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Introduction

You may have picked this book up in thinking it would be about a boy’s journey, and you would be right in some ways, but we are going to take you on a deeper story. The story of a wonderful autistic boy with the mind of an engineer and the story of his mum and dad, and later how he got to know his new little sister Amelia, dog Benji, cat Marty, and not forgetting Isabelle.

Throughout this book we will share the highs and lows, the best times and the hardest times, to really understand the life of a Neurodiverse household. You will read about the challenges and the successes of personal life, education, paperwork, appointments, self-evaluation, and understanding yourself. And hopefully our story will help anybody who is going through the same or a similar journey and explain that what you feel sometimes is ‘normal’. But what is normal? Stick around and you might ask yourself the same thing!

		
	
		

Chapter 1

The Early Years

Before we go into Harrison’s journey through life, I want to tell you a bit of about us before we became mum and dad. We were Daniel and Amy, two youngsters with the world at their feet, although we did not have much taste for ‘the world’ as our radius of exploration was about twenty-three square miles.

When we first met, we were both living with our parents. I had just passed my driving test and, after spending 90% of my wages on insurance with a black box, I was on the road in my first car. I would drive over to see her every day, even though we didn’t do anything exciting. Sometimes we would just sit in the car and talk about our day; we were with each other and that was all that mattered. We were a couple, Dan and Amy, and we could do what we wanted. Life was good.

Over the next year I moved around from job to job, working in completely different industries including warehousing, the Vauxhall factory, and van driving, but nevertheless we made sure we had time for each other. I always remember while working as a courier driver that Amy would come with me on long distance deliveries from Cornwall to Motherwell and loads of places in between. I would pick her up and away we went; it was a great way to spend time together while earning money.

After a while, long nights and days driving started to wear thin. And the constant diesel receipts made me faint at the end of each month. Anyway, one month I realised this wasn’t the job for me, so I started looking for something else. As chance would have it, my previous employer contacted me and asked if I would like to come back, but in a new role with more money! So, of course I did and things went really well. I was settled, and to make things better Amy landed a job working in McDonalds – a nice bonus for us, as we were already on loyalty points with them.

After a year together, both now earning, we were invited to go on holiday with family, which would be the first big test for our relationship. Together for the first time on holiday 24 hours a day, with no escape, how would that go? Actually, it went well, we had a great time and actually enjoyed each other’s company even more than we did at home. We learned new things about each other, and the holiday gave us the chance to see the real us.

After we got home, we started to think about our next step. Should we save for our own home? Should we get married or have we caught the holiday bug. In the end, none of these: Christmas 2012 we found out that Amy was pregnant!

Oh my God. One minute we were cruising down the road with not a care in the world, and the next minute I’m prepping thoughts on being a dad. We both lived at home, we had no real money, and no future planned. So, panic set in very quickly, then happiness, then panic, then anxiety, then back down to earth.


The first step was to book a doctor’s appointment to get confirmation, so we did. That confirmed we were having a baby, but the doctor couldn’t tell how far along the pregnancy was. So, they sent us to the hospital’s early pregnancy unit to give us a more accurate date. As we sat waiting to be called to see our baby on the screen for the first time, everything was starting to get real!

They called us in, and as Amy lay down and the jelly went on, we both looked at the screen. I remember thinking I had never been able to tell what a baby looks like on a screen. People always say, ‘Oh yeah, that’s nice.’ But honestly, how many of us can really see a hand or a leg?

So, the screen comes on, and sure enough they said they could see the baby. Both Amy and I were flying so high at that moment I couldn’t really hear what they were saying until someone said, ‘I can see the baby… BUT.’

And there it was: ‘BUT… I’m also picking up a second heartbeat!’

What! Another heartbeat? So, twins? Both Amy and I looked at each other and realised that our old joke of having twins, because she is one herself, was about to become reality.

		
	
		

Chapter 2

Just a Dropped Stitch

Just when you think everything is going well and your future is clearly laid out for you, life can be one vindictive bastard.

The nurse could see on the scan that there were two babies growing, but then she announced, ‘I’m just going to ask for a second opinion on this.’ And after checking, we were told, ‘Ok, we can see two heartbeats, but on the scan the babies look to be conjoined.’

BANG! The world went white suddenly, and all the words just became noise.

Not taking anything in any longer, we looked helplessly at each other. This was our first baby journey, so what should we do now?

We were advised that the hospital couldn’t help anymore, so we would be referred to London Euston University Hospital with an appointment a couple of days later. Those few days were tough for both of us, with questions swirling around our heads: What does it mean? What will happen? What do we do?

