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Amazon reviews


for ‘Living in Harry’s World’


‘I loved this book! As a parent of two autistic people myself, I can assure the would be readers that the life described by Denis Deasy in this entertaining tale is spot on!’


‘Against all the odds, love and positivity comes shining through in this touching and ultimately uplifting snapshot of a life less ordinary.’


‘Funny, sad, honest and most importantly well written. This is a stunning first novel about the challenges raising a child with autism through the eyes of a father. I can’t recommend this book highly enough.’


‘This book is one of the best I have read, the honesty, love, laughter and tears all captured in one brilliant read.’


‘A wonderful book beautifully written, covers a whole series of emotions, I recommend you read this book if you do nothing else.’


‘It is full of honesty, humour but most of all love and respect with seemingly getting little in return. Everyone should read this book, whether touched by autism or not. It would help to make us all more tolerant and accepting of those that are a little bit different.’
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‘Fuck off, can’t you see I’m busy?’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You heard me, now fuck off.’


Harry’s mentor, Jon, quickly steps in.


‘I’m sorry madam, Harry has just started today. He’s autistic.’


‘That’s as maybe, but his attitude is totally unacceptable. I was only asking where I can get paper towels.’


‘Just go away; you’re blocking my view of the KitKats,’ Harry demands.


‘He’s uncontrollable. How can you employ such an individual? ’


‘Again, I apologise, but he does have special needs,’ Jon re-iterates, before leading the lady to the paper towels aisle.


Harry’s first day at our local supermarket, PriceLess, hasn’t got off to a good start.


Harry’s daily encounters with members of the public can be a rollercoaster of emotions. They are usually confused and often hurt by Harry’s comments, and I can understand that, as it’s not something that they would experience too often; if at all. However, I do get frustrated and sometimes angry, when even after Harry’s situation is explained to them they still seem pissed off. At the same time I also get upset with Harry for instigating these situations. I frequently warn him to think twice before saying such hurtful remarks. However, up to now it hasn’t had any effect. It does get me down explaining about Harry to strangers on a daily basis.


‘Why were you so rude to that lady?’ I ask my son.


‘I’m trying to sort these stinky cheeses into the correct order, and she was disturbing me.’


‘Harry, part of your job is to help the customers.’


‘Fuck them; they’re all a bunch of losers; with weird hair.’


I don’t remember this alternative customer services approach being discussed at his induction course.


Harry is my sixteen-year-old son and about a month ago I visited PriceLess to discuss the possibility of employment for him. Harry attended an interview about ten days later and Steve, the store manager, asked him why he wanted to work at PriceLess, to which Harry replied ‘I need the dosh to buy more Thomas The Tank Engine DVDs, and with all the food in this place I’ll be able to have some great lunches.’


Steve tried to stress the importance of customer services, stating that all the staff must always be polite and helpful to the customers. Harry just smirked and said, ‘Yeah, right.’ Despite this, Harry got the job. It was one of the most proudest moments of my life. I’ve always had doubts about Harry’s employment prospects, but PriceLess does have a reputation for employing special needs people. After this morning they may be revising this policy.


I was able to be with Harry at both the interview and the induction course.


‘This is boring shit,’ Harry proclaimed after watching a work health and safety video earlier this morning.


‘Can I watch a James Bond DVD instead?’ he asked Steve, who smiled sheepishly in return.


As this is Harry’s first day I’m also allowed to spend the day with him, to give Jon and co a crash course on the world of autism.


‘I’m sorry about that. Harry can be a bit full-on,’ I say to Jon, upon his return.


‘She was a bit shocked, but when I gave her a ten pound gift voucher she seemed much happier.’


I hope that the end of day totals for gift vouchers doesn’t exceed Harry’s daily wages.


‘Harry, if a customer asks you a question just tell them politely to come to me, or another member of staff, ‘Jon says, ‘is that OK?’


‘If they interrupt me again they’re going to get a black eye.’


Jon has a bewildered and slightly desperate expression as he looks at me for reassurance.


‘He doesn’t mean that,’ I smile back.


‘So, how’s it all going?’ Steve asks as he walks towards us.


Jon and me look at each other, but it’s Harry who replies first.


‘Apart from those wankers,’ Harry says, pointing at the customers nearby, ‘this place is the dog’s bollocks.’


