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A

life of structure is far better than a life full of changes. Well at least I used to think like that before I went through what I went through in the space of a year. I would never have thought that the amount of changes that I have gone through would give me a brand-new structure in my life.

Yet, when it came to writing this diary during the year, I could not believe the amount of changes that have happened in my life. It’s because, since adulthood, I have been used to structure with very little change.

So many people have said that I have somewhat ‘rotted’ in my previous structure and needed to change. As this diary has proven, they were right.

Sunday 1st July 1984 was when I was brought into this crazy, mysterious world of ours. My mother and father, after a few days thought, decided to name me Rhys Darius Roberts. I was born in Cardiff to my father, Nigel, who was quite old in having me as he was 40. In contrast, my mother, Sophia was just 22 when she gave birth to me. Quite an age gap, wouldn’t you agree?

Dad had two sons, Alun and Harri, with his first wife, Catrin, before he met Mam and married her in 1983. He had his own newsagent shop just outside of the city centre before he retired in 2010, when he sold his shop for a good amount of money to a property developer who ended up redeveloping the property into flats.

Mam had various jobs as a cleaner, a shop assistant at Dad’s shop and is currently working in a call centre part-time along with being a housewife.

I don’t see much of my half-brothers as they moved to Singapore with their mother in 1995. They visit either once or a couple of times a year. Whenever they do visit, it is usually for business reasons, but they always make time to see us.

I went to various primary schools as a child due to the fact that my parents believed that the system was letting me down, all because I was ‘different’, through no fault of my own. I was assessed by various educational psychologists who at the time could not work out what was so different about me. As a result of their failure, I ended up in special needs where I just found things so easy and I wasn’t learning anything challenging. During that time, I had a happy life as I was playing badminton and table tennis even though I had poor hand-eye coordination which has improved as time has gone by. I also enjoyed chess, which Dad taught me before I joined a club. I never took part in competitions because I went just for the fun of playing.

Just before I finished primary school, I was assessed by a Consultant Psychiatrist who confirmed my diagnosis of Asperger’s Syndrome. I was referred to this psychiatrist by my Year 6 teacher, Mrs Gwynne, who noticed traits in me that were familiar to her as she had volunteered in numerous charities relating to autism.

After my diagnosis, I remembered Mam and Dad having a long discussion about my future. They had disagreements about my educational future. Mam believed I should go to comprehensive school with support provided. Dad disagreed and believed that I should be home-schooled as he was prepared to pay for private tutors.

In the end, I was sent to West Cardiff Comprehensive School. Mam believed that the smaller class sizes would help me with my learning along with the support provided such as a one-to-one tutor. She also believed that going there would help develop my socialising skills, as the lack of them was a part of my condition. Unfortunately, it didn’t turn out the way she hoped it would. There was a lot of bad behaviour in various classes from pupils, teachers failing to control their classrooms due to the disruption and this resulted in many of us – including myself – having low grades throughout the year.

Mam and Dad decided that enough was enough. They decided that it was best to take me out of school and home school me instead. They had set up a plan for the five days of the week, consisting of what subjects I would be studying on each day whilst also making sure that I would be joining home school groups so that I would connect with other pupils.

The plan worked, as I managed to get good grades in my GCSEs just before I turned 16 and again, they discussed what the plan would be for afterwards. I had a say in this, but I made it clear that I didn’t want to go to college and wanted to continue my home study with my A-Levels.

Dad made it clear that he couldn’t afford it this time and gave me three choices; to go to college, to go for an apprenticeship or traineeship, or to work for him full-time at the newsagents. My decision was to go on an apprenticeship but at the time, it was difficult to go on one because I needed to fulfil certain criteria such as having A-Levels or certain GCSEs.

In the end, I managed to get a job as an office assistant for a welding company. I was on national minimum wage, but it was enough to pay my board and lodging and pay for my bus fares. Career prospects weren’t the best where I was then, so I went on to a different company that specialised in selling mobile phones. The culture was so challenging that the staff were rude and really nasty towards me.