With mixed – some negative – feedback from friends and family, we nevertheless remained positive as we went to our appointment with the specialist. The doctor scanned Amy again and confirmed there were twins, and yes, they were conjoined. We were then booked in for follow-up appointments every three weeks so that they could keep an eye on Amy and the twins.

But what do you do with that information? I mean, honestly? On the long journey home we just sat in silence on the train, wondering what would happen now. This was going to be life’s cruellest test for us. Could we stay strong for each other? Could we still love each other with all of this pressure on us?

As the days went on, things seemed to be back to normal while we waited for the next appointment to see how the babies were getting on. We both agreed that as long as they were healthy, we handle whatever we needed to. But it was still a lot for any young couple to deal with.

February 2013: It was a normal day. We went to work, spent some time together afterwards just talking and enjoying being together, then went back to our separate homes. I text Amy before going to bed, then went to sleep.

At midnight, I woke to my phone ringing. ‘ You need to come to the hospital,’ I was told. ‘They have brought Amy in.’ And so began the worst 48 hours of our lives.

I was dressed and in the car within six minutes, not knowing what lay at the other end of the journey. When I got there, I was told, ‘We think Amy’s had a miscarriage.’ The world went dark!

Where was she? I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t talk to her. Amy’s mum was with her at the hospital, but I said I couldn’t leave until I knew she was ok, so I sat in the waiting room with endless thoughts going through my mind. The next day when I finally got to see her, we just cried. Our babies had gone. I remember standing next to her bed and saying, ‘It’s ok, it’s ok.’ Then I walked away for a few minutes, stood in the corridor, and I cried harder than ever before.

Even writing this now, it’s hard to describe the pain that I felt. I remember a nurse walked past, who knew what had happened and why we were there. She gave me a hug and said, ‘It’s not your fault; it’s not her fault; it’s a dropped stitch.’ I didn’t understand what she meant, but I do now. Life has a plan and creates a path as you live it, but it’s not perfect, and even it makes mistakes.

I made sure to stay with Amy during her time in hospital, as you can’t be on your own at a time like that. After a few days she was allowed home, and I knew that our relationship was going to be tested. We spoke - of course we did - but it wasn’t the same; it was harder, as the conversation wasn’t there.

We hadn’t been far along enough for the babies to be classed as people, so how could we say goodbye? Were we to leave them in the past now, say no more, and just move forward?

Pain like that is only understood when it is actually experienced. Thankfully, as of 2024 all registered baby deaths are now recorded, and even before 20 weeks parents are sent a letter of recognition, which at least is some kind of closure.

As the days passed, the conversation didn’t feel so forced any more, and we were learning to find ourselves again.

That year we were asked if we wanted to join the rest of the family on a holiday to Turkey - the first time we would have been abroad together, spending all day every day in a new environment, a week in the sun, such a big change for us. Amy had never been abroad, and I had only been when I was a lot younger, so this was a different experience for both of us. We spent all day soaking up the whole atmosphere and taking full advantage of what the country had to offer, but it gave us a chance to properly understand each other.

It was a great week, but the thought of what had happened not long before was still at the forefront of our minds, quite rightly where it belonged. When people say silly things like ‘You were lucky it was so early on’ or ‘It just wasn’t meant to be’, you really look at them differently moving forward. The whole experience made us stronger, and now looking back all these years later we can say that losing our babies was a dropped stitch in life’s plan for us but we will always remember them.

		
	
		

Chapter 3

Limbo

After 12 months of very much ups and downs, our relationship was in a limbo period. We had been through some highs and some real lows, as I’ve explained, but we found ourselves wondering what was next. A big win at the time was when Amy was offered a new job a healthcare assistant at the local hospital. It was amazing news and I couldn’t have been prouder.

We would still meet with each other as much as we could, go for walks down by the local river, go out and have food in the evenings when we could — even to places with knives and forks, if it was Friday payday — and we were happy once more. After our holiday abroad, we had not been bitten by the sun bug, but we did book a last-minute caravan down in Clacton for one week in the month of November. Why November? It’s cold, bleak, and there’s not a lot going on. Well, the answer is it was a cheap holiday.

This would be a holiday with just the two of us, so it was another test of our relationship. I remember it very well, getting packed the day before, thinking we could take on the world, getting the car cleaned so we could drive in style — even if it was a 13-year-old Vectra.


We drove down listening to music and talking about what we could do when we got there. One of the many negatives (niggles) of mine I referred to earlier is my overwhelming need to arrive somewhere three hours early. Check-in at the caravan wasn’t until 4pm, so naturally we left home at 10am for what was a two-hour journey. BUT you never know what might happen en route; we could have taken a wrong turn and ended up in Paris, or come across an MI5 training mission on the A414. As a result, we arrived at around 12:30.