‘Good to hear.’ Steve nervously looks around to see if anyone else heard Harry’s rather forthright comments.


‘I don’t like the ceiling. It’s too high. Can it be brought down by seven feet and eight inches?’


‘That’s a bit difficult.’


‘But you’re the manager of this joint. Sort it out.’


‘Ok, Harry, we can discuss this later. Why don’t you carry on with the cheeses?’ I intervene.


‘Can’t you make the cheeses smell better? They’re vile,’ Harry asks Steve.


Steve just grins, and quietly walks away.


All first day employees must do a stint on the till. Although this is part of the ‘throwing you in at the deep end’ philosophy that PriceLess encourage, I did remind Steve that it was a huge risk to put Harry in that position.


‘He’ll be closely monitored, so don’t worry, it’ll be fine,’ he responded confidently.


At the induction course Harry did some training on the till and managed OK, so I have no fears about that, it’s just those damn customers.


Jon and I stand alongside Harry as he serves the first few customers without any problems. Jon is then called away to deal with another issue, but reassures me that he won’t be long.


The next customer is an elderly man.  He hands Harry a bottle of red wine.


‘Have you got any ID?’ Harry asks.


‘What for?’


‘To prove you’re over eighteen of course.’


‘I’m seventy-nine years old mate.’


‘I need to see your ID and I’m not your mate. I’ve never seen you before.’


A group of teenagers in line start giggling.


‘I’m sorry sir but this is Harry’s first day and he’s autistic,’ I add.


‘Why on earth would he be put in this position when he clearly can’t do this job?’


‘He certainly can do this job, he just needs some guidance,’ I reply rather too loudly.


‘He needs a hell of a lot of guidance if you ask me. Can I speak to the manager?’


Steve arrives shortly afterwards.


‘Can I help you sir?’


‘Yeah, this boy refused to serve me unless I produce ID. Why do you employ such people?’


‘You still haven’t given me your ID, you old fart,’ Harry chips in.


The elderly man looks stunned, while the teenagers cannot stop laughing.


Steve attempts to take the bottle off Harry, but my son is refusing to let it go. Steve then goes to the beers, wines and spirits section and picks up another wine bottle and hands it to the man, free of charge. The man is still shaking his head as he leaves the store.


‘I think we’ll take Harry off the till for now,’ a more subdued Steve remarks upon his return.


‘I did try to warn you,’ I feel like saying to him, but why kick a man when he’s down?


There was only one further incident, when Harry decided to get about half a dozen items for lunch (a KitKat, crisps, Thomas The Tank Engine magazine, etc) but as I was waiting in the checkout queue, Harry just walked out of the supermarket while crunching on his salt and vinegar crisps. Of course this set off the alarm. A security staff member immediately chased after Harry. After a few minutes of questioning, he realised the situation for what it was, and Harry returned to the store to pay for his goods.


‘This is ridiculous. I should have everything for free.’


‘It doesn’t work like that, Harry.’


‘What a bunch of greedy bastards.’


Whenever a customer approached Harry, both myself and Jon literally ran towards them to answer their query, before Harry got a chance to reply.


‘You’re very enthusiastic,’ one customer told us.


His job at PriceLess is only on Saturdays. If he gets through the probation period (the local bookies are offering very low odds on this!) then his contract will be reviewed, with the hope of working more hours. But one small step at a time.


Harry is sixteen years old. He has Asperger Syndrome, which is the milder form of autism. He also has ADHD (Attention Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder). He has to take Ritalin medication every day, which helps calm him down.


