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Dedicating this book to every SEN parent or carer who has fought, and continues to fight, for acceptance and understanding in the face of daily ignorance. I see every single one of you, and your beautiful, incredible children, who make the world a better place.




Too severe for mainstream

Too severe for mainstream,

Not severe enough for SEN school.

Don’t help them when they’re failing,

Don’t catch them when they fall.

They’re in a million pieces

When they hit the ground.

Too much damage has been done;

Some pieces can’t be found.

So, what becomes of the children,

The ones who are in between?

Forced into mainstream classes,

But rarely ever seen.

The ones left out in corridors

Or put in rooms alone.

The ones who make it there at all,

As many can’t leave home.

The noise and the rules

Prove too much for some,

But no one cares about problems

That don’t disrupt anyone.

Stuck in a system

That is clearly out of date.

A child with disabilities

Must just accept their fate.

‘We are inclusive here,’ they say,

But the rules can’t be amended.

If you step out of line because of your needs,

Sadly, you will be suspended.

There’s no special treatment here;

Everyone’s treated the same.

Your autism isn’t an excuse, you know –

It’s your attitude that’s to blame.

And the world wonders why

Mental health problems are on the rise.

Because children are forced to go through school,

Hiding behind a disguise.

Never allowed to show who they are,

Keeping struggles hidden within.

Putting academics above well-being

Is where the problems begin.

School strips our kids of hopes and dreams,

Of being big believers.

The hardship of hidden disability –

No one understands the SEN-Betweeners.




INTRODUCTION

If you have purchased this book, I imagine it’s because you have an autistic child. Or maybe your friend does? Maybe you are a teacher? Maybe you are neurodivergent yourself? Whoever you are … thank you for being here. And if you are looking for something a bit sexy … I’m sorry but you are lost. There is nothing sexy about this story, I promise you.

Alternatively …

What this story is, however, is honest and raw. You could think of it as a journal of my life so far, raising autistic children, in particularly, the in-between children.

Firstly, I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Lisa. I don’t usually get to say my own name, so this feels like a bit of a treat. To most people, I’m simply Finley or Poppy’s mum, but I’m still an actual person – though I do have to remind myself of that sometimes.

What can I say about myself? I’m a content creator – God, I hate saying that; it sounds so twatty – but this is where my main income comes from now, so that’s what I am. I run social media pages called ASD with a G&T.

I would like to think my following has grown because I help others by creating relatable content about autism, but I am not so sure. It could be that I am just a pillock who can’t dance, and for some reason, people enjoying watching that. I actually started social media properly when I broke my foot and couldn’t get around. I started talking about my life, and a lot about autism and realised there are many people out there in the same position as me:

Completely fucking lost.

In the world of parenting, you soon realise that parenting autistic children is very different, and the rule book goes out the window. I mean, I am totally guessing there is a rule book for neurotypical kids, but in all honesty, I don’t know as I have never raised one.

Anyway, this leads me on to introducing the ones that have flipped my world upside down. The real stars of the show.

The one who came into this world angry from the minute he was here (literally crying as his head was out of my hoo-haa, but his body wasn’t) is my boy, Finley. Fin is 11 now, though you could mistake him for a 15-year-old as he is so tall. He is intelligent and teaches me things all the time, especially about the natural world. A follower of rules, often very serious but also has a great sense of humour, with a lot of sarcasm. No idea where he gets this from. I blame his father.

And then we have Poppy, our very own Rapunzel who absolutely hates her long hair. The wild child. Poppy is seven, head strong with an incredible imagination. She believes the rules were made to be broken, or better, completely ignored.

Both autistic and both complete opposites.

If you also have autistic children, you have possibly heard ‘they don’t look autistic’ or ‘they seem fine to me’. Maybe you have been told ‘they must have mild autism’ or the old favourite ‘everyone’s a little autistic’.

Having two autistic children, I have heard this too often and even from teachers, so I have wondered over the years why people say this – surely not everyone is a dick … I don’t think.

No, surely not.

I have come up with some conclusions.


	The media is to blame for a lot. We have grown up with films like Rain Man showing non-verbal autism but picturing them all as geniuses. Don’t get me wrong, Rain Man, in my opinion, was an incredible film and from watching that film, I learned about autism for the first time. But it did portray to many people that autism is like that, and only like that.

