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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 

ne day on the VRM Mailing list, Drummond Reed wrote to say he 
really liked what I was writing, but would I PLEASE blog it and 
send a link to the list. These massive posts kept showing up and as 

hard as they were to read in email, on a phone, the worse part was there was 
no way to link to them or reuse them outside the list. So I began to blog 
them instead. 

Fast forward 18 months or so to find Drummond commenting on my 
blog post Supersexy Squash Recipe. Jokingly, had I told readers to look for the 
recipe in my upcoming book Out of My Gourd. Drummond's comment? 
"Sign me up for that book!" 

Done. Time to put your money where your mouse is, Drummond. 

Yes, that really is how this book project was kicked off. No, I don't 
expect it to be picked up by major publishers. But as an indie publisher with 
a guaranteed market of at least one sale, I was able to greenlight the project. 
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Foreword 
Out of my Gourd 18 April 2015 

his book is a collection of new essays and selected blog posts. My 
primary audience is me. The act of writing helps me sort, structure 
and better understand the events of my life. In particular, writing 

helps me to consider things from the perspective of a third party. As an 
autistic person I'm not supposed to have any theory of mind, any ability to 
put myself in another person's shoes. Although I obviously have some of 
that ability, the writing enhances it and I find that to be extremely valuable.  

This means that I have succeeded at my goal simply by composing the 
essays and making them available on the blogs. Whether or not they are 
ever read by anyone else is incidental to their primary purpose. 

In that case, why blog? I have found that embracing accountability, 
working in public and putting my name on everything I do, drastically ups 
my game. I follow this principle in all aspects of my life and writing, 
whether for therapy or for fun, is not exempt. With that in mind, it isn't 
necessary for anyone to actually read what I've written in order to realize 
this benefit. It just has to be possible for others to read it. 

Which is why I'm honored that anyone shows up at all to read my blogs, 
and more so when people return. Every reader who leaves comments or 
follows the blog amazes me anew. Every reader who shares one of my 
posts or who recommends this book is lending me their reputation and I 
am humbled by that. If you are a regular reader or have shared my posts 
with your friends and followers I cannot thank you enough.  

If you are new here, my hope is that you have as much fun reading this 
as I had writing it. If you are a regular reader and correspondent, I hope I 
can continue to amuse and occasionally inform you. Either way, thank you! 

Content of this book is compiled from the following blogs: 

• Ask An Aspie - My life with Asperger's Syndrome 
http://ask-an-aspie.net 

• The Odd is Silent - Because if I don't write, I'll explode 
http://tdotrob.wordpress.com 
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Shhhh! Don't tell my wife 
Out of my Gourd 18 April 2015 

y wife and I take the partner thing seriously. We discuss everything 
and share the responsibility for all big decisions. When I first 
started talking about a writing project, the subject was going to be 

my early life. That time before my wife and I had met. 

Once she confirmed that she had no role in the book her only objection 
was the possible effect it might have on my professional life. Any story 
from my childhood or teen years would be messy. If it was honest, there 
would be drugs, violence, paranoid delusions… real best seller material. But 
possibly too revealing for the button-down world of business that likes their 
security consultants to have at least a façade of respectability. 

"We'll burn that bridge when we come to it," I told her. "For now, I'll 
hone my craft by writing blog posts." 

"Will they be about me?" 

"No," I said honestly. "They will be about life, love, humor, pain, all the 
things that make writing worth reading." 

"Oh. Okay." 

"You are bound to figure prominently in the blog." 

"Wait, what?" 

"They won't be about you but how can I write about love and not 
mention you?" 

"And humor? Will it be at my expense?" 

"Let's face it Honey, we both do some stuff that we should laugh at. But 
you know my humor is pretty self-deprecating. With the amount of stupid 
shit I do, I have more than enough material to write for years and not write 
about your goofs. Unless you want me to." 

M 



T.Rob Wyatt 

4 

"Well okay, but I want to see these before you publish them." 

With that, the first blog was launched. I didn't plan it this way but it 
turns out that she doesn't read anything I post. Oh sure, she read the first 
couple of essays. But after that I would bring them to her and they just sat 
on the nightstand for weeks. She supports me in many ways but reading my 
written work isn't one of them. It turns out that this is very liberating. 

I fell back to showing her only the posts where she was mentioned and 
even these she declined to read. Eventually I just stopped showing them to 
her altogether. She knows she's in them. Sometimes when they are brief I 
can get her to listen long enough for me to read them to her, but only if I 
chase her around while doing so. 

Over time that first blog split off and now there is one for autism-
themed posts and the original one for everything else. That she features 
prominently in both is an open secret. She knows she's in there but as part 
of our implicit contract she declines to read the essays. My end of the 
bargain is to live up to that trust by knowing where the line is and not 
crossing it. 

Which turns out to be impossible. Frequently, telling the story requires 
crossing the line a bit. When this happens, I insist on her reading the piece 
or my reading the relevant parts to her. Whatever I have written on these 
occasions may have been a bit too revealing for comfort, but it is always 
written with love and compassion, and she has always consented in the end 
to my publishing each of these. In this way, we have gradually advanced the 
line. 

 Only now it's real. A physical book that you can hold in your hands, 
bookmark, highlight, and loan to friends. It is in a form that even my 
mother-in-law would read. More importantly, it's in a form that once 
printed can't be deleted. It is entirely possible that the line for printed works 
isn't the same as the one for blog posts and that I won't find out until it's 
too late. 

If you are reading this, then it's too late. Please, whatever else you do, 
don't discuss the book with her for a while. Let her get used to the idea 
first. Then when the time is right, perhaps a decade hence, feel free to tell 
her what a good sport she's been about all this. 
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Identity gift 
Out of my Gourd 18 April 2015 

y now most people have heard of identity theft. That's when 
someone else appropriates your identity for their own purposes. 
Very little is ever heard of identity gift, though. That's when 

someone else forces an identity on you for their own purposes.  

I've had five identities in my lifetime, four of which including the 
current one were as a result of identity gift. But at least all mine were 
sequential with very little overlap. My wife has had to identities concurrently 
most of her life, and suffers the inconvenience to this day. 

My birth name was Robert Gilman. During the adoption I became Todd 
Robert Wyatt. But Todd got involved with drugs, made some bad decisions, 
and hung out with the wrong people, so I killed him off, became Rob 
Wyatt, and set about reinventing myself. I was tired of being buffeted about 
by the determined to master my own destiny, starting with my name. 

I chose Rob because it was compatible with my middle name Robert, 
and because I was a huge fan of Judas Priest and their singer Rob Halford. I 
wouldn't let people call me Bob, Bobby, Robbie, Robert, or any other 
derivation of the name. My name was Rob, period.  

At least it was until I started working at the Joel & Jerry's pharmacy a 
couple years later where they already had a kid there named Rob. I had been 
signing legal documents as T.Robert Wyatt and the manager thought this 
was very pretentious. For him my name evoked comparisons to people like 
T. Boone Pickens or H. Ross Perot. I had taken the job because I was too 
broke to pay for medicines for my family, so the comparison was for him 
doubly ironic. He dubbed me T.Rob on my first day. 

Naturally, I fought it like hell. But since I was adamant about my name 
and the other Rob had been there a while, it didn't go my way. Nobody at 
the pharmacy had ever known me by any other name so very soon I was 
T.Rob there. This began to spill over into my other job, my friends, and 
within a year even my family were calling me T.Rob. I gave up and have 
been T.Rob ever since. 

The one name I picked for myself and which wasn't thrust upon me by 

B
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a third party was the one I had for the shortest period of time. Go figure. 

My wife had a slightly different problem. Her given name is Joan 
Michele but her mother's name is also Joan so her family uses her middle 
name. Rather than try to explain the name thing to strangers, she just goes 
by Joan I her daily life. It's the name on her license, the one she uses for all 
legal documents, and it's just easier for her that way. 

So when we met, she told me her name was Joan, and when I called to 
ask her out the first time, I asked for Joan. I was then transferred to the 
Twilight Zone when her mother picked up the phone. 

"Hello, this is Joan." 

"Hi, this is T.Rob. I was hoping you'd like to go for a picnic this 
Saturday." 

"Oh, hold on a minute. I think you want to talk to my daughter." 

I can't begin to tell you the images that popped into my head at that 
moment and the confusion that swept over me. 

"You have a daughter? And she makes dates for you?" 

Eventually of course I met her mother and the rest of the family, and 
she immediately and permanently became Michele to me. Not because her 
family were so convincing, and certainly not by her preference. But after I 
explained that I could not possibly say the name Joan in a moment of 
passion without thinking of her mother, she agreed it was for the best and 
bestowed upon me the special family exemption. 

That said, I find it very difficult to honor her wishes and refer to her as 
Joan for third parties, especially those who know her mother as well. So 
expect to find her referenced her with either name, and please accept my 
apologies for any confusion. 

Not that she hasn't had the same problem with my name. After applying 
at IBM I had been waiting around the house for a phone call and finally 
decided I had to get at least some of my errands done. I went shopping and 
when I got home I asked if anyone had called. 

"Some guy keeps calling and asking for Todd." 
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"What did you tell him?" 

"What do you think I told him? I don't know anyone by that name, but 
he's been quite insistent and called back several times." 

"That's my new boss! Did you get his number?" 

"Why would I? I thought it was a wrong number." 