Harry’s mother is Laura. I met her in a pub at Waterloo on Christmas Eve, nineteen ninety-eight. I was out having a drink with my postmen colleagues when I noticed her. She looked stunning in a beautiful red dress and I mentioned this to my co-worker, Alan, who promptly told her as much. Laura came over and introduced herself and we started dating soon afterwards. We had a lot of common interests – a love of music, theatre and Italian food. Our wedding day in July two thousand and two was, and still is, the happiest day of my life. We planned to have at least two children but Harry’s diagnosis changed everything. His strange behaviours at such an early age and his ability to go night after night with such little sleep took its toll on us and consequently my relationship with Laura suffered. I remember going to work most days on only one or two hours sleep. If Harry was awake either Laura or me had to be up with him. It got to the point where Laura stayed up most weekdays as she said that I needed my rest for work. He was constantly hitting both of us, and showed no interaction with anyone. When he was two years old he started to smear his excrement all around the house and this continued until he was toilet trained at four. I had difficulty coping with everything, but Laura simply collapsed under the strain and had a breakdown when Harry was four years old. Although it was one of the most difficult decisions of my life I had no choice but to take full custody of Harry. Laura was in no fit state to look after him for any period of time. We eventually divorced five years ago. However, eventually her mental health improved and she made a full recovery, but she’s never got over the guilt of not being there for Harry.  Would we still be together if Harry was a ‘normal’ child? I’d like to think so, but who knows?


Because of some of Harry’s behaviours, we saw a child psychologist just before his third birthday who concluded that Harry just had learning difficulties. He was officially diagnosed as autistic two days before his fourth birthday.


As we’re ready to leave, Steve approaches us.


‘Have you got a few minutes to spare?’ he asks.


Oh dear, this doesn’t bode well, as he leads us to his pokey office at the back of the supermarket.


‘Please don’t worry, this is just a routine chat that I always do after any new employee’s first day. It’s just to get some feedback, and identify any issues,’ Steve says as we enter his office.


‘Well, Harry, how do you feel after your first day at work?’


‘I feel like having a shit.’


‘What, now?’ Steve asks.


‘Yep.’


Steve looks over at me, a little lost for words.


‘Where’s the crapper?’


‘OK, Harry, there’s no need for that language,’ I say.


Steve looks somewhat perplexed. I’m pretty confident that this first day review isn’t the norm.


He gives Harry directions to the toilet, and we wait ten minutes before his return.


‘That’s better, although that yellow toilet paper is ridiculous. What the hell’s going on there? You should always get white. I liked the sink though.’


‘Ok, that’s enough about the toilet facilities,’ I tell my son.


‘As I said before, this is just a quick appraisal on your first day, Harry. Did you enjoy it?’ Steve asks.


‘Where’s my dosh?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘My money. I worked my bollocks off out there.’


‘We pay you every four weeks, so the next pay day will be Friday the twenty-third of August.’


‘Piss off.’


‘Harry, you’ve got to stop talking to Steve like that.’


‘But he’s a con artist.’


‘That’s the rules for everyone, Harry,’ I say. ‘Don’t worry, Steve, I’ll give him some money today to keep him quiet.’


‘Are you letting him get away with it?’ Harry asks me while pointing at Steve.


‘Harry, just drop it, OK?’


Steve now looks totally disorientated.


‘My apologies, Steve. I think Harry’s just a bit overwhelmed.’


That’s a lie and doesn’t make any sense whatsoever. Steve isn’t the only befuddled person in the room.


‘Perhaps we can continue this on your next shift? But the overall feedback I got was good, although we need to work on a couple of robust comments you made, and a little more training on the sales of alcohol.’


That semi-positive endorsement makes me feel a little better.


‘Thanks for your understanding, Steve. I know that Harry’s very different from the rest of your staff, so I really appreciate your patience,’ I say.


Steve smiles and nods towards me.


‘Harry, is there anything you want to say to Steve?’


‘Yeah, I don’t like your belt, it’s too brown.’


‘What colour should it be?’


‘Any colour apart from brown.’


Another Harry conversation comes to an abrupt end.


We leave shortly afterwards. I’m pleased that overall Harry did OK today, but the big worry is his interaction with the customers. As the store is full of shoppers throughout the day, this will be an on-going problem. Jon cannot stay by Harry’s side every minute of every day, so the chances that Harry will let rip again are extremely high. Having said all of that, I’m relieved that his first working day is over.


I’m not sure what his wages will be, but, as promised, I hand over a twenty pound note to my son for his days’ work. Although Harry does have a bank account, letting him loose with the pin number would not be a wise move.


‘Wow, that’s amazing. I’m going to buy a Thomas DVD and twelve packets of Starbursts,’ Harry proclaims.


‘That’s too many Starbursts.’


‘OK, eleven packets of Starbursts and a packet of Love Hearts. Shall we go to the police about the robber?’ Harry asks.


‘What robber?’


‘Steve, of course.’


