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			Introduction

			This is a book about autism. Specifically, it is about my autism, which is both like and unlike other people’s autism. But just as much, it is a story about how I emerged from the darkness of it into the beauty of it. It is about how I moved full circle from being a wild thing out of context as a child, to being a wild thing in context with a family of gorillas, who taught me how to be civilized. They taught me the beauty of being wild and gentle together and as one.

			What does it mean to be autistic? There are two types of autism, which I will detail in Chapter 2, but my form is called Asperger’s Syndrome, and it is characterized by difficulties in processing stimuli, sensory oversensitivities, and challenges in social interaction. Though I now know what I am and believe I know what caused me to be that way—I have an official diagnosis of autism and have used that information to find coping strategies that give me and those around me a measure of peace—I will always be autistic and it will always manifest itself. I am both proud and discouraged when people say “You’re autistic? Wow! I would never have known.” I am glad that I am so successful at appearing normal (whatever that is), but I also wish at times people knew how hard I work at it. So much goes on that other people can’t see.

			I count numbers in my head or curl my toes over and over while I am talking to someone. When I am not drawn in by another person’s choice of topic, I often start thinking of things that I am more interested in and don’t hear anything they say. I get a physical thrill when I encounter symmetry: I love the lines and color of tennis courts and love to run on them; I love driving through tunnels and being surrounded by their roundness. When I get homesick and cry, it is because I miss times and places and not necessarily individual people. I continue to have “sense addictions”: I smell all the purple irises I can when I go for walks; I still love to smell tin boxes of Band-Aids. I love the feel of having my scalp massaged and my arms tickled lightly more than traditional forms of physical contact. In times of stress I revert to eating the same thing at the same time of day for weeks at a stretch. I wear dark glasses and earplugs for the same reason. I startle and must fight rage when someone touches me unexpectedly, and I still have a very hard time with groups of people. My social awkwardness, though controlled, will always make interaction difficult for me.

			Yet I believe autism can be a beautiful way of seeing the world. I believe that within autism there is not only the group—the label—but the individual as well; there is strength in it, and there is terror in its power. When I speak of emerging from the darkness of autism, I do not mean that I offer a success story neatly wrapped and finished with a “cure.” I and the others who are autistic do not want to be cured. What I mean when I say “emergence” is that my soul was lifted from the context of my earlier autism and became autistic in another context, one filled with wonder and discovery and full of the feelings that so poetically inform each human life. When I emerged, I had learned—from the gorillas—far better how I could achieve these things.

			I went forward by going backward. I went backward in time into the most primal and ancient part of myself. Back into the quiet recesses of the mind, where evolution has paused to breathe, bringing its people with it. I did this with the first and best friends I ever had: a family of captive gorillas, people of an ancient nation. These gorillas, so sensitive and so trapped, were mirrors for my soul as it struggled behind bars, gawked at by the distorted faces of my world, taken out of a context that was meaningful and embracing. They taught me songs about themselves, about meaning and context, about the world, and about me.

			Because gorillas are subtle and unthreatening, I was able to look at them, to watch them, in ways I had never been able to do with human people. Through this process I learned that persons are more than chaotic knots of random actions; I learned that they have feelings, needs for one another, and valuable perspectives, and that as people we are reflected in one another. Because the gorillas were so like me in so many ways, I was able to see myself in them, and in turn I saw them—and eventually myself—in other human people.

			Gorillas, like autistic people, are misunderstood. They are seen as ugly, as caricatures of fully formed humanity, as unfinished or trapped in an anachronistic world that has no value. Prejudices about what it means to be a person necessarily exclude those who are not bright on the stage of common action; those who do not welcome the glare of shining, blinding smiles, who do not lean closer to hear the roar and macram of shouted words, who do not cut themselves and mold their flesh and spirit to fit the narrow human path, funneling upward without looking back. Autistic people can be left behind, hunted and haunted, looking through an often opaque glass.

			I remember hearing once when I was young that glass is actually a liquid, moving imperceptibly like some ancient sea that separates here from there. You can look through it and not realize it’s moving, but all the time the view one has through it is slowly changing. I now know that this isn’t actually true, that glass is solid, but I think autistic people and gorillas know some deeper truth about this. I am always aware of a moving sort of glass between me and the world, my present and my heritage, what is seen and what is not seen and only felt. My glass is not like the wall that other people seem to have, a wall that divides and gives no view. The gorillas know this too about their own glass. They see what is beyond it. There are human people there, that is true, but the glass is also a window to their past and their future. I watch them, these slow-moving gorilla people, and they seem to intuit that if they move slowly enough, the glass will stop and show its hidden holes. Perhaps they believe they will find some kind of passage that others don’t see; perhaps they feel that this way they can go home.