Luckily my new manager had used his cell phone and not the office 
phone so I had a direct number on the caller ID and was able to reach him. 
He wasn't sure what to make of all this and remarked that my career with 
IBM hadn't had an auspicious start. 

"You aren't going to have to skip town when she discovers she's living 
with an imposter are you?" 

"I won't tell her if you don't," I replied. "When do I start?" 

"Next Monday," he replied. 

Two weeks later, on my very first day, limitations in IBM's directory 
forced me to change the spelling of my name from T.Rob to T-Rob. 

Crap. Here we go again. 
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Vacuum Man Saves Christmas 
Epinions.com 21 August, 2000 

Before this book, before the blogs, there was Epinions.com. Though the purpose of the site 
is to help buyers make purchasing decisions, they imposed no requirement that the reviews 
have to be serious. This is an oversight on their part, I'm sure. One I abused to the limit. 

The bolding was due to limitations in formatting at Epinions. It has been preserved 
here more for historical accuracy than to annoy the crap out of you. 

Kenmore 30912 Vacuum 
Pros: There is a place to hang your hose 
Cons: A little expensive side, service department was useless. 

Dark Days 

This is the story of Christmas 1999, the Christmas that almost never 
was, the Christmas that Vacuum Man pulled out of the fire at the last 
second, the Christmas where Vacuum Man Bought The Big One. For 
those of you who don’t know, by day I am Network Manager to the stars, 
making the world safe for digital money. However, in times of after-hours 
emergencies I become Vacuum Man, a mild-mannered Superhero 
complete with tights and cape, who keeps my home safe from dirt, debris, 
dust and filth. As Superhero gigs go, this one is pretty much the bottom of 
the food chain but my wife Damsel In Distress doesn’t seem to mind. I 
think she likes the tights and cape. Besides, when I’m not Vacuum Man, I 
wear a pair of glasses as a disguise and I don’t think she knows it’s me yet. 
My trusty sidekick and best 4-legged friend is Kirby whose main job is to 
deposit a layer of dog hair over everything and keep Vacuum Man in 
work.  

On the day in question, the evil villain Teenage Guest, posing as an 
innocent and helpful child, had convinced Damsel In Distress to allow 
him to clean up around the Christmas tree. Grabbing our 10 year-old Sears 
canister vacuum, he gleefully began sucking up all the needles and tinsel on 
the floor. Needles and tinsel are to Vacuum Man pretty much what 
Kryptonite is to Superman. The beater became hopelessly tangled and the 
main motor began to clog. Next in rapid succession, the beater motor and 
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the main blower motor both quit. The circuit breaker blew, the lights went 
out and all became still, save for the wisp of smoke rising from the twisted 
metal carcass that had once been Vacuum Man’s power source.  

Secret Preparations 

Several days went by without a Vacuum Man sighting. Everyone 
thought he had Bought The Big One and Damsel’s Distress Quotient had 
risen dramatically. Christmas tree needles accumulated faster than we could 
pick them up by hand and despite instructions to the contrary, Kirby 
continued to deposit fur all over everything. If Damsel remained in distress, 
there was a good chance Christmas would have to be canceled.  

Secretly though I had been plotting. Nourished by my copy of a leading 
consumer reporting magazine, I was regaining my strength and was 
narrowing my search for a new Power Source for Vacuum Man. On 
Christmas Eve, I set out on my quest. I wanted Vacuum Man to be even 
more powerful than before so I was looking for an upright with HEPA 
filtration, extension hose and attachments. The entire Kenmore Progressive 
line was highly rated and the mid-priced models were rated as well as the 
expensive ones. Most people don’t realize this but Superheroes don’t get 
paid. I decided on the mid-line model. Due to a Christmas shortage, a 
persuasive salesman and a deep, deep discount, I bought the Kenmore 
Deep Plum Progressive Direct Drive Upright Vacuum #30912, Retail 
price $399.99.  

Yes, Vacuum Man had indeed Bought The Big One, just not the way 
everyone had assumed. On the way home I picked up my tights and cape 
from the cleaners and stopped off at the Vacuum Cave to prepare. The 
Vacuum Cave doubles as a laundry and workroom and comes in quite 
handy. I really do recommend these for everyone.  

Vacuum Man Returns!  

Some assembly of the #30912 is required but all it takes is a screwdriver 
and in no time at all, I was ready to avenge myself. I plugged into the outlet 
in the Vacuum Cave and in true Superhero fashion I charged into the 
house with hose in hand. This was possible thanks to the 35-foot power 
cord. (Yes, I measured it. It was the only occasion I ever had to fully extend my Stanley 
Leverlock 30’ Tape model #30-997.) Teenage Guest, obviously not expecting 
to see a tights-clad, caped Superhero brandishing a hose and crevice tool, 
was caught by surprise and ran screaming out of the house never to be seen 
again. Vacuum Man knew that Christmas could not be saved as long as 
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Damsel remained in distress so he set about cleaning the house.  

One of the best features of the new upright vacuums is the redesign of 
the airflow. The old vacuums used to fill the bag from the bottom, pushing 
the dirt through the motor and then up into the bag. This arrangement 
utterly ignored the laws of physics and in particular, the law of gravity. By 
comparison, the Kenmore Progressive pulls the dirt into the beater and 
through the hose to the top of the HEPA filter bag. The air is pulled down 
through the bag, past a secondary filter, through the motor, and out by way 
of a third filter. Not only does this eliminate the mess while changing the 
bag, but it keeps the motor clean and does a great job of keeping the air 
clean as well. With the hose detached, needles and tinsel do not pass over 
the beaters or the motor. The Kenmore Progressive #30912 is to Vacuum 
Man what lead long-johns are to Superman. Kryptonite be damned!  

Teenage Guest had done his job well and Vacuum Man had to use all 
his Superpowers to restore order in his home. The Superpowers include the 
built-in hose which is good for about 6 feet, the 10 foot extension hose, 
dusting brush, combo brush, a crevice tool and telescoping wand, all of 
which attach securely to the back of the vacuum clearing up space on your 
Utility Belt. The combo brush is called that because the brush part slides off 
leaving a bare plastic nozzle. What either of these pieces might be good for 
when separated is one of the Great Unsolved Mysteries Of The 
Universe. There is also a separate brush and wand for use on bare floors. 
All of the accessories attach snugly and utilize a twist-to-lock mounting 
system. When not in use, the extension hose clips into a circle and hangs in 
the handle. Vacuum Man was able to do the entire stairway using the 
extension hose and combo brush without having to lug the vacuum cleaner 
down the stairs with him.  

Note: When vacuuming stairs with the extension hose, always work with the 
cleaner below you! If the vacuum cleaner is atop the stairs, the extension hose can pull it 
crashing down, reducing you to a pile of brightly colored silk and spandex. By the way, a 
cape also makes a handy sling.  

There is a safety interlock on the power head so that the beaters turn off 
when the hose is disconnected. I truly believe that without this feature, the 
beaters would have power enough to eat through carpet or damage wood 
flooring. The suction is great enough to pull the power head down to the 
rug insuring good contact with the beaters. The beaters practically pull the 
vacuum forward and you definitely feel them when pulling backward, 
although I would not say that operation is difficult. The phrase “Direct 
Drive” in the name refers to the fact that the beater rotor is attached 
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directly to the motor without use of a belt. There is also an interlock which 
turns the beaters off when the handle is raised. The downside to this is that 
the handle has to be lowered quite a bit before the beaters turn on and I 
have to make a conscious effort to hold the handle low enough. I think a 
taller than average person would have a real problem with this. It may be 
just my particular vacuum though so check it out on the display model in 
the store. On top of the automatic switches, the beaters may be turned off 
manually with a foot switch. 

 Physics lesson: It’s actually a suction cleaner  

In the vacuum of space, a feather and a lead weight would fall at the 
same rate of speed. An appliance which actually created a vacuum would 
definitely not pick anything up. A vacuum cleaner is actually a suction cleaner. 
The Kenmore engineers recognized this fact and included a sensor that 
lights up when the airflow stops. A HEPA filter will gradually clog with 
dust and dirt so this sensor can prevent costly motor damage. Sometimes 
when using the extension hose at its full length the light will come on but 
this is normal. It should go off when the hose is allowed to retract. 

Vacuum Man also likes the dirt sensor. This indicator lights red as long 
as dirt is being picked up. When the light is green, the floor is clean. There 
is a sensitivity control because the dirt sensor reacts differently to new 
carpet, old carpet, low pile or smooth floors. In addition, the beater head 
adjusts through 4 positions of pile height.  