‘Harry, let me explain again. All the staff gets paid every four weeks.  This has nothing to do with Steve, OK?’


Harry doesn’t look convinced. My mobile rings before I can explain further; it’s Laura.


‘How did he get on?’ she asks.


‘Well, he did tell a lady customer to fuck off.’


‘Oh my God, how did she take it?’


‘A little startled, but they managed to smooth things over with a gift voucher. Apart from that, he did well.’


‘Why does he keep on insulting people?’


‘I don’t know. I kept on telling him to be nice to the customers. It’s a worry.’


‘Can’t they keep him away from the customers?’


‘Maybe there’re some jobs behind the scenes, but he was hired to stack shelves and serve the public.’


‘I’m not confident about this.’


You and me both.


‘They’re all very supportive. Let’s hope that continues’.


I’ll mention the ID incident to her later.


‘Have you packed Harry’s clothes yet?’ she asks.


‘No, I’ll start tomorrow.’


Harry is going to a residential schooling placement in three days’ time. The house is in Hastings, which is about an hour and forty-five minutes’ drive from us. The thought of Harry living away from me frequently brings me to tears. I feel so guilty. It’s such an emotional time for us all. Harry doesn’t want to go, but I hope that once he settles in he’ll be fine. The plan is for Harry to stay there from Sunday night to Friday morning, and we’ll have him back for the weekends.


‘Can I pop over tomorrow evening? I want to see Harry.’


‘Of course.’


‘Will it be OK with Kerry?’


‘Yeah, no problem.’


Kerry and her son, Niall, are living with me and Harry. Niall and Harry were in the same class. I’d bump into Kerry at school events and birthday parties and got to know her quite well. She’s divorced from Danny, who hasn’t been the most supportive of fathers, so she’s virtually bringing up Niall on her own. She has that wonderful Irish warm, friendly manner about her, and, despite everything, she has a great sense of humour. We lost touch until I bumped into her while out shopping about nine months ago. We started dating shortly afterwards and four weeks ago Kerry and Niall moved in with us. Niall is severely autistic and completely non-verbal. It’s been quite a change in routine for us all.


‘I can’t believe that I’m so rich,’ Harry exclaims on our walk home.


‘You’ll get twenty pounds again next week if you stay at PriceLess, but if you continue to swear at the shoppers you may lose your job, and then there’ll be no more money.’


‘But they deserve it, the little shits.’


I’m too tired to argue with Harry right now.


‘I’m going to send Bernadette three and a half packets of Starbursts in the post.’


‘Why don’t you just give them to her when you see her tomorrow?’


‘Nah, they taste much better when you post them.’


Bernadette is Harry’s girl friend, as opposed to girlfriend. She was also in Harry’s class. Bernadette also has Asperger Syndrome. It’s a lovely, sweet relationship. When they go out together they are always chaperoned by either myself, Laura or Bernadette’s mother, Alice.


‘Where would you like to go with Bernadette tomorrow?’


‘Peckham,’ Harry replies without hesitation.


‘What’s in Peckham?’


‘I like the traffic lights there.’


I would have thought that once you’ve seen one set of traffic lights…


‘OK, apart from the traffic lights, what else do you want to do in Peckham?’


‘Nothing. I’m just going take photos of the traffic lights, especially when they change colour, and also when the cars stop at the lights.’


‘Will Bernadette enjoy this as well?’


‘She’s going to love it.’


That’s a cheap date.


‘What do you like the best about Bernadette?’


‘She always washes her hands after going to the toilet.’




NEVER REGIONS
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We arrive at our house and Kerry gives me a hug as I enter the hallway.


‘Well, how did he do?’


I explain the customer incident; Harry thinking that he can eat anything in the store at no personal cost, the ID issue, and his assumption that Steve is a con artist and a robber.


‘Sounds like a typical Harry day,’ she says.


‘They asked if I could come along again next Saturday. I really want this to be a success.’


Niall strides into the kitchen and heads straight over to me. As he’s close to me, I immediately recognise that glazed look in his eyes.


‘Niall, shall we go to the sweet shop?’ I ask, mainly as a diversionary tactic, although I know from past experience that this is a waste of time.


Niall is looking at the rather delicate area between my legs.


