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This book is dedicated with love and admiration to my amazing son Dale, for allowing me to tell his story. Without his support and participation, this book would not have been possible.
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Prologue


My husband, Jamie, and I didn’t want a dog. That’s not to say we didn’t like them – I had had one myself as a child, and although Jamie wasn’t used to dogs, he had nothing against them. No, we just didn’t want one at the time, because we had enough responsibilities. Our young son, Dale, was locked deep inside his autistic world, terrified by every little thing, yet totally unable to communicate his fears or understand our reassurances. Every waking minute with him was a maelstrom of conflict as we plunged from one violent tantrum to the next. He didn’t even know who we were, and our efforts to interact with him were deeply frustrating, completely draining and ultimately, it seemed, quite futile.


Then a chance encounter with Jamie’s cousin’s dogs gave us a glimmer of hope … and so began the road to finding our puppy. Even at six weeks old, Henry stood out from the rest of the litter; but we didn’t choose him, he chose Dale. Whether or not he was at that tender age able to sense our wee boy’s troubles and feel he could be of assistance, I don’t know. All I can say is that his beautiful, stoical, saintly nature was the key to unlocking a personality we never knew our son had. What happened was beyond our wildest imaginings – nothing could have prepared us for the impact on all our lives of finding a friend like Henry.




1
The Words



I wept with joy as the midwife placed my first-born child into my arms: a tiny, neat baby boy, weighing 5 pounds 13 ounces. In only two short years, I had extricated myself from a bad relationship, met the man of my dreams and become a mum.


‘It doesn’t get much better than this,’ I thought, as I wiped away my tears and gazed down at my new son.


And then my stomach heaved with fear when I saw his head.


A midwife myself, at St Luke’s Maternity Hospital, I had only once before seen a baby admitted to the neonatal unit for excessive moulding of the head. I now vividly remembered my shock at that sight and was haunted by the words of my colleague at the time: ‘It’ll be a miracle if this baby gets away unscathed.’ I never did learn what became of that child, but all I knew now was that the shape of my new baby’s head was terrifyingly worse than anything I had previously witnessed.


His head was quite flat at the back, severely elongated and virtually touched the tops of his shoulders. It was also bruised all over, even on his face. I knew immediately that he would be admitted to the special care unit to undergo tests, but I glossed over this with my partner, Jamie: ‘It’s because he’s premature,’ I reassured him.


We had chosen our baby’s name months in advance, when we were excitedly anticipating the big event: Dale for a boy, Amy for a girl. But for all the simplicity of his name, Dale’s entry into this world had not been without drama. On Saturday, 11 June 1988, at only thirty-five weeks pregnant, I had started to have contractions while putting the finishing touches to the newly renovated bathroom of the flat where Jamie and I lived. As it was too early for me to be in labour, I concluded I must have a bladder infection. Because of my medical training, I wasn’t particularly worried, but Jamie drove me to the hospital just in case. I was admitted and was somewhat surprised when the contractions continued in earnest. They were regular and strong, but no real progress was made until five o’clock the following morning, when my waters broke. I now knew for sure that my baby would be delivered at some point within the next twenty-four hours because the risk of infection had superseded those of a premature birth.


I laboured and laboured, getting precisely nowhere. Then, at about 7 a.m., the night sister examined me and announced her suspicions that the baby was in a breech presentation, despite all previous assessments having indicated to the contrary. Some thirty-six hours after my admission, in agony and exhausted, I was X-rayed and the sister’s suspicions were confirmed. Jamie was hauled out of his office, in the middle of eating his bacon roll, and he joined me in surgery for the inevitable Caesarean section. Eventually, at 11.04 a.m. on 13 June, Dale entered the world, screaming enthusiastically.


The moulding to Dale’s head was caused by the fact that he was an undiagnosed breech and his head had become caught in my ribcage, which was why the labour hadn’t progressed naturally. Only time would tell whether any lasting damage had been done as a result of this trauma.


Despite my misgivings, I tried to keep things in perspective. Becoming a mum was a blissful continuation of the wonderful journey that had begun with meeting Jamie. Having ended my previous relationship, I had moved into St Luke’s nurses’ home with just a suitcase and bitter memories. Although I was only forty miles from my home town of Greenock, it felt at times as though I was in another country and I missed my friends and family dreadfully. Fortunately, in spite of the exhaustion induced by the rigours of my working life, my close friend Lorraine would from time to time ignore my protestations and demand my return to the Greenock social scene. I had known Lorraine since the summer of 1978, when our paths had coincided at Ravenscraig Psychiatric Hospital in Greenock. As part of our nursing training, we were there to gain some practical experience of psychiatry. I think it’s fair to say we gained rather more practical experience of boozy nights out, and in the process bonded like sisters.


One Friday evening in 1986, my presence was required by Lorraine in the popular Greenock music bar Tokyo Joe’s. As the night wore on, and the drinking and dancing intensified, I became aware of a tall, dark-haired man propped up at the bar, watching me. He was alone, but seemed totally at one with himself. When he opened his mouth to mumble a hello, vodka fumes assailed my nostrils.


‘You’re a fine-looking woman,’ he slurred pleasantly.


Despite his condition, I think my reply was along the lines that he wasn’t so bad himself. There was a pause as he wondered whether he was capable of pursuing the discussion. Then he shook his head, wryly declaring, ‘Time to send myself home.’ In spite of his inebriated state, he came across as a polite, very funny character. He said that he hoped to see me again sometime, when he’d got his ‘sensible head’ on.


