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			Dedication

			For my daughter,

			in the hope that this book might help

			make the world a better place for her

		

		
			Introduction

			If you and I were ever to meet, I doubt you’d suspect a thing. No alarms would be raised or red flags waved as your eyes scanned my face and your ears heard my voice. Reassured, you would talk to me normally. As an equal. As a peer. You would happily assume that I was just like you, and maybe we’d chat for a while: small talk about the weather, sports, you know the kind of topics. Then you would go about your business as you always have, and probably not give me a second thought.

			Or …

			If you and I were ever to meet, you’d notice straight away. Your brain – so attuned to tiny variations – would spot all the signs. Those tiny flickers away as I avert my eyes from yours; the slightly slower response times to your questions; the slight – oh, so very slight – traces of panic as our small talk continues. You would be feeling it yourself too, of course. The fatigue of maintaining conversation; the dreaded judgements of what is or isn’t a suitable topic for small talk. The awful, wrenching intimacy of even feigned eye contact. You have lived with this all your life. Like me, you can pretend. You can appear ‘normal’ when necessary. You can mask everything about you that’s different and unacceptable, allowing you to maintain some human relationships, and maybe hold down a job. But it’s hard. It’s so very hard, so exhausting. And here you are talking to another.

			Some of you will not understand the previous paragraph. For others, it will be painfully close to the bone, full of things you recognise and dread, things you may have been able to make peace with, or still struggle with to this day.

			It all basically depends on whether you’re autistic or not.

			Interesting fact: we’ve absolutely no idea how many autistic people there are in the world. It used to be set at the suspiciously round number of one in every hundred – a figure still used, even by many major autism charities. There’s comfort to be found in that nice, simple ‘1 per cent’ figure, which keeps autistic people very firmly established as a tiny minority. But it’s wrong. More recent figures sway wildly from one in sixty to one in twenty-five. That’s a huge variation – we obviously don’t have a clue what the real number is, but one thing is clear: you share the planet with more autistic people than you ever thought possible.

			We’re also all at sea about the demographics of the autism community. The accepted idea used to be that the vast majority of autistic people were male. Boys, in fact; it has always been viewed as a childhood condition. As we accelerate into the third decade of the twenty-first century it’s becoming clear that this assumption is way out, and that the number of autistic girls and women is probably just as high as the number of autistic boys and men. But news about minorities travels slowly.

			What about race? The overriding perception of autism is that it’s very white. Black autistic people are still seen as rare and unusual individuals when, in fact, the proportion of Black autistic people is seemingly in line with the proportion in the white community. The same is true for every other ethnicity on the planet. Wherever you find people, you’ll find autistics. This has startling implications both historically and in the present, which I will explore later on. To repeat: with a world population of autistic people that could be as big as 230 million, it’s likely that you know a lot more of us than you expect, whether we ourselves know it yet or not.

			But enough with the numbers. Let’s talk stereotypes. Everybody thinks they know what autism is. After all, they’ve watched Rain Man, read The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time and loved Sheldon Cooper in The Big Bang Theory (so delightfully kooky). They’ve had their mandatory training on diversity and have combined all this into a vague sense that autistic people are out there and are different, but their understanding is usually pretty crude and ill-formed. Or at least that’s the impression I get whenever I talk to non-autistic people either online or in the wild. They exude confidence on the subject, telling me their opinions on neurodiversity (the word, expressing the vast diversity of neurological experience that makes us human, was coined by Dr Judy Singer in the late 1990s) without hesitation – or seemingly any thought at all. ‘After all,’ they will say, smiling, ‘aren’t we all somewhere on the spectrum?’

			The problem is, autism has gone down the same muddy, over-used path that obsessive–compulsive disorder has found itself wandering down (apparently avoiding the puddles and grouping footsteps into multiples of four, of course). People know the folk myth, not the reality, and it’s familiar enough that they deploy it casually when talking about themselves; just one ingredient in the conversational self-diagnostic recipe. A sprinkle of obsession, a dash of compulsion, a soupçon of disorder all add a bit of flavour. ‘I just have to have all of my pens lined up nicely and my books in alphabetical order. I’m so OCD!’ OCD is the overused coriander of neurology.