In haste, I quit that job and as a result, I ended up working for Dad at his newsagents and did so for a long while right up until he retired in 2010. In eight years, I had been working for Cardiff South Hospital which was a private hospital as a part-time admin assistant and a part-time porter.

Even though I was bringing in money since Dad’s retirement, I was not happy with the direction that my life was taking and began asking questions of myself as to what I could do make my life more fulfilling.

Don’t get me wrong, since adulthood, I had experienced a lot of things in life which included going on holidays to most of Europe including Spain, France, Germany, Italy and Portugal etc. I have also travelled to Singapore to see my brothers as much as I could; they have become wealthy since they emigrated over there. However, the experience that I will always treasure was going to Canada for three weeks

The culture there was always welcoming, the scenery was always beautiful whether it was the hills and mountains in Canada and there was always something to do whether it was walking, climbing, swimming or, in Mam’s case, shopping. This happened two years ago, and in a way, it made me question myself as to how I wanted to live in the future.

Doing something worthwhile and achievable in life is very hard to do especially as I get older, fewer opportunities arise. I admit that I have wasted a few opportunities in life that in the long term would have benefitted me as I always live in the present and don’t look to future or have a long-term plan of action.

Living with a condition such as Asperger’s has taken a long time to get used to, especially when I struggle to socialise, control my paranoia over the smallest of things, thinking differently to everybody else, struggling with change, showing lack of emotion and trying to overcome poor hand-eye coordination.

However, it did enable me to identify what my strengths and weaknesses are. One of my strengths over the years is picking up and retaining ‘useless’ information. It has served me well in winning quizzes with my Dad’s quiz team as I have won money out of it. It has also helped me develop my own view of the world whether it is political, societal or spiritual, which I will not disclose in this book.

As I am now in my 30s, I knew that I needed to get a plan of action to change my life for good. In the past, I would’ve been too scared to do such a thing, but things at the time were not improving. It was really a case of sink or swim.

I spent a good while on the internet over a few months finding out what I can do job-wise, if I needed to go back to education and do courses, when I wanted to retire and where I wanted to retire to in the future.

It had taken me months of thinking about things, talking with my family including my brothers and disregarding what I believed was unrealistic. Eventually, the plan of action was in place as in general, I wanted to:

	Get on to a ‘degree apprenticeship’ in accountancy,

	Buy my own home,

	To retire before I turned 60 years old.


I always thought about doing accountancy as I am good with numbers. My interest started off a few years ago when I was playing badminton against another club member who suggested that I take up accountancy because I was quick with my adding up, taking away and multiplying and he himself is an accountant.

To start off, I set up a different savings account to the one I had before because it was not giving me much in the way of interest so instead, I opted for an account that would help me save so that I can buy my own home in the future.

Dad then suggested that I open a Premium Bonds account and encouraged me to put in as much as I can per month. This was because they do so many prizes every month with the highest being £1,000,000! I started off with around £2,000 in the account and already, I won £25 in my first month and I have continued to do so for a long while.

With my future now planned out whilst accepting distractions and hiccups along the way, at least I have future goals to aim for.

You may have noticed that I have not added meeting someone and getting married. To be honest with you, I am not fussed on meeting the right woman. It would be great if I did meet the perfect woman and get married but if that doesn’t happen, then so be it. I can’t force an issue over which I have no control and I don’t see why I have to stress myself out in doing so. It may sound selfish, but I am more determined in fulfilling my ambitions than going out there and finding my ‘perfect’ companion.

At this point of my life, I started applying for degree apprenticeships in all the accountancy companies in and around the Cardiff area. The problem was that none of them were taking on apprentices but were looking to do so in the future if they had the funding.

I then looked further afield in the Valleys like Pontypridd, Caerphilly and as far as Swansea and Newport. They weren’t offering degree apprenticeships either but, like the companies in Cardiff, they were looking to do so in the future if they had the funding.

I was starting to feel a bit down, but Dad recommended various Computerised Bookkeeping courses online to me, which he believed would give me ‘a head start’.

