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there was an 
unshakeable 

Building oneself with a unique 
double background:

  
By JANE GONÇALVES 

which I had been working on in therapy. Eureka, 

From the age of 6 months, I was placed in the care of 

parent, faced insurmountable challenges in her role. 
Just before my Eureka moment, I told my therapist: 

In the early hours of a gloomy Saturday morning in 
the fall of 2022, at the age of 39, I stand in front of 
my bathroom mirror, washing my face, when suddenly, 

from my body. Standing there, staring into space, I 

stops. So that was what explained my persistent feeling 
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It also brings 
unique 
strengths:  

thinking 
"outside the 

to categorize 

interests that 

but also bring 

-
nancial struggles, a lack of social support, housing 
challenges, and health issues – it wasn’t easy. I could 
clearly see that I was struggling more than others. 
Unfortunately, school didn’t always help. Studying 
L'Assommoir

in school, was now being taught social determinism 

to become an alcoholic and possibly homeless. If the 
school said so, it must be true! I felt rejected by my 

blame the learning itself, but the lack of hopeful mes-
sages that accompanied the statements.

With my Ph.D. in hand, I moved to Quebec with my 
partner and baby. My status as an immigrant brought 

excused as cultural quirks. What Quebecers didn’t 
know was that these same traits – like my frankness 

for myself but for my young son, who displayed very 
challenging behaviors: meltdowns, anger, school 

wasn’t working!

From his earliest years, I raised concerns during 
pediatric visits. “He’s different.” The doctor asked if 
he played with toy cars. “He doesn’t play with cars,” 

I sensed she suspected autism, but she quickly 
dismissed the idea. The years went by, and my son 
remained isolated at school, yet no one was really 
concerned, neither at the CLSC nor at school, 
especially since he wasn’t violent anymore. The 
diagnosis came recently, after a chain of events: 
autism level 2 for him, level 1 for me, confirmed 
separately on the same day at different clinics, shortly 
after my Eureka! It was a way of telling him: "We’re 
both autistic. We are in this together." Sharing this 
news with those around me hasn’t always been easy. 
Autism is still poorly understood and known. That’s 
why I recently launched an awareness page: 
abcduspectre.ca.

I grew up in the same foster family for fourteen years. 
Far from being a model child, I had few friends and a 

-

curriculum. I would transcribe dialogues from my  

literature lessons – a complete mystery to me.

Then, at 14, I was removed overnight from my foster 
home following a judicial report filed against the 
family. It was a relief, as it allowed me to escape the 
abuse and alcoholism of my foster father. What 
followed were nearly 4 years of navigating psychiatric 
hospitals, group homes, and rehabilitation centers 
(for physical health issues). It may not sound like it, 
but I did have some good moments! Yet psychological 
instability loomed relentlessly: untreated depression 
(my first, at 13), suicide attempts, self-harm, crises 
(hysteria: as noted in one of my medical records I 
secretly read), and post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Despite early psychiatric care, no one identified the 
root of my struggles. At no point was autism 
considered. Probably, among other things, because 
I was a girl. It’s well known: "girls aren’t autistic." The 
fact that I carried the weight of multiple traumas 
further complicated the picture. A part of me thought, 
from the age of 13, that I wouldn’t make it to 
adulthood, so much did life seem to reject me.

moments, there was an unshakeable academic 
perseverance. School was my sanctuary; I loved 
learning. I had been told when I was younger: "If you 
want to succeed in life, you need to go to school." I 
took it literally and rigidly: no school = life on the 
street. The fear of not surviving on the streets pushed 
me to complete a Ph.D. in social psychology. It’s funny 
when you think about it. Another "rigidity" in my 
thinking was considering that "I had no choice." I didn’t 
take any pride in my academic perseverance because 
I wasn’t doing it for myself: I had no other choice. I 
would later understand in therapy that I had made 
the choice to have no choice. Phrased that way, it 
reclaims some power over your story.
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unique strengths: a way of thinking "outside the box," 

-

a manuscript about my journey and the lessons life 
had taught me (to be published in 2025 by Performance 

I also see strengths in having been placed in foster 
care. A sharp sense of resourcefulness, an unusually 
high tolerance for hardship, great independence, and 

among the takeaways from this journey. Also, a grea-

night or almost every night, I take a moment to thank 
life and my lucky star.

being a foster child, especially when the placement 
-

I have a great ease in detaching myself from people. 

inherent in my development and by the strong dicho-

100% or 0%, rarely in between.

my life expectancy, according to data in the literature. 
I believe it. When I was 20, I felt like I had lived as 

-

equip myself – for example, by exploring the famous 

therapy work, as I am fully aware that it’s not within 
everyone’s reach.

support my son with more serenity and empathy. I no 
longer desperately chase normality. I’ve finally 

to judge my needs less (like listening to a song on 
repeat for hours) and to avoid unnecessarily exposure 

reluctantly. Indeed, since uncovering the unconscious 

son has also made enormous progress, I am very 
impressed.

choose to accept them with kindness. I can also choose 
to do something useful with them – this is exactly 

life is possible.  
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