I’m not sure whether he found me irresistible or simply forgot that he’d said goodbye, but before he left he came back over and invited me to a party at a mate’s flat the following night. For some reason, I was sufficiently intrigued by this man to want to know more.


The next evening, I found him at the party, still nursing the effects of the previous night’s binge and determined to take things easy.


‘Remember me?’ I introduced myself. ‘You really suit your sensible head.’ Suspecting amnesia would have set in straight after he’d left Tokyo Joe’s, I hoped this would be enough to remind him of our encounter. There was a moment of slightly startled blankness, but then recognition flooded across his face – and no doubt relief across mine.


Jamie and I totally clicked. We spent the evening together, talking and laughing, before deciding to abandon the party early and retreat to his flat, which was round the corner. It was on the top floor of a ninety-year-old red-sandstone tenement in Roxburgh Street and Jamie had just moved in – his first bachelor pad.


Despite being in our late twenties, we were like a pair of young teenagers, playing music and talking late into the night, before finally falling asleep in each other’s arms on the sofa until morning. Phone numbers were exchanged, and, after a caring goodbye kiss, I returned to the confines of the nurses’ home at St Luke’s and Jamie to National Semiconductor, where he worked as a physical design engineer, designing microchips.


Within only a few months I found myself strangely secure and happy with Jamie. We became inseparable, yearning to be with each other when work divided us. It was perhaps inevitable, therefore, that at one of our Saturday night post-pub parties, ‘the words’ were said. Still drenched by the torrential rain that had fallen as we left the pub, and both pleasantly pickled in alcohol, we were lost in each other and oblivious to the party. As I laughed at yet another dry one-liner, Jamie suddenly grabbed me and said ‘the words’. For a confirmed bachelor, this was something of a giant leap, but I seized the moment and told him I loved him too.


That Christmas, I was the first girlfriend ever to dine with the Gardner family and our future together was cemented. I moved into Jamie’s flat in June 1987, eight months after meeting him.


The flat desperately screamed for a woman’s touch and we set about renovation work. This was no easy task, given that everything we threw out or brought into the property had to be transported up or down a total of sixty-five big, cold, concrete steps, the first fifteen of which were in the form of a spiral staircase. This climb to the flat would become like the north face of the Eiger in later years.


Despite the physical challenge, we had great fun with the renovations, not least because we were aided and abetted by ‘the team’, a group of Jamie’s crazy friends, who would think nothing of turning up somewhat the worse for wear at one o’clock in the morning. Their demands for coffee, meals and more drinks were always met – in return for slightly more sober assistance later with the work on the flat. So, after many months of sweat and hard graft, combined with the electrical and joinery skills of Jamie’s dad, Jimmy, an unprepossessing, poorly modernised flat was restored to its former Victorian glory. More importantly, it was home, and even the painful dent in our bank balance could not dampen our delight.


After a Christmas-party outing, the revelling continued at our place and we spontaneously celebrated our new abode with ‘the team’ and their partners. Big George decreed the dump had become ‘a palace’, while Big Kenny and John Turner did their best to break in the new lounge carpet by encouraging all present to dance on it into the wee small hours.


Jamie and I were besotted with each other and gradually developed a series of ‘rules’ to anchor our relationship. It would be based on mutual trust and respect and we would at all costs avoid one of my pet hates: clichés. I saw no value in a compulsory bunch of flowers on Valentine’s Day or by way of apology and so Jamie promised that on at least one random day a year he would bring me flowers. Since then, he has never disappointed or failed to surprise me, one year waiting until the stroke of midnight at Hogmanay to present me with a stunning bouquet of roses.


Our trust extended to such things as opening each other’s mail and throwing in our assets together. I sold my two-year-old Ford Fiesta to use the money to furnish the flat, and Jamie returned the gesture big time by legally placing the ownership of his flat in our joint names.


The only domestic irritation came as no real surprise, being itself something of a cliché about the nature of men. Jamie seemed to think that part of the package of setting up home together was that he had acquired a live-in maid. One day, I found a solution in the form of an item I had spotted while browsing through a magazine and duly placed an order. While waiting for my purchase to arrive, I laid the groundwork by threatening Jamie that I would have to get in hired help because of my hefty work schedule. He didn’t seem to believe this would really happen. Then, a few days later, when he arrived home, I met him in the hall.


‘I’ve found a lady we can hire,’ I announced. ‘She’s waiting to see us in the lounge.’


Jamie was suitably embarrassed that I had had to go to these extremes and promised he would be more considerate in future. Perhaps rather cruelly, I insisted that he himself should explain to Myrna, the maid, why her services were no longer required. He was all for legging it to the pub, but I dragged him inside. There, ‘Myrna’ was waiting … in the form of a vacuum-cleaner cover designed to look like a Victorian domestic worker. Jamie took one look at the cute, doll-like face and introduced himself forcefully as her new master. We laughed, but secretly I think he felt he had finally met his match in me.


While our relationship was all I could have wanted, the daily stress of travelling from Greenock to work at St Luke’s was beginning to take its toll. My shift pattern and tiredness meant that Jamie and I hardly saw each other. I was also staring my thirties straight in the face and becoming increasingly aware of my biological clock ticking. This was compounded by the fact that I was constantly handing over new babies to couples, while at the same time yearning for one of my own.