I enrolled on these courses with an online provider and to be honest, without blowing my own trumpet, they were a bit easy in regards to working out the tax and VAT etc and I did all three levels within six months. It was keeping me busy for a time period, but I was still frustrated with the lack of opportunities in my area and wondered if there would ever be an opportunity.

The year 2018 would be a defining year for me because it would be the year of so many changes and new things happening for me. Looking back, I honestly can’t believe how I managed to cope with the all the changes but somehow, I managed and even to embrace at least the majority of these changes.

It was at this point that a company from Newport had just expanded and set up a branch in the Cardiff City centre. They knew about me as I had sent them a letter asking about a degree apprenticeship with them but have since then asked me if I wanted an interview with them. I was really happy about this and accepted their interview. I also told them about my computerised bookkeeping qualifications which they were pleased about. A date was set for 15 January as I would go through tests before the questioning process.

It wasn’t just this that would define my year as so many other things had happened to me which I never thought would happen.

This is where I am about detail how my life has changed forever, and I hope it gives you an idea of how change for the better can help someone who has Asperger’s Syndrome.
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Monday 15th January

I

was very thankful that I managed to get the day off work as it meant that I would stay in bed a little bit longer.

My interview was at 10:30am and according to the e-mail sent to me, it would include a ‘Tax & VAT’ test, a ‘Basic Computer Skills’ test before the actual questioning process.

The company that was interviewing me was Robinson Wilcox. I did a bit of research on them and found that they had been going for longer than twenty years with their base in Newport but have since decided to expand by setting up a branch in Cardiff.

The owners of the company, David Robinson and Charlie Wilcox, would be the ones who would be interviewing me. as there were three roles available in Cardiff.

To say that I was nervous would be an understatement. I was getting ready for the interview with my shirt and my favourite tie. To be honest, it was my only tie, but it still looked good.

During breakfast, I had many texts from both family, friends and work colleagues wishing me good luck and to show them why I deserve to get the job.

I left the house early and caught the bus to the City Centre. The traffic was really diabolical due to the fact that there were roadworks caused by an accident involving three cars just going into the City Centre.

It was at that point that I started to panic and become flustered. I kept on looking at my watch every minute with the bus inching along. 

I thought to myself that I should’ve taken my driving test last year instead of next month. I had been learning to drive for the last eight years, but not once had I taken my practical test, even though I passed my theory eighteen months ago.

Mercifully, the bus arrived at City Centre with ten minutes to spare. I briskly walked to my destination, glad that there were no obstacles or distractions in my way.

I arrived five minutes early but slowed down to take in how huge the building was. It was a nineteenth century building and it had three floors. I originally thought that they only had an office within the building but as I walked inside, it turned out that they owned all of the building.

I told the receptionist who I was before I got a small cup of water from the water machine and sat down. I revised over my notes and I compared them to the job description and specification before I started to take a few deep breaths just to keep focussed.

I was waiting a lot longer than usual which did not help with my nerves and even asked the receptionist if they had forgotten that I was here as I grabbed another cup of water and sat back down.

Eventually, a man came into reception and called my name. I responded by getting up and walking towards him. He introduced himself as Charlie Wilcox before we shook hands and he asked if I was ready. I responded that I was ready before he took me through to the office where I would be doing my two tests before the actual interview in itself.

The Tax & VAT test lasted for fifteen minutes and it involved multiple choice questions. There were quite a few of these questions that I had problems with. My brain just kept on going blank before I took in a few deep breaths and just carried on.

In the end, I was glad to get through it by answering every question on there. Whether I answered all of them correctly was something that I would not find out until they had compiled all the results from these interviews

The Basic Computer Skills test was fifteen minutes of ‘mini tests’ split into three five minutes of:

	Typing a letter

	Setting up a basic database

	Make corrections on a spreadsheet document


It’s just as well that I work in an office environment, or otherwise I don’t think I would’ve been able to carry out these tasks.

I made sure that everything was organised before Charlie came back into the room, confirming that my time was up and that I needed to ‘hand all the tests in for marking’. He then asked me to wait in reception for a little bit longer as they wanted to prepare for my questioning.

