam doesn't love the school bus. It is loud. It smells like old seat foam and someone's banana that's been in a backpack since Tuesday. Every pothole sends a jolt through the seat.

Sam has a bus strategy: window seat, always. Headphones on. Dinosaur book open. Eyes forward. Breathe.

On the bus today, a kid named Jordan slides into the seat next to Sam. Sam braces. New people are unpredictable.

"Cool book," Jordan says. "Is that a Spinosaurus?"

Sam blinks. Nobody has ever identified a Spinosaurus from the side angle before.

"Yes," says Sam. "Most people think it's a T. rex. But the neural spines are completely different. Spinosaurus also had a crocodilian skull and was probably semi-aquatic..."

"I know!" Jordan interrupts. "I have fifty dino cards. I've been trying to figure out if Spinosaurus was actually bigger than T. rex."

"It was. By quite a lot."

They sit in companionable silence for the rest of the ride. Sam's shoulders, which had been somewhere near Sam's ears, drop back to where shoulders are supposed to be.

Maybe today will be okay.

	Think about it...

Think about your own morning. What are the small routines that help you start the day? What makes mornings harder? What makes them better?
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What Is Autism?

Okay. Time for some real facts.

Autism is not a disease. You cannot catch it. It is not broken. It is not something that needs to be cured. Autism is a different way of being wired.

The Operating System Explanation

Imagine two computers. One runs Windows. One runs a completely different operating system — let's call it SamOS. Both computers can do incredible things. Both can play games, write documents, connect to the internet, run complex programs.

But they work differently. Some things that are simple on Windows take more steps on SamOS. And some things that seem impossible on Windows? SamOS handles them brilliantly. It just sees things differently.

Your brain is SamOS. Neurotypical brains are Windows. Neither is better. They're just different architectures. The world was mostly designed for Windows users. That's why some things feel harder for you than they seem to be for others — not because you're broken, but because the instructions weren't written for your system.

What Autism Actually Looks Like

Autism affects different people in very different ways. That's why it's called a spectrum. But there are some common experiences that many autistic people share:

	Things that are often harder:

— Reading unspoken social rules

— Managing sensory overload

— Handling unexpected changes

— Knowing what your body is feeling

— Transitioning between activities

	Things that are often easier:

— Deep focus on things that matter

— Pattern recognition and logic

— Attention to detail

— Passionate, specific knowledge

— Honest, direct communication



This list is not the same for every autistic person. Some things on the 'harder' list might be easy for you. Some things on the 'easier' list might be difficult. That's the spectrum at work — there is no one right way to be autistic.

The Spectrum

People sometimes think of the autism spectrum as a straight line from 'a little autistic' to 'a lot autistic.' But that's not really how it works.

A better way to picture it is as a wheel with many spokes — each spoke represents a different area of autistic experience: sensory sensitivity, social communication, special interests, emotional regulation, and more. On any given spoke, a person might be highly affected or barely affected at all.

That's why two autistic people can seem completely different from each other. Both are autistic. Both are valid. When someone says 'You don't look autistic' — autism looks like a lot of different things. This is what it looks like on you.

	Did you know?  About 1 in every 36 children is autistic. That means in a school of 360 students, roughly 10 are likely autistic. You are definitely, completely, not alone.



Famous Autistic People

	Albert Einstein

Physicist who changed our understanding of space and time. He was a late talker and thought mainly in images.

Temple Grandin

Autistic scientist who revolutionized animal welfare. She thinks in detailed pictures and calls autism her superpower.

	Nikola Tesla

Inventor of alternating current electricity. Extraordinary focus, intense special interests, remarkable memory.

Greta Thunberg

Autistic climate activist who started speaking to world leaders at fifteen. She calls autism
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