One night, as Jamie and I polished off a bottle of wine together, he suddenly declared, ‘Hopefully, that’ll be your last.’


‘I may like a drink,’ I protested, ‘but I’m no alcoholic.’


His meaning became clear when he ceremoniously flushed my contraceptive pills down the loo. Within a year I was delighted and excited to be pregnant.


Being a dutiful midwife, I was careful to obey all the usual prenatal and pregnancy rules to ensure the development of a healthy baby. I also reduced my workload down to two night shifts a week, and the hospital were happy to let me stay at the nurses’ home for my nights on. I missed Jamie, but it was safer this way, rather than travelling back and forth, pregnant and exhausted.


I quickly became huge and, to give Jamie a laugh, would break into a mock tap dance whenever and wherever the mood took me … like in the aisle of a supermarket. He would fondly call me ‘Tubs’, much to the consternation of one fellow shopper, who seemed disgusted a man would refer to his partner in this way – until I turned round to reveal my mammoth bump.


Tap-dancing aside, perhaps, I did everything I could for the health of my growing baby. And yet here I was now, cradling my newborn son in my arms, unable to shake off a feeling of deep unease. My friends Barbara and Eleanor, also midwives, tried all they could to reassure me with regard to Dale’s head, and it was a great relief when the hospital tests he subsequently underwent revealed no abnormalities. I was pleased, too, to be able to get Dale breastfeeding really well, as I wanted him to have all the benefits this would bring.


A steady stream of friends and family visited over the following days, so happy for us and bearing gifts and cards galore. Jamie’s old teddy bear, which I had washed and re-stuffed in readiness, sat with great pride in Dale’s cot, as if watching over him. We christened the toy Teddy Gardner.


Finally, ten days after the birth, we made our way back to our lovely refurbished home. Jamie took a week off work and we just enjoyed being a family, little knowing of the harrowing journey that lay ahead.




2
A Different Child



In terms of Dale’s early behaviour, it seemed we had the perfect baby. In many ways, he appeared unique. He was passive, placid and exceptionally easy to care for. He would go to anyone, not missing me in the slightest, and friends and family would often comment on how good he was. I must admit I sometimes wondered whether he was unnaturally so. It seemed strange to have to waken or lift him for breastfeeds during the day, after not feeding for as long as five hours, and he slept through the entire night without a sound. He rarely cried, though when he did it varied between a pathetic whimper and screeching howls as if he were in pain. Sometimes the only sign that indicated he was awake was that he would scratch the sides of the vinyl cover of the pram with his tiny nails.


Nothing seemed to faze him. He didn’t react to the sound of the telephone or noise from the TV, and I remember one day when I left Jamie in charge so I could go to the shops, I came back to the sound of rock music blaring from our flat. I found Jamie in the kitchen, casually making coffee.


‘Where’s Dale?’ I shouted, horrified by the deafening volume.


‘In the lounge. He’s really into Whitesnake.’


I hurried in to rescue my son, and found him calmly bouncing in his little baby chair, quite oblivious to the racket. Only when I turned down the music and lifted him up did he cry, apparently distressed at being disturbed. Jamie thought it was good that Dale didn’t mind the music, but the experience left me chilled.


On the second routine visit from the health visitor, I expressed my feelings of doubt about Dale’s welfare. She thought it unusual to hear a mother complaining that her baby was ‘too good’ and was reassuring, although she did dismiss me with the words ‘Just enjoy that you have such a happy and contented baby.’ In a way, I felt she was right, but on some deeper level my niggling sense of unease persisted. Nonetheless, I continued to love and appreciate Dale for the wonderful little baby that he was.


My son remained totally undemanding, seemingly at one with everyone and everything around him. He would smile at random, and I found that actually to prompt a smile I had to go over the top, bouncing him up and down and making silly noises. Even then, the resulting smile didn’t quite seem natural; it was more as though he was smiling to himself. I remember one time when Jamie had Dale on his knee and was talking to him about taking us all on a weekend break to St Andrews. Every time Jamie said ‘St Andrews’, Dale would give a big, beaming smile. We loved seeing him smile at our request and so thereafter continued to use those magic words to get our reward.


As with his smile, Dale’s eye contact seemed a little ‘out of sync’ somehow – again, just not quite natural. Despite this, I was reassured when he made burbling baby noises or laughed heartily at something, even though we couldn’t work out what he had found so funny.


I did all the usual things to stimulate a new baby and ensure Dale was as happy and thriving as any other child. There were rattles and toys attached to his cot, such as Dozy Daisy, who squeaked when she was pulled, and a musical sheep mobile that played ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’, which I sang along to many a time, particularly while Dale fed. Teddy Gardner still kept watch, along with a new little bear whom we had christened Happy Ted. The cot bumper and duvet had a train scene, along with a matching sheep from the mobile. I had no idea then how significant trains were to become in the future, or how special this particular duvet would be.


My mum and dad, Dale’s Granny Madge and Granda George, regularly came round to help out and babysit so that Jamie and I could go out for a meal or see a film. Madge relished this time with Dale, singing to him and stimulating him with games for the entire evening. He loved the songs she made up and she found he particularly liked the same lines hummed over and over again, never tiring of them. Despite his placidity, we soon found Dale wouldn’t sleep in his bed, only in his pram, and then only as long as it was moving. He seemed addicted to the motion. Mum could also easily get him to settle into a deep sleep for the night by holding him upright, his cheek next to hers, and swaying him to and fro as she sang. She could even achieve this after he’d been screaming at full fury when all my efforts had failed. Her patience and love for my child knew no bounds.


