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			“Adult isn’t a noun, it’s a verb. It’s the act of making correctly those small decisions that fill our day. ... if you slip up and have Diet Coke for breakfast, no one busts in and snatches away your Adult card. Just move forward and have milk tomorrow.”

			— Kelly Williams Brown, author of Adulting

			“But if you’re lactose intolerant, then maybe don’t have milk tomorrow.”

			— Future You. You’re welcome.
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			– Chapter 1 –

		

		
			Intro to Adulting

			Unfolding the Road Map

		

		
			If you’re reading this book, you may have received special education services as an autistic student when you were in school. Now that you’re out of school, your new status as a graduate may come with a sticker price. The services and support you received in high school disappear the moment you walk across that stage and accept your diploma. Suddenly, you’re expected to be an adult with all of the rights and responsibilities that go along with it. You can vote, but do you know how to find your own apartment, or land a job? In high school, your day was laid out for you by others; your class schedule told you where to go and what to do. When you’re at home, the days stretch out before you. You may find yourself doing nothing or doing the same things for long periods of time, with no one to tell you when to switch subjects. Maybe no one taught you how to schedule your own time or plan for independence.

			Or maybe you went all through school undiagnosed, always knowing there was something different about you, but never knowing why. Then you read a blog post or watched TikTok or YouTube videos about autism. They seem to be describing you. Everything clicks, and suddenly your differences make sense. You’re autistic. Your life falls into perspective viewed through the lens of autism. This answers so many questions. Many so-called “high functioning” individuals are not diagnosed until much later in life, because they are so good at masking or camouflaging their autistic characteristics. (Side note: I can’t use the words “high functioning” or “low functioning” without quotation marks because they are not useful or accurate descriptors. An autistic person may appear to be “high functioning” on a day with few social or sensory stressors, or because they are able to mask effectively, but on another day, they may appear to be “low functioning,” too exhausted to mask, maybe even temporarily nonverbal or catatonic. It’s the same person in a different situation, so the so-called “functioning” description is meaningless.)

			Whether you’ve always known you were autistic, or you’re newly diagnosed or self-diagnosed, you might need solutions to the daily challenges of adult life. If only adulting came with a road map to help you avoid blind alleys, dangerous destinations, and precarious precipices. 

			Spoiler alert: there is. This is it.

			This book is for you, no matter your age or diagnosis. 

			The important thing to know is you’re not alone. There are a lot of neurodivergent people who experience the same kinds of challenges that you do: challenges related to social communication, relationships, and unusual sensory responses. 

			Having challenges doesn’t mean you can’t live the life of your dreams. While there’s no guarantee that anyone will get everything their heart desires, it is possible to have a life filled with meaning, fulfillment, and joy. You just need the right solutions for your particular challenges. 

			Plenty of other people share your experience. If you’re a young adult, then at last, after years of having your teachers and parents make up goals for you, you are in charge of setting your own goals. If you are older, understanding autism may feel like turning on a light and suddenly seeing your whole life differently. Armed with self-knowledge, you’re ready to take your life in the direction that you want to go. 

			All you need is a road map.

			You hold that road map in your hands. This book can be your guide to use as you see fit. It goes in depth into four main areas of living that many autistic adults find challenging: independence, recreation, employability, and housing, with potential solutions for each. If you don’t have challenges in all of these areas, you can pick and choose what you want to work on. I suggest that you read the whole book first, and then go back down the roads that lead to your personal solutions.

			One thing you may notice is that I use identity-first language, “autistic adult,” rather than person-first language, “adult with autism.” This is because the majority of people in the autistic community and autistic-led autistic organizations prefer it, and I want to honor this. Autistic adult Cat David Marsh wrote:

			Autism is rooted in the very way my brain is structured, which is a big part of why I prefer identity-first language. You don’t need to say, “Dorian is a person with autism,” any more than you would say, “Billy is a person with gayness,” or “Becky is a person with Jewishness,” or “John is a person with blackness.” People who fit into these groups often choose identity-first language because our identities come with a fundamental way that experiences are shaped and shared.

			If I meet an autistic person who prefers person-first language, I will use it for them because I respect their choice. Otherwise, I will continue to use the preference of the majority, identity-first language. It is never my intention to disrespect anyone who prefers one or the other, but rather to honor diversity of expression.