Vacuum Man’s Achilles Heel  

I hate to bring this up because Vacuum Man’s enemies may use it 
against him, but the Kenmore Progressive #30912 does have a few weak 
spots. Already mentioned are the fact that the vacuum may tip when using 
the hose and that the handle must be quite low to activate the beaters. 
Another thing I dislike is that the slider switch mounted on the handle 
operates a rod that activates the real switch somewhere in the bowels of the 
machine. The switch is a low-profile thumb switch, which means you can’t 
get too much leverage on it. This is unfortunate because on my machine, it 
was truly difficult to operate. Over time it has become easier so I suspect 
this was just a matter of breaking it in. Also, the telescoping wand is stiff, 
even with the locking collar loosened. As a result, it is difficult to know 
whether the collar is locked or not and this led to the invention of the 
Vacuum Man Wand Dance: a) twist the collar right, b) pull the wand, c) 
twist the collar left, d) pull the wand, e) repeat several times f) retrieve the 
long wand from the Vacuum Cave. It is hard to maintain credibility as a 
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Superhero while performing the Wand Dance  

Vacuum Man Is Victorious  

Having defeated Teenage Guest and restored order to his home, 
Vacuum Man returned to the Vacuum Cave to ponder his victory. True, 
it was an expensive victory, but this is by far the best household vacuum 
cleaner that Vacuum Man has ever owned. Because it is a Kenmore, there 
is a good chance a parts and service center will always be close by. If not, 
there is surely a Sears store close by. Without a belt, the only replaceable 
parts are the bag and filters so as long as Vacuum Man keeps spares 
around, his enemies will never catch him off guard again. What’s more, the 
Vacuum Kids were elated that Christmas was saved. I should mention that 
the Vacuum Kids are not called that because of any proficiency with 
household appliances. No, sadly the name derives from their instinctual 
response when confronted with a refrigerator. Most important of all, 
Damsel’s distress level was back down to normal and after all, that is what 
being Vacuum Man is all about.  
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Reality Policy 
Ask an Aspie 28 December 2012 

ther web sites have a Privacy Policy. Mine have a Reality Policy. 
Welcome to my world. 

Hi, I’m T.Rob. Yes, that’s my real name. The short story is the 
name was thrust upon me by a manager at a store where I was working a 
part-time second job and they already had a Rob there. I resisted but after a 
year even my family were calling me T.Rob so I finally gave up and 
embraced the name. I had no idea at the time it would eventually become a 
“cool” name after the Internet arrived and added a dot-something to all the 
other names on the planet. 

The etymology of the name provides a hint as to my personal history 
and perspective. I have had five different identities in my lifetime. Four 
were given to me by other people, three of those against my will and under 
protest. The one identity of my own choosing was displaced by the T.Rob 
identity after only a few years. I have come to accept reality as being a bit 
more fluid perhaps than the concept of reality that most people enjoy. I’ll 
write about that in detail later. For now though, I have buried the Reality 
Policy in a story about why one is needed in the first place. I hope you find 
it interesting. 

As noted in the intro, I feel the need to record here on the blog my 
position concerning truth and what we call “objective” reality. This blog is, 
after all, essentially a serialized memoir in essay format. What I’m writing 
about is presented as a true accounting of my experience. Furthermore, 
although I’m posting publicly, the motivation for the writing is to help me 
sort out the events of my life that I might gain a better understanding of 
what happened and why. This purpose is only served if I record the events 
faithfully as I remember them. 

If it weren’t for blogs, I’d be doing this in a paper journal or word 
processor. So, why bother to blog then? The possibility of readers and 
instantaneous feedback requires a higher standard than I’d set for myself 
writing in a private journal. Also, the interactive discussions lead me down 
paths I might not explore on my own. Quite simply, you make me write 

O 
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gooder. Thanks! ;-) Mostly though, blogging is a medium well suited for my 
communication style and has introduced me to many new friends. 

Over the years I’ve learned that two people can witness the same event, 
come away with two very different impressions, and yet both still be right. 
Steven Covey has a great example of this in the 7 Habits book where he 
presents an ambiguous line drawing. Fill in a few lines and the drawing is of 
an ancient, haggard woman with a hooded shawl. Fill the missing lines in 
differently and the drawing is of a vivacious young woman with a 
fashionable feathered hat. After priming an audience with different versions 
of the detailed drawings and then showing them the ambiguous drawing, 
the participants found it very difficult to see the image they were not 
primed with. Half saw an old woman while the other half saw a young 
woman. Both insisted the others were wrong when, in fact, both were right. 

Another aspect of my experience that needs some explanation is that at 
one point I suffered from paranoid delusions and hallucinations. If we had 
shared a meal back then, I might have seen someone who, from your 
perspective, wasn’t there. But the person I saw was as real to me as the 
table, the chairs, the food, you sitting across from me, or anything else in 
our mutually shared reality. We witnessed the same event (lunch), recalled 
significantly different versions of it, and yet both of us would have been 
truthful in our recollection. You might object that my hallucination wasn’t 
real. I counter with the argument that reality is a collage the brain assembles 
after filtering out what it perceives as noise from our sensory inputs and 
combining what’s left. Our individual realities never precisely match, but 
they do overlap and have enough common points of reference that we can 
usually treat them as equivalent. 

However, this is one way in which autists and neurotypicals 
misunderstand each other. Our sensory input stream, the items from that 
stream that are prioritized by brain’s filter, and our subsequent processing 
of that input, are all so different from each other that our individual realities 
can be significantly mismatched. The intersection that forms our mutually 
shared reality is relatively smaller than that between two neurotypical 
persons. You and I have portions of our individual reality that do not 
intersect and which lie entirely outside of the other person’s perceived 
reality. In my experience, the underlying assumption that we all share the 
same mutual reality is one of the primary causes of friction between 
neurotypicals and autists. 

If our realities differ so greatly as to become obvious, and if it occurs in 
a reliable and consistent pattern, we give the condition a name. Synesthesia 
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would be one example of this, however it is merely a specialized subset of 
autism when considered from this perspective. In fact, the concept forms a 
useful definition of the term “autism spectrum.” The difference between a 
high-functioning Aspie on one end of the spectrum and the non-
communicative autistic person at the other can be expressed as the degree 
to which their realities are out of register with those of a neurotypical 
person. Similarly, one of the defining criteria of the neurotypical population 
is the strong correlation and large area of intersection across their mutually 
shared realities. 

In my case, I had undiagnosed Asperger’s and epilepsy as a child, and 
then undiagnosed Asperger’s and delusional paranoia as a teen. My reality 
was definitely out of register with those around me. Since I was completely 
unaware of this and still assumed we all shared the same reality, I did not 
understand the basis for the misunderstandings between me and all my 
family and friends. My version of events was so often out of sync with 
theirs, and theirs usually in sync with one another, that the pattern 
contributed to my paranoia. We both saw the same event so when the other 
person reported it differently, when in fact everyone consistently reported it 
differently, I was certain they were all colluding against me. 

In addition to all this, I do not recall time in a linear fashion, but rather 
as disconnected episodes. I have tracked down many source documents to 
build a timeline of major events for my own reference, but undoubtedly will 
still recall many details out of order. However, it is the order in which I 
recall the events that determines how they impact me, so I again propose 
that recording what I perceive provides more useful insight than unraveling 
the threads to provide a strict reconciliation to someone else’s “objective” 
reality. 

I expect that it will be impossible to avoid identification of family 
members in my writing. However, everyone else will be referred to using 
pronouns or pseudonyms to preserve their privacy. Most characters from 
my childhood who show up in my writing don’t deserve the consideration 
(unless they have been ethically cleansed in the intervening years). I would 
be surprised if any of them actually found their way here, but if they did 
they would surely recognize themselves in the writing. They would just as 
surely not perceive themselves to have been as casually sadistic as I 
describe. After her son put me in the hospital, my attacker’s mother 
explained the incident as “oh well, boys will be boys.” My decision to 
protect identities was not made to facilitate embellishment. By profession I 
am a computer security and privacy specialist and am simply honoring the 
same principles to which I’d hold any publisher or vendor accountable. 
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So, here is my promise to my readers and myself. What I write here is 
true to the best of my recollection. I expect many elements would not 
reconcile precisely to recollections of others but I do not believe that our 
accounts must necessarily be mutually exclusive. As individuals we 
experience reality differently. That is not a character flaw. It is simply a 
fundamental part of the autistic experience. 
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Asperger’s as a user interface problem 
The Odd is Silent 25 January 2012 

 hate it when computer software 
wastes my time! Last week I was 
working on some research using a 

SUSE Linux server when suddenly 
everything I typed was in some 
foreign character set and the writing 
was oriented right-to-left instead of 
the usual left-to-right. None of my 
keyboard commands worked and I 
wasn’t able to get back to my native 
keyboard or character set. Eventually I 
rebuilt the server from scratch which 
cost me most of a day’s work. 

So do I hate SUSE Linux? Hell no, 
I think it’s great! I use it all the time 
and I can’t imagine how I’d get along 
without it. It just has a crappy user 
interface. So what is this leading up 
to? I think that people with Asperger’s 
Enhancement (or Asperger’s Syndrome if you were to look it up in the 
DSM-IV) are great too. We just have a crappy user interface. I’ll give you an 
example. 

Yesterday my wife asked if I’d seen the weather report for the day. In 
fact, I had because I have weather apps on my phone, tablet and all the PCs 
just for this reason. I proceeded to tell her the highs and lows expected for 
the next five days, the chance of rain, where the frontal boundaries were, 
their expected vectors and who would be getting snow. After a moment she 
took a deep breath and said “so do I need a sweater or not?” 

Similar issue at the toy store. I was there to return a “Pop the Pig” game. 
In this game you feed plastic hamburgers to a toy pig and then push down 
on his head to simulate chewing. The head pumping inflates a bladder in his 
stomach which grows until the pig’s belt busts open and he throws his 
hands wide. Whoever’s turn it is when this happens loses. This is the 

I 
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exchange I had with the Customer Service clerk. 

“I need to return this Pop the Pig game.” 

“Is there anything wrong with it?” 

“Yes. It perpetuates negative stereotypes about obesity while 
simultaneously promoting the very behaviors which cause that condition.” 