			I found a way to go home through the glass—the glass of my reality as an autistic person, certainly, but even more I found a way through the glass of a common zoo exhibit. The first time I knew that the glass was moving was a day, like the many days I sat with the gorillas, when we began to know one another. I knew the glass was moving when a gorilla touched me. A gorilla touched me, and I connected to a living person as I had never done before.

			It was a busy morning at the zoo, where I had been able to get a job after a long period of despair, depression, and homelessness. Working at the zoo had become my lifeline, and recently I had been allowed to start working more closely with the gorillas as part of a doctoral program I was starting. They had just had their annual medical checkups, and several samples collected that morning had to be cataloged and delivered to the zoo’s animal health department. Because the keeper was in a hurry and much needed to be done, she asked me to feed some strawberries to Congo, a huge silverback weighing over five hundred pounds who had recently joined us at the zoo. She showed me very carefully how to lay the strawberries on the edge of the windowsill, between the bars, and how to keep my hands back so that he did not grab my finger.

			When she left to deliver the samples, I looked through the bars at the massive gorilla sitting in his corner. I could smell his body, tart and pungently sweet, drawing me in and wrapping around my own body. As I shook the tin bowl full of strawberries, he rose up like a great dark wave of spirit and flesh and hoisted himself up to sit on the ledge under the sill. He was a foot away from me. I was overwhelmed by his sheer size and presence. It was not an unpleasant feeling; it was like lying in the silent dark in the arms of a mighty and compassionate god.

			He grunted and nodded his head at the bowl, raising his eyebrows to ask me to share the berries with him. I began placing the berries between the bars, careful to stay ahead of him as he quickly flicked them into his hand and popped them into his wide mouth.

			Congo was quite fond of the berries and ate them as fast as I could place them between the bars. Intent on my task and compelled to put the berries in the same repeating order between each of the bars, I didn’t realize he was catching up to me and eating the berries faster than I was putting them down. And then, in an instant, it happened. We put our fingers down at the same time. His gigantic finger, black and leathery, soft and warm, rested on my own digit. We stared at our fingers, and neither of us moved. Finally, I looked up into his soft brown eyes. They were dancing with surprise.

			We stayed like that for what seemed like a long time, our fingers joining five million years of evolution and reaching out to bridge the gap of generations traveled. He leaned forward slowly until he was six inches from my face. I could feel his breath. His steady eyes peered into my soul, and he did not blink. I leaned forward and rested my forehead on the bars. Our faces were almost touching. We stared at each other, our fingers still together.

			I relaxed into his touch and his nearness. This is what it is, I thought. This is what it means to love and be loved. This is what it is to touch and look at another person and feel its meaning. This is what it is to not be alone in the vastness of the space we hurtle through among the coldness and the dying. This is what it is to live, I thought.

			[image: image]

			Now people in the world are beginning to understand the glass that they call autism. As a result of the increasing awareness of autism and of the fact that it is a continuum, several books have now been written by people with autism. Some authors have been criticized because their stories do not adhere strictly to known patterns of autism. This kind of criticism often occurs when literature from direct sources of experience is too scarce; just a few books are forced by necessity to try to speak to all people’s experience. Adults with autism long to see their experiences related and validated by others. I think it is a mistake to judge too quickly the existing books by autistics, for they cannot be all things to all people. This is true of my story also.

			What I do want to accomplish with this story is to tell some of what other people with autism have experienced, and much of what I have experienced as a person with autism. Much like the deaf community, we autistics are building an emergent culture. We individuals, with our cultures of one, are building a culture of many.

		

	
		
			         

			
			Epilogue

			My life and career have grown into something I could never have dreamed of so many years ago. I know how to show people my best side and communicate my skills while knowing when to stop. To become an adjunct professor in the anthropology department at my university, I used a formula: a third of the time I talked about my skills, another third I talked about the work of my colleagues and how our interests merged, and the final third I talked about current events and my (softened) opinions about them. I remembered to ask questions about other people’s interests.