During the day, I would take Dale in his bouncy chair from room to room as I did the housework, talking to him all the while to try and gain his attention in any way. Sometimes he would play casually with the big, colourful wooden beads on his chair; at other times he would just sit, seemingly content to gaze into oblivion. To try to stimulate him further, I changed the beads for a ‘gym’ with Disney characters dangling from it, but his play remained unchanged. He seemed to have only a fleeting interest, generally hitting the toys by accident with his arms or legs, rather than getting stuck in as I had seen other babies do.


Around this time, I was pleased to discover that two local health visitors had taken the initiative to start a breastfeeding support group, where mothers could get together and exchange ideas and experiences. I embraced this opportunity to meet other parents and felt it would be excellent for Dale’s development to socialise with other babies. All was well to begin with, and the other mums appreciated having someone there with knowledge of midwifery. It was also good for me to see how the other babies were developing and note, for example, that in sitting up at six months, Dale was holding his own with them. I had no idea how all this was shortly to change.


Now that Dale had reached six months, I felt it was a good time to get back to work, but at this point only wanted a part-time post. This I found at Inverkip House, a local home for elderly people who needed nursing care. My ultimate goal was to pursue a career in health visiting, but I felt the job at Inverkip would at least get me working again until something more suitable came up. Happily, all of Dale’s grandparents shared in looking after Dale so that I could work my three shifts a week and they continued to find him easy to care for. He was perfectly happy with the same few familiar toys, particularly a red rubber car, and would contentedly ‘mouth’ them most of the time. Sometimes, like at Jamie’s mum’s, he would prefer to play with pots and pans, which would amuse him for an unnaturally long time. Granny Dorothy would sit him on his play mat with wooden spoons and pots containing lots of clothes pegs, and he would simply transfer all the pegs from one pot to another and back again, seemingly happy to repeat this process endlessly. When I think back, he showed no symbolic or imaginative play – another child might have stirred the pegs in the pot or played appropriately with a toy, rather than just mouthing it.


Although Dale would occupy himself contentedly in this manner, I was concerned that he didn’t seem to be aware of anyone else’s presence. To attract his attention, we would have to shout, clap our hands or simply pick him up, which would often prompt loud wails and tears, as if he resented the intrusion; and while he would sit contentedly on my or anyone else’s lap, he seemed to regard this as just a seat, rejecting all attempts to interact with him. Also, I noticed that, unlike other babies, he would not lift his arms to be picked up and nor did he point at any item of interest. When he started to crawl, at eleven months, I remember him only ever crawling away from us, despite our efforts to engage and play with him.


I had to learn to rotate Dale’s toys, otherwise one item would be mouthed to death, which seemed such a futile form of play. Once he had laboriously exhausted a toy’s use, I would put it away for a rest and introduce a new one for him at his cognitive level. It would then become difficult to move him on to something else, but we learned to divert him by playing boisterously with him, especially tickling, which he would want to go on for hours.


Tickling sessions aside, our son didn’t seem to have the slightest interest in us or anyone else. Nor did he respond to our enthusiastic efforts to produce his first word. Our exaggerated facial expressions were entirely lost on him, and he seemed to have no comprehension of even the simplest language. Try as we did for that crucial ‘Ma-ma’ or ‘Da-da’, it never came.


Instead, we tried to get him to understand the two most basic and useful words in the English language: ‘yes’ and ‘no’. After a great deal of effort on our part, Dale finally learned to love the concept of the word ‘yes’, as it brought all good things his way. ‘No’, however, was a different story: whatever we tried, he simply refused to register or respond to a word that was going to prevent him doing or getting what he wanted. It’s as if he liked the tone of the word ‘yes’ but hated the tone of ‘no’.


I had to go into town to meet a friend one day with Dale still clutching the shiny saucepan from which he had refused to be parted, despite countless ‘no’s from me. In time, when out in public, I would learn to get used to the strange looks and negative reactions prompted by Dale’s bizarre behaviour.


Inevitably, I continued to have real doubts about my son’s progress, or lack of it, and voiced these concerns to the health visitor during his many check-ups. As he was so young, however, it was simply a case of wait and see.


Dale developed a fascination for water and loved visits to the local swimming pool, where he would turn into a prune before we could get him out, despite being oblivious to everything that was going on around him. Another favourite was bath time. Around the time of his first birthday, I decided I wanted to try to get him off his dummy as I didn’t want it to obstruct any potential for him to talk. I wasn’t sure how to go about this, as I knew if I simply removed it, he’d be desperately upset. One night, however, while I was drying him after his bath, Dale solved the problem for me by throwing the dummy down the toilet. I let him see it flush away, using the words ‘all gone’, which he was used to hearing when we finished feeding the birds at the local pond. For some reason, Dale found this highly amusing and laughed heartily, as indeed did I, such was my delight at sharing an enjoyable moment with my son. Although later there were times when he demanded, in his own screaming way, a replacement, I never gave in.


From that moment, it became vital to lock the toilet seat as anything that could go down the pan did. Because of his lack of response, the only toy we used at bath time was Diver Dan, a wee man in a swimming costume who would dive off a springboard into the bathwater. Sadly, one night, before I could lock the toilet seat, Diver Dan went the same way as the dummy, with Dale chortling gleefully as his toy whooshed down the U-bend like a flume. After that, whenever Jamie and I were at the Battery Park on the beach, throwing stones into the water to keep Dale amused, one or other of us would periodically issue a reminder to ‘keep a lookout for Dan’.