After a moment he took a deep breath and said “is it working as 
designed?” 

“No, the tummy doesn’t inflate.” 

The thing is that to me these were perfectly reasonable responses. My 
wife is always cold in the theater and should bring a sweater for that 
regardless. So if she’s asking about the weather as we are getting ready to go 
there, she obviously wants to know about the national weather, right? 
Wrong. She’s worried about how cold the car is going to be and the brief 
exposure between the car and the conditioned spaces of our home and the 
mall. She swears that this would have been intuitively obvious to most 
people and experience tells me to believe her. She’s usually right about these 
kinds of things. 

Same thing with the toy store. I’d spent the day pondering how awful 
the game concept is so when the guy asked whether there is anything wrong 
with it I expressed my feelings on the subject. Had he bothered to ask what 
he really wanted to know – is it broken – I would have provided the answer 
he was looking for. 

So for you NTs (neuro-typicals) out there with an Aspie in your life 
perhaps it would be helpful to think of us as having a crappy user interface. 
Like some of your favorite software or web sites, we have many useful and 
redeeming qualities. Once you get used to the crappy user interface you 
won’t mind it so much, nor will you be able to imagine life without us. But 
unlike software, this goes both ways. We are just as aware of our 
interactions with you and to us it is you who have a crappy user interface. 
You use body language we don’t see and cannot parse, and when you do 
talk you often speak in riddles and metaphors. We try to come to terms 
with that as best we can and once we do, we can’t imagine life without you. 

Each of us is unique and irreplaceable. If we dismiss each other out of 
hand because it is harder than communicating with others like ourselves, 
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because it is convenient, then we are both diminished. Let’s agree to look 
past the UI and focus instead on the qualities of the person behind it. It is 
there that we will bond over common ground. After that our 
communication difficulties, once a source of pain, will blossom into a 
source of inspiration and laughter. We will love one another because of our 
differences rather than in spite of them. 
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The twisted reality of warehouse stores 
The Odd is Silent 15 April 2012 

oday I returned from the weekly shopping trip with a giant package 
of toilet paper. You know the kind you get at the warehouse store 
with five 9-roll packages and each roll is a GIANT roll so that the 

forty-five rolls in the package is equivalent to 112 rolls, or so the packaging 
says. Problem is, there was no place to put it because in the closet was 3/5 
of the previous package. 

“Hey,” I asked my wife, “how did toilet paper get on the shopping list?” 

“We were down to our last three packages” she replied. 

“Yes, the last three in backstock. Plus the ones in the bathrooms and at 
least two of those are only missing a roll or two. That’s something north of 
45 GIANT rolls in the house and we are buying more?” 

“This is not something you really want to run out of, is it?” 

Well, I can’t fault her there. We can run low on food and instead of 
going to the store I’ll scavenge the pantry trying to figure out if I put the 
last of the bread crumbs on the lone can of beans and broil it, will it make 
an edible casserole. But if it looks like we are running low on toilet paper, 
I’m dragging a pack of the fluffy white stuff over the self-scan checkout 
counter before you can say “Mr. Whipple.” And maybe while I’m there I’ll 
pick up, you know, some food. 

But when exactly did the threshold for “low on toilet paper” become the 
equivalent of 112 rolls? Did I miss an announcement somewhere? Did 
toilet paper join the DHS list of survival supplies along with duct tape and 
plastic sheeting? 

The problem with warehouse stores is that buying in such large 
quantities distorts your perceptions of inventory management. If you get 
that giant bottle of shampoo, you need another in backstock when it gets 
about half empty. Never mind that “half empty” is the equivalent of two 
normal bottles of shampoo. 

T 
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Last time I bought bleach it came in a box of three 1-gallon jugs. 
Considering a the most expensive brand of bleach is $2 or $3 a jug, how 
much can I possibly save buying three at a time? Considering I bought 
these about six months ago and we have yet to actually open one (the last 
jug in the kitchen was about 1/2 full and the one in the laundry room 
almost full when I bought this carton) I think the storage cost may actually 
exceed any savings. 

Yes, I said storage cost. I rent a storage unit because all my closet space 
in the house is full. What is it full of, you ask? Well, three cubic feet of is it 
toilet paper and another three cubic feet is bleach. If I divide my monthly 
storage fee by cubic feet in the storage unit, that case of bleach has cost me 
a few dollars over the last six months. 

The problem is, it doesn’t stop there. There’s another cubic foot of 
space in my closet lost to cotton swabs. I shit you not. There are those of us 
for whom the humongous 750-pack of cotton swabs just isn’t enough. For 
our species of shopper, the warehouse club bundles no less than THREE 
of these and at one point even had a sign enticing us to purchase the 
“handy 1,850 pack!” Handy? Seriously? “Handy” is that little 5-pack the 
hotel gives you. There’s nothing “handy” about a quantity of cotton swabs 
you could shear like a sheep and then knit a sweater from. 

The thought that somebody got paid to think up the sign for the “handy 
1,850 pack” blows my mind. As does the realization that it worked on me. 
Seeking a dose of reality, I mentioned this to my brother. “So?” he replied 
nonchalantly. “I use two or three of those things a day.” 

“OK, let’s say you use four a day. And your girlfriend uses another four. 
That’s still something like a seven or eight month supply. Seriously, what in 
the world does anyone buy a seven month supply of?” 

“Toilet paper,” he replied. “That stuff is really cheap if you buy it in the 
big packages. But you have to be careful because you get used to having a 
lot of it around and then before you know it you run out.”. 
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Indecent Fitbit exposure 
The Odd is Silent 21 April 2012 

oday while shopping, my wife and I decided to split up to save time. 
I parked the car right in front of her store to save her the walk. My 
store was 100 yards further down and as I started toward it I smiled 

at the thought that I’d rack up some extra steps on the Fitbit. I’ve been 
stuck at my desk for weeks writing presentations for IBM, GWC and 
TI&M so she’s been consistently outscoring me. But when I reached down 
to check my stats, I realized I’d left the Fitbit attached to my other pants 
back at home. 

If you aren’t familiar, the Fitbit records your steps and activity level 
throughout the day. Once you get used to tracking these statistics, you feel a 
bit naked walking around without it. You can recover lost steps by shaking 
the unit but it feels a bit like cheating. 

“No! Dammit!” My voice has a tendency to carry even when I’m not 
upset. I don’t know if she made out exactly what I said at that distance but 
she definitely heard enough to know I was upset about something. 

“What’s wrong?” she hollered from across the parking lot. 

“Left the Fitbit at home” I said in my best stage voice. 

“Don’t worry…” she shouted, and then a car passed between us and 
drowned the rest of her words out. She shouted again louder but more 
traffic passed by and I still could not hear her. Several passerby apparently 
did though because they turned to look at her. 

I pointed at my ears and shook my head in the classic “no” gesture. She 
shouted even louder, attracting even more attention from passerby. Several 
of them had stopped in their tracks and were staring blatantly at her. The 
last car finally passed out of earshot. 

“Don’t worry” she practically screamed into the sudden silence. “I’ll 
jiggle it for you later tonight.” 

And all the pieces of the puzzle snapped into place. 

T 
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Nosy store clerks deserve what they get 
The Odd is Silent 19 May 2012 

 don’t have a problem with stores posting greeters at the door and not 
too much of a problem with them posting people to check receipts as 
you exit. It’s a quality control issue and keeps costs down from theft, 

pilferage and inaccurate checkout whether due to sloppiness or malice. The 
exit checker is also the store’s last opportunity to give you a good 
experience before you leave. No matter what else happens in the store, no 
matter how frustrated you got because they didn’t have that thing you came 
for and the stock drone couldn’t care less, that person by the exit door can 
leave you with a good impression just by smiling and being friendly. 

Unless of course they are too friendly. 

We have three cats and so when I go to the warehouse store I buy cat 
litter in bulk. Not a 40-lb bucket bulk, but 200 lbs at a time bulk. That’s five 
40-lb buckets. Or more. I don’t get to the warehouse store that often and 
we have a garage to stack up the buckets. It’s not like I’m buying the whole 
pallet or anything and yet apparently 5 buckets of cat litter is so unusual that 
the receipt checker invariably feels compelled to comment on it. “How 
many cats do you have?” is the usual enquiry. As far as I’m concerned this 
is none of their business so I’m not particularly compelled to answer 
truthfully. I usually think up something on the spot. Here are a few recent 
examples. 

 

The Hoarder 

“That’s a lot of cat litter! How many cats do you have?” 

“Oh we don't’ have any cats.” 

“What’s with all the cat litter, then?” 

“My best friend is a hoarder. He has something like 100 cats in his 
house.” 

I 
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“So you buy his cat litter? Doesn’t’ that, you know, enable him?” 

“Oh, I’m just picking it up for him. I’m not paying for it. The state does 
that.” 

“The state?” 

“Sure. Due to the hoarding, he’s on 100% disability. He’s completely 
unemployable so the state picks up the tab. Despite what you hear on TV, 
it’s incurable and keeping the cats is the best treatment they have so far. 
Since it’s medical treatment, the state covers the whole thing.” 

“Really? Food too? How much does all that cost?” 