			And autism is the turmeric – spicier, more noticeable. We’re all, if these overconfident folks are to be believed, spiced up with a little pinch of autism; just enough to make us interesting. Neurotypical people recognise just enough autism or ‘spectrum-y’ in themselves to count themselves ‘in the club’ and free to let loose with their opinions about it. What autism is. How it works. What it does. How autistic people need to be treated. And these opinions are usually entirely wrong. Not just wrong – actively harmful and even dangerous. As I write this, an American educational centre has been allowed to return to the practice of severely electrocuting their autistic child patients for misdemeanours.* This stems from a complete misunderstanding about how autistic children work, and how to help them. It’s also utterly inhumane and disgusting, but then what’s new in the treatment of autistic people? This stuff has been going on for years.

			This dangerously incomplete and inaccurate understanding of autism, fed annually by well-meaning but ham-fisted attempts to ‘raise awareness’ by charities run by non-autistic people using language and imagery despised by the autistic community, is everywhere (jigsaw pieces, for example – the idea of autistic people having a ‘piece missing’ that can be found with sufficient care and attention is increasingly seen as unpleasantly ableist). Because of a lack of proper understanding, people go through life accidentally ignoring, belittling, mocking and hurting actually autistic individuals whose lives and brain architecture can’t be summarised in a thirty-second video online or a mediocre character arc in a sitcom. All complexity and nuance are ignored, and the lives of real autistic people are brushed under the huge, thick and slightly musty carpet we call society.

			It feels like proper acceptance and understanding of autism are a decade away, at the very least. Until then, we’re surrounded by a huge number of problems: a lack of health and social care for autistic children and adults, a thousand cobwebbed myths to dust off and send on their way, thousands of well-meaning souls whose understanding of autism is outdated or confused. There’s a very long way to go. But you are here. You have picked up this book, so perhaps there’s hope. Maybe we can make a start.

			I’ve been autistic all my life. Everybody with autism is the same: we don’t ‘develop’ it, or gain it mysteriously after some routine medical intervention – we’re born autistic, live autistic and die autistic. However, and this is the key point, I’ve not always known that I’m autistic. In fact, this pretty crucial information about myself was completely unknown to me until late 2017.

			Up to that point I’d been operating under the assumption that I was like everyone else. I’d lived thirty-four years believing I was neurotypical, like everyone else. I grew up learning neurotypical ways. I acted neurotypically, even when it was impossibly difficult. I was like a version of Mowgli from The Jungle Book, brought up out of my element, learning how to exist in one world with its terrible dangers while the world I truly belonged to was elsewhere, unknown to me. Unlike him, though, I had no mentor or guide in this journey, no Baloo or Bagheera to help me understand the laws of the jungle. Instead I figured it all out for myself, learning the lingo, maintaining a mask that would not be shifted for decades. I figured out the rules of social interaction gradually, from birth, and with great difficulty. For example:

			
					Rule 1: You should never ask for something directly – this is an absolute societal red line. If you want something, you must imply or hint your need for it … somehow.

					Rule 2: If you like someone but don’t know them you sort of ignore them; when you’re becoming friends you’re absolutely lovely to them, then when you’re really good friends you treat them very badly.

					Rule 3: To express friendship with an adult male requires a mastery of swearing and insult that would make a nineteenth-century dock worker blush.

			

			All of these were revelations to me, if I’m being completely honest. And while neurotypical people might have flashes of recognition here, I would suggest that these experiences are far less harrowing, confusing and hard to overcome than they are for autistic people. Gradually, I figured out the rules of the neurotypical world. They never made sense to me, but I could play the game well enough to get by (much like how I approach Cluedo). Overall, I managed to survive quite well, really. I mean, it was extremely tiring, and I think I knew something, somewhere, was very wrong, but I passed through without anybody speculating that I was different, least of all myself. But suddenly things began to change. A series of huge – and supposedly joyful – life moments (promotion, fatherhood) flung me into a deep depression, with a side portion of anxiety for good measure, and I found myself desperately trying to work out why. Google provided some assistance, in the form of a series of self-administered tests that psychologists use to identify who is or isn’t autistic. A score over 32 means you should perhaps begin thinking about approaching a doctor. I scored 70. I emailed my GP that very day.

			So now I know what my reality is. I find myself part of a wide autistic community of people who view the world and its peculiarities in much the same way as myself. People who nod knowingly at the dichotomy of being able to give complex lectures on difficult subjects while struggling to tie their shoelaces or remembering to brush their teeth. People who know how exhausting fitting in with the rest of the world can be.