	People don’t understand that many autistic people can ‘mask’; that is, cover up their autistic traits to appear neurotypical and blend in. People think of the spectrum as mild to severe, much like as on a scale. From one to ten, how autistic are you? A one? Oh, you are fine then. Just a touch of the ‘tism.

	People see autism as a negative, so they feel that saying they don’t look autistic is being kind when in fact, it’s just telling us that we are going crazy.

	Like I said earlier, some people are just dicks.



The problem is, when you hear this over and over, you start to actually doubt yourself. Maybe they are not autistic = maybe they just really love routines! … and flapping … and hate eye contact … Maybe, I actually tricked all the professionals somehow into believing they were autistic too. Maybe, I am the one going crazy and they are fine. But why would I do such a thing? Why would I try to fool everyone into thinking they are autistic?

Even our children will try and fool us. They will suddenly have a good day. They will interact lots and even give eye contact. They will try new things, even nibble on a bit of cheese off my plate and you will ask yourself was it possibly just a phase? Did I overreact? Then the next day will come with a very different energy. The soul-destroying meltdowns will start, and you think yep, there it is. Definitely autistic still.

To be honest, I’m sure they do it to fuck with us. They have done this to me so many times at the doctors. At home they are near death’s door. They have been ill for days and don’t show any signs of getting better. I remember one time Poppy didn’t eat for days, she just laid on the sofa lifeless (which wasn’t like her at all), so I booked an emergency doctor’s appointment and explained the situation down the phone to them. They managed to book us in for an appointment in an hour’s time. Now anyone that goes to a GP in England will know this is literally unheard of, in fact you may be wondering if you picked up a fiction book while reading this now, but I assure you, this happened.

So, we headed to our extreme emergency appointment, me carrying a very quiet and sleepy Poppy with me, thinking she might end up in hospital for some time.

Literally as we stepped through the doors to the waiting room, something took over Poppy and she was possessed by the spirit of a really well child. The most fucking healthy child you could ever meet.

She was suddenly running up and down the corridor, making the patients laugh. They thought they were just coming to see their GP; they weren’t expecting to get a bloody show as well. She was hanging off the arm of a chair as if she were some kind of deranged acrobat that had been locked away for the last five years.

As I am considering leaving, we are called into the doctor’s room and I slowly and sullenly drag my child, who is now acting like a gorilla on speed into the room with me. I instantly begin explaining that she was not like this five minutes ago, she really was at death’s door, while the doctor stares blankly at me, judging me for this waste of emergency time. So, like I say, I am pretty sure they do this to just screw us over sometimes.

Anyway, this is skipping massively ahead to the actual diagnosis, which we know can take years – if you are lucky. Some kids sadly go through their whole school life struggling, being told they are naughty, stupid or simply being ignored as being incapable and disruptive.

Looking back now, I was one of those. The one who bunked most of school and was caught many times having a fag in the woods behind the school gates. I am ashamed to say that I was disruptive in class and answered back to teachers, but I really didn’t want to be that way. I was depressed at such a young age wondering why I didn’t fit in anywhere, so I think the acting out was a mask, so no one really knew how I felt.

It all makes sense now. Or does it? I’m pretty sure I’m neurodivergent in some way. I definitely have traits of autism – feeling uneasy with change, getting overwhelmed with people and places – but I also have traits of ADHD – barely ever finishing anything as I get too distracted. (So, if you are reading this, it means I have finished this book, which is pretty unbelievable. Don’t ask me how long it took though; I’m guessing I’m probably in my 80s now.)

In fact, I will tell you when I have started writing this. Right now, I am on a plane with the hubby – Terry – and the kids, coming back from our first holiday abroad with them. We did it! We took them out of their routine, out of their comfort zone and it has actually given me a little boost to start writing.

‘What an odd time to start writing!’ you may say, but as you are probably aware, raising autistic children means you have very little time to yourself. If you find a moment of calm when the kids are occupied, you take that moment. So, I did. Sitting on our easyJet flight, both kids with their headphones in playing a game on their tablets. This is the first time during the entire holiday that we have all sat down quietly, and of course it’s on the journey home. The joke of it all is I packed a couple of books with us as I pictured reading them on a sun lounger. Haaa. I had forgotten that I have children and of course I will never get to read a book on a sun lounger again. Those days are long gone.