“Oh sure, they have to cover the food. Vet bills too. If they didn’t it 
would be cruelty to animals. It’s like $100,000 a month or so but compare 
that to the cost of funding a no-kill shelter. This is actually quite a steal for 
the state since they have no employees, no payroll, no Social Security to pay 
into, etc. If a private firm tried this they’d call it indentured servitude. The 
state can do it because its medical treatment. They just find hoarders and 
set them up as unofficial no-kill shelters. In fact, if you like cats or dogs and 
don’t mind slogging through crap up to your ankles it’s not a bad gig. I 
considered doing it myself.” 

Stunned silence ensued. 

“Well, you’ve got more shoppers in line. I’ll see you tomorrow!” 

 

The Sandbox 

“That’s a lot of cat litter! How many cats do you have?” 

“Oh we don’t have any cats.” 

“What’s with all the cat litter, then?” 

“It’s for my kid’s sandbox. He wets his pants a lot and I was spending a 
fortune replacing the sand. This way the pee just clumps up and I can scoop 
it out.” 

“Isn’t that bad for him with all that dust? I don’t think I’d want to play 
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in a sandbox that’s been peed in.” 

“No, no, no, it’s all very sanitary. Most of the litter actually clings to him 
when its wet so I’m pretty sure there’s no leftover pee in the box once we 
scoop it out. It’s a bit ironic because we have to make sure he drinks a lot 
while he’s in there and then he just pees more.” 

“Why do you do that?” 

“This stuff is a desiccant. It absorbs water. That’s what makes it clump. 
But if you play in it too long it starts to dehydrate you so you have to keep 
drinking. One guy in California let his kid play unsupervised for a few hours 
and the kid mummified and died. That’s what gave me the idea. The dry 
environment is what kills the bacteria. Poor kid, though. When they pulled 
him out he was down to half his body weight. Pretty cool huh?” 

Stunned silence ensued. 

“Well, I can see you’ve got more shoppers in line. I’ll see you next 
time!” 

 

The dog 

“That’s a lot of cat litter! How many cats do you have?” 

“Oh we don’t have any cats.” 

“What’s with all the cat litter, then?” 

“We’ve got this 80 lb pit bull mix and when my wife was sick and 
couldn’t walk him, we filled up a kid’s sandbox with cat litter and trained 
him to go inside.” 

“Oh, that’s clever! How’s that working out for you?” 

“Well, not as good as we’d hoped. First of all, he’s no cat and has no 
instinct to cover up and, as I said he’s a big dog. I think you know where 
I’m going with this.” 

“But is your wife still sick? Can’t you just let him go outside?” 
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“Well we tried that but he likes the sandbox. We took it away and he 
backed my wife into a corner and growled at her until I put it back.” 

“He sounds dangerous. Why do you keep him?” 

“You kidding? He’s a member of the family. We couldn’t give him to 
someone else, they’d put him down. We didn’t turn our back on Uncle 
George when he went on that killing spree in Atlanta, we damned sure 
aren’t giving up on our puppy because he likes a litter box. As long as we 
feed him before we eat and let him pick the TV shows we watch he’s 
perfectly content, and he is SUCH a good watchdog. The one time we ever 
had a burglar he just grabbed the guy’s leg and didn’t let go until the police 
shot him with a tranquilizer dart. Guy almost bled out right there on the 
floor and Uncle George was giddy as a schoolgirl. We love that dog.” 

Stunned silence ensued. 

“Well, I can see you’ve got more shoppers in line. I’ll see you next 
time!” 

The cat 

“That’s a lot of cat litter! How many cats do you have?” 

“Just the one. But he’s really big.” 

“Wow, I guess so! What is he, one of those Main Coon cats?” 

“Tiger.” 

“You mean Tabby?” 

“No, I mean tiger. An actual tiger. We raised him from a cub and now 
he’s our housecat.” 

“A tiger for a pet? Isn’t that dangerous?” 

“Hell yeah, it’s dangerous! He thinks he’s still a cub and when you’re 
asleep he’ll try to curl up on your chest. Or if you are on the couch trying to 
watch TV he’ll jump up in your lap. He’s 400 lbs and once he almost 
crushed my wife standing on her chest and licking her face. I grabbed a 
steak and yelled ‘kitty treat’ before she suffocated.” 
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“Didn’t she make you get rid of him after that?” 

“Get rid of him? He’s her cat, not mine. When she was younger she 
broke into an animal research lab, rescued him and a bunch of other 
animals and then blew up the lab. He has sentimental value. She’d never get 
rid of him.” 

“Blew up the lab? What happened to all the other animals?” 

“Well, sad to say as he grew up and got bigger he eventually ate them 
one by one. He has a hunting instinct, ya know? So now once or twice a 
week we go down to the pound and get him a cat or a dog. Long as he has 
something to hunt and kill, he’s perfectly safe as a housecat. We did have to 
get all red rugs though. So the stains aren’t that noticeable.” 

Stunned silence ensued. 

“Well, I can see you’ve got more shoppers in line. I’ll see you next 
time!” 

 

The follow-up 

I assume that if you buy enough of anything the exit checker will ask you 
about it. Five gallons of milk? “You got a lot of kids?” Five boxes of 
yogurt? “You must REALLY like yogurt!” A warehouse sized box of 
condoms, a six-pack of whipped cream and a digital camera? “You planning 
a party?” So I invite you to try this experiment. Buy something in bulk and 
see if the exit checker comments on it. If so then mess with their head and 
tell me about it in the comments. Or if you are too shy, just tell me what to 
buy (possibly also send me money to cover costs depending on what it is) 
and I’ll run the experiment. But in any case, NEVER put up with a nosy 
store clerk. What you buy is none of their business. After all, it’s only a 
matter of time before adult diapers are in the cart and you KNOW the best 
place to buy those is going to be at the warehouse store by the caseload. 
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The speechless underwear 
The Odd is Silent 20 May 2012 

henever I give a conference presentation, I like to arrive at the room 
early to set up. Then if there’s time I’ll talk to the early-arriving 
attendees, play some music, show a video or tell some stories. A 

favorite topic is travel advice and I have one story about how not to leave 
all your valuables in the hotel safe when you check out. 

Everyone carries expensive electronics with them these days – tablets, 
music players, computers, chargers, book readers, you name it. If the hotel 
has a safe, naturally you toss all the toys in there before heading out for the 
day. Problem is on that last day there’s a danger of forgetting to check the 
safe and leaving all your toys behind. I have an answer for this: 

Put some underwear in the safe with all the expensive electronics. 

This has two benefits. First, you MUST open the safe on the last day to 
get the underwear out. Even if you totally forget the safe, you aren’t likely 
to forget the underwear when you go to get dressed, and after a few 
minutes rooting around the suitcase you have that “eureka!” moment and 
remember to look in the safe. There. Done. Problem solved. 

The second benefit is that, in the highly unlikely event you do manage to 
leave your stuff in the safe somehow, you have the satisfaction of knowing 
that whoever eventually opens the safe is going to look at the contents and 
go “Huh?” Some poor locksmith just minding his own business gets called 
to your suite, opens the safe to find a cache of high-tech goodies…and 
underwear? Who puts underwear in the safe? Is it valuable? Why? Did it 
come out of Q’s lab with all sorts of James Bond gadgets built in? If you 
pull that dangling thread, does a garrote unreel? Is it bullet-proof? Is the 
underwear made of fuse cord? Is it one of those new underwear bombs the 
TSA are always scanning for? 

This never fails to get a chuckle and I tell it regularly, including again 
this year. Sometimes people come up after the session and tell me they have 
been putting underwear in the safe ever since the last session of mine they 
attended. So far attendees report a 100% success rate! 

W
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This year was different. After the session as the crowd at the podium 
dwindled, a stunningly attractive woman walked up and introduced herself. 

“You told that story last year,” she said. “It actually sounded like a good 
idea so when I got back to my room I put my panties in the safe.” 

Panties? She had to say panties? This is a business conference and I try 
to keep my material G-rated so I always say “underwear” and that’s about 
as risqué as I get. But this woman with her supermodel good looks and 
fitted business outfit with matching blazer, skirt and heels had to go there. 

“How’d that work out,” I asked fidgeting a bit nervously. 

“Not so great,” she replied. “I was called away on an urgent consulting 
engagement that night and wouldn’t you know, I left all my gadgets and my 
panties in the safe.” 

Nobody had ever reported this occurrence and now all I could think of 
was the locksmith finding not just gadgets and underwear, but gadgets and 
panties. Bond girl lace panties, made of spider silk that unravels into a shock 
cord for rappelling down buildings. A thong that converts an umbrella into 
a crossbow. The entire Victoria’s Secret catalog flashed before my eyes.  A 
bead of sweat gathered on my forehead. I forced myself to focus on the 
conversation. Did she get her stuff back, I wondered? 

“What did you do?” 

“I went commando for three days.” 

My eyes, no longer under conscious control, glanced at the hem of her 
skirt, then back up at her face. Hundreds of responses came to mind, not 
one of which was appropriate to say out loud. Suddenly I was aware that 
my mouth was moving but no words were coming out. I shut it. It opened 
again of its own accord. I shut it again. I swallowed hard. 

Before I had a chance to gather my wits, she smiled, then turned 
smoothly on her high heel and sashayed out of the room. Just as she 
reached the door she turned and waved. “See you next year!” 