			As a fluent speaker of both ‘neurodivergent’ and ‘neurotypical’, I’m taking it upon myself here to act as an interlocuter; I’m setting out to translate between these two very different neural demographics, to help the majority understand the minority they have overlooked for so long.

			In this book, all of the myths, the half-baked and half-understood factoids, the stale old stereotypes will be set against the real lived experience of an autistic person. The actual experience of being autistic is so much more complicated than these legends, and so much more fascinating. Our brains work in ways that appear to be so alien to the neurotypical population that I’m sometimes left absolutely bewildered by the discrepancy. How can it be, for example, that implying something in a weird passive–aggressive way is the default technique when trying to get something done for you? How is it in any way possible that one of the best ways to nurture and feed a friendship is to ask another person ‘How are you doing?’ incessantly without properly listening to the answer? How is it that isolation – being left with only one’s thoughts – is a widespread trope for unhappiness, of all things? From my point of view – the point of view of a slightly pissed-off autistic person – all of this is simply beyond reason. And I’m sure that my behaviour appears just as strange to you.

			By this point you may have noticed that I’m a little … cross. There’s a good reason for this. Since I was diagnosed, I’ve spoken a great deal on the topic of autism and have written about it even more. I’ve spoken to, and more importantly listened to, hundreds of autistic people tell me their experiences. My brain acts like a huge sponge most of the time: I can’t play a video game without taking in the most esoteric and useless facts, nor can I go on a leisurely walk without my silly eyes taking in every detail of my surroundings, so I can say that I’ve absorbed a great deal of what I’ve been told. And I’m not happy about it.

			The frustration of being punished for a miscommunication, the disappointment of being passed over for job opportunities or turned down for not being ‘likeable’ enough at interview, the years of terrible confusion and loneliness as they came to terms with their diagnosis. It’s the weight of these emotions I absorb. Autistic people are often tremendous empaths, taking on the prevailing emotions in a room and not knowing what to do with them. The sadness, anger, fear, hopelessness. The autistic community I’m a part of is hurting and has been hurting for a long time. So, this is the source of the anger I hold, and it’s also a source of the energy that enables me to write this book. Writing a book is not a straightforward thing at the best of times, but for an autistic person it presents a raft of challenges. Without this anger driving me to complete each chapter, each paragraph, each sentence, I doubt I’d have managed it. Fury is an excellent motivator.

			What follows is a guide for all of the neurotypicals out there who want to know more about how this secret minority works. I know a lot of people are desperate to do better and make the world a more accessible place. Others will be teetering on the edge of getting themselves booked in for an autism diagnosis (if they can cope with the waiting lists), and I would like this to be useful to them too. Finally, there are the autistic people out there who will enjoy discovering that they’re not the only ones who find neurotypicals so completely confusing and comically illogical – this is for you folks too.

			I’ve had thirty-plus years of unhindered access to the neurotypical world and mindset. I was so deeply undercover that I didn’t even realise that I was undercover, and as a result I can provide both a combination of observations of what autism is really like, and practical steps you can take to improve things for your autistic peers, friends, family and children. Things you can do today. Ways you can shift your mindset by just a couple of inches to ensure autistic people fall more firmly within your worldview.

			Quick example: wouldn’t it be great if society could alter its attitude to the repetitive movements autistic people make when they’re stressed? We call these ‘stimming’, and they help us to self-regulate stress levels. For example, a highly stressed autistic person – let’s use me as an example here, as I’m immediately to hand – might rock their hips or twist their feet in order to calm themselves down. I did it myself only a few hours ago while waiting for a phone call, and it works well. The problem is that random unexpected movement is something neurotypicals view with intense suspicion – even alarm.

			It’s interpreted as anything from drunkenness to a sign of imminent violence – and very much to be avoided. As a result, most autistic people feel an awful lot of shame about this most natural of behaviours (if you’re struggling to understand the mechanics of why repetitive movement might soothe us, ask yourself why you pace up and down when you’re nervous on the phone …). And feeling shame for this is unreasonable and adds to an autistic person’s general feeling of being unwelcome in the world; they cannot be themselves. They must always pretend to be neurotypical, for fear of being shunned by the judgemental majority. But the thing is, people can adjust their expectations. If you see a person wearing sunglasses indoors in a dimly lit space, it might well cross your mind that they could be blind, not just a poseur. As a society we maintain some empathy for blind people.