Starting my book, I asked myself what I would have liked at the beginning of this journey. I read a lot of amazing books on autism, serious ones and funny ones, but none really fit my children. I needed books about navigating mainstream school, fighting for support and learning to ignore people’s judgement. I needed books about the in-between children. The ones who mask, the ones who are not severe enough for a special educational needs (SEN) school but can’t cope with mainstream. The ones who are dismissed too often as people don’t see their disability.

All the books I found were about managing children’s behaviour and helping them to adapt, but I soon realised I don’t want to force them to adapt. I don’t want them to hide their funny ‘stims’fn1 or pretend they are OK; I don’t want them to struggle silently while they fall behind because the world won’t give them even a little bit of grace. They don’t need to be fixed; it was the rest of the world that needed fixing. The world of judgement, of outdated ways of teaching, of ableism. But how on earth can I raise happy autistic children when the system is completely broken?

Well, the answer is by trial and error. Learning and unlearning. And I have written this book in the hopes that I can pass on some things to you, the reader, so you don’t make the same mistakes I have.

But please remember, all children are different. What works for mine may not work for yours. I am no expert here; I wish I was. Things would have been a lot easier, and I would have saved a lot of money on wine.

We can only try our best. Turns out, there is no manual for autism; just some shitty leaflets printed off from Google that the paediatrician gives you.

In fact, with all the budget cuts, I’m not sure you will even get that anymore. It’s probably a QR code taped to the desk.

I can at least promise you this book will be more informative than those, though in fairness, a Spot the Dog book probably is too, so it’s not much of a literary flex.

So, anyway, a huge welcome to our life and what I have learned so far on this crazy journey of raising autistic children, the in-betweeners. The SEN-Betweeners.

Haha. Do you see what I did there?




Chapter One

COMPARISON IS THE THIEF OF JOY

If I could go back in time to me as a terrified new mum, I would tell myself: You can’t force your kids to be happy, as much as you can’t stop meltdowns from happening.

I know it sounds obvious, but I spent a long time tiptoeing around, trying to not trigger an outburst, doing mental, and sometimes physical, gymnastics to avoid anything that might set them off. It’s not only exhausting, but an impossible task.

Trust me, no one can live like that. It felt like there was suddenly a little dictator running the house and I was simply the slave, the servant – in fact, it is still like that to be honest. The kids think there is a magic fairy running around picking up their shoes, making their food, and don’t even get me started on flushing the toilet. I just want one day that I look into the toilet bowl and there isn’t a massive turd staring back at me. Just one day.

Jokes aside, when Fin was young, I was actually scared what mood he would wake up in and I knew that even if he woke up happy (which was rare), if something triggered him, that would be it for the rest of the day. I remember going into his room and hearing the moaning instantly. I would get a sick feeling in my stomach knowing I had to face the day ahead trying to pacify him, often to no avail.

I wish I had understood that we, as parents, can’t put this pressure on ourselves to make our autistic children happy all the time. I wish someone had drummed this into me in the beginning, because I made myself miserable trying to make the most grumpy, serious baby smile and laugh, when really, I should have just given myself a break.

Someone once said to me ‘you are only ever as happy as your unhappiest child’ and it’s so true. I didn’t just live with my anxiety; I was my anxiety. I remember looking at other mums ignoring their babies cries and wondering how they did it. They would go about their shopping and carry on like nothing was happening; it wasn’t even my baby, but the cry was making me feel on edge. A very unhappy baby and a mum who has anxiety from babies crying was not a good combination, I can tell you that.

I will take you back to six-month-old Fin, for example. We decided to get a baby photoshoot done. I really wanted a newborn one done but all he did was scream, so one month turned into two, until it was soon six months, and I realised this screaming wasn’t going away, so sod it, we will go for it anyway.

