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CHAPTER NINE

AUTISTIC AT THE GATE
Author: Rhi-Lloyd Williams

Introduction by Luke Beardon

I have delighted in following Rhi (I'm not a stalker - I mean in terms of reading her Blog) for
several years now; her writing is simply sublime. Her narrative is part poetry, part harsh reality,
part humour, and part genius. Every sentence is carefully constructed and is weighed down with
meaning - I cannot do it justice in an introduction; however, this really resonated in light of my
(limited) understanding in the autism world: 'For me, it's not the parenting that is difficult, it's the
interactions that surround parenting'. I wonder how many autistic adults feel the same - and how
this sentiment could spill over into any number of situations (it's not the job that is difficult...it's
not the course that is difficult...etc.). Rhi's prose is a delight, which makes her recall over her own
trials in writing at school so hard to read. If (when) you enjoy the Chapter please do take as much
pleasure as I have in Rhi's Blog - an amazing resource in itself. Oh, and Rhi - have a dinosaur on
me.

Introduction

If you saw me at the school gate you wouldn't raise an eyebrow. All you'd see is another
mother cheerfully waving off another small person. If you caught my eye I'd smile and go through
all the socially acceptable greetings. I'd look purposeful and self-contained. I'd give out an aura of
busy-ness to keep you at bay. All carefully planned within the bounds of 'normal' behaviour.

What you won't see is the work that has gone into that mask. Every action carefully planned
to keep my interactions small and predictable. Every expression carefully placed to minimise any
strangeness I might let leak out under pressure.

School gates are my own personal hell. They are loud and colourful and full of movement.
A steady stream of smallnesses moving away, and largenesses moving towards. An unpredictable
smorgasbord of humanity, our only link, an act of procreation at a similar time in history.

Unlike other busy situations, a mistake here could have implications. I do not want my child
to be marked as "other" by association, I do not want to have to put up with pitying or fearful looks
for the next thousand drop-offs.

I have carefully planned my route. I have a long-term plan (ideal time to arrive, place to park
and path to walk), and short term plans (what is needed today, variables in conversation topics,
what to do if my route isn't available).

My lack of Executive Function meant that when I was a child, I took everything with me
every day. I couldn't concentrate on which books would be needed when, the thoughts slipped
through my fingers like silvery fish. I couldn't tell people that I couldn't do it, there was no point,
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I would get the answer I always got, "Don't be silly, just do it". I preferred the pain in my shoulder
from the weight of my books, to the disdain and the helplessness.

The future is here and technology is my friend. I have reminders set on my phone for each
day. They don't always work, I don't always process the plan through to action, but they mostly do
their job.

When I slip, the dreaded phone call comes to tell me what I have forgotten. I am slow when
I cannot read your lips. People think I make eye contact, but really I'm lip-reading. My visual
processing is faster than my auditory processing. I can see quicker than I hear. Without your lips I
have less time to think before I respond. I feel slower. Duller. Lost.

Sometimes I am up to changing my routine. I am able to scrabble home for a missing
swimming bag left accusingly by the door. I am able to navigate the traffic that is not the planned
traffic because time has done its thing and ticked on. I am able to walk to the office, instead of my
usual drop and run. I am able to make polite conversation about the weather and throw my
apologies around like confetti.

Everyone is kind, but my brain is grinding, my palms are damp with sweat, my muscles are
all clenched against each other to maintain a relaxed-looking posture (the irony), my heart is
pounding. They've changed the layout of the entrance and I need to take it all in, I need to place
the pieces in my new map. I pause and smile at a child's work to give myself time to look. I use
my artillery of coping mechanisms to be ‘that woman’, who hurries to the door with an apologetic
smile, pauses for a moment to appreciate something put on a wall, passes on the bag with all the
correct apologies and then bustles busily on her way. She's my mask.

I am not built for changing my path. In a world of jet-skis I am the Titanic. Changing my
route through the day is a long slow process, doing it quickly might make me capsize.

There is a sense of achievement I get as I leave the school office on the days I have energy
to spare, and haven't guiltily made some poor excuse about some appointment or other. Change
takes a lot from me. Even if I started the day as a caffeine-fuelled squirrel, a change will need a
recovery.

The thought will rise unbidden, as it always does. With a grin and a wink it will say, "You
fooled them all! They thought you were just like them!"

At first that thought always makes me smile; that I achieved, that I passed, that I pretended
to know the point of talking about the weather, but there's another voice that follows closely behind
it, "How pathetic to be proud of yourself for achieving something so small. What's wrong with you
that that is such a big deal? You screwed up, you fixed it, you interacted with people; everyone
else does these things all day every day. You should be ashamed."

This is the point where I realise that I've just spent all my energy for the morning on a mishap.
I now need to process all the changes, my head starts to ache, I feel that familiar sense of
exhaustion. It is very hard to shout down the cruel voice when you know that to anyone else it
would be a minor irritation and nothing more. Comparisons will always hurt, they are always an
available weapon to use.

Alone in the car my face falls flat. I drop the expressions that feel tense and closed on my
face. I want to cry. I want to fall into myself and wrap up in the foetal position. Difficult to do
whilst driving. Instead I turn on some angry music and sing. Loudly.