‘What about some chocolate ice cream? That’s your favourite,’ I plead, attempting to keep him at arm’s length, but he forcefully pushes both my arms away.


Kerry steps in but he brushes her aside with ease.


‘Get my cricket box,’ I shout to Harry.


Niall is still focused on my nether regions. I try to hold him off but it’s pointless. He’s much taller and stronger than me. With all his might he punches my testicles, which causes me to fall back against the wall, completely out of breath, but he hasn’t finished yet. Despite Kerry attempting to hold him back he manages to punch me again where it hurts the most, with even more force. I collapse onto the floor. I look up and see Niall standing over me, holding his hand out, presumably to apologise.


Kerry attempts to usher him away from me, but he shakes his head, still holding his hand out to me. I manage to get to my knees and gently shake his hand.


Kerry hands him his Action Man and leads him into the living-room. I hear him stride up and down, making grunting noises to himself.


Harry then rushes into the kitchen and throws me my cricket box. Better late than never.


I’m still out of breath when Kerry re-enters the kitchen.


‘Oh, David, I’m so sorry. I just don’t know how to stop this behaviour.’


Niall has whacked me in my testicles before, but since we’ve been living together he’s doing it several times daily. We saw a psychologist recently about this, and he said that it’s not a sexual action, it’s severe OCD behaviour. He could be just so easily hitting my arm or leg, and this will still satisfy his OCD cravings. He simply has to go through with his punch, and nothing will stop him from doing so. This is always the same greeting when he first sees me every day, and it continues from there.


His face has a hypnotic expression just before he’s about to punch me. Immediately after he fulfils his OCD needs, he always wants to shake my hand, as if he has come out of a trance.


I have resorted to wearing a cricket box whenever I’m with Niall, and this helps, but it’s extremely uncomfortable and causes severe irritation. At the weekends I’m wearing it from morning to night.


‘I should’ve had my cricket box on before coming into the house. I was distracted with talking about Harry.’


‘Still, it can’t carry on like this.’


I stagger to my feet and immediately undress to put on my jock strap and cricket box.


‘Kerry, I knew all about Niall before you moved in. This isn’t a surprise.’


What I didn’t know though was the sheer volume and intensity of these assaults. However, Niall simply can’t help himself.


There is a link between autism and OCD. Sufferers from OCD constantly feel high levels of anxiety and their ritualistic behaviours reduce these anxieties. However, generally they do not enjoy their routine compulsions and do feel an over-riding sense of urgency to perform these actions in case something bad happens.


I lay awake at night thinking about Niall, and wondering what the hell is going through his mind. Kerry worries about him twenty-four hours a day. I try my best to relieve some of that stress, but it’s not easy for me too. Niall is a very complicated boy, and difficult to read. I’m finding it extremely challenging dealing with both Harry and Niall. In a couple of days’ time Harry will be at the residential home from Monday to Friday, so hopefully that will ease the pressure.


I know first-hand the impact of having an autistic child has on a relationship. Laura and I had a strong marriage before Harry, but as Harry’s autistic behaviours kicked in, combined with the endless sleepless nights (which continue to the present day), it began to affect our relationship. Initially it was just snippy arguments, which we rarely had before, which developed into intense, shouting disagreements. Something had to give, and it was Laura’s health and eventually our marriage. I read somewhere that if you have one autistic child the divorce rate is eighty per cent. This fact is definitely reflected in my own autistic circle of friends.


My divorce shattered me and made me extremely wary of female relationships, especially given the Harry baggage. Kerry is my first serious relationship since my divorce.


‘What are you thinking about?’ Kerry asks me, almost as if she can read my mind.


‘Nothing, really.’


‘Any regrets about us moving in?’


‘Why do you say that?’ I ask, as if I don’t know the answer.


‘Niall has raised the stress levels in this household, which were already high to begin with,’ Kerry replies.


‘Look, I’m not going to lie, it’s been tough. Do I like getting punched in my nuts every day? Do I sometimes fear entering my own house when I know that I’ve forgotten to wear my cricket box? Yes, of course. What person wouldn’t? But we’ll work through it, we have to.’


‘I realise it’s been so difficult for you, but any future that we have together has to include Niall,’ she replies.


‘I just want to be honest with you.’


Kerry nods and then walks into the kitchen. She returns with a bottle of red and two glasses.