			Unlike other people, I often consciously think about these divisions of topic in a conversation. Many times I also count how many seconds to look into someone’s eyes and how many to look away. I try to take in all that is being said and remember it, all the while trying to read others’ emotions and respond in a way that makes them feel good. This skill has become easier with time. I have used it to show my interest in the work of people I admire greatly, and I now work with some of the best-known people in my field.

			Even though I have made a lot of progress in dealing with my fears and the panic I feel over situations, there are still those that manage to incapacitate me. One is trying to figure out how a vending machine works. Usually, I am already tense from being in a public place. If I feel as though people are watching me, I start to get the tunnel vision that so many autistic people describe. For example, I went to a local copy store today, knowing that they had a FedEx station there, as I needed to mail in some page proofs to a publisher. I took my son with me. When we went in the door, I noticed it was crowded. Oh, boy. I looked around for the FedEx station, though I had seen it many times before.

			“What are we looking for, Mom?” my son asked.

			“I’m looking for a box with a bunch of envelopes in it. I think there is an eagle on the side,” I said, my mouth dry.

			My son took my hand and said, “Is this it?” as he led me to the station. I thanked him. Then we stood for long minutes as I tried to work out what I was supposed to do. With my vision the size of a dime, I moved my head around to find the directions. There were directions for filling out the waybill, selecting an envelope, et cetera, but none for how to pay. I looked all over the box, feeling a rising sense of animal panic. Finally I just stood dumbly as the box virtually disappeared altogether. My son pulled at my leg. “What are we doing,” he whined. “We’re going to find a place that does UPS,” I said, and picked him up, beating a hasty retreat to the car, where I took a minute to get my bearings.

			What is worse is when I find a vending machine that takes my money and I have to make the dreaded decision about whether to go find someone to get it out for me. I almost always walk away, feeling it is worth fifty cents to avoid dealing with a stranger.

			There are other things that scare me that are actually enjoyable to most other people. Clowns, for instance. The average human face is enough of a challenge; most of them seem overdone already to a lot of autistic people. It is hard to express the horror I feel when I am out at a parade or carnival (already a sensory nightmare) and I see a clown coming. The garish colors of an exaggerated smile, the electric daggers that are rainbow wigs, the oversized hands and feet: all of these make me want to run at top speed for the nearest exit. If I can’t get away, I sometimes feel like I want to attack the clown. This is a social no-no.

			What I can’t for the life of me figure out is what a person is supposed to do when approached by a clown. What is so enjoyable about this experience? As far as I can tell, it is unprecedented in nature to peacefully allow something that bright and colorful to come at you. Some things I’ll never understand.

			Another thing that can really throw my day is seemingly very small, but its impact is great. It is another thing that most people find pleasant: a friend honking hello to you as you walk down the street. This wrecks me every time. When I walk, I think. I get lost in the slow passing of the scenery, almost hypnotized, to a point where I feel very relaxed and happy as my deepest thoughts emerge and I follow them wherever they lead. Often, I think about what I am going to write next; I usually compose something entirely in my head, even editing it there, then all I have to do is transcribe it onto paper (I rarely make revisions once I have written). So I’ll be happily stewing in my thoughts, arranging and rearranging my thoughts—my world—when honk! The peace is shattered by a careening streak of metal and glass, hitting me broadside and blasting me out of myself. There is often the bonus of the person who knows me leaning out of the car screaming hello, one hand on the wheel of their speeding carriage, the other, with varying amounts of their body attached, leaning out of the window to wave at me wildly. I love my friends, and I know they do this to be nice and that they are excited to see me. I have learned to fake immediate recognition and wave back enthusiastically in the general direction of the commotion. Often I find out later who it was, but in the meantime, I remain shaken up, my heart racing, my head foggy. I keep walking, trying to remember where I was going. Throughout the day I will play the series of events—the noise, the colors, the shouts—as if they were a video on an automatic loop.

			I find comfort in collecting things: toy monsters and old horror movies, fossils, model brains, and antiques that remind me of my childhood. I continue to have chronic insomnia and panic attacks. I often must move my legs or feet constantly and vigorously to keep myself “intact.”