I used to gaze at people’s newborn pictures on social media with envy. All these gorgeous babies fast asleep put into different positions, one looking like he’s in a tractor, then flying a plane, the next in a basket cuddling a bear … and still fast asleep. How?! Are they drugging these babies? Mine won’t even sleep being rocked for hours in a dark room, with a bottle in his mouth, and then we have these other babies, who haven’t even stirred while bloody bungee jumping. This is some kind of sick joke! And the mums too! They all look glowing and content in the photos, the perfect picture capturing fierce motherhood in all its beauty. That’s definitely not the effect my photo would have on people, mine would give more Worzel Gummidge meets the Night of the Living Dead kind of vibes.

So, anyway, we thought it would be a nice idea to have this done when he was around six months, but it didn’t go to plan. It rarely does, as Fin had other ideas. He immediately freaked out in the studio – the second the noise of the first camera click went off, he was hysterical and wouldn’t calm down. Yep, we hadn’t even got one picture, and it was already a disaster. This should have set off alarm bells – why would a baby react so strongly to a camera click? But it was our first baby, and with the first, everything seems abnormal. All babies are utterly unreasonable mini dictators; how do you know when it’s too much? We tried rocking, a bottle, a dummy, but he wasn’t having any of it. Luckily, the photographer made the decision that we needed to take him outside to calm him, so we changed the location.

The ten-minute car journey to a pretty field relaxed him. We could at least always rely on the car to do this, until the car stopped. I remember the fear of the traffic lights turning red as we had just settled him to sleep. We would creep up the pace of a snail, praying it would turn green by the time we reached it. ‘Damn you to hell!’ I would silently scream, pleading with desperate eyes as the light seemingly mocked me, staying red slightly longer than usual.

Getting back to the day of the photoshoot, by the time we reached the field, he seemed relaxed, but it still took hours and hours of us jumping around like maniacs pulling silly faces … everything we could possibly think of to get one tiny little smirk. And he barely gave us that. In fact, I think he was actually looking down on us in absolute pity and disappointment the whole time at how desperately pathetic we were.

Of course, it all makes sense now. Hindsight is a beautiful thing. The bright lights, a strange person staring and talking to him, the noise. It was sensory overloadfn1, and he was having a meltdown. If only I knew then what I know now. I think I have said this sentence to myself at least one hundred times over the years. At the time, I was so disheartened. All I wanted was some nice pictures of him. Why couldn’t he be like the other babies? But by other babies I meant happy, smiling babies. It would have saved us all a lot of time if we had just got natural pictures of him looking serious, just being … him. I don’t really know who I wanted these pictures for as it would never be true to Fin anyway if he was smiling in them. I think I wanted them so I could believe we were just like all the other families.

It’s funny how social media can trick you into believing happiness is in a smile and the perfect life is a rich one. I think some of the saddest people on this earth are the ones hiding behind a smile. But when he was young, these were the pictures I would upload. I would share the one smile of the day, but I wouldn’t show the tears surrounding that one photo. I wanted to show people he was happy, if I could prove to others that he was happy and ‘normal’, maybe I would start believing I wasn’t such a shit mum.

I think a lot of what caused my postnatal depression was me feeling like I had done something wrong. I must be a terrible mum. What kind of mum can’t comfort her baby?

I found a way that would settle him the most and it was to either strip most of his clothes off and lay him on the floor, or to wiggle him on a cushion. The one thing that most definitely wouldn’t comfort him was holding him. This challenged everything I had ever learned about being a mother and caring for a baby.

I raised my concerns with the doctors, as I did start to feel like something was going on, but we were told it was just colic and silent reflux, with both children. I now think otherwise.

I feel it was sensory issues, especially with Poppy. She refused to drink her milk. We tried everything. Dairy free, gluten free, colic meds, I would have tried whisky to be honest if it calmed her, as desperation was setting in with her losing weight, but nothing worked. And her eating problems have continued since. If it’s not a chicken nugget and a waffle, she’s not interested.

Because of these sensory issues, it caused the babies to cry … a lot. People say all babies do is sleep and eat. Well, mine did neither. They just cried. This added to my already terrible anxiety, so every time they cried, it would trigger me, even when Fin became a toddler. I think I am one of the very rare mums that was actually slimmer after giving birth, than before I got pregnant, thanks to the depression and not eating. It’s cheaper than Weight Watchers, but I definitely wouldn’t recommend it.