Oh God, I hope not. 
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What they don’t tell you about massive 

weight loss 
The Odd is Silent 22 May 2012 

veryone tells you that if you lose the weight everything will be 
different – and it was. There are stories about fitting into compact 
cars, restaurant booths, airplane seats and pants you’ve never been 

able to wear. All true. There are stories about having more energy, 
recovering from chronic conditions and throwing away your meds. I’m here 
to tell you those are all true as well. But it turns out that there is plenty that 
nobody tells you about ahead of time and you wish they had. I don’t exactly 
know why nobody talks about these things. I go to the meetings and there’s 
nobody there saying “first rule about fat club is nobody talks about fat 
club.” On the other hand it may be one of those unspoken rules I don’t 
pick up on due to the Asperger’s enhancement. So I’ll commit to writing 
here those things I wish someone had told me about massive weight loss 
and if I disappear without a trace you’ll know there was in fact an unspoken 
rule about this kind of thing. Which I suppose would qualify retroactively as 
yet one more thing I wish someone had told me. Here goes… 

Losing weight is expensive 

What they tell you is that you will save so much money on food and 
from the ability to buy clothes at regular stores. What they don’t tell you is 
that while losing the weight you will buy all the sizes of clothes you went 
through on the way up. Except that gaining weight took years and you 
spread that expense out, whereas losing weight takes months and you spend 
it all at once. In my case my job as a consultant meant I needed a full set of 
clothes every other week for several months so I could go to customer 
offices to work. I wasn’t able to reliably find what I needed at thrift shops 
so I was buying retail. At one point I had a standing order at the Big & Tall 
store: “get me exactly these same pants and shirts one size down in two 
weeks.” 

The first time I bought new clothes I was so happy that I even picked 
up some non-dress items for yard work. Then I realized I could just wear 

E
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the baggy dress clothes for yard work and this saved me a lot of money. Of 
course at one point I was weeding the garden wearing a brand new pair of 
dress pants and a long-sleeve button-down shirt and my neighbor wandered 
over and remarked “you are the BEST dressed gardener I’ve ever seen!” 

One day arrived at the Big & Tall store to pick up my standing order 
and the clerk, a wonderful gal I’d known for over a decade, informed me 
they didn’t have clothes that small. I’d shrunk right out of their store. We 
hugged and shed a few tears before saying goodbye and I walked out the 
door for the last time. Every year on my birthday they still send me a card. 
“We miss you! 25% off on your special day!” 

(Side note: if your Big & Tall store has the same size door as all the 
other stores, they lack sincerity. Find another store.) 

What I wish someone had told me a year in advance is “Start stocking 
up on clothes in smaller sizes now and buy from thrift stores and discount 
houses. Just get all the sizes, you will go through them one by one anyway.” 

(Other-side note: this does NOT apply to full-face motorcycle helmets. 
If, like me you lose several sizes IN YOUR HEAD then wait until your 
weight levels off to buy a new one because those things are freaking 
expensive!) 

Medical issues 

To help lose the weight I had gastric bypass surgery and immediately 
afterward stopped my blood pressure meds and gave up the CPAP machine 
that helped me breathe at night. Eventually I stopped being bothered by 
asthma, edema and most allergies. But just as I was beginning to feel 
invincible I noticed a hard lump in the center of my chest. “This is NOT 
good,” I thought and immediately made an appointment with my primary 
care doctor. 

“Doc, I am feeling so much better and I’m free from all those chronic 
conditions I used to have. Just when I thought I put all my medical issues 
behind me, I find this lump in my chest. What is it? Cyst? Cancer? Am I 
dying?” 

She examined the hard mass in my chest, took me by the shoulders and 
looked directly into my eyes. “That’s your sternum,” she announced. “It 
holds your ribs together in the front.” 
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“Really,” I asked with amazement. “Has that always been there?” 

So in this category what I wish is that before surgery someone had 
pulled out a skeleton model and given me a quick refresher anatomy course. 
“This is a human skeleton. You actually have all these bones. No, it’s true, 
you do. Soon, you will begin to see and feel some of them for the first time. 
This one here is your sternum. Over here we have a collar bone. This thing 
at the tail end of your spine is called a coxyx and sooner or later when you 
have no butt to speak of, it WILL make you leave the movie theater in the 
first hour. Don’t be alarmed, this is all normal.” 

Fitting into pants you haven’t worn before 

Many folks in the support group tell tales of wearing pants they’ve had 
in storage for years. In my case I was heavy early and gained slowly but 
steadily for years. Even if I had saved pants of the waist size I wear now I 
would not be able to fit in them today because I WAS THIRTEEN then 
and the legs would be too short. Maybe if I’d thought to save some shorts I 
could still fit in them but I don’t think I’d want to be caught dead in shorts 
from the ’70s. So I had the experience of getting to wear pants of a size and 
style I’d never worn before in my life. 

But why, you might ask, do I wish someone had told me about this in 
advance? Because unhappily there was a mix-up in the closet and I had the 
misfortune to walk out and model the wrong new pants for my wife. 

“Hey, check it out! How do I look?” 

“Wow, Sexy! Those look pretty good. Turn around so I can see the 
back.” 

I sashayed across an imaginary catwalk, spun on my heel and returned. 
Her expression had changed to something between anger and tears. 

“What’s wrong?” 

 “You think that’s funny? Take my pants off!” 

She practically shouted the order. I was getting mixed signals here but 
who am I to argue? I reached for her waist but she slapped my hands away. 

“No, dammit!” She unbuttoned my pants and pushed me backwards on 
the bed. The expression on her face did NOT say “you are going to enjoy 



Out of My Gourd 

33 

this.” More mixed signals. Then as she yanked the pants off by the cuffs I 
caught sight of the pocket stitching on the back and the designer label. 
These were her jeans. Worse, they were her skinny jeans, and of the two of 
us I was the only one who could fit in them at the time. Oops. 

So in this category what I wish someone had told me in advance is 
“Look, after surgery there may come a time when you can fit into your 
wife’s clothes. You must never, EVER let her see you wearing them. Best 
case, she believes it was an accident but you sleep on the couch for eternity 
because she now thinks you look better in them than she does and she is 
alternately depressed and pissed off at you. Do you actually look better in 
them? Hell no. Does that matter? Hell no. She will believe it regardless.” 

“The worst case is that she doesn’t buy the story that it was an accident 
and you sleep on the couch for an eternity. How is that worse? You also 
have to start watching the Women’s Network, taking her clothes shopping, 
attending Girl’s Night Out and appearing to think about the question ‘do 
these make my butt look fat’ before assuring her that they do not.” 
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Not your father’s hobby store 
The Odd is Silent 21 September 2012 

s a kid I was always tinkering with something. I spent half my free 
time scrounging IC chips, electronic components, wire, wheels, 
belts, enclosure parts and anything else I thought might be useful. 

The other half of my free time was spent trying to nail, glue, screw, solder 
or tie this assorted crap into something I could hook a battery up to and 
revive like Frankenstein’s monster. 

Sooner or later every project needed one critical part I didn’t have and 
couldn’t scrounge and the absence of which manifested as an all-consuming 
void that took over my life and became the focus of every waking hour, 
until I convinced my mom to take me on yet another pilgrimage to the 
hobby store. The place was my temple. I was convinced I could prototype 
any possible manufactured good with the supplies contained within those 
walls. If at that age I’d disappeared, then rather than putting my photo on a 
milk carton, my family would have staked out the hobby store and waited 
for me to show up. They knew that eventually my captors would be forced 
to either kill me or take me to the hobby store. And if the kidnappers did 
kill me, my parents figured they’d do it quick and painless because by the 
time I drove them to it they’d be so fed up with my bullshit they wouldn’t 
have the patience to drag it out. 

Eventually I turned my creative drive to photography, and then to 
software. I stopped making physical things and forgot all about the hobby 
store. I don’t know why but when I sought out a local hobby store last 
weekend, the first time I’d been to one to shop for myself in decades, I 
somehow expected it to resemble the hobby store of my youth. 

Hobby stores have changed. They have crap toys for kids now. 

Oh sure I was a kid when I fell in love with the hobby store, but I was a 
kid with Asperger’s – sometimes called Little Professor Syndrome, and for 
good reason. The store of my youth was filled with parts that you cut and 
fitted and shaped and sanded and glued and soldered and when you were 
done you had something that in the store existed only as a photo or plans at 
best. Maybe they had a completed project on display but if they did it took 
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hundreds of hours to build, finish, paint and mount. These were the sacred 
objects in the temple and anyone who was interested in kid toys wasn’t 
allowed near them. I got to hold them and people explained to me how 
they were built. 

If the store had stocked bins of sparkly party favors and noise makers, I 
would not have been interested. If they had racks of blister-pack, no 
assembly required, doesn’t teach me anything, parents-way-of-putting-kids-
on-auto-pilot toys that managed to be overpriced at a dollar each, I would 
have walked out in disgust. Now this drivel appears to be part of their core 
business. I locked up in shock and horror five steps into the store. 

When I regained my senses I nearly gave up on my project but figured I 
could salvage the trip by buying some toys for Matt. But then, after decades 
of disdain, I found the one item in the universe that could possibly elevate 
the status of blister pack crap in my mind to something I’d actually want for 
myself. If you are me and, how can you NOT buy something called Spider 
Balls? I mean, look at the photo. These things are the size of small pebbles 
which begs the question “how big are the spiders they harvest these from?” 
Except for bad sci-fi movies, I’ve never seen or heard of any spiders that 
size and I once kept a tarantula as a pet! Is there a place deep in the rain 
forest where spider balls are collected? Ten harvesters go in and 8 come out 
with back packs full of spider balls and two sets of dog tags? 