			Throughout this book you’ll meet and get to know five fictional autistic adults of various ages and situations. They’re not based on any real people, but they share experiences with many neurodivergent adults. Each one wants to become more independent and live their best life. You may see something you can relate to in one or all of them. Now, let’s meet our five characters.

			Five Fictional Characters

			Daisy, 18

			Daisy, a high school senior, just had her eighteenth birthday. She lives with her mother since her father died when she was a toddler. Daisy was diagnosed with autism in elementary school due to the persistence of a teacher who had an autistic child of her own and recognized the signs. By the fifth grade, the other girls shunned her and called her “weird.” Daisy decided to embrace the label and to cherish her own weirdness. She has a rich imaginative life, with a constant inner monologue. Throughout her day, the Narrator in her head describes her daily thoughts and activities.

			Let’s listen in ... 

			NARRATOR: No one in this school is capable of appreciating the supreme and unfathomably beautiful weirdness that is Daisy. Just look at those so-called “popular” students, chattering away. And laughing. No, chuckling. Chattering and chuckling. They wouldn’t look so popular if they weren’t wearing identical cheerleader disguises. But no matter, the chattering, chuckling cheerleaders are beneath Daisy’s notice. They wouldn’t know the first thing about the denizens of the dungeons that are her bane and her blessing. So many dungeons, so many dragons, so few companions to adventure with. One day, mark her words, one day she will find a D&D group to join in real life. Her time will come, and our hero will enter the fray fearlessly! Until that auspicious moment, she contents herself in devouring the manuals and observing online games from her cloak of anonymity. Or invisibility! Yes, that’s it, remaining anonymous while viewing games is her Cloak of Invisibility! Her cloak hides and protects her until she finds companions who are worthy, who are as weird as she is. They are out there, in their own Cloaks of Invisibility, waiting to be found. And find them she shall! Then our hero will no longer be a lonely adventurer, she will have a clan, a family, a party to fight by her side. No dragon frightens our hero, for she is ... she is ... 

			DAISY:		(sighs) I need a D&D name.

			NARRATOR: Aye, that she does. “Daisy” wouldn’t strike fear in any dragon’s heart.

			Emily, 22

			Emily, who just turned twenty-two, was diagnosed with autism at age four and received special services in small special day classes throughout school. Although she did well on individually administered academic and IQ tests, she was considered too fragile or vulnerable to succeed in general education. She graduated from high school and now she wants more control of her own life. Her anxious parents worry that she will fail and be traumatized. They resist change and want their “little girl” to live with them indefinitely. Emily feels that her parents infantilize her and that they’re overly controlling, doing everything for her when she wants to learn to do things for herself. She wants to show them that she can make it on her own. It’s a little scary, but her strong desire to be independent helps her overcome her fear.

			Zach, 33

			Zach has not been formally diagnosed as autistic, but he has always struggled with social communication. He graduated from college with a BA from the state university near his parents’ home, where he lives. He received minimal special education services in school for a “social learning disability.” His parents still bicker about it, with his father taking the position that Zach was just stubborn, and his mother arguing that he was tragically misunderstood. Both parents agreed that there was nothing wrong with him. Zach wasn’t so sure.

			College was difficult, but his mother helped him organize his assignments and reminded him which classes he had on which days and times. He did not make friends in college, which he attributed to the fact that he lived at home rather than in the dorms. 

			Now, just after his thirty-third birthday, he still has no idea what he wants to do with his life, or where to start. He spends much of his time on the computer, and his search for solutions led him to videos and websites about autism. The characteristics of autism sounded familiar to him. Over time he became convinced that he was autistic, even though he had not been formally diagnosed. He would love to move out of his parents’ home, if only to get away from their constant bickering and nagging, but he recognizes that he needs help to get on with his life.

			Maria, 45

			Maria was a shy, quiet student in school with few friends. She married the first boy who paid attention to her, Santiago, and they had two children, twin girls named Faith and Hope. Maria enjoyed the life of a stay-at-home mom. Eventually Santiago divorced her because he said that she was distant and that she did not respond or relate to him as he expected a wife should. She chalked this up to jealousy, since as a full-time mom the twins were her primary job. 