All the things that other kids loved, Fin hated. At baby group, the other parents would always know if we were coming, as they would hear his screams before we even got in the room. I just couldn’t understand it. Why were all the other kids happy? They would sing, dance, play. Mine was acting like I had strapped him to some kind of bloody torture device when, in fact, we were just singing ‘old Macdonald had a farm’. I know my singing is bad but come on.

But I continued to take him there weekly. Why? I have no fucking idea. Maybe because I just didn’t know what else to do; babies go to baby groups, so we went. I’m pretty sure it’s not because I was enjoying myself. Sitting in a circle singing nursery rhymes while your toddler runs off and ignores you, making you look like a weirdo who comes along to baby groups without a child just for fun is really not my idea of a fun day out.

As much as we both didn’t particularly enjoy those groups, I do look back at them with fond memories now and believe they helped me to figure out that Fin was different from his peers. It is sad that so many baby groups are shutting now, when they probably stop so many parents from being lonely. Not that I made many friends from them though, it wasn’t easy to with a child screaming in your ear the whole time.

This then began happening everywhere else too, not just baby group. People’s houses, parties, days out. He would have huge meltdowns that would sometimes continue until we left the place. I felt resentful in all honesty. This was not how I had pictured having a child would be. How dare he steal my imaginary perfect dream child from me?

A lot of us have grand ideas of no TV and only healthy home cooked meals before having kids. Pah.

We are all perfect parents until we realise how much fucking hard work it is. But the one thing I thought I could be sure of was he would enjoy a farm. All kids enjoy farms, don’t they? I used to watch kids TV; they were always visiting the farm. Kids love that shit.

Apparently not.

Every time we stepped into a barn area he would scream the place down. It clicked eventually; it was the farmyard smell. Again, another sensory issue. Family would laugh at us when we tried to tell them that he goes mental if you take him into a barn. They said it must be a coincidence, but I knew it was the smell as it happened every single time.

OK, so that’s farms off the list. Swimming? Nope. Getting changed was too much of a nightmare. Soft play? Too noisy. Friends’ houses? Nope. Too peopley. Shopping? Too … I have no idea to be honest, but he fucking hated it. And this is how we carried on – taking my miserable child out and being miserable myself. Until I snapped.

It was my cousin’s 18th birthday party. All the family were there. There was music and lights; basically, a sensory overload. Fin wanted to take a cereal packet with him. I’m not sure why, but sometimes we just do whatever to make life easier, so we took an empty pack of Cheerios with us. Since having Poppy, I am very used to taking random objects around with us. Many times, I have had to carry garden ornaments on our days out. (I’m not talking about small ones either – massive decorative plant pots that weigh a ton.) And tiny objects that we are constantly at risk of losing, such as the dead fly we had to take to school. Yes, we really did. The poor teachers look terrified sometimes with what Poppy is going to hand them. So, this is now quite the norm for us, but it wasn’t back when Fin was young.

This was around the time I started to notice the stares. I could see people wondering why my boy was carrying a cereal box around with him. I felt judged so I took it and replaced it with his postman pat van toy. Luckily, he let me do this but, in turn, became fixated with the toy. He wouldn’t engage with anyone or look at anyone; he just laid on the floor rolling the van back and forth and spinning the wheels around.

Now I know this was a coping mechanism for him, now I know he was in sensory hell and didn’t want to be there. Now … now I know.

But I didn’t see that then. All I saw was children running around, laughing and dancing, while I stood once again on the outer edge stuck with my child who wouldn’t even acknowledge my family. Wouldn’t appreciate the party, wouldn’t have fun where I thought he should.

So, I did the worst thing I could do. I took it away in temper. In that moment, all I felt was anger. It was built up from years of trying to get him to interact, years of trying to get him to enjoy things the other children did. Years of trying to bond with a child that didn’t want cuddles and had no interest in me. I had had enough. I felt defeated. I had failed as a mum. I couldn’t even get him to enjoy a family party.

Through tears, I am ashamed to say, I shouted at him and told him he needed to join in. He broke down. We both did that day. I saw the sadness in his face and, worst of all, the fear of me. He didn’t understand what he did wrong, because he actually did nothing wrong. It was me; I was in the wrong.