			And imagine! The same could be true for autism. Someone stimming in public – perhaps rocking on a park bench or fiddling with a small toy – could be seen as ‘Ah, probably autistic’, rather than someone to be feared or avoided. Well, one can dream. Better still – and it’s very much what this book is for – we can work to make it happen, in practical and useful ways.

			This book represents everything I’ve learned about autism since I was diagnosed: a summary of my experience as an autistic person making sense of the world as a part of a much larger autistic community. I hope that you find it useful.

			Disclaimer

			I’m only one person and so it’s impossible for me to speak for a whole diverse demographic. I’m not speaking for all autistics, nor do I believe that all autistic people are the same. I am, however, a quick learner and a good listener, and I’ve gathered a lot of information over the years about what it is to be autistic and the commonalities that exist between autistic people, and it’s this that forms the backbone of my book. Please don’t accuse me of being some bossy voice, speaking over all others – this is hardly the only book on autism to have ever been published. It’s my take on things, my experience, my understanding.

				
					* Eric Garcia, ‘The school that uses shock therapy on autistic students’, https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/autism-shock-therapy-trump-biden-b1885595.html, 16 July 2021. Accessed 19 July 2021.
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			The Social Web

			Small talk rules

			‘Hey, Pete, how was your weekend?’

			Even though I know it’s going to happen, I still grimace with shock every time. Is there any way I can make a break for it and run away without being accused of being too weird? I mean, the stairs are just there, and I reckon I could be down them, out of the door and halfway up the school driveway before the alarm is raised. I’m out of shape, and holding a vast mug of coffee and a stack of exam papers, but given the severity of the situation I think I could still manage it.

			But of course, I know the rules well enough to understand that such a move would be labelled ‘extreme’ and, in all likelihood, ‘alarming’ by the people I work with, as it’s Monday morning at 7.45 a.m. and I’ve a class to teach in forty-five minutes. Perhaps it’s time to acknowledge that escaping into the woods as a response to a typical, innocently asked Monday-morning question is not a viable option. Instead, I will have to respond.

			But not honestly, of course. Goodness me, the social faux pas were I to respond honestly! No, it’s very important, for reasons that I still don’t truly understand (I’m thirty-nine), to respond with a vaguely positive remark despite the fact I just had a truly awful weekend; likewise, it’s vital not to be too positive, as I would then risk appearing a show-off. This morning, so early, so uncaffeinated, I must figure out an appropriate reply and handle any subsequent enquiries. The consequences for getting this wrong have, in the past, been unpleasant; as a result, my anxiety (heart racing, blood pressure building) is depressingly familiar. But it’s Monday morning, this person has asked me, and I must try to respond without messing up completely.

			I’ve learned over the course of my life that the correct way to respond to this question is with a simple, meaningless ‘Fine, thanks’, before continuing with my day. This is ‘small talk’ – talk without communicative purpose, but brimming with social purpose. And it’s extremely valuable, at least to the neurotypical majority of people who seem to make all the rules. The purpose of this ‘phatic communication’, as linguists like to label it, is to lubricate social relationships in tiny increments whenever the situation arises, to give the illusion of meaningful talk while gradually and quietly increasing the connection between the two people.

			For an autistic person like myself, it’s an absolute nightmare.

			There was a time when brand new video games came with a thick instruction booklet that gave you all the information you’d need to get started. I would pore over them before switching the game on, ensuring that I knew exactly what I had to do. It’s my understanding that non-autistic people were given – in some subconscious way – something similar to these full, useful pamphlets filled with rules and guidance and tips and tricks for the game called Social Interaction the moment they were born. Meanwhile, my autistic peers and I received nothing, leaving us to try to piece together the ‘rules’ without any kind of assistance, forever feeling slightly locked out of the full experience of ‘life’.

			It’s true that autistic people often report feeling like they grew up without access to whatever social rule book it is that non-autistic folk appear to have automatic access to, and it will be a metaphor that I will bring up regularly, by necessity. As we watch our neurotypical peers, we realise that all of this stuff comes naturally, automatically, to them, while we autistic people seem to be stuck on manual, struggling to keep up. Small talk seems as easy for them as clapping, but for the autistic population it’s a barrier that thwarts us several times a day. Why is this?