‘I think you’re in need of a glass or two,’ she says.


‘Are you implying I’m an alcoholic?’ I reply smiling.


‘Not yet, but my son is definitely pushing you in that direction,’ Kerry says as she pours me a glass.


‘What’s on the box?’ she asks.


‘The usual – Pointless, The Chase, etc, but there’s a premier league game on in ten minutes.’


‘I think I’ll do the laundry.’


‘OK, Pointless it is. It’s only Spurs anyway.’


‘Any plans for tomorrow?’ Kerry asks.


‘Harry wants to go to Peckham with Bernadette tomorrow to look at the traffic lights,’ I say.


‘Sounds exciting,’ she replies with a slightly sarcastic tone.


‘We could go for a coffee and some shopping after, if you want?’


‘Yeah, Niall will like that.’


Harry walks into the kitchen.


‘Are you going to take off your trousers and underpants, and get your willy out before dinner?’ he asks me.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Are you going to bonk each other?’


‘Harry, that’s very personal. Don’t ask me about that again, OK?’


‘Robert told me that his mum makes groaning noises when she’s doing that bonking stuff, so he always rushes into the bedroom to make sure she’s ok.’


‘And was she?’ I ask, although a little afraid of the answer.


‘She tells Robert that she has a pain in her groin, but it’ll go away soon. Does the bloody bonking hurt you as well?’ he asks Kerry.


‘Can we drop this subject, Harry? Now what do you want for dinner?’ I ask, trying to distract him. I must have yet another sex education chat with him, because he clearly hasn’t grasped the concept.


‘Steak, chips and beans, with the steak well done. And some garlic bread on the side. Niall will have chicken wings and his own chips as well. Get cracking.’


There are no grey areas as far as food is concerned.


‘Kerry, you’re a shit cook, so just let Dad get on with it, OK?’


‘Harry, if you’re rude to Kerry one more time, you’re not going to get any dinner.’


‘Come on, Dad, even you’ve got to admit that she’s really crap at cooking.’


‘No, Kerry’s an excellent cook. Your problem is that she makes different dinners to mine, and you don’t like change.’


Harry looks confused.


‘If she makes my dinner, I’ll just give it to Figaro, and I’ll eat four KitKats instead.’


Figaro is our cat. I’m not sure whether Figaro would like the chips and beans, and I think she prefers her streak medium rare.


Kerry looks at me and smiles, but the smile is weak. I can tell that she’s a little hurt by Harry’s comments.


As always, Niall is standing right beside me as I prepare the meal, constantly staring at the oven. Every few minutes he presses his fingers to his lips and makes a grunting noise, which is the Makaton sign for food. Makaton is a language programme, using signs and symbols to help people communicate. Although I tell him it won’t be long, he gets increasingly frustrated and head-butts my elbow a few times. Cooking a meal in this household is always extremely pressurised.


‘That was average,’ Harry remarks, after finishing his meal. ‘You’re better than mum and Kerry, but you must improve.’


Thank you, Marco Pierre White.


There is one bean left on my plate, but Niall quickly grabs it.


‘Hey, I wanted that.’ Harry says to Niall, but Niall just swallows the bean and makes his way to the garden, clutching his ever present Spider-Man toy.


I watch Niall as he paces up and down the garden, following the same route. He’s done this so often that it now looks like a footpath. He then stops to stare up at the sky for a couple of minutes. I look up myself, expecting to see a plane or a bird, but there are only clouds.


‘When’s Niall going back to where he came from?’


‘He isn’t going anywhere. Kerry and Niall are living with us now.’


‘But that’s preposterous. They’re ruining my life.’


‘Why?’


‘They eat too slowly.’


‘OK, Harry, why don’t you get ready for bed?’


‘And your tits are way too big. Can’t you change them?’ Harry asks Kerry.


Kerry puts her arm across her chest. She looks embarrassed.


‘Harry, that’s enough. Now you apologise to Kerry.’


‘I’ll only apologise after she gets a new pair of knockers, that don’t stick out too much,’ Harry replies, before dashing upstairs.


Harry does seem obsessed with breasts. Then again is he any different from the average sixteen-year-old boy?


Kerry looks out to the garden, where she sees Niall throwing a potted plant over our neighbour’s fence. Richard, our neighbour, will be so pleased.