Meanwhile back in the forest there’s a colony of ginormous spiders, half 
of whom have post-traumatic stress disorder and gather in support groups. 

“Hi I’m Webster. I got my 5-year badge today. Yes, thanks, I know.  It’s 
quite an achievement. Had I been destined for a normal life, I’d have mated 
and been eaten 4 years ago. Now that’s a life I can only dream of. It’s 
depressing. I can’t get dates, my web’s a mess and I spend my days sitting 
on the highest tree leaves screaming EAT ME at passing birds. If only I still 
had my balls.” 

That alone was enough justification to buy them. The description on the 
back was just a bonus at that point. 

What are Spider Balls and why do we call them that? Drop one in water and find 
out as a multitude of multicolored slippery spheres will burst forth from the green sac and 
grow up to 100 times its size within hours! You can roll, throw, bounce, and try to 
squish the balls once they are hydrated- just like real spiders! 
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I’m sorry, what? Roll, throw, bounce and try to squish the balls just like real  
spiders? WHO DOES THAT TO REAL SPIDERS? And it’s not just some 
copywriter cooped up in a back room scraping spiders off the walls. It says 
“why do we call them that.” There’s enough of these whackos that they 
formed a consensus about the name of the product! They actually had a 
meeting where they talked about names and someone said “you know, you 
can roll, throw bounce and try to squish these things – just like real spiders” 
and instead of immediately calling the rubber suit guys, a majority in the 
room actually AGREED WITH HIM.  

“You know, Bob’s right. What kid hasn’t tried to roll, throw bounce and 
squish a spider in their day? That’s something EVERYONE can relate to. I 
think we’ve found our product name. Let’s vote.” 

So, kid toys for future serial killers, I guess. A little further on it says “a 
multitude of multicolored balls will burst forth from the green sac.” Wasn’t 
that an episode of Bizarre ER? I’m sorry but I cringe and cross my legs 
every time I read that. 

Although the packaging appears designed to appeal to kids, it’s sold as a 
science toy. So I guess these are supposed to be bright kids. Inquisitive kids. 
Perhaps Asperger’s kids. These folks don’t know their target market. The 
directions say: 

1. Add 1 – 7 balls to a glass of water. 

2. Sit back and watch the balls transition and then those balls grow! 

But read the fine print. The balls aren’t fully hydrated for 4 hours. What 
do you suppose happens to the unwitting parent who actually shows these 
to their kid? Do you think ANY kid in their target market, in other words 
those exceptionally bright and inquisitive kids, has a four hour attention 
span? How does this play out? I’ll tell you. The parent ends up babysitting a 
glass of gel while the bright, inquisitive kid is jacked into an online 
multiplayer game nuking monsters and chatting with friends. 

“Dad brought home some lame ‘science experiment’. Put some gel in 
water and watch it grow. Takes 4 hours, if you can believe that. Yeah, he’s 
still sitting there like an idiot. Calls me over every 15 minutes to show me 
progress. Yup, Dad. They’re bigger now then they were 15 minutes ago. 
Ooooh. Aaaaah. No, I can’t come over. I’m stuck here for the next 4 
hours.” 
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What a GREAT bonding experience and so educational as well. Or at 
least it could be if they gave you any information at all about the physical 
and chemical properties of this stuff. No, it has an unusual capacity to 
absorb and hold water and highlighting that one single quality is sufficient 
to sell it as “science”. No need to do any real science and research what its 
made of. For that matter, this crew are probably not capable of performing 
even rudimentary science since they can’t do basic math. The label says 
“Ages 4+” and just below that “Not for children under 36 months.” 

“Oh wait, there’s 48 months in 4 years? Really? That would mean there’s 
what, 12 months in a year then? Not 9? Oh, crap. Well, it’s been proofed 
and printed. Run with it. Nobody will notice, look who our target 
demographic is.” 

The thing that amazes me most about advertising, and especially about 
really off the wall stuff like this, is that it’s someone’s job. Multiple people 
got PAID to write this, edit it, proof it, and then someone at a management 
level approved it. This marketing copy fed, clothed and housed multiple 
people. Folks who went home after work one day and said to their spouse 
“I’m so proud of the packaging design we completed today for the new 
toy.” Folks who, if you think about it, are probably their own target 
demographic. 

If you are looking for a high-tech consolation prize in all of this consider 
the following. The hobby store was once the refuge for tinkerers, hackers, 
makers, inventors and little professors who invested time and effort into 
craft and eschewed mass-produced, over-priced, over-hyped, under-
designed, blister-packed crap. What happened? Apparently, advertising has 
the ability to warp the fabric of space-time in its immediate vicinity. While 
we’ve been worried about NASA or the military mucking about with 
quantum and string theory, the advertising folks managed to master it 
behind all our backs. You may be skeptical but really, is there any more 
plausible explanation for Spider Balls? 
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How to tell you’re not a good father 
The Odd is Silent 19 October 2012 

 had an epiphany today. I like to think of myself as a pretty good dad. 
Not that I make decisions on that basis, but I have a set of principles 
and do my best to live up to them. From myself I demand honesty, 

integrity, an open mind and a relentless drive toward self-improvement. For 
my children I try to encourage them to explore life, to find their passion 
and to not be afraid of failure but rather see it as a necessary milestone on 
the path to success. My kids are now grown, leading rich and fulfilling lives 
and able to meet life’s challenges head on. I’m immensely proud of both of 
them. By most measures, I would seem to be a successful dad. In fact, I’ve 
been blindly harboring that illusion for some time now. But today, in a 
seemingly innocent conversation with my daughter the enormity of my 
failure as a father became suddenly crystal clear. It is with a heavy heart that 
I share the details here of my shame. 

My daughter and her boyfriend visited the storage unit the other day. 
The story here is that at one point my storage unit overflowed and I had to 
temporarily expand. In a few months I had consolidated back to one unit 
and was about to terminate the lease on the spare when my daughter and 
her boyfriend moved. She brought a bunch of her stuff to our house, then 
his shit plus the remainder of her stuff went into the storage unit. (As 
George Carlin has well established somebody else’s stuff is shit and your 
shit is stuff.) 

Now this isn’t your garden-variety storage closet. This here’s your 
climate-controlled, garage-sized unit with 10 or 12 vertical feet and a roll-up 
door you could drive a truck through. Literally. If my 4×4 fit in the hallway, 
I could park it in this storage unit. 

“Ya know,” I remarked casually to my daughter, “I pay about $1,500 a 
year for that storage unit. Since every $0.50 an hour is $1,000 a year in gross 
income, that’s about $0.75 an hour. About $1 an hour after taxes. Kevin’s 
been wanting a raise, do you think he’d be happy with an extra $1 an hour?” 

She chuckled. “Dad, it’s not like he sees any of that money.” 

I 
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“He would if I cancelled the lease and tossed all his shit in the street.” 
(See aforementioned George Carlin reference.) “I’m his second employer 
and it’s not like I’m getting any work out of the guy.” 

 

I was beginning to build up a head of steam. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s 
a great guy and all, but it’s not like we’re friends.” 

She shot me a doubtful look. “Aw c’mon…” 

“No, it’s true,” I interrupted. “He comes by with you but when you 
aren’t around he’s not calling me up or dropping by to pal around. Do you 
think if you two broke up he’d call me or your mom from time to time?” 

I put my pinky to my mouth and my thumb in my ear in the universal 
mime-phone gesture. “Hi, it’s me. I used to date your daughter. I remember 
you. Do you remember me? Yeah? Cool. Well, nice chatting with you. Bye!” 

Now I was on a roll. I charged ahead, oblivious to the cliff I towards 
which I was speeding. “Not that he’s a bad guy but we live in different 
worlds and that’s OK. But it makes you wonder, why am I spending all this 
money on storage for him anyway? Basically it’s because of you. I’m not 
scouring the streets for random strangers and offering to store their crap. 
The only reason I’m spending this money on him is because he’s dating 
you.” 

Slight pause of realization, then over the cliff. 

“Oh…my…God! Am I paying some guy to date my daughter? Holy 
shit, I am, aren’t I? I don’t fucking believe this! How the hell did this 
happen? I am actually paying some guy fifteen hundred dollars a year to 
date my daughter. I’m like pimping you out. Sorta. But in reverse. Oh shit, 
that can’t be good for your self-esteem. Most dads are like ‘Look kid, you’re 
a walking candidate for the Darwin awards. There’s $1,500 in it for you if 
you walk away and never speak to my daughter again.’ Me? No, I’m not that 
dad. I’m like ‘Look, you're a pretty nice kid. If you date my daughter I’ll give 
you $1,500 a year in easy monthly installments with an auto-renewing lease!’ 
Fuck, he probably thinks he has a warranty on you.” 

I grabbed her shoulders, my voice breaking with desperation and pain. 
“Look at me , honey. Look in my eyes. I can’t believe I’ve treated you this 
way and didn’t even realize it. I’ve got to make it right. I’m begging you…” 
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“Yeah, yeah, Dad,” she said in a mocking tone. “I forgive you.” 

“Huh? What? Oh, yeah. Right. Thanks. But that’s not where I was 
going.” 

“OK then, what were you about to say?” 

“For the sake of our relationship… you and me…” 

“Yeah?” 