When Dale was fourteen months old, we headed north to Auldearn for a week’s holiday. The quiet, family-run hotel we stayed in was where Dale chose to take his first steps. On our first night, he was crawling and trying to get up, so we encouraged this enthusiastically, taking turns to help him. The next night, after our meal, we were debating going for a walk to explore the village when Dale seemed to answer the dilemma for us. He simply stood up and walked the two metres from Jamie at the bar to me in my seat at the dinner table. During the rest of that week, he literally found his feet. There was no in-between stage; Dale was on a roll.


As his walking progressed, I noticed that Dale was developing a strange gait, and mentioned this to the health visitor. She was unconcerned, but as time went by, it became more obvious that my son was ‘tiptoe walking’, a trait that would take him some fifteen years to overcome. Despite many years of our efforts to help him, it would take a friend of ours, who understood Dale’s problems, to get through to him.


Now that Dale was mobile, our difficulties were compounded. One day at the breastfeeding group, a new mum was sitting with her baby beside her in a car seat and I watched with delight while Dale toddled over to the baby and sat next to her. He seemed intrigued as he studied her, carefully touching her tiny hands … and then he whacked her forcefully in the face with a toy car. The poor wee thing screamed accordingly, but thankfully it was quickly established that no real damage had been done.


The mother herself was very understanding, reassuring me that Dale was young and didn’t realise what he had done. Even so, perhaps because of my knowledge of his other anomalies, I was devastated; it felt as though I had hurt the baby myself. This wasn’t helped by the fact that not all of the mums were so understanding. My guilt, as well as a deep fear that I could not prevent a recurrence of this type of incident, was such that I never returned to the group.


I did not have much time to dwell on what had happened, however. Shortly after that event, Jamie and I were driving along the coastal road, Dale sitting silently in the back of the car, when Jamie said casually, ‘I suppose it’s time to make an honest woman of you.’ There was no preamble or fanfare – just this simple statement – but it sounded like a marriage proposal to me, so I quickly said yes, adding for good measure that we might as well get the piece of paper as we’d effectively been married since the birth of our son.


We married at the Registrar’s Office in Greenock on 6 April 1990, with the reception afterwards at the Tontine Hotel. As a wedding present, Jamie’s friend George had offered us the use of his dark-brown 1960s Ford Zodiac, which he drove dressed up as a chauffeur. I think the car got more attention than I did. I coordinated well with it, however, adorned in my favourite colour, sky blue. Jamie’s cousin Pamela had made the cake for us, tinting the icing exactly the same blue as my dress. The only confusion on the day was that when we arrived at the hotel, the head waiter was somewhat flummoxed by the lack of anyone dressed in white. He finally approached me and cautiously asked if I was the bride. ‘Of course I’m the bride,’ I retorted. ‘I match the cake.’


A friend of mine from work arrived with Dale at about six o’clock, explaining that he had been no bother as he had happily spent most of the afternoon in the bath. All she’d had to do was top the water up every so often to keep him warm. Dale was so obsessed with water that, if allowed, he would stand at a sink at anyone’s house and fill a mug with water via the trickle of a tap, using a teaspoon. If we put a stop to this, he would go ballistic, but it did allow us to visit friends in peace.


Dale clung to me like a limpet for the whole evening; Jamie and I even danced together with him between us, clutching on to the silk of my dress. He seemed to like the sensation of silk, often wandering around with my silk pyjamas or slips, and sometimes falling asleep clinging on to one of them. All things considered, however, his behaviour at the reception was fine and we and our guests enjoyed ourselves hugely.


As if the wedding wasn’t enough, Jamie spoiled me further the following day. I’d heard tales of new brides being whisked off to surprise exotic honeymoon destinations, but surely no one could have predicted what my spouse had in store for me. I was instructed to dress warm … and taken not to the airport, but to Firhill, Glasgow, to see Jamie’s team, St Johnstone, win another crucial game in their bid to clinch the football league. This outing was at least followed up with a night in a luxurious hotel and then we went home to continue our life with Dale.


Dale’s strange gait did nothing to hinder his mobility. This, and his limitless supply of energy, became one of our biggest challenges. He would run constantly, both in the house and outside, but not at all like any other energetic youngster. His running was repetitive, almost ritualistic and without purpose. He would charge across the room, bounce himself off the wall to gain momentum and race back again – droning continuously, sometimes in a happy tone, sometimes anxious. This would go on for hours and he never tired. He did this so often that the plaster on the walls started to bulge and separate where he bounced off them. He had an unusual tolerance to cold or rain and would run outside in his pyjamas, soaked to the skin, given half a chance. If anyone tried to stop him, he would respond with a challenging tantrum.


When not pursuing his Chariots of Fire running, Dale would often perform his ‘circus spinning trick’. He would spin like an ice-skater on the exact same spot for ages, always in a clockwise direction, eyes deviating to the left so much that we could barely see his pupils. He would keep this up far longer than you would expect before the apparent reward of dizziness set in. Then he would stop for a few moments, before having another go. And then another.


Dale’s greatest talent, though, was for climbing. This, coupled with a complete absence of a sense of danger, made for some uncomfortable moments. We had to move the dining table away from the single-glazed window in front of which it had always stood; being on the top floor of the building, any loss of balance on Dale’s part while conquering the table could have had dire consequences.