			Now the girls are away in college, and Maria has not yet decided what she wants to do “when she grows up.” She is increasingly alone as her friends from before the divorce (wives of her husband’s friends) have drifted away. Her sister and parents can’t understand why she doesn’t pull herself up by the bootstraps and get into a career of some kind. She doesn’t understand, either.

			Maria has an autistic nephew, and as she learns more about him, she sees herself and her own life’s challenges. Her sister accuses her of being an attention-seeking hypochondriac, but Maria, who’s never wanted attention in her life, is convinced that she is actually autistic and has been all along. Her forty-fifth birthday served as a wake-up call for her to figure out what she wants the rest of her life to be like. She needs solutions so she can get her act together and create the future she wants for herself.

			Robert, 62

			Robert lives with his wife, Helen, their adult daughter, Lena, and her son, Bobby. Robert had a fulfilling career as a television repairman. Then the world changed, and suddenly the cathode ray tubes that he knew and loved were gone forever, relics of the past. In this new world, people went out and bought a new flat screen set when their old TV broke. There was no place for an old-school TV repairman in the twenty-first century. Retirement was the only option he could see.

			When his grandson, Bobby, was diagnosed with autism, Robert became fascinated with the subject and wanted to learn all he could about it. Because he had been pushed into an early retirement before his sixty-second birthday, he had plenty of time to help Lena with Bobby. Robert attended every IEP meeting, and the more he learned, the more he realized that he, himself, was probably autistic, too. He found a psychologist with experience evaluating autism in adults, and it turned out that he was right. Now that he’s retired and around the house most of every day, he drives Helen and Lena crazy. Robert wants solutions to improve communication with his wife and family, and to live his best life.

			None of these fictional characters will be exactly like you, but each of them has at least some problems in need of solutions for each of the areas of independence, recreation, employability, and housing. Some are major problems and others are minor issues, but these challenges are shared by many. Maybe you can relate to some of them. As you go through the chapters of this book, you will see how each of these five characters learned to manage
each challenge. 

			At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a section called “Speaking for Ourselves.” These short pieces are written by actually autistic people, unlike the fictional characters we just met. They share their stories in the hopes that you might find encouragement and support as you map out your own journey.

			Speaking for Ourselves

			“Embracing my diagnosis was not easy. At the time, it felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders and a curtain had been peeled back, revealing the answers I never knew I needed. But then came uncertainty. I wasn’t sure if others would like, or even love me, the same as before. I wondered if they would mock me for being autistic once they found out. To my surprise, I was met with nothing but love from my husband. He told me nothing about me had changed, it was like using a pair of glasses to read. He could see me better. It did not mean what he was seeing was any different.”

			— Jansen Niccals

			“The high stress of life of the modern world, coupled with an emphasis on a person’s social confidence, has made those of us on the spectrum feel our differences more keenly. This has caused us to seek answers—via the internet and books—leading to diagnosis.”

			— Rudy Simone, autistic author

		


		
			– Chapter 2 –

		

		
			Intro to Communication

			He Said, She Said

		

		
			Everyone has misunderstandings sometimes, but communication can be an area of particular challenge for autistic folk. That’s partly because communication includes a lot more than words. What about the tone of voice, inflection, facial expression, gestures, and underlying context? When it’s all rolled up together, it can be difficult to untie the knots. 

			Sarcasm & Nonverbal Cues

			Take sarcasm, for example. Why would someone say, “That’s just great,” when they mean the opposite? It doesn’t make sense. But when you get the full context, verbal and nonverbal, you can start to unravel the subtle subtexts and mysterious meanings. 

			Suppose you told your significant other that you got a promotion at work, and they say, “That’s just great.” On face value, you might assume they were happy for you. But check out the nonverbal cues to be certain. Are they smiling? Does their smile appear to be genuine and fairly symmetrical, rather than lopsided or with one corner of their mouth tensed up? Are they making eye contact, if this is something they usually do? Is their forehead as smooth or unwrinkled as usual, with both eyebrows in their natural position? Is their body in a relaxed state with no visible tension, shoulders down and hands resting in a naturally open position? Are they turned towards you more than away from you? You might not see all these things, but if most of them are true you should assume they are really happy for you and your promotion.