Whilst waiting with yet another cup of water, another candidate came into reception and he looked flustered and hot. He confirmed that his tests were due in five minutes. When he walked past me, I could see the sweat patches on his purple shirt whilst he was still trying to breathe properly. He then went into the men’s toilets with his bag, presumably to freshen himself up.

I was most certainly not enjoying the waiting game and I had one more look at revising my notes. I pretty much had taken everything in and so I put my notes back and just waited for a little bit longer. The receptionist then called my name and told me that the computer systems upstairs were down and because of this, my interview questioning would be delayed even further between 10-15 minutes.

That was the last thing that I needed to hear. I just sat there in my seat and even started twiddling my thumbs whilst I was listening to the radio which was in reception. When the fifteen minutes had gone past, I asked the receptionist if they were still having problems with their computer systems. Her reply that she was ‘confident’ that it should all be up and ready and that I would be seen in five minutes.

Finally, Charlie came back into the reception area and called me in to the interviewing room. He did apologise to me saying that they have been having IT problems for the past three weeks and that today was not a good day to have another IT problem. When we got to the interview room, Charlie asked if I was ready. I confirmed that I was as we walked into the room and I was introduced to David Robinson who is the co-owner of the business. I shook his hand as we all prepared each other for the questioning process.

David explained the following of how the process would work to me. ‘What will happen is that me and Charlie will ask three questions each with me going first and we will write down the answers as you’re going along. After which, you will have the chance to ask us any questions.’

There were no questions on my part and I understood the process. I was ready to proceed with the interview. The first question was why I wanted the role and what would it mean if I was offered the apprenticeship?

‘The reason I applied for the apprenticeship was because I wanted a change in my career that is going to give me a more meaningful purpose than what I have at the moment because there is no more progression from my job onwards. As you can see, I have done my computerised accounts whilst also waiting to apply for this apprenticeship. I also want the role because I want to expand on my skills and knowledge of accountancy and it would be brilliant if I was offered the apprenticeship because it would give me the chance to show my growing skillset to the company whilst also studying on the job.’

The second question was asking what skills I would bring to the role and what use they would be to the company?

‘I bring computing skills to the role which includes the use of the Microsoft package. Therefore, I could do my own spreadsheets including the use of graphs and charts, reports and set up my own databases, even though you might have your own software for me to use should I be successful. I have recently expanded my skills in customer service and how to deal with conflict management, even though I rarely communicate with customers in my current roles. I also know how to communicate as a team with my other colleagues as we define each other’s roles throughout the day before getting on with our work and helping each other if any one of us are stuck. I almost forgot to mention the ability to work on one’s initiative is part of both of my roles of where I am working at the moment.’

The third question was what research I had done into the company and its history?

‘I know that the company was started up by yourselves in 1998 after working together at Smith’s accountancy. Robinson Wilcox has been at the same building for all that time when the company rented office space before buying the actual building of which there are over twenty accountants within the company. I also know that you won Welsh Accountants of the Year in 2009 and have also sponsored multiple football and rugby clubs within the Newport area.’

As I was about to say more about the company, David put his hand up confirming that I didn’t need to say anymore saying he was ‘really happy’ with the answer. Charlie stated that my answer had brought back some memories as David laughed at him, reminding him about the time that he got drunk at the actual award event itself.

The fourth question was explaining that I would be working alongside other apprentices if managed to get the role. They wanted to know what skills I would be using to help them in their role?

‘I believe that my computer skills and my ability to work things out in quick time under pressure would help my colleagues out of any sticky situation. A scenario I can give was when I helped a colleague set up a presentation of which I had half-a-day to get it set-up and ready for his presentation with his fellow doctors in the evening. I managed to set up twenty slides full of information to do with his cardiology research that he had given me. As a result, he was happy with this presentation and the evening was deemed a success. In return, he bought me a tin of Jaffa Cakes just to say thank you for “saving his backside” and as you would expect, it didn’t take long for them to be demolished.’