If I moved an object that had piqued Dale’s interest, I had to ensure that he didn’t see where I put it, as he would go to frightening lengths to retrieve it. I remember putting some scissors on the top of a high shelving unit in our lounge and when I came back into the room a couple of minutes later, Dale was clinging on to the top shelf like a mountain climber, hand stretched out for the scissors. He had established his toy rocking elephant as base camp and from there had scrambled on to the top of the TV, before ascending to the summit via the lower shelves. I also remember him climbing on to the top of the cooker, using the kitchen drawers as a ladder. Like any toddler, he had no concept of danger, but I felt that he showed the intelligence of an older child in figuring out how to use the drawers.


Mealtimes were another challenge. Dale was rarely hungry, and in order to get him to eat at all, I tried various innovations such as arranging the food in the shape of cars or Mickey Mouse, or serving it on novelty plates. Sometimes this worked, but even then more food was thrown all over the floor and Dale’s clothing than was actually eaten. What’s more, he was a nutritionist’s nightmare, rejecting everything except sausages, chips, chicken nuggets and pizza. Jamie and I tried to follow a healthy diet ourselves, but Dale was having none of this. There wasn’t an approach or piece of advice I hadn’t followed to encourage him to eat, but none worked. If I introduced so much as a single pea or slice of carrot, he would protest by vomiting at will. More worryingly, he would sometimes choose to regurgitate food simply if things were not going his way.


I also tried to get Dale to use cutlery like other toddlers, but even his plastic Mickey Mouse knife and fork would get stuck into my face or eyes rather than his food. My son preferred to eat with his hands and that was that.


Drinking was slightly more straightforward. Fortunately for his teeth, he wasn’t keen on sugary drinks, preferring just water or milk. He would take as much as a pint of water in one go, which would sustain him until a similar urgent thirst kicked in. A small breakthrough came one day when Granny Madge persuaded him that he liked milky tea – again, no sugar – and to this day, some sixteen years later, he has never refused the offer of a cuppa.


By the time he was about two, I felt that, now he was a little older, Dale should be around other children. Despite the daily grind of living with him and trying to get through to him, I hoped that being around other children might help him to learn. But I couldn’t shake off the sense that my son was like a slowly ticking bomb. Deep inside me was a feeling that something about him was going to explode – I just didn’t know when or how.




3
‘Tree’



I found the local mother and toddler group in Peat Road, about a mile away from our flat. While somewhat nervous about how Dale would react, that first morning I was relieved to see a friendly face; Anne, a nursing colleague, and her young son seemed pleased to see us, too.


I let Dale explore the toys and did my best to familiarise him with a couple of the other children. I took my eye off him for a moment to talk to Anne, and turned back just in time to see him push a little kid to the ground so he could reach a toy fire engine. Before I could get to him, he had pushed this into another child’s face, just as he had all those months ago at the breastfeeding group. I spent the rest of the visit glued to his side, desperately trying to help him to engage safely and appropriately with any child who was brave enough to go near him. It was, however, impossible; if he wasn’t having a screaming fit due to me constantly saying no to him, another child would be screaming because Dale had hurt them or snatched a toy from their grasp. Anne courageously tried to take over, to let me sit and have a cup of tea, but Dale threw himself on the floor in noisy protest.


Seeing my embarrassment and despair, Anne and the other mums were generous enough to attribute Dale’s behaviour to the fact that it was his first day and a new environment. I was nonetheless acutely disturbed by Dale’s extreme behaviour and the extraordinary level of vigilance required by me to ensure that he and the other children survived the session unscathed. This time, however, I was not going to give up as easily as I had with the breastfeeding group.


On the next visit, although it was my turn to help set up the toys and drinks, Anne did this for me as I needed to stay by Dale’s side at all times. For the next hour and a half, I tried valiantly to teach Dale to engage properly with the other children, but it was blatantly obvious to all concerned that my efforts were futile.


I persevered in attending the group, but became increasingly used to comments from the other mums such as ‘I think you must be spoiling him’, ‘He doesn’t seem to understand that what he’s doing is wrong’ or, most helpful of all, ‘Why don’t you smack him?’ I grew adept at politely deflecting such interventions.


After the toddler group, as Dale clearly didn’t want his play session to end, I would take him to the Wellpark, a large park round the corner from our flat. Granny Madge and Granda George would spend many hours here with him on the days when I was working and I quickly came to understand how exhausting they found it.


Dale’s behaviour in the park mirrored that of the playgroup, with the added disadvantage of the potential to bolt across the acres of parkland at his disposal. He would not let us hold his hand and would throw himself on the ground if we tried, so Jamie and I, together with Mum and Dad, had developed the ‘three-metre rule’, whereby one of us was always within three metres of Dale, ready to catch him if he decided to take off. He seemed to enjoy the ‘game’ of an adult chasing after him, and many a passer-by had to seize and restrain him on our behalf.


Dale would want to stay in the park for hours, and the whole experience would be entirely on his terms. When I needed to leave, no amount of bribery or preparation such as saying, ‘Time to go soon,’ could end the visit, even in torrential rain. The only way to achieve this was simply to lift him up and go. His disapproval would be registered with a tantrum of mammoth proportions. I had to carry him while he screamed, punched, continually kicked my shins, scraped his fingernails down my face or tried to bite me to demonstrate the full force of his rage. Then, when I had finally got him to the bottom of the stairs to the flat, and by now exhausted, I had the north face of the Eiger to deal with.