			Words alone don’t tell the whole story, though. There is often an unspoken subtext, the hidden meaning behind their words. Your partner might be using sarcasm and mean the opposite when they say, “That’s just great.” Check out their facial expression. Are they frowning? If they are smiling, does their smile appear to be pinched or twisted, lopsided, or pulled up on one side? Are they looking away from you, looking up or down, or rolling their eyes? Typically, when people “roll their eyes” they don’t literally roll them in a circular pattern, but they do tend to look up and then away, often paired with an exasperated exhalation. Is one eyebrow higher or lower than the other? Are their shoulders raised up, hands fisted, body turned away from you? Any one of these could be a sign that the phrase was meant sarcastically, and they don’t really think your promotion is great at all. 

			Think also about context, or other facts related to your message about getting a job promotion. Will this promotion mean you will be working longer hours, or travel farther away, or even have to move to another city? Will it be more stressful for you? Your partner might be worried that you will be overworked or overwhelmed, that you won’t be there for companionship, or that you’ll be unable to handle your share of the household chores. If a longer commute is involved, they may worry that any raise in pay associated with the promotion will be eaten up by gasoline and automobile maintenance, along with even more time away from home. If you need to move for this job, they may be wondering what will happen to your relationship. Will they be expected to leave everything behind and follow you, or will the relationship break up?

			Don’t assume that your partner is thinking any of these things, but definitely do ask them how they feel about what you shared. Maybe their nonverbal communication means they are preoccupied by unrelated stresses in their own life, completely unrelated to the news about your promotion. If they really are happy for you, but they have other worries, this may be a good time for you to listen to them. If they have concerns about your job, talk it out calmly. If it’s not a good time to have a longer conversation about it, set a date to talk about it later.

			Start Calm, Stay Calm

			When it’s time to talk about a serious issue, it’s important to start calm and stay calm. Try not to be critical or defensive, or say things like, “You never ___!” or “You always ___!” Instead, stick with your own feelings and needs. State your position with phrases like “I feel ___” and “I need___.” (Don’t be sneaky with this by saying “I feel that you never___!” or “I need you to stop always ___!” That’s not starting calm or staying calm.)

			Take turns listening to each other, and I mean really listening, not thinking about what you’re going to say when it’s your turn to talk. To show that you were listening, repeat back your partner’s ideas in your own words and check with them that you understood correctly. Then switch, and let your partner listen to you and rephrase your words to show they understand you. This is active listening or reflective listening. Stick with it until you can each understand and describe your partner’s position.

			Read how our five fictional characters dealt with the communication challenges in their lives:

			Five Fictional Characters Communicate

			DAISY, 18

			NARRATOR: With a heart as heavy as her shield, Daisy records her day’s adventures in her most secret journal. The hell hole that is high school continues with no end in sight, short of graduation. Graduation and freedom are the lights at the end of this dark, dank tunnel. She checks the club notifications on the bulletin board daily, but no mention of the formation of a D&D club has appeared. Where will Daisy find weird companions to share this lonely quest?

			MOM:	(knocks at her door) Daisy? 

			NARRATOR: What’s this? The matriarch is breaching the castle walls? Is there no refuge for the world weary?

			MOM:	(opens the door a crack) Daisy? I knocked, but I didn’t hear anything. How are you doing?

			NARRATOR: How is she doing what? What response is expected from this nebulous query?

			DAISY:		I dunno.

			MOM:	Well, I just wanted to see how you’re doing. Did you have a good day at school?

			NARRATOR: Egads, what sort of question is this? Is there ever a good day at school?

			DAISY:		...

			MOM:	So, did you make any new friends today?

			DAISY:		 ...

			MOM:	How about your homework? Did you finish it? Or is that what you’re working on now? (steps into the room and looks over Daisy’s shoulder)

			DAISY:		No! (slams her journal shut)

			NARRATOR: A close call and narrow escape from the prying matriarchal eyes. 

			MOM:	(looks worried, brows furrowed) Do you mean, no, you didn’t finish it, or no, that’s not what you’re working on now?

			NARRATOR: So many questions! They make the head spin like a twirling dervish!

			DAISY:		... uh ... 