Singing fills my head. I remember the words to everything as they fill a need for rhythm and
rhyme. They give me a space away from the buzzing of thoughts. When I cannot speak, when the
words don't want to touch my lips, when they'd rather echo inside my skull or flutter away as I
chase them, sometimes I can still sing.
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For me, it's not the parenting that is difficult, it's the interactions that surround parenting.

Children bring me freedom. Their wonder fills me with energy and life. Leave me alone with
a small child who is determined to ask "Why?" about everything and anything, and I will spend a
happy afternoon answering each and every question.

I am the parent down on her knees beside the children, turning over stones and marvelling
at the treasures beneath; the iridescent sheen of the dung beetle (did you know that some dung
beetles use the Milky-Way to navigate?), the scuttly goodness of an earwig (did you know they
make excellent mothers and protect their nests and feed their young?), the dropped tangle of a
slowworm (did you know they eat slugs and snails, and are lizards not snakes?). So much to share,
so much fascination in my interests.

Children aren't interested in my mask, they are confused by it. They want my fascinations.
They want my passions. They want to make things with me, and marvel at how a paper can fold
into a flower. They want the opposite of my child-related adult interactions. They want me.

I don't do things to "Educate", I do things because learning is one of my greatest joys. This
morning my two year old invented a new game. He had found a crocheted hat and some hair grips
scattered by a daughter who (like her mother) can only tolerate foreign objects on her head for
minutes at a time. He was happily combining the two, pushing them though the weave to stick out
like spikes.

"You're making a hedgehog hat!" I enthused, crouching beside him. He grinned back. We
moved them about, we put it on his head. He took them out and put them back in again. What joy
he found in shouting, "Pop!" as he pulled them out.

Educational objectives? None. Learning achievements? Many; fine motorskills, learning
colours (named as he pushed them through each stripe), imaginative play (pretending the grips
were hedgehog spikes), playing with others and taking turns (he teaches me), exploration... and on
and on and on.

I am not here to teach my children, we are here to learn from each other. I will teach them
logic and kindness, I will teach them social graces; but as something I have learned to do, not as
something I enjoy doing.

I live a life designed around my needs - and they are needs not wants, never mistake the one
for the other. I live in the countryside, where neighbours' noise doesn't intrude, and no one drops
by without checking I'm in first. I am free to be outside without fear of being ambushed by social
interactions (though I have been ambushed by a herd of escaped sheep, a farmer and his pack of
dogs). I can mostly control the variables of my day-to-day life, which leaves me free to
accommodate more changes than I could in the past, when I mistook my needs for wants.

I am able to be alone when I need to. The children know that if I'm wearing my noise-
cancelling headphones they will need to ask their dad. My need to rest after socialising is respected
and encouraged by my husband. I'm not constantly pushing myself beyond my limits the way that
I used to. Meaning I have more time to spend being the mother I want to be, and less time wasted
on being shut-down and needing to recharge.

Whatever their neurotype, autistic like me, non-autistic like their father, if I can just pass on
my love of learning I will be happy.

One of my children is the spitting image of me. I don't mean we look the same, but watching
him is like looking in an interactive mirror.
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When he was younger I found him staring at a wall, moving his head joltily from side to
side, up and down. It suddenly hit me that he was doing what I used to do, and never told anyone
about; he was tracing patterns in the brick-work because it was soothing. This was all long before
I'd even considered that I might be autistic. I was still just ‘lazy’ and a ‘strange’.

As time has passed, I've found him the easiest to parent. I know how he thinks about things,
I share his perspective and fears.

It's been automatic that he's grown up in a house of routine. Not that we have a rigid, set,
planned time to do everything. Just that as a matter of course I do things in the same order, with
the same structure, day in, day out. If change is needed I introduce it slowly and gently.

I've always let him be himself. He liked play groups, but would always need time before he
could join in. It didn't matter how many times we'd been before, he would sit on my lap first and
watch. Sometimes for five minutes, sometimes half an hour. Sometimes someone would come and
try to coax him to play, but I'd smile and tell them that he was a thinker, he just needed to think
about everything and then he'd join in in a bit. They'd wander off bemused. I knew that if they
pushed him, then he'd freeze up. He'd stop. He'd pull away and we would have to start again.

He didn't like being hugged, but every once in a while, if you didn't steal them, he'd come
over and wrap his arms around you, and you knew that it was real. Now, he will hug me every
night. Just me, because he knows he doesn't have to.

I'm lucky there. I'm lucky he decided that it was safe, but I see other family members demand
hugs, and they never get real ones. He'll hug them (although I've told him and them that it is his
choice alone to do so), but it's not real. It's all elbows and sinew.

I was not a hugger, I remember being swept into them, I remember the jagged feeling of
invasion; like hugging a cliff-face, crumbling and terrifying.

When he was around six or so, I got lots of comments about his behaviour. "Isn't he over-
excitable? Isn't he loud? Isn't he rough?" These observations confused me. He was the sweetest
boy in the world. He was gentle and thoughtful and chatty, but when other people were in his
space, or he in theirs, he was like an overstimulated puppy. He bounced and leapt, wide-eyed and
desperate for escape.