			I like to wear the same clothes over and over and hate to wash my favorite pair of pants. Like my mother, I often wash them and dry them at night so that I can retrieve them from the dryer immediately in the morning. I can actually feel my shoulders lose their tension as I slide my pants on. When I speak publicly or at conferences, I must always wear the clothes I will wear to bed the night before and sleep in them to condition them properly. Also when I am anxious, I wear my clothes to sleep in at night.

			I never experience physical sensations of hunger and thirst, and as a result I am often dehydrated, which leads to headaches and dizziness. I sometimes clear my throat obsessively in social situations. I still can’t recognize faces and have to meet people in front of restaurants or other gathering places so that they can find me before I have to try to find them. I leave an hour early to go to new places, knowing that I may get lost. After social gatherings I often must debrief with my partner or friends in order to be sure I understood the implications of things that were said or events that occurred.

			I have learned a lot from sharing a life with Tara. She has taught me to trust through change and to believe that flexibility is important to creativity. Though I still dislike chaos, what I experience as chaos has changed over time. Instead of panicking if the house isn’t completely organized, I have come to feel that the house is a living, breathing entity, an organic process that enfolds our family and reflects it like a net of jewels. The dirty pots on the stove become evidence that contented people with the gift of bounty have shared something sustaining and tangible. The scattered garden tools in the front yard are artifacts of a hot, passing day full of new growing things and a promise of flowers and strawberries. I see Teryk’s toys strewn on the floor, and I think about what it would be like if they weren’t there at all. Where I used to need control over the placement and care of everything in the house, I have relaxed about giving it over to Tara and our son.

			I have learned that when people feel an emotion, it will pass. I used to become terror-stricken when disagreements, anger, or sadness happened because I simply couldn’t imagine that something different would follow, whether it was with myself or others. I would get stuck in the emotion as if it were some kind of molasses. My mind would circle back in on itself again and again. It was always very frightening to think I would feel angry forever, or sad forever, or confused forever. Tara, by forcing me to engage in the processes of different emotions, showed me that I could calm down and think about how to direct what happens next. I also gained some insight into the ways I took things said at face value, as completely literal. I used to get defensive and hostile before I realized playful teasing isn’t meant as criticism. I still have trouble with this.

			When I realized how difficult I had made Tara’s life, I was ashamed. My first thought was, What would Congo think of me? I have failed as an important force in a family. As I continue to grow in my relationships with Tara and other people I love, I have tried to be more like him. Because I need a set of absolute rules in order to function and do what I believe is morally correct, I take as my code silverback ethics and a sense of gorilla responsibility. I remember that my mood can set the tone for a whole group of people. I realize that it is my responsibility to protect and nurture those around me, my family in particular, so that they can achieve their full potential. I remember to be gentle in the reality of the force that an interesting and difficult life has given me. I affect people.

			Nowhere is this as obvious as with my son. He, in his limitless openness and love, absorbs everything I do and say. This fact overwhelms me at times. He so easily walks between the real world and the magical worlds that children can touch just by holding out their hands. He reminds me of the ways my worlds as a child, though sometimes hard to manage, were also magical. I can often follow him into his worlds more easily than other people can. It is wonderful to have a guide as I enter those worlds as an adult, and my little son takes me by the hand to show me where colors dance around the room, where mythical birds rest in the trees, and where water spirits silently weave lilies for the day to find. Smiling up at me, he gives me simple answers to problems I overthink. He gives me beauty as if it were a present that he could put in a box.

			When he was born, I held his slippery little body in my hands and, sobbing, wondered if he would remember being born. He says he does, and I believe him.

			Other things about being a parent aren’t so rewarding. For example, it is understood that I will interact with the parents of the temporary friends he meets on the playground:

			

			Strange parent:         That’s some boy you’ve got there.

			Me:         Yeah, I think I’ll keep him. (This always gets a laugh, so I have adopted it as a script line.)

			Strange parent:         How old is he?

			Me:         Three. How old is yours? (This last part is required, so don’t try to get out of it.)

			Strange parent:         I sure wish I could bottle their energy!

			Me:         Yeah, we’d make a fortune. (Stranger chuckles, and then there is a silence I never know what to do with.)

			

			The conversation goes on in this way until I walk off to play with my son, which is usually fairly quickly. I hate these conversations. I am just bursting to ask what the stranger thinks of the idea of folded space and superluminal communication, or the possibility that a common hominoid ancestor could have been bipedal previous to the ape-human split, or the phenomenon of resonant formative causation. Sometimes I think I’ll die if I hear another parent relate the way their daughter likes to dress up as a princess.

