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Autism brought to light - meet Charlie

By Tech. Sgt. Dean J. Miller

48th Fighter Wing public affairs
ROYAL AIR FORCE STATION LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – Charlie Nail is 19 years old, loves basketball and has a great overhead throw. He and his younger brother Andrew shoot hoops several times each week and occasionally wrestle – just like millions of other boys their age. But unlike so many others, Charlie was diagnosed with an autistic disorder at age 14. The diagnosis was a relief to his parents.

 
“I think no one picked up on the autism before for the simple fact that he is too friendly,” said Chief Master Sgt. Charles Nail, 48th Component Repair Squadron Propulsion Flight chief. “The classic person with an autistic disorder is thought to be an introvert. Charlie is [an introvert] to an extent; but normally, he likes people around him.”

At age 3, Charlie was diagnosed with moderate to severe mental retardation with no known cause. Very early, he began showing classic signs of autistic disorder that were not immediately identified. 

“When Charlie was 5 or 6 years old, you couldn’t just let him play in the backyard,” said Nail. “He would run away and keep going – through streets and without any fear of danger. Kids
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with autism will do this. They’re in their own world – but we didn’t know this back then.”

In 1996, under the Air Force Exceptional Family Member Program, the family moved to the United Kingdom. In the next six months, the Nails lived in two different temporary lodging facilities and a rented home in Thetford. Changes in family routine initiated two-to-three hour temper tantrums by Charlie. For people with autistic disorder, routine is everything.  

By this time, the Nails began to suspect Charlie had autistic disorder. A routine evaluation proved these suspicions. During a medical evaluation here designed to ensure the family was at a base with appropriate medical capability, Charlie was diagnosed with autistic disorder. The disorder is normally detected by the time a child is 3.

“We finally had something to associate his disability with,” said Nail. “His diagnosis of being mentally retarded with no known cause provided no specific group to help us. Now, we could relate to others with similar experiences and we joined the base autism support group.”

They’re suspicions confirmed, many challenges lay ahead. In 1999, with Chief Nail deployed, Charlie’s mother, Wanda, recalls a frightful ride home from Bury St. Edmunds. 

“In the car, Charlie went into a tantrum,” said Wanda. “There was nothing obvious to have set him off, and with autistic disorder there doesn’t have to be. Charlie kicked seats, windows and opened the car door while we we’re driving.” 

Charlie’s behaviour was also becoming more compulsive. After school he would study the house to see if anything had been moved. If a chair had been moved an inch, Charlie would notice it immediately upon entering the house. He would either throw a tantrum or spend the
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next 30 minutes putting it back in the “proper” location.

With the diagnosis of autistic disorder, came medications to treat Charlie’s tantrums and compulsive behaviour. Today, Charlie rarely has a tantrum and is far more accepting to changes in routine. His parents believe normal adolescent development triggered the compulsive behaviour and tantrums. Mentally, Charlie remains 5 to 6 years old.

When the original organizers of the base autism support group departed for other bases, the Nail’s voluntarily took over the RAF Lakenheath organization, expanding it to parents of all special needs children. The group currently includes 15 families with children with autistic disorder.

As parents of the oldest child with an autistic disorder in the group, the Nail’s have lived through what many parents in the group may experience in due course. They are happy to share their experiences with parents of newly diagnosed children with autistic disorder.

One positive experience was with the British Social Services respite care program. At no cost, it allowed the Nail’s to spend dedicated quality time with both of their sons. Prior to turning 18 years old, Charlie spent one night a month in specialized care in Bury St. Edmunds, allowing the Nails to spend a dedicated evening with Andrew. This program is one of many reasons the Nail’s are grateful to be overseas.

“We highly recommend anyone who has a special needs child to come overseas,” said Wanda. “The care is exceptional here. The 48th Medical Group Educational and Developmental Intervention Services clinic works with the schools to provide the best care for your child. This
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medical and educational approach is the key to taking care of a child with autistic disorder. You

can’t find this level of care stateside; there are no EDIS clinics.”

Today, Charlie is in Lakenheath High School special needs classes and is a senior. By law, he can stay in school until he is 21. The benefits to Charlie are such that his parents wish to keep him in school as long as they can. Within his education program, he is an A-student, and a top drum player in the school band – credited with livening up the school Christmas concert here. He also works two periods each school day at the commissary.

“With autistic disorder, he will lock away many skills he has until he is comfortable with the people around him. When he first meets people, he is very shy; at home, he becomes quite chatty.” 

The Nail’s hope for Charlie’s future is for him to be productive in his community and live somewhat independently, eventually moving into an assisted living arrangement.

“We want Charlie to be visible in this community,” said Nail. “We want people to learn from him and know that there are people less fortunate in the world. Also, other kids in the high school are his future employers. If they understand now that people with disabilities are productive members of a community, maybe they’ll hire him, or people like him, in the future.”
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(Editor’s note: Photo available on request)