			Autistic people of an age where small talk has long become commonplace – usually in employment – will have experienced years of both misunderstanding other people and being misunderstood in turn. It’s a common feature of autism and can be quite disabling. Being understood can be compared to an aeroplane’s autopilot. For many non-autistic people, conversations are relatively easy. Thanks to the instinctive understanding of the rule book, they go smoothly and serenely from point to point, like an airliner calmly progressing to its destination, safe in the hands of automation. Exactly the same interaction for most autistic people is more akin to piloting an aircraft with no autopilot, and very little training, through a major city (one filled with skyscrapers) in the fog. Every movement of the controls veers you wildly in varying, unpredictable directions and you feel – and I can’t stress this strongly enough – as if you’re always moments from disaster.

			The accepted rules of conversation were a mystery to me, at least at first, and progress towards gradually acquiring them was slow and frustrating. There’s a lot of unspoken content in a typical conversation, and I’m not only referring to body language and facial expression. An awful lot of communication is entirely implicit, needing to be inferred accurately in order to understand whatever point the other person is making, and it’s this content that can cause autistic people the biggest problems. I think it’s fair to claim, although I say this as someone with a degree in English Literature so I may be biased, that autistic people are OK with implied meaning in theory, and understand the concept; it’s the speed and complexity of natural speech that causes problems as we tend to need more time to process whether implication is actually taking place, whereas non-autistic people seem to know straight away.

			For example, someone I care about could drop into our conversation the fact that they’re cold. I might be aware that the window’s open, there’s six inches of snow on the ground outside and they’re wearing a T-shirt, but it’s extremely unlikely that I’d spot the implication and close the window or offer them a sweater. It simply would not occur to me that their statement was anything more than a simple statement of fact. After all, if they truly wanted me to do something, wouldn’t they ask, rather than just hint in such a vague way? The whole thing is so fraught with uncertainty: even if I had spotted the implication, it’s likely I’d then spend a frantic few moments second-guessing myself in a panic – ‘But what if they don’t mean that and I end up looking presumptuous?’ – by which time they’ve probably given up and closed the window themselves. A large portion of human interaction, at least in the English-speaking world, relies on this infuriatingly meandering and tricky method of communicating information.

			Small talk is a version of this, in my opinion. The vague introductory remarks and questions (‘Warm today, isn’t it?’, ‘Monday mornings, eh?’) are not direct and they’re emphatically not looking for factual, literal responses. Instead, I must understand that what’s really required here is a response that’s similarly vague (almost meaningless, in fact) and that I’m then meant to move away from the conversation. As I, and the majority of autistic people generally, tend to miss this implication, you can see where the problem lies. Upon hearing ‘Warm today, isn’t it?’ my natural reaction is to reply with either yes or no, depending on the ambient temperature. This isn’t some infuriating quirk that autistic people have because we’re weird – we’re actually using language as it appears to have been intended. But if I were to reply truthfully with a ‘No, I think it’s quite cold actually,’ I’d immediately be viewed as strange, combative and contrary. All for answering a damned question accurately.

			It wouldn’t be so bad if this were an example of a ‘white lie’, where responding with honesty causes understandable misery or disappointment for the other party. I mean, how much does this person care about how warm it is? By their likely reaction to my disagreeing with them, you’d think the temperature of the room was something they’d worked hard to achieve, were very proud of and would fight to preserve, like how a new dress looks. But obviously this is rarely the case and the discomfort is caused not by actual grievance or even emotion – it’s caused entirely by going against what’s customary.

			It’s endlessly fascinating to me how important custom is to the majority of people. As an autistic person I can certainly see the value of the familiar and the routine, but I struggle to understand the need for these scripted, stock responses. I understand that small talk is more about the ‘social’ in ‘social communication’ than the ‘communication’, that content is less important than simply connecting and that there’s even a fear of silence at play too; but despite all this, the likely negative reaction were I to break script seems disproportionate. The fact that small talk, this means of quickly bolstering relationships and politeness, is so prone to wreck an autistic person’s day seems like a serious flaw in the entire system, but most autistic people would recognise this unfairness with a shrug, as it’s so commonplace.

			If we swing back to the Monday-morning scenario we started with when my colleague asks me how my weekend was while I stand at the photocopier, the expectation is clear. My colleague, with all the goodwill in the world, expects me to respond with something approximating ‘Fine, thanks’. If I do this, the interaction will cease, with him being satisfied by its perceived success while I’m left dissatisfied by the lack of honesty and sincerity I was forced into. Thinking about all the times this kind of interaction has left me feeling stressed and unhappy, it’s the dishonesty that hurts the most. By responding with a ‘Fine, thanks’, I will have lied twice. Once with the ‘fine’ – my weekend was awful and I’m still feeling terrible about it (hence the huge coffee) – and second with the ‘thanks’ – I’ve nothing to be thankful for here: they’ve just forced me to lie about my feelings when I would rather have said nothing at all.

