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To all the daughters showing mothers new ways: we wouldn’t have done the hard work without you. Thank you for giving us a second chance at this.
B, I wouldn’t be doing any of this without your courage.
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Foreword



By Laura James


When I first read Could Try Harder, I felt an almost physical pull, as though I were being tugged through the pages into Eliza’s adolescent world. Her illustrations don’t simply show her younger years; they allow you to feel the texture of them, the ache and the strangeness of autistic adolescence.


I recognised so much of myself. The wanting to do the right thing, the wanting to fit in, the endless drive for perfection. I felt keenly the jagged edges of Eliza’s anxiety and her almost primal need to feel comfortable. I wished fervently that I had seen this book when I was navigating my own adolescence. I wish my parents had read it. I wish I could have handed out copies to my teachers and to the girls at school.


I glimpsed a version of my younger self within the pages of Could Try Harder: anxiety; bewilderment; endlessly trying; and not quite able to understand why trying hard was never enough.


I was diagnosed autistic as an adult, decades after those crucial in-between years had passed. By then I had navigated school (at which I failed), work (at which I excelled), marriage (a mix of the two), motherhood (to which I have given everything and hope I’ve mainly done OK at), all without the language to explain what was different for me.


Like Eliza, I had been told I was clever but difficult. Promising but inconsistent. Capable but careless. I was forever a contradiction in the eyes of others. Never wholly ‘good’ or ‘bad’, just slightly wrong in ways no one could quite put their finger on. Reading Eliza’s memoir, I feel both kinship – because I am not alone in these memories – and a deep sorrow for the girls we were, the ones who longed to be understood.


That’s the gift of this book. It is not simply the story of one adolescence, but a map for so many of us who wandered blindly through our own. Adolescence, even at the best of times, is a confusing, uneven place. For autistic girls it can be a landscape of near-constant dissonance. We grow up firm in the knowledge that other people somehow know something we don’t. They glide through social interactions while we stumble. They shrug off disappointments that to us feel like mortal wounds. They can tolerate the scratchy jumper, the blaring classroom, the unexpected change of plan. We cannot.
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