It pains me to write this, as I’m ashamed of myself and I still feel the guilt to this day, but sometimes it takes the darkest of moments to start to notice the light shining through. This was a turning point for me, one which was sorely needed.

When I was in tears with Fin having a meltdown in my arms, my parents and Terry took him outside. They found a park to take him to. It was night time and pitch black, lit only by Terry’s torch on his phone, but Fin was happy again. He found a safe space, away from the noise, and people, and lights, and heat, and this was where he needed to be.

While they were comforting my son and protecting him from my harsh words, I was sat in the party surrounded by people, but feeling completely alone. It felt like a scene in a film, everyone dancing and chatting around me, but it was all blurred and white noise. I wasn’t focused on anything except thinking about my child I had just let down. I knew this was no longer where I was meant to be either. I was meant to be with him, my boy.

I had spent the early years of his life so busy looking at others that I was actually missing what was right in front of me. I was missing everything. It’s true when they say comparison is the thief of joy. It really is, as it brings nothing but misery.

And this is when I finally let go. I let go of all my ideas of what parenting looked like. I stopped focusing on what he wasn’t doing, and chose to celebrate what he was doing. I began to step into his world instead of forcing him, literally kicking and screaming, into ours.

There, standing at the threshold of this new, different, beautiful world, I looked back at my old life for the last time and said a final goodbye to who I used to be before I became a mum. I said goodbye to the life that was, yes, easier but also empty.

Most importantly, I said goodbye to the ghost of what I thought motherhood and parenting was supposed to be.

I stared at a life before me full of happy stims, chicken nuggets, sensory toys, ear defenders, and tablet time. I stepped forward and I never looked back again.

Top Tips


	[image: ] Most importantly, stop blaming yourself for everything your child can’t do. If you do not take credit for everything they have achieved, then you can’t feel responsible for all the things they are behind with.

	[image: ] Stop comparing. Every child takes their own time to do things. This isn’t a race and the only person you’re competing with is yourself.

	[image: ] It is impossible to keep your children happy 24/7, so stop trying to achieve the impossible. Accept the fact that sometimes they will feel sad, sometimes they will have meltdowns to express how they feel and that is OK. No one is happy 100 per cent of the time, and children aren’t any different.






Chapter Two

THE DIAGNOSIS

Once I accepted that Fin was different, I began researching. When I say researching, I mean googling. I know everyone says it’s the last thing you should do, and I usually agree. Yes, I have looked up a mosquito bite before and it’s basically said I have two weeks to live, so I agree, Google is not always great for diagnosing symptoms. Yet sometimes it is when you are not really sure what you are looking for.

I couldn’t go to the doctors; he wasn’t ill. And when I spoke to friends and family, I was met with the same responses: ‘He’s just a boy,’ ‘He will grow out of it,’ ‘You’re worrying too much.’ How can you go to the doctors to say, ‘My child is really anxious with people, and screams if he gets wet, and hates hugging me’? It would be such an odd thing to go to the doctor about and I imagined I would be met with the response simply being that he is a child, and I am wasting their time.

The thing was as well, he was hitting his milestones – advanced in fact. He was obsessed with letters and numbers, and I proudly showed videos on Facebook showing him reciting the alphabet around the age of one. Yes, I was one of those mums, I’m sorry.

Hear me out: My child barely smiled, so I needed to gloat about something. I needed a win. Sue me.

We couldn’t believe we had raised such a genius child. He was fascinated by the alphabet, and it would be something that would keep him happy most of the time. He was enriched by CBeebies and the inestimable Alphablocks. Some of the finest alphabet-based television I’ve ever seen. It was fun followed up by the hit sequel, Numberblocks. Genius. Where do they come up with this stuff?

There was also Numberjacks, but I think he had a bit of a love/hate relationship with that. I get it though; it was creepy as fuck.

So, I spent my days scrolling through NHS websites, mum chat groups, and social media. I searched for high-maintenance children (it seems a strange term to use, I know, but I couldn’t search ‘babies acting like arseholes’), serious babies, fussy toddlers, obsessions, repetitive behaviours, fussy eating, and overly sensitive. I actually drove myself mad searching over and over. I just needed some answers to know that I wasn’t going mad.