Kerry just shakes her head, and for once doesn’t reprimand her son.


‘It’s OK,’ I say, ‘I’ll pop over to Richard and get it back.’


‘What’s left of it,’ is Kerry’s muted response.


‘I’m sorry about Harry. Let me have another word with him.’


‘Don’t worry,’ she replies glumly.


Even though she has a severely autistic son it doesn’t automatically make her immune from some of Harry’s cruel comments. Living with Harry can be a tough gig.


I go upstairs to see Harry. He’s watching a My Little Pony, Friendship Is Magic DVD in his bedroom.


‘Dad, you’ve got to watch this. Twilight doesn’t like Starlight making friends with Trixie, because she knows that Trixie is going to double-cross her.’


I don’t understand a word of that. My guess is there are not too many sixteen-year-old boys watching a My Little Pony, Friendship Is Magic DVD.


‘I don’t know how many times I have to keep on telling you, Harry, but you mustn’t be so rude to Kerry.’


‘What you do mean?’


‘You told her that she couldn’t cook, and that her breasts were too big.’


‘And what’s the matter with that?’


Empathy is not high on Harry’s agenda, which from my experience is the norm in the autistic world. Last year I decided to take a five day break in Cork. Laura had taken some time off work to take care of Harry. She was looking forward to spending some quality time with him and I was excited about going away on my own. Just before I booked the flight I told Harry that my return flight was due to land at Heathrow at nine-thirty at night and I wouldn’t be picking him up until eleven.  Harry told me that this was like ‘shitting on my head’ and told me to cancel the trip. This is because Harry likes to go to bed early (when he actually goes to sleep is another matter).  I tried telling my son that I’ve never been away on my own before and I needed a break but he just shrugged his shoulders and told me ‘ring up the pilot to let him know that you won’t be on that plane.’ Laura offered to keep him for the night, but he wanted to come home. So despite all the protests from family and friends I didn’t go. Laura told me that I should have been stronger and maybe she has a point, but Harry would have made her life hell for five days and that’s why I decided not to go.


‘All I’m saying is just be nice to Kerry,’ I reiterate.


‘I want to go to bed in seven minutes,’ came the reply.


Precisely seven minutes later I’m lying in bed with my son. I’ve been sleeping with Harry most nights since he was a baby. Harry goes to his residential placement in three days’ time, so this will no longer happen. It’ll feel strange going to bed without him.


I’m getting older and finding it increasingly difficult coping with Harry, so I know that going to the residential home is the only long-term solution for him, as well as for me and Laura. Should anything happen to Laura or me where would that leave Harry?


Having said all of that it’ll break my heart to see him go.


My friends have been telling me that it’ll free up so much time, and I’ll be able to socialise more, but right now I can’t see any positive outcome for me; only worry.


‘I don’t like it when the Streatham sky is dark.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘It’s just stupid. Can’t those Government clowns change that?’


‘No, that’s just the way the universe is.’


‘That’s ludicrous.’


‘Are you afraid of the dark?’


‘I just can’t see the clouds. I love the clouds, they’re funny.’


Does Harry share my worry about going to bed on his own? He hasn’t said as such, but that’s the first time I’ve heard him make such a comment.


In the few months that Kerry and Niall have been with us, Kerry and I have never gone to bed together at the normal time (whatever normal means in this household). I always go to bed with Harry, and Kerry with Niall. We both inevitably fall asleep, waiting in vain for our respective child to go to sleep. If I wake up first, I go in to get Kerry, and vice versa. It’s a strange existence having half conversations with each other at three o’clock in the morning.


‘Mummy’s coming over tomorrow,’ I say to my son.


‘What for?’


‘To see you, of course.’


‘Is she bringing that leprechaun man again?’


‘If you referring to Sean, then no, and before you ask, no he hasn’t got a weird voice, he speaks with an Irish accent, OK?’


There are many groundhog conversations with Harry, and Sean, with his Irish background, is one of them.


‘Anyway, did you enjoy your first day at work?’


‘Yeah, I love working in a building that has twenty-two Bounties and thirteen Curly Wurlys.’


‘Did you like your work colleagues?’


‘They’re OK. Jon’s ears are too big and his eyebrows are out of shape. Steve’s shoes make too much noise when he walks and he’s a con...’