The fifth question was asking about if I would give a commitment that, should I be offered the role, I would commit to the whole programme?

‘I have waited for a little while to apply for this apprenticeship. Accountancy is definitely for me as I found it easy doing computerised accounts and enjoyed doing so in the process. I would like to believe that doing this role would be challenging but one where I am focussed and committed to getting the degree and finishing the programme. As for being offered an accountant’s role within the company, it would be an honour to play my part in finishing the programme and help in the company’s future success.’

The sixth and final question asked was where I would see myself in ten years’ time?

‘I can’t predict the future because if life has taught me anything, it is somewhat unpredictable. I don’t know if the both of you are looking to sell the company soon in early retirement or whether you could be working for another twenty to thirty years. I don’t know if I could end up with a family of my own during those ten years and whether I would still be working for this company or setting on my own business. Where I would like to see myself in the near future is that I complete this programme within the three years and going on to do good things whatever they are.’

Charlie jokingly predicted that he would see himself winning £1,000,000 on Who Wants to be a Millionaire? David’s response that in the last pub quiz, Charlie mistakenly believed that the fern was the badge of the Scottish Rugby team instead of New Zealand. We all laughed about it.

I was then given the chance to put my questions to both David and Charlie. I could only think of two at the time before I asked the first question.

The first question I asked was about with the exception of the degree itself, what other training would be provided? David answered, ‘The only training that we would provide is mainly the software that we use. More and more businesses are using bookkeeping and other accounting sites and apps. So, it is our job to make sure that they are inputting their invoices and other income correctly.’

Charlie carried on, ‘Yeah, the new age of technology has emboldened businesses with their bookkeeping and invoicing, so it is important that we keep ourselves right on top of it and make sure we do our part when it comes to auditing, bookkeeping, balance sheets, tax, VAT and maintaining their staff salaries as well.’

The next question I asked was about who provided the degree itself? David answered this one. ‘Our partnership is with the Business and Technology University which is an online university whereby their degree programmes can be completed at any time hence why we have formed a partnership with them. It is important that we take away the burden of deadlines from our apprentices whilst they learn their roles along with doing their degrees at any time as everyone is different. However, we have set a limit of four years to get the degree finished, otherwise we would have to relieve them of their roles. The good news is that it has never happened, and we don’t expect so unless there are under extraordinary circumstances.’

Charlie carried on from there. ‘What will happen is that, if you get in, your starting salary as an Accountant Apprentice will be £18,000. Once you qualify, you would become a Junior Accountant of which your salary will increase to around £25,000. After two years, you would become an Accountant and your salary again will increase to around £32,000. We have also just set up a master’s programme whereby our Accountants can enrol to do a master’s degree with the same university. Once they qualify, they become Senior Accountants. As a result, the salary would increase to around £50,000.’

My final question was if the company was looking to expand to places like Swansea, Wrexham etc? Charlie answered, ‘It is our philosophy that we expand within first. When we first set up in Newport, as you pointed out, we started in a small office. We then expanded within to the point of buying the whole building so that we can have all the office space. When all of the office space was filled, we looked at doing the same here in Cardiff when we bought this building and again look to do what we did in Newport. More and more of our clients come from Cardiff so it made sense to expand set up here and hopefully we can expand our client base not just here but looking at Swansea or Llanelli or Wrexham.’

David explained some more. ‘I would love to expand to multiple places as soon as possible but when Charlie and I started the business, we made it clear that we needed to gain the trust of clients so that they can spread the word about us either through word of mouth or these days, through social media like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn etc. We wanted to make sure that we are the most trusted accountants because believe me, there are those who have short-changed their clients to the point of getting arrested! However, we have gained those clients and they have stayed with us ever since because they know they can trust us and believe me, it has not been easy.’

I then asked if it was possible to complete the degree by less than three years if it is flexible and provided by an online provider. 

Charlie told me, ‘It is possible, but we would recommend that you take your time in doing it. You would be guaranteed a job at the end of the programme within the four years so there is no point in rushing it. Obviously, you would be keen to do it as quickly as possible because you want to prove
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