			MOM:	I can help you if you like. I think I can remember a thing or two from my high school days. Your mother was a pretty good student, if I do say so. What subject are you working on now?

			NARRATOR: ... So ... many ... questions ... cannot ... process ... 

			DAISY:		... 

			MOM:	Shall I just take a peek and see where you got stuck? I’m sure I can help.

			DAISY:		NO! MOM, JUST GET OUT!

			NARRATOR: The dam had burst ... what was said cannot be unsaid.

			MOM:	(mouth open, eyes wide, takes a sharp inhalation then breathes out slowly) Daisy, I’m leaving now. You need some time to cool off. We will talk about this later. (closes the door behind her)

			NARRATOR: Blissful peace and solitude return to the castle as the matriarch retreats. Now to contemplate what has occurred and the potential punishment which Daisy’s outburst has prompted. No, change that. Which our hero’s word storm has prompted.

			DAISY:		(muttering to self) I have got to come up with a better name than Daisy.

			Daisy knows that yelling at her mother is wrong, but she gets so tangled up with one question after another that she can’t hold it together. Every time her mother asks her another question, Daisy’s stress increases. First it robs her of her ability to speak or think and then it bursts out into shouting. How can she figure out how to communicate with her mother without ending up in a yelling match? It isn’t even a yelling match, really, because her mother never yells, she just gets huffy and disappointed. Daisy thinks she’d rather be yelled at, but she knows that would probably only make things worse. So, how can she communicate calmly with her mother? 

			She thinks about what has worked to communicate in other situations. At school, when she’s overwhelmed, her case manager writes her a note and asks her to write back. Even when she can’t find her voice, Daisy can write. Maybe this would work with her mom. She gets out paper and pen and writes:

			Dear Mom,

			I’m sorry I yelled at you today. I know you mean well, but I want you to know that every time you ask me another question, it hurts my brain, and the questions pile up inside my skull until I feel like my head will burst, so I shout instead of exploding. I don’t want to shout, but I don’t want you to ask me a bunch of questions when I get home from school, either. So, here are the answers in advance:

			Q:	How was school?

			A:	Terrible, but that can’t be helped. I expect to hold on until graduation.

			Q:	How is your homework?

			A:	Pointless, relentless, but manageable.

			Q:	Do you need help with your homework?

			A:	No. I’m smart enough to do that nonsense in my sleep, which I sometimes do.

			Q:	How are your grades?

			A:	Don’t ask. When report cards come out, you will know. Until then, remember that I’m an adult now and my education is my responsibility. I don’t need your help. I know what you’re thinking—I could do better. It’s true. But if I get a C in a class where I could have earned an A, it’s because I only care about that class about a C’s worth. And C is passing, so don’t worry. I will not flunk out, but I will also not sacrifice my mental health to try to be a straight
A student. 

			Q:	Are you hungry, do you want a snack?

			A:	Yes, of course I’m hungry. But don’t ask me what I want. Just let me fend for myself. I know where the kitchen is. And if I haven’t thanked you often enough, thank you for always keeping my favorite snacks on hand. I do notice, and I appreciate you.

			Mom, thank you for not yelling back at me when I blow up, even though you have every right to be mad. Thank you for understanding that I’m doing the best I can. And I don’t say it often enough, or maybe ever, but thank you for being my mom. 

			Love, Daisy

			After her mom read the letter, they had a good talk, during which her mother did not ask a bunch of questions. That was the beginning of improved communication between them. In the future, when they had something important or stressful to say, they both got in the habit of writing letters to each other. This allowed them to think through what they wanted to say and then delete the parts they might have spoken in anger and regretted later. Written communication was a good strategy for Daisy.

			EMILY, 22

			Emily was tired of being babied by her parents and of being in the dark about her social security money. She had no idea how much money came in, where it went, or what it paid for. Whenever she asked her parents about money, they told her she didn’t need to worry about it and offered to buy her whatever she wanted. In the past she used to whine and cry that she wanted to be the boss of her own money, but they said her childish attitude proved she was not grown up enough to handle it. They always responded to reasonable requests for books or clothes and bought her what she asked for, but she still didn’t have any idea about the government money that helped support her as a disabled person. Could she use that money to live on her own in an apartment instead of living with her parents? She decided to find out.