‘Artist, yes, you’ve told me before.’


At two-thirty-eight I wake up, still in Harry’s bed, and of course Harry is nowhere to be seen. I rush downstairs to find him watching a Thomas The Tank Engine DVD, drinking coke and finishing off a Mars bar.


Like a lot of autistic children, Harry is obsessed about Thomas The Tank Engine. There have been many explanations given for this, but for me the one that makes most sense is that in the videos, if Thomas is cross then that expression is static for a length of time, when he is happy, the cross Thomas train is replaced by a happy Thomas train. Autistic children (and adults) seem to identify with these static facial expressions.


‘How many times have I told you about eating sweets in the middle of the night? It’s got to stop.’


‘I read on the internet that Starbursts used to be called Opal Fruits,’ Harry replies.


‘I don’t give a fuck about Starbursts. Now go to bed,’ I say, although I’m not sure how much sleep he’ll get with all that sugar intake.


Harry is about to take another bite of his Mars bar, when I grab it off him and throw it into the bin.


‘No more sweets, OK?’


‘But my life’s shit without a Mars bar.’


‘You’ve had half of it already, so that means that your life is only half shit.’


Harry looks sadly at the kitchen bin before reluctantly making his way to his bedroom.


How will the Hastings residential staff cope with his nightly antics? In just a few days I shall find out.




TRAFFIC LIGHTS
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I wake up in my own bed and see a tall figure in the dark looming over me.


Initially I’m frightened until I realise it’s Niall. However before I’ve a chance to gather my thoughts he punches me again in my testicles. As I’m not wearing my cricket box, the pain is excruciating. A succession of expletives follow, which wakes up Kerry.


‘What the hell’s going on?’ she asks.


Again I’m too out of breath to reply.


‘Are you OK?’


‘Actually, now you ask, I have to say I’ve felt better,’ would have been my response if I could speak.


Harry rushes into the bedroom.


‘Has Niall destroyed your knackers again?’ he inquires, while smiling.


Somehow I can’t see the humorous side in all of this.


‘Agh, agh, agh,’ Niall shouts, while offering me his hand.


I’m always baffled at how he could be so violent one minute and seemingly so apologetic the next. I manage to shake his hand and with that he literally skips out of the room; job done.


Kerry rushes out after him and I hear her telling him off. Sometimes I think there’s little point of doing this, but I admire her persistence. If she was dealing with a normal child you’d think that sooner or later the penny would drop, but Niall’s OCD is so ingrained that it’s much more complex.


I glance at the alarm clock; it’s three-forty-two.


‘Why is Danny DeVito only four foot and ten inches, and has no hair?’  Harry asks.


‘I’m not sure, maybe his parents…’


‘And Greg Davies is six foot and eight inches and has loads of hair. I just don’t understand,’ my son adds.


‘I’ll get back to you on that, Harry.’


‘I told Fiona that she looks like Danny DeVito.’


Fiona is my sister. I’m not sure she’ll be too happy with that comparison.


‘OK, Harry, it’s time to go to bed.’


‘There’s no point.’


‘Yes, there is, it’s only quarter to four.’


‘I want to go to Aldershot after our trip to Peckham.’


‘What’s in Aldershot?’


‘Charity shops.’


‘There are loads of charity shops in Streatham.’


‘But they’re all hopeless.’


I’m not sure what the Aldershot connection is here, as we’ve never been there. I do have some strange conversations with Harry, but the night time/early morning ones take some beating.


‘Go to bed, I’ll be with you shortly.’


‘Aldershot, Aldershot, here we come, Aldershot here we come,’ Harry sings as he leaves my bedroom.


I can’t remember making any promises on that.


‘How are you?’ Kerry asks, while gently rubbing my shoulder.


‘I’ll survive.’


‘He’s never done that during the night.’


‘I’ll just have to wear a cricket box to bed, that’s all,’ I say.


‘That’s not good.’


‘What else do you suggest?’


‘I don’t know. I just don’t know…’


Kerry wearily makes her way to Niall’s bedroom, and a few minutes later I’m in bed with Harry.


The rest of the morning passes without any further incident and at midday I ring the doorbell of Bernadette’s house and Bernadette’s mum, Alice, opens the door.
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