It was the unfamiliar. It was the change. At school he was himself, at home he was himself,
but when he felt on edge this was his coping mechanism. Being loud meant he didn't have to
connect with any one person. He kept his distance. Younger children adored him. He was patient
and played beside them, and told them stories.

His imagination is so advanced and rich, that it's a double-edged sword. On the one hand his
fantasy worlds are incredible, on the other, when his mind is allowed to wander, untethered by
books, it creates monsters and fears as real and present as anything else.

He is sensitive. He desperately wants to do good and be good. He is self-critical. He is a
perfectionist. His eyes twinkle with mischief. Teaching him to accept imperfection has been
difficult. We discuss it. He's still very young, but I tell him stories. I tell him about the things that
help me remember. I tell him about how the things I got wrong, are the things I learned best.

It’s difficult, because like him I rarely got things wrong, and the reason I learned from them
is that it still haunts me. I still remember being eleven and getting "it's" and "its" wrong. [ remember
the panic and burning humiliation.

I learnt.
In primary school I remember that my maths book was built of ticks. All of it was right. That
was good.
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My English book was full of corrected punctuation. I would write stories that went on for
pages and pages and pages. There would be no full stops. There would be no pauses for breath. It
was one long stream of consciousness.

Lots of red pen and "Good story, but use punctuation!" "Good story, but terrible handwriting!"

What did punctuation and handwriting matter? They were getting in the way of my words.
If I had to think about them, then I couldn't stay in my head and follow the world I was creating.
Did they think that my writing was for them? Did they not understand that I knew how to read it?
Punctuation is about being understood, not about expression.

But I learnt.
Mostly.

I write as I speak. I write as I think, and I think in breathless snatches of ideas, and I think in
moments of urgency, and I pause and I rush and as the thoughts pile up - and I race to get them out
before they move on - I can't help but break the rules.

My handwriting is still awful too.

When we talk, him and me, we usually sit beside each other, not opposite. We will often
both have things in our hands to fiddle with, our focus is elsewhere, but we are close and caught
in conversation.

By not looking at each other, we're both relying purely on words, I don't need to lip-read
with him, I can take my time. It's non-confrontational. It's comfortable and effortless. It's a joy.

I don't know if he finds people an effort the way I do. Childhood is a time when children say
what they mean. It's the teen years that come as a challenge.

He has the advantage of being a boy; he won't be expected to achieve the higher levels of
social communication, or performative caring, that is often expected of girls. He won't be expected
to take such an interest in fashion or makeup, or any of the pointless, impractical, illogical things.

If he likes maths, he'll not have to worry that he’ll be pushed towards the arts instead. Despite
numbers being a passion; the way they dance, their colour, their magic. Numbers will never be
made flat and empty, broken and disfigured by illogical expectations.

I have other children who reflect me less, who ask me, "What do you think of my hair?" and
don't seem reassured by my response of, "It amply covers your head." They want my reassurance,
but my honesty tells me I don't know enough to know what good teen-hair is. There's a lot less
logic in that world than in mine.

I love to hear the way that their brains work; what is important to them and why. I love that
they share with me their ways of seeing the world; that I am not restricted to just my own processes,
I get to hear their patterns too. I am honoured that they lend me their eyes, and their passions. They
make me a better person.

Over the years, I have learned what I should and shouldn't wear to conform. I have learned
through trial and error (tie-dyed flouncy dress with enormous work boots is a niche look, who
knew? I just liked the colour and the clumpiness). I have learned through mirroring and emulation.
As I grow older I hope to unlearn it all and return to wearing whatever I feel like. When I grow
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old I will wear purple. I know the social rules change, I am terribly at bending rules, but I am
waiting for the time when old age liberates me from other people’s expectations.

I am fascinated by my children. I am fascinated by parenting. Somewhere along the way they
became swept up as my most important 'special interest'. Their changes are slow and gradual, just
how I like them. Their growth brings me new wonder, their stages bring me new joys, new
conversations, new eyes through which to see the world. All introduced with more than enough
space for my Titanic to turn.

My autism limits the energy I have to spend on all the social things surrounding children.
This is where a non-autistic husband has been hugely useful. He covers what I cannot, we are a
team and work to our strengths.

My autism is how I interact with the world, it's how I process my experience; it's through my
autism that I parent most effectively. It was my autism that problem-solved when my daughter
became suddenly ill. It was my autism that put all the puzzle-pieces together and had us rushing
to the hospital. It was my autism that switched my responses to logic, and got her the treatment
she needed. My autism has already done more for me that I can ever say. She would not be here
with her tumbling curls if it were not for this brain-structure of mine.

I am not the parent who loves busy shopping malls, or crowded theme parks, I am not the
parent who can effortlessly deal with airports, I am not the parent who revels in enormous birthday
parties, but I am the parent who will listen, who loves talking about everything and anything, who
will answer all questions even if it's just to say, "I don't know, let's go and find out!"

I am the parent who believes my children's ways of seeing the world - no matter how much
they differ from mine. I am as imperfect and perfect as any parent. I am whole.
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