			Emily had a case management meeting coming up, so she emailed her case manager, Sarah, in advance to let her know she had a lot of questions about becoming more independent and taking control of her own money. Sarah encouraged her to speak up at the meeting and said she would support Emily. She also let her know that often when she spoke her voice was quiet, high-pitched, and raised up at the end of sentences so that her statements sounded like questions. She told Emily that many people had one or more of these vocal qualities, but when all three were put together they gave the impression that Emily was uncertain, and she sounded younger than her age. Emily practiced using a calm voice, not too high and loud enough to be heard. She also tried not to let her voice rise up at the end of sentences. She practiced in her bathroom with the fan on so her parents wouldn’t hear her and eventually felt confident in her ability to speak in a calm, confident voice, not too soft, and not too high or childish.

			When the day of the meeting came, Sarah asked if she had any questions. Emily took a deep, relaxing breath and tried to keep her voice steady and firm, not high, whiny or childish. She calmly asked how much money was in her monthly check and if she could control that money herself instead of her parents. 

			She learned that, because of her disability (autism spectrum disorder), someone in authority had decided that she could not control her own money but had to have a representative payee, which was her father. He repeated his usual statement that he would take care of her, and she would never have to worry about money. Her parents were shocked when she asked, “What about when you die? Do you think you are going to live forever?” Her mother started to cry quietly, which upset Emily, but she felt strongly about this and pushed on. “I want to take care of myself and my own money. I’m not a baby anymore, and I’m not stupid. How will I learn how to survive after you die if you don’t let me start learning now?” Her case manager supported her, and together they developed a plan for her to show that she was capable of independence. Even if it were not possible for her to have complete control of her money, her father agreed to share with her the decisions about how the money got spent. She felt bad about making her mother cry, but at the end of the meeting both her parents hugged her. They said they only wanted her to be protected and taken care of, and they would help her learn to take care of herself.

			When she spoke up for herself calmly in a voice that was not too high or too quiet, with a support person (her case manager, Sarah), to back her up, Emily found that her parents really listened.

			ZACH, 33

			Zach went online daily and searched, “Why can’t I find a job?” He scrolled down to read all the comments on every post. He spent hours bogged down in angry, negative complaints about the failing economy, the dismal job market, minimum wage, and how American jobs are outsourced or taken over by AI. It seemed impossible for anyone to get a job these days. Why even try? 

			Every day when his parents got home from work, he talked to them nonstop about the bleak outlook for anyone trying to find work in today’s economy. He quoted statistics and theories he found online, without even giving them a chance to respond. Eventually, they gave up trying to reason with him and asked him to be quiet and let them have a quiet dinner. It was hardly quiet the way they bickered back and forth, but apparently, they wanted to talk to each other without his lectures. He found this frustrating and discouraging. Why wouldn’t they listen and help him?

			One day he decided to try something different. Instead of, “Why can’t I get a job?” he searched, “How can I get a job?” He read the content only and didn’t scroll down to read the comments. They were usually negative and depressing, anyway. 

			That night when his parents came home from work, Zach didn’t say much beyond, “Hi, how was your day?” He waited until they were seated around the dinner table and his parents had chatted about their days. Then he told them about one of the articles he read online. After sharing the main points, he asked them what they thought about it. They were surprised and pleased by this different approach, and it opened the door for an interesting and enjoyable conversation over the dinner table. They also gave Zach some new ideas to try in his job search.

			When Zach focused on the positive rather than the negative, shared a small amount of information rather than lecturing, and asked his parents’ opinions, their communication improved.

			MARIA, 45

			Maria wanted to be in better communication with Faith and Hope even though they were away at college, but she didn’t know how to connect. She hated talking on the phone, and she didn’t know how to text or tweet. While she had an email account, she rarely remembered to check her emails for messages, and the girls were often angry with her because she didn’t respond when they emailed her. Maria found it stressful to open her email and see dozens of messages, most of them advertisements wanting something from her. She couldn’t face it, so she shut it down. 

			She had beautiful penmanship and preferred writing longhand. Typing on an electronic device stressed her out. How could she find a way to stay in touch using her strength, rather than her stressor? She wanted to reach out and also improve her responsiveness to her children.