The first curve of the spiral staircase was particularly tricky: with Dale fighting against me, if I didn’t get it right, I would lose my balance, fall back down the stairs and Dale would tumble after. So I had to develop a technique to get the two of us to the top safely.


Wherever I went, I always carried my ‘survival bag’, a large shoulder holdall loaded with essentials such as nappies, a change of clothes, a favourite toy, sweet rewards and anything else that might help me get Dale through the day. To climb the stairs, I would put the bag strap over my head and shoulders, leaving both hands free, and then hoist Dale into a horizontal position, supporting his body on my waist. He was of course writhing and lashing out as I tried to do this, but I would eventually manage to pin his arms to his side, with his head facing away from me so he could not bite. Then we would start to climb, my right arm locked round him, my left free to grip firmly on to the handrail to help pull us up. Sixty-five stairs in all.


Occasionally, the combination of Dale’s anger and extraordinary strength would mean that I couldn’t even start the ascent. If I was lucky, one of the neighbours would come to assist, alerted by Dale’s screams. It was easy if there were two adults: one would grip Dale firmly under his arms, the other by his feet, and he would then be lifted bodily up to the flat.


My parents, Madge and George, learned to employ this technique also and it was to become a familiar sight to the public in Greenock as Dale would be carried out of whichever shop or bank he was trying to wreck at the time.


Jamie, I knew, had still been clinging to the belief that Dale’s behaviour was as a result of his premature birth and that things would improve in time. Somewhere deep within me, however, the feeling of doom about the future was steadily becoming stronger. I wondered if Dale had not got away with the damage suffered to his head at birth after all, or whether something equally sinister was going on, but ‘what’ I still didn’t know. If Dale was perhaps developmentally delayed or had learning difficulties, then I knew I would do my utmost to help him catch up. I didn’t have the faintest inkling of what was to come.


I hoped eventually to follow a career in health visiting and, to make such a transition possible, thought it would make sense if I left caring for the elderly and returned to the National Health Service. If I could reduce my shifts as well, I would be able to spend more time with Dale in the long run. I managed to get a perfect post to enable this, as a senior staff nurse, working two nights a week at Ravenscraig Hospital. I would be looking after patients in an assessment and rehabilitation ward, many of whom had suffered strokes and required rehabilitation to assist with their speech and comprehension. My mum and Jamie’s mum, Dorothy, were immensely supportive, in that they would have Dale over to stay on the two nights that I worked and I would get a blissful six hours’ sleep during the day, after finishing my shift. Given that Dale only ever slept for an hour or so at a time, uninterrupted sleep was a rarity for Jamie and me. Sometimes, too, Dale could be awake in the morning and start moving about but make no noise – we had to have a baby alarm to alert us in case he was up and about and doing something dangerous unbeknownst to us.


While I was sleeping, Granny Madge and Granda George would take Dale to the Wellpark, armed with a picnic lunch as they knew they had no chance of getting him home to eat – they would be there for the long haul. But Dale was happy, the park having become his own version of Disney-world. He loved to climb up the twelve big steps of the enormous slides, touching each one ritualistically as he scaled them. Typically, he would barge in, pushing any other children in the queue out of the way. To him, they were just objects blocking his path. Then, as soon as he had slid down, he would hurry back round to the steps again, with no intention whatsoever of waiting his turn. It was the same at the swings: if he didn’t get his way, or there was no swing free, a horrific tantrum would ensue in protest.


Dale would spend an hour or more on the equipment and then accept that it was lunchtime, though his participation in the picnic was more for the purpose of replenishing his energy supplies than any form of enjoyment. After lunch, he would race off to the big cenotaph, the park’s crowning glory, where he would run around recklessly, climbing over the chains and playing peek-a-boo with Granny Madge as she gamely tried to engage with him. Sometimes passers-by would comment on how this was disrespectful to the war dead, but they didn’t understand our desperate need to stimulate and encourage this wee troubled boy who was over two years old and still had not spoken a single word. For us, therefore, the park was too important a learning experience for Dale. He was in a place that he loved and it was a relatively controlled environment for us to try to teach him, so removing such a valuable resource at this difficult time in his life was not an option.


It was Granny Madge who made the breakthrough with Dale that was to give us all immeasurable hope for the future. I owe so much to my amazing mother. Very much an ordinary working-class woman from a large and poor Dublin family, she left school at thirteen and went straight into full-time employment. Because of the hardships in Ireland at that time, she moved to Blackpool, started work in hotel kitchens and progressed to waitressing. Extreme hard work was what my mum became used to, and this, together with a healthy dose of common sense, would prove invaluable when it came to interacting with Dale – though, endearingly, she was entirely unaware of her special attributes and qualities.


One day, as Granny Madge tried to get Dale to leave the Wellpark, he managed to break away from her and ran into a large tree by accident, not surprisingly hurting himself. He was really upset, which prompted Granny Madge to pretend to hit the tree back. She stood there shaking a large branch, saying, ‘Bad tree, don’t hurt Dale.’


The next time they were due to leave the park, Madge anticipated the usual tantrum and grasped Dale firmly by the hand, but instead of freaking out, he dragged her over to the tree. Although he had no language, she nevertheless understood that he wanted a repeat performance of shaking the branch. She decided to humour him as it might be a means of getting him out of the park without a tantrum. My poor mum stood there shaking that branch for almost an hour before Dale was satisfied; but it did the trick and he left the park peacefully. ‘Shaking the tree’ became a regular part of the Wellpark experience and considerable time for it had to be built into the programme. It was, however, a great means of toning the arms for the ‘shaker’, so all was well.