As I turned the car engine off, Amy asked, ‘So now what?’

But there’s always something to do. Another of my annoying niggles is always quoting time to do a job but thinking it will take ten times longer to complete. ‘Why don’t we get something to eat?’ I suggested. ‘That will take us up until the time to get into the caravan.’

It took 45 minutes.

We drove over to the caravan site again and ended up waiting in the car for the rest of time. After an hour of I-spy and looking at the closed swimming pool it was eventually time to go in and get the keys.

God, I felt powerful getting the keys to the place we would be staying and that I had booked without anyone else to help me. It was a good feeling. We settled in and spent our time for the rest of the week strolling down the stone beach, enjoying having the amusement arcades to ourselves, and playing Monopoly. Looking back, a game like Monopoly really brings out my neurodivergent side: taking control; bouncing leg under the table; the need to finish the game but it’s so far away you just want to give up, and you can’t because you need to win! Even thinking about it makes me want to win all over again.


To be honest, it was a great week. We learned a lot about each other and really enjoyed being in each other’s company. At the end of the week, we packed up, gave the keys back, and hit the road — early, of course. (After all, who wants to spend the whole day travelling, and who knows what you might run into?)

When we got back, life carried on pretty much as normal and we both went back to work but carried on spending time together in the evenings. As the weeks went by, we started talking more and more about how much we enjoyed spending time together and talked about going away again. By that point we had been together for a couple of years, been through heartache, been abroad, and been away in the UK, but why did we have to go away to be together?

I knew Amy was the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, so what was next? I wanted to ask her to marry me, so I spent ages looking at where we could go and what would be the best place for my proposal. Then I remembered Wales! We were both obsessed with the TV series ‘Gavin and Stacey’ and had always wanted to go to Wales and visit Barry Island. So that was it.

I was determined to make the best memory I could for us, so I booked a hotel in Cardiff, but then I had to get Amy down there without letting on what I’d planned. ‘Let’s go away,’ I suggested. ‘We can go to Cardiff for the weekend, stay in a hotel, and see the sights.’ And we did.

We travelled down on a Friday night in December 2015, pulled up at the highest hotel I had seen before, parked the car and checked in. We had a lovely meal and went back up to the room, and to my surprise the hotel had laid out some chocolates which — would you believe it? — spelt congratulations. I mean, come on, throw me a bone here!

Knowing Amy had seen it, I had no choice but to stand next to the window, get down onto one knee, and ask if Amy would do me the honour of becoming my wife. She said no. Ahhh, got you! She said yes, and it was another of my happiest moments alive again. It was a fantastic evening, and once again we were on cloud nine.

We spent the weekend seeing Cardiff, looking round the Christmas markets, and even managed to go to Barry Island. What a great place! We took lots of photos and made some happy memories together.

Once we got home, we started to talk about moving in together. But where to start? Buy? Rent? We had no idea, so we started some research. When I say research, I mean I put into the internet: how much do I need to buy a house? The internet soon set me straight when my eyes were opened to a thing called a deposit. Oh God, that word! When I looked to see what we could afford, the number showing on the screen was crazy. A year’s salary springs to mind! We would need to save for the next 5-10 years, and although you can save money by not buying a coffee every day, it’s a bit different when you earn minimum wage and live day-to-day. We would have to look at our other option: rent.

Now this is word people either love or hate. ‘Don’t rent, it’s dead money.’ ‘Why would you rent? You’re just paying somebody else’s mortgage.’ And yes, both those points are correct, but you still need to keep reality in mind. Renting would give us the chance to take our relationship to the next level.


We turned our attention to what we could actually afford to rent — a house or a flat. Another niggle about me is that I don’t like spending money. You might have guessed already but I don’t just not like spending money; I hate spending money, and I will do anything I can to avoid it. I remember I was once pulled over for driving too slowly, but it was because I had realised that if I drove a bit slower, I could make another journey out of the same amount of fuel. I have also walked for miles to save on bus fare. This attitude has helped very much in later life, as I have picked up all sorts of skills. Now I didn’t say I was very good at them, but they turned out ok and I have saved a few quid by doing it.

Anyway, after searching for a couple of days, we found a nice little terraced house in the local area. We arranged a viewing and were given a pretty in-depth tour of the house. I was trying to come across as manly and mature as possible, but I had no idea what they were talking about. Central heating controls and boiler timers gave me a headache, but I was determined to show that we could be entrusted with this house.