			This challenge is carried over when I have to deal with his teachers. (Luckily, I like all of them.) I walk into preschool, and I’m immediately assaulted by loud children, loud colors, and loud smells. Feeling my vision start to tunnel, I look frantically for my son’s face. I am always so happy to see him. My vision opens up as I hold him and ask about his day at school. Then I know I need to talk to his teachers—not to do so would be considered rude and uncaring. Each time I’m not sure what to ask. I usually try some standard questions: What did he do today? Did he do any artwork? Did he have fun on the playground? Was he cooperative? It isn’t that I don’t care. I would just rather hear it from him in a quieter place where both of us can really talk. I think he is a better judge of what kind of day he had, what he did—what was important to him. The most important thing I have learned is that his needs come first, and his thoughts are dear to me. I want to be able to really listen. I think being able to listen to him has taught me how to listen to myself.

			I still start a significant number of my conversational offerings with “From a primatological point of view         .         .         .” or “Anthropologically speaking         .         .         .” Thankfully, I have found a home in the academy. It has placed me among people who are often open to the bright and eccentric, to the new and different, and who are interested in new ways of perceiving and experiencing. My involvement in the university has allowed me to thrive in an atmosphere where thinking (at least to many people) is foundational to living. In many ways my autism and my unique history as a learner have become assets.

			Though my academic career has been vastly different from that of anyone else I know, people have been intrigued by and envious of the fact that I worked alone under the direction of mentors rather than through more traditional means that many times do not work for really bright students. But though I am happy and well suited to my position as a researcher and writer—a position that allows me to focus on research and mentor students individually—I am also aware that my autism and the academic path it required have kept me from gaining a tenure-track professorship and attaining security.

			Autistic people who do not have an understanding of their condition are often able to find niches that allow them to use their talents and retain a certain amount of control, but these jobs are often low-paying, void of proper recognition, and basically not secure, having little room for advancement. This can occur for several reasons, including poor interview skills due to anxiety (I had one interview, and it didn’t go very well), the inability to select and prioritize pertinent information on a written application, and an aversion to the social situations that jobs present. In my case, I think my alternative education was the first hurdle—only now are job candidates with interdisciplinary degrees being accepted and even sought out. Though I can choose and prioritize the material I teach without any problem at all, it is difficult for me to know for certain what a search committee is looking for. There are many unwritten rules in writing an application and the requisite cover letter. An autistic person might think, for example, Well, it’s clear from my rsum that I’m qualified and how I got that way. They probably will want to know more about who I am, since we will have to work together for many years if I’m hired. Based on this line of thinking, the autistic applicant will complete a very personal (and inappropriate) cover letter. Because of it they won’t make it past the first screening.

			A mistake I used to make when I was actively seeking university jobs was to send potential employers and colleagues work in its early stages, sometimes even preliminary notes, in order to share my projects with them. My reasoning was that if I respected and admired someone, I would want her or his input at the very beginning of a project so that we could discuss even our most practical assumptions as a process together. It was my way of trying to really connect deeply with people I liked. I thought such sharing would give a hiring committee insight into my style as a scholar and my thinking processes. Now I realize that people see this as unprofessional behavior. This state of affairs continues to make me sad, as it seems like a very limiting approach to creating and knowing.

			Despite these continued difficulties, I feel like a bridge between my ancestors and the next generation, between autistic people and the “normal” world, between apes and humans, between what is possible to change and what is not. Maybe all people who come close to reaching their full potential feel this way. It’s like knowing a song so well, you don’t have to think it to sing it, and all the while other people hear it and think it’s beautiful. The songs of the Gorilla Nation are like that, and I sing them every day. I will never have to sing them alone.

			It is my hope that through this book not only students of anthropology and autism but everyone else as well will see gorillas as teachers, too. It is my hope that we will all become students of the gorillas’ gentle care, fierce protectiveness, love, and acceptance. Perhaps if human people learn these same things, if we truly learn these lessons together, then “a culture of one” will mean a culture of all.

			As a writer, as an autistic person, and as a researcher of primal identity and culture, I find that the binding reality of elemental forces and the embodiment of our archaic origins have strongly influenced my views on the nature of the autistic condition. Though their research
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