On leaving the tree, Dale would insist on inspecting the caravan that was permanently parked on the road outside the park. This would easily take half an hour as he touched and stared at it, paying particular attention to the hubcaps and wheels. At least this was on my mum’s route home, and she knew that once all of his obsessions and rituals had been dealt with, he would be happy to accompany her.


The breakthrough came when Granny Madge was dutifully shaking the tree one day, patiently saying, ‘Tree, Dale, tree.’ She had been doing this for the last several outings, but Dale’s only response was to jump up and down in delight; he so loved watching the branch rise and fall, with the occasional leaf being detached in the process. Madge repeated, ‘Tree, Dale, tree,’ and on this day was utterly stunned to hear in reply a wonderful voice she had never heard before.


‘Tree,’ Dale shouted back with considerable enthusiasm. ‘Tree!’


Through dogged persistence, my mother had got his first word – at twenty-six months of age. She answered him back with great glee, ‘Yes, Dale, tree!’


That evening when Mum brought Dale home, she told me cautiously, ‘I think I might have a wee surprise for you.’ I watched, intrigued, as she lifted Dale up to the kitchen window and pointed. ‘Look, Dale, it’s a … ?’


After a dramatic pause, Dale’s matter-of-fact response was, ‘Tree.’ Mine was to dissolve into tears. Then I grabbed one of his books, my heart pounding, and pointed at a picture of a sycamore. Once again he answered, ‘Tree.’


I gently hugged him, tears still in my eyes. ‘Good boy, Dale. Yes, it’s a tree. I love hearing you say “tree”. You’re a good boy. Tree. Tree! It’s a tree!’ Still better was that Dale looked really happy because of my delight. I gave him a sweet reward, repeating, ‘Good boy, it’s a tree.’ I wanted him to learn how much I loved hearing him speak.


I beamed at my mother, who observed in her soft Irish lilt, ‘If this is what it takes, so be it. If we can get one word, we can get two.’


Dale seemed very chuffed with his new word, but the enormity of what would be involved in teaching him more soon became apparent. He had taken the meaning of the word ‘tree’ literally, thereafter assigning it to everything remotely similar and green, whether it were a real tree, a plant, bush, watercress or broccoli. Nonetheless, I couldn’t ignore this momentous breakthrough.


I was so heartened by my mum’s achievement that I decided to abandon my hopes of a career in health visiting. This would have meant working full-time, which I knew was not an option if I wanted to help my son, and so I chose to stick with my two shifts at Ravenscraig. My mum had shown that it was possible to get through to Dale, and even though I suspected that progress would be in millimetre steps, I wanted to spend as much time as I could with him. Because of the accidental approach with Dale’s tree, I now realised that comprehension had to come before language. To achieve this, our own language would need to be reduced to very basic components, modified down to Dale’s level. The event with the tree had taught me that we had been trying to teach Dale on our terms, bombarding and overloading him with ‘our’ language, although his own understanding was so poor. With Granny Madge being led by Dale on his terms, through the basic repetition of shaking the tree and reinforcing that this alone was a tree, she had finally found the key to reach him.


It wasn’t so much a first word that my mum had prompted as a whole new approach, and I knew that our future efforts should be tailored to the same method that had finally produced that wonderful, glorious ‘tree’.




4
The Explosion



Now that we had that one precious word, I wanted Dale to learn that if he made any further attempt to communicate, I would be ‘switched on to receive’. It may sound a little extreme, but Jamie and I agreed that as far as possible all sensory interruptions in the house, such as TV, radio and music, would be turned off when we were with Dale. We also kept the answering machine permanently in answer mode: not even a phone call was going to interrupt any chance of communication or sharing a special moment with our son.


As soon as these distractions had gone and all focus was now on Dale, I noticed there were in fact many times when he would give me subtle ‘invitations’ to engage with him. These were as simple as coming into the kitchen to look at what I was doing, and then walking away, or even just a fleeting moment of eye contact with me. When I picked up on these invitations, Dale often allowed me to interact with him, and I felt that, in contrast with the time it had taken to get the word ‘tree’, this new approach had at least set us on the right path – albeit still travelling at a snail’s pace.


As always, Granny Madge gave us her full support, with the result that Dale probably received as much as fifteen hours a day of one-to-one input, seven days a week.


It wasn’t long before our efforts paid off. Mum and Dad lived in full view of Greenock Central Railway Station and Dale used to love to look at the trains with his granny. When coming home from the park, he would drag her up to the entrance of the station and she would always apply the appropriate word, albeit a very simple one. Sure enough, the day came when she got her reward as Dale chanted back, ‘Choo-choo, choo-choo.’ He had doubled his vocabulary!


Dale’s fascination with hubcaps reaped further benefits. I wasn’t embarrassed to sit on a pavement with him as he scrutinised a hubcap of particular interest. I would give a simple running commentary, always trying to reinforce the names of things and what he was doing with them: ‘This is a wheel. Dale is touching the wheel.’ Then, as he would try to take me to inspect another car, I would hold back a little to get his attention. ‘Car, Dale. You want to see the car?’ He would attempt to pull me towards the car and I would repeat my words, so that with each pull he learned that it was the car he wanted to see.
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