			By this point I’d sympathise with you if you’re starting to think I’m overthinking the whole thing. But that’s the problem – overthinking is what autistic people do, to the point I’m surprised it isn’t among the diagnostic criteria. If you take a moment to glance back over the pages of this chapter so far and get a feel for the number of words I’ve dedicated to this single interaction, you’d come close to having a visual metaphor of how active and turbulent the inside of my head is during a tiny moment like this.

			If only these moments were rare. Instead, they’re very frequent, and if, as I did for fifteen years, you work in a location with lots of other staff, it can be expected that such dissatisfying, stressful interactions will occur multiple times a day. It stands to reason that any autistic person struggling with small talk will eventually hit some kind of wall, causing us to mess up completely. It’s the times this has happened that keep me awake at night – where rather than swallowing my discomfort and answering according to the script, I instead forgot and went dangerously off-piste or, worse still, actually did run away to the woods to begin a new life as some kind of extremely tall squirrel. The more stressed I am (and as you will come to learn, stress is a huge part of my life), the more likely I am to forget what the rules are and make a fool of myself. One example sticks out in my mind, though – not because it was particularly embarrassing, but because of how unexpectedly well the neurotypical person in the exchange responded to my ‘failure’ to follow the rules.

			It was the day before the Christmas holidays, the last day of term, and I was heading out of the building with a bag full of students’ work to mark. The headteacher was standing by the door, so small talk was unavoidable, and I was really not feeling very well. He chatted briefly about this and that, before mentioning how he was worried about the kids who were going back to stressful home lives, who had school as a way of keeping them safe and calm. I was having a very rough time at home with a new baby and lack of sleep, and blurted out without thinking: ‘That’s how I feel. It’s like work is this safer space where I can find some calm even though teaching really stresses me out, whereas home is this exhausting, relentless nightmare.’

			Amazingly, I had managed to both overshare and confess that the core part of my job was causing me serious problems. And all at Christmas time, to a headteacher whom I can’t say I was particularly close to or friendly with at this point. To his credit, my boss took this sudden declaration of misery on the chin and empathised by muttering a word or two on how hard it all sounded, before I ran to my car to have a brief but memorable panic attack at the steering wheel before turning the ignition. This exchange hounded me for the entirety of the Christmas holiday that year, only briefly fading in the evenings when I’d had a few glasses of beer, as I couldn’t stop myself dissecting the moment and trying to second-guess how he was likely to respond in the new year. It’s a process I’m very familiar with, whereby I consider every possible likely outcome that I can imagine, and try to figure out how I’ll cope with it should it come to pass, rather like when Doctor Strange visits millions of future timelines searching for the one where the Avengers win the day.

			It’s important at this juncture to recognise that this level of obsessive over-analysis of a ‘failed’ communication is by no means unusual or a one-off. It’s the standard, or at least it is for me and vast numbers of autistic people who can share similar tales. In fact, in this example I at least has some good reason to be worried, given the nature of the employee–employer relationship. The sad thing is, I’ve undergone the same kind of extreme ‘over-thinking’ about small talk that went only blandly and meaninglessly wrong, like the time I told a distant colleague whose name I didn’t even know that I’d

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Be aware that we wear masks much of the time, and as a result we may be struggling with the conversation (and life generally, sadly) much more than you realise. Some of us are so expert at this that we manage to hide being autistic even from ourselves.

					Remember that wearing ‘the mask’ is exhausting. If you’re part of the reason we’re wearing it (i.e. because you cannot tolerate being around us unmasked), then it’s worth reflecting on that …

					Don’t judge us if and when we mess up with small talk and those little extraneous bits of communication. If we overshare a little, is it the end of the world? If we’re obviously trying to get away from the conversation, is that too much for your ego to bear? Be kinder, and realise we don’t all like talking as much as you might.

					If we do have a meltdown, then follow these rules of thumb: back off, give space, reserve judgement. The last point is so important: don’t contribute to the shame we already feel for losing control.

					Understand that our communication differences can have drastic outcomes, especially when trying to get healthcare. Be prepared to help ‘translate’ our experience to busy, uninterested professionals if you can.
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