We said we would like to move forward, and the landlord accepted. Hooray! We then received email after email, credit checks, and fees. All I could hear was ‘Give me all the money you have and that might be enough.’

Anyway, everything finally came together and we were ready to move in.

		
	
		

Chapter 4

Moving

On the 16th of February, 2016, we moved into our new home. Once we moved all of our belongings in, we realised again that we both had ‘niggles’ to work on. Naturally, it was our greatest achievement to date, but moving is a very stressful time and one I hadn’t experienced before. There’s so much to do, not a lot of time to do it, and it’s hard not to feel overwhelmed. However, we both had to stick to our own jobs in order to keep focused.

Moving from a bedroom to a house leaves a lot of empty cupboard space, but it didn’t matter; it was ours — in a way. Once everything was moved in — well, a bed, clothes, and not a lot else — we completed our first weekly shop, which took the last remaining money we had. Then we spent the weekend getting to know our new four walls before starting the working week again.

Who forgets where they live? I did. I think I went to the wrong house nearly every day for the first week! But it was great. We soon got ourselves into a good routine where I would drop Amy to work for a long day shift and then head off to work myself. Nights and weekends on your own can be a challenge, though, and when Amy was on shift, I would sit and wonder what I could do. Not much, so the DIY side in me came rushing to the surface.

After we’d settled in, it was really time to look at what bills we had to pay and how we were going to manage money. Luckily, we are both good with money, so we wrote a list and worked out the essentials to keep us warm, housed, and the council tax people off our backs. We set up a joint bank account, decided how much we needed to put in each month, and were then happy that in theory we shouldn’t run into any problems.

For some reason I always insisted on paying the council tax by phone each month; I don’t know why, but I just thought I had more control that way. That was until the second month came and I forgot to call them, so the payment was late. The third month came and I forgot to pay it; it was late. The fourth month came, and you guessed it, I forgot to pay it. But this time I didn’t just forget to pay it, and it was late. I totally forgot to pay it.

I was at work one day when Amy phoned me to give me the news that an important letter had arrived from the council to say they were taking me to court for not paying said bill. Oh my, that was a wake-up call. This method I’d thought I had control over was clearly not working, so I quickly moved us over to direct debit. Luckily, we have been ok ever since —touch wood, that is.

After this minor setback in our new home, we were settled, bills were paid, work was ok, and we had our routine. So we realised that it was time for an addition to our lovely new home — but not in the way you might be thinking. We decided we were going to get a dog, but not a puppy. We were going to rescue a dog. We knew we were happy living together, so what better way to test our relationship further than by adding a new addition to the family.

Once again we had to do our internet research, spending time trying to decide what sort of dog we would want. A big dog, a small dog, a fluffy dog, a long-eared dog?

Then we found her. Isabelle, a bull mastiff, had been left in care with the Blue Cross, waiting for somebody to take her to her new forever home. We went down to visit for the first time, feeling slightly overwhelmed but excited. The staff brought Isabelle out so that we could all go for a walk. It was another new experience but great to feel the responsibility of looking after somebody else. Thankfully, we all got on like a house on fire.

The following week we arranged to go back to the shelter to see her again, and the second visit was just as much fun. We played for ages, went on walks again, and wanted Isabelle to feel loved once again. The third time we went back it was to collect Isabelle and bring her home.

We drove to the shelter in Suffolk, feeling extremely nervous. Were we doing the right thing? Could we look after another life, in a new house? So many questions to answer, but luckily lots of time to discuss them as we had left – as always – with plenty of time to spare and we weren’t breaking any sound barriers anytime soon.

We arrived and went in to meet Isabelle and make the final preparations to bring her home. I was sitting, with Isabelle lying next to me, when all of sudden another dog came in. Immediately Isabelle stood up, hackles high, and let out the deepest bark. It really put into perspective just how big this dog really was. Nevertheless, we loved her, and after signing the last of the forms we were ready for the off.

Outside, we led her to the car then looked at each other wondering how would we get her home. Should we strap her in on the seatbelt? Should she come home in the boot? This was our first challenge, but luckily enough the staff could see us scratching our heads and kindly came out to lend a hand. We got Isabelle strapped in, with Amy in the back to keep her company, and off we went. Now not only did I have the perfect excuse to take my time driving home but I also had all of the front to myself — lovely.

When we arrived home, we showed Isabelle around. ‘So, this is the downstairs, garden, and upstairs. Tour finished.’ We then worked out the next logical challenge: we didn’t have anywhere for her to sleep. Oh God, this whole being responsible was really setting in now!
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