			Maria decided that every month she would write a letter to each of her girls and mail the letter to them at college. Each letter would be short and would include a memory of something they had done together during that month when the kids were younger, such as their first day of kindergarten, a family vacation, or a holiday memory. There would also be a simple statement that she was fine, hoped they were too, and that she loved them. She bought attractive stationery and stamps and wrote on her calendar to write letters on the first Sunday of every month. She knew they wouldn’t write letters in return, so she had two more parts to
her plan. 

			Maria made an appointment with herself, and wrote it in her calendar, to check her emails at five o’clock every evening. This would not be a huge chore, because she determined to skip over all emails that were not from her children or close family or friends and only respond to those she knew personally and cared about. 

			She also made a separate appointment with herself to delete old emails from her account every Wednesday at noon. When she saw repeated messages from the same company, she went in and found the place to unsubscribe so she could avoid getting those in the future. After fifteen minutes of working on deleting emails, no matter how many were left, she would close the computer and do something she enjoyed, such as reading.

			Maria found a solution to her problematic communication with her daughters in two ways. First, she focused on her strength, writing longhand and using “snail mail.” Second, she made plans to manage her email accounts to avoid being overwhelmed. These two steps helped her feel more connected to Faith and Hope while they were at college.

			ROBERT, 62

			Robert made a point of attending Bobby’s IEP (Individualized Education Program) meetings with his daughter, because he loved his grandson and wanted to learn more about autism. He had plenty of questions, and as soon as an idea or question popped into his head, he put it out there. The IEP lasted two and a half hours and had to be held over for a second meeting. Robert was having a great time, and since he had all the time in the world, it never occurred to him that his questions prolonged the process for everyone. At the end of the meeting, he felt exhilarated by everything he had learned. He didn’t notice that his daughter and the IEP team were weary and exasperated with him. 

			On the way home, Lena told him that she was embarrassed that he dominated the meeting, talking over people and getting in the way of the work they were trying to do for Bobby. If he couldn’t sit quietly and listen to the team, he could stay home
next time. 

			Robert was devastated. He hadn’t realized that his many questions about autism bogged everything down. He loved getting a personal education from the experts at the table, but his daughter told him he shouldn’t expect his grandson’s IEP team to be his teachers. This meeting was not about him, and his presence wasn’t necessary. Robert didn’t want to be banned from attending. He’d need to change his behavior drastically.

			With Lena’s permission, Robert attended the follow-up IEP, but this time as a silent team member. He brought a small notebook and whenever he thought of a question, he wrote it down. Often, the question was answered later in the meeting, so he jotted down the answer and checked it off his list. His other questions he saved, and he either asked his daughter in the car on the way home, or he searched online for answers. 

			At first it was difficult for Robert not to blurt out everything that popped into his head. He wasn’t used to stifling his impulses, but he worked on it. Having his notebook right in front of him on the table was a visual reminder for him to write it down instead of interrupting. Learning that Bobby also struggled to raise his hand instead of calling out answers in class made him feel a deeper connection to his grandson. It also encouraged him to try even harder to avoid interrupting. If Bobby could do it, he could, too.

			Robert found a solution to his communication problem by writing down his questions and curbing his impulse to interrupt. This made him a welcome member of his grandson’s IEP team.

			Speaking for Ourselves

			“One of my biggest frustrations in communicating and socializing with groups of neurotypicals is how fast the conversation moves, and how some neurotypicals are no better than we are at spotting cues. I often find myself talked over, even when I feel like I’ve made it clear that I have something to say. It can really dampen my enthusiasm socially to feel ignored and overlooked, and I used to just withdraw from group conversations after having this happen once or twice. It can feel like the whole conversation has passed me by.

			“I’ve discovered that most people actually don’t think it’s too strange or bothersome if you take advantage of a lull to bring things back to an earlier topic. While there are times that it doesn’t feel natural, when there is a pause, people often accept returning to an earlier point to add something new. I can say, ‘Going back to ____,’ or ‘You know, I just remembered___.’ Then I still have the chance to contribute, even when the initial moment went by too quickly. It’s led to my feeling more confident, not just about joining in with those thoughts, but more confident engaging in verbal communication, period.”

			— Cat David
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