And the more I searched, the more I kept coming back to the same result: autism. But how could it be autism? Autism wasn’t supposed to be like this. He speaks, he makes eye contact, and he can’t count how many matchsticks I just threw on the floor. He’s not Rain Man.

Yes, this is embarrassingly the way I thought. But as far as I was concerned, I had never met an autistic person in my life. This is hilarious now as I believe many of the people I’ve been surrounded by my whole life are neurodivergent – but that’s for another story.

So, I took my findings to Terry, who immediately dismissed me. He knew I had been struggling with Fin and believed I was just looking for an answer as to why he was so much hard work, which to be fair, is exactly what I was doing.

Like me, he only knew the stereotypes about autism and that was it, so he wouldn’t have it. He would say that autism is a disability. Our child isn’t disabled. You are just depressed and overthinking it. I mean, I was, but that didn’t mean Fin wasn’t autistic.

The problem was, Terry hadn’t been around other children Fin’s age, so he had nothing to compare to. Being our first child, he just assumed this is what all kids do.

‘All kids scream when the hand dryers go off.’

Maybe some do, but do they have a huge meltdown and refuse to go back in the toilets ever again?

‘All kids get shy sometimes.’

Again, yes, but they are not terrified of someone saying hello to the point of being sick. Family members don’t have to look away every time they meet in case the eye contact sends them into hysterics.

‘All kids dislike the feeling of wet clothes. I don’t like sitting there in wet clothes.’

OK but do they have to strip off completely naked if one drop lands on their T-shirt from their drink, screaming at the same time?

And this is how our arguments went on for some time, and these are the arguments I still have with people now. I use this example quite often to people. Everybody goes for a wee, weeing is a perfectly normal human behaviour, but if you were to pee 20 times within an hour, there could be a problem there as that is not the norm.

Again and again, I would try to explain the differences, but Terry is naturally a very suspicious person. He needs hard evidence to believe things, but this is the issue with autism and the reason it is called a hidden disability. It is not obvious sometimes, it is difficult to quantify, so he continued to believe I was overreacting and just reading into things. Until he finally saw for himself.

We decided to go to Terry’s friend’s house for the day, their girl was a similar age, and we stupidly thought maybe they could play together.

I mean, I say ‘we’, but Terry thought this. I knew what would happen, as it had happened at my friend’s house a few weeks before, so I was feeling on edge before we had even left. I definitely knew he wouldn’t play with their child; he didn’t seem to even like other children and would ignore them most of the time. As much as I tried to get him to join in and say hello, he never would.

As always, I packed all the toys I could think of that I would wave ineffectually to try to keep him happy; I honestly looked like I was going on holiday everywhere I went. This wasn’t your average baby bag. On top of the baby bag we had cuddly toys, building blocks, a tablet obviously, a change of clothes, a random object that he has become fixated with – usually a rock, books, light up toys, a ball. Honestly, I looked like the old junk lady out of The Labyrinth, weighed down by all his shit I had to take everywhere. ‘What’s the matter, my dear? Don’t you like your toys?’

When we finally arrived, he was already starting to moan. The car had stopped, and you have to be out of it in 0.2 seconds or he will throw a fit. We also had a problem if he fell asleep in the car going to a new place. Many times, he would fall asleep, and we would have to sit and wait for him to wake up. Honestly, it would take hours sometimes but if we woke him, he would be hysterical. We would also have to wait for him to adjust. We couldn’t just get him out of the car the second he woke, we would have to sit and let him slowly get used to his surroundings. This is why


















































Top Tips


	[image: ] You can ask for a referral of an autism/ADHD diagnosis through your health visitor or GP.

	[image: ] Even if you are unsure, I would recommend asking for a referral as the waiting list is years. If you don’t feel you need the assessment anymore, you can simply cancel the appointment.

	[image: ] If you decide to go private, check that the diagnosis is recognised by the NHS, schools, etc.

	[image: ] Write down everything to take to the appointment with you as you will forget things when going there.

	[image: ] Take video footage to help the paediatrician to see any autistic traits they may not see during the appointment.

	[image: ] Be confident that you know your child better than anyone.
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