“Can you tell him to clear his shit out of storage sometime soon? I aint 
no pimp and you aint no storage ho.” 
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Waking up my inner hacker 
The Odd is Silent 30 October 2012 

ecently I bought some Arduinos, a bunch of sensors, some LED 
bulbs, a few basic soldering kits and started hacking together some 
primitive sensor systems. My first soldering kit failed to work at all, 

probably because I burned out the integrated circuit chip attaching it to the 
board. I used to do this kind of thing all the time. In the good old days, I 
could have soldered this kit in my sleep. I began to wonder whether I’d ever 
get my hack back. 

When I was a kid, I was (in)famous in my family for tearing things apart 
to see how they worked. Most of the time I was even able to put them back 
together in working condition, often with surplus parts left over. Obviously 
my designs were more efficient than the originals. At one point after we 
started locking the doors to the house I got so frustrated with not being 
able to get in the back door that I tore the lock down, figured out how it 
worked, fabricated some new pins out of wire and keyed it to match the 
front door. I was about 12 at the time. 

When I got a bit older, my friends and I took up rocketry and 
pyrotechnics, and I was the guy making all the remote detonators. To keep 
me occupied, my mom used to scrounge random stuff people tossed out 
and bring it home. Once she brought home an old cabinet entertainment 
system with an FM radio and turntable. In a month or so I had it hooked 
up to about a dozen speakers connected through a switch panel and could 
listen to music anywhere in my basement suite. This kept up for several 
years and my wife remembers worrying that I was going to fry my first 
computer by soldering directly on the motherboard. But my days of hacking 
and modding stuff faded away when I switched careers and started working 
in an office, programming all day. 

Skip ahead a couple decades and I find myself staring at what is 
supposed to be a simple soldering kit lying lifeless in my hands and 
wondering where my hack went. This obviously isn’t like riding a bike. Did 
I wait too long? Did the electronics world pass me by while I was 
concentrating on software? Is this my version of a mid-life crisis, trying to 
relive my misspent youth buzzed on solder flux fumes and making blinky 

R
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things to stare at? I began to doubt I’d ever wake my inner hacker again. In 
the midst of my silicon-powered pity party, Michele calls out from the 
washroom and I head over there to investigate. Something smells vaguely 
like burnt wires. 

“Did you modify the washing machine?” she asks accusingly. 

“Ummm… no.  But thanks for asking.” 

And there it was. Maybe I’m not in touch with my inner hacker but she 
not only remembers the him, she sees that guy in me today. Once she 
smelled solder in the house again, the next time there’s a glitch in 
something electrical my having hacked it is the most probable cause. Better 
yet, it’s not the possibility that I’d perform surgery on the guts of the 
washing machine control board that has her bugged. It’s the thought that 
my “enhancements” screwed it up. That maybe there were some leftover 
parts that turned out to be necessary after all. 

I figured that if she still sees that guy, then he’s still in here somewhere. 
So I ordered a replacement kit. That was the end of last week. The kit 
arrived today and I assembled it from memory in about 10 minutes, except 
I did it right this time and didn’t burn the chip. The result is our really cool 
Robo-Lantern you can see in the video below1 and a reminder to me of 
how much I owe any success I’ve enjoyed in life to my wife. Her 
unwavering support and faith has inspired and motivated me over the years 
to think a bit past my reach and rise to meet every challenge. I thought my 
inner hacker was barely hanging in there on life support and was about 
ready to pull the plug. She revived the guy without even trying. 

Funny thing is, when we met I’d been fired from every job I’d ever held 
and would be fired from 3 or 4 more. My freelance photography work was 
lucrative but not steady and about half my paid work was assisting another 
guy who specialized in portfolio work for scantily clad supermodel 
wannabes. I spent way too much time getting drunk and playing darts with 
my ne’er do well buddies. Whatever time I did spend with her, half of that 
was spent fighting over whether we’d listen to my head-banging heavy 
metal or her easy-listening classics. I didn’t know anything about Asperger’s 
at the time but even I knew I was weird, and I had serious doubts about 
dating any girl that would have me as her boyfriend. Her family hated me 
and by all rights her dad’s prediction I’d never amount to anything should 

                                                            
1 The video can be viewed at http://iopt.us/cylon-o-lantern  
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have come true. But she saw something in me that nobody else did and 
kept chipping away the rough spots to reveal it. All things considered, of 
the two of us she’s the better hacker. 
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Why I don’t do Christmas cards 
The Odd is Silent 11 December 2012 

o all my social media friends, especially the new family-in-law 
members in a few nodes of the tree who don’t know me yet: I don’t 
do Christmas cards. Even if you sent me one last year. I don’t refuse 

them, I just don’t return the gesture. Not Christmas-y enough? I beg to 
differ. I can explain, but you’ll have to bear with me for a bit. I promise, it’ll 
all make sense by the end. 

Growing up knowing nothing about Asperger’s Syndrome or autism in 
general, I tried desperately to follow the social conventions, but with little 
success and no clue as to why. I disappointed and alienated so many people 
that by the time I reached adulthood, I’d given up completely and adopted a 
pattern of moving through people’s lives without any overt attempt to 
remain connected to anyone for long. 

Issues with sincerity – or more precisely, how others perceive it – is a 
big part of my problem. We ask our children “do you mean that, or are you 
just telling me what you think I want to hear?” When someone is 
unexpectedly kind to us, we wonder whether they are genuine or have 
hidden motives. Our societal archetype for insincerity is the used car 
salesman, and this character is universally despised. You don’t need to be 
fluent in non-verbal communication to understand that authenticity is the 
basis for human relationships. 

All of which should be no problem for someone on the spectrum, right? 
After all, autistic people are known for their honesty. We have it in spades. 
One might assume it should work to our advantage. Actually, it works the 
other way around. Consider the autistic kid on the playground who doesn’t 
understand that dealing with your just-skinned knee is more important to 
you than the toy train he wants to show you. With practice, the kid learns to 
look for signs that tell him how to adjust his approach. Blood is an obvious 
clue. He knows the injury takes precedence over the train and that you need 
to talk about that instead. “Wow, that looks bad. Does it hurt when I poke 
it with a stick?” Eventually, the kid figures out that in this situation, it’s 
about you and not him. “Wow, that looks bad. Do you need me to call the 
teacher or help you back to the classroom?” 

T 
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But that doesn’t mean the autistic kid has suddenly developed theory of 
mind, mirror neurons or the ability to parse body language. It means he has 
stored a set of rules that let him consciously work out a socially acceptable 
response. He still wants to show someone that train and, as soon as he gets 
you to an adult, he probably will. But all the behavior between those points 
maps to a foggy region that lies between utter sincerity and pure calculus. 
His responses at this age are not finely tuned nor do they adapt to fluid 
situations, therefore it is sometimes obvious to others that they are in fact 
calculated behaviors. You may conclude that he is insincere and just telling 
you what he thinks you want to hear. But if that kid didn’t value your 
friendship, he would not make the effort to adjust his behavior toward 
social norms. Sure he is running a rules engine, essentially a computer 
program in his head, but that activity is very stressful for him and he 
wouldn’t do it for lesser friends. 

Stressful? Yes, and when I’ve explained this to others they always seem 
surprised. There seems to be an underlying assumption that acting 
“normal” would be a relief for me. That it solves problems without 
introducing new ones. That there is no cost. In reality, it is a matter of 
shifting the stress of negative social outcomes to a different kind of stress 
generated by the activities and disciplines required to achieve positive 
outcomes. As long as the result is a net positive outcome it is worth the 
effort, but it is not the one-sided improvement people assume it should be. 
Here is a very brief and simplified explanation of how this works during a 
conversation we might be having. 

As I’m listening to you, there is one thread of thought parsing meaning 
out of the words. I’m very literal so when you use figurative language, it 
isn’t always obvious to me what you mean. Fortunately, some constructions 
are so common that they are easily parsed. For example if you say “he gave 
me a ticket and I was only going 50” I know that you really meant “I was going 
only 50” because the “only” was intended apply to the speed and not the 
activity of “going” somewhere.  

Sound pedantic? Welcome to my head. For some, these unintentional 
meanings are merely amusing, but for me they are semantic speed bumps 
that completely derail my train of thought and ability to follow your 
conversation. The misplaced “only” took me years to master but now I 
mangle it as badly as everyone else because the remapped grammar has 
become natural. However, many common constructions remain difficult for 
me and so this thread of attention requires a fairly good-sized chunk of 
working memory to rearrange and parse meaning out of figurative, 
colloquial, and imprecise language structures. 
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Parallel to that, I’ve also dispatched one thread of thought watching for 
obvious non-verbal signs. I’m still blind to most body language but I’ve 
learned to watch for your eyes flitting about looking for an escape route, 
shifting your weight nervously, yawning or rolling your eyes. Dilated pupils 
or nostrils that are supposed to be poker tells? Completely invisible. Micro-
expressions? You might as well have had full-face botox. Posture mimicry? 
I can kinda figure that out if I rotate through several postures and you 
follow along. Of course, if I do figure out that you are mimicking my 
postures, I don’t know what to do with that information. 

At the same time, yet another thread of thought is monitoring for key 
words and phrases and submitting these to the rules engine.  

Oh, you like something I’ve written? Response: I’m supposed to return a complement 
or gracefully accept the one offered. Should I know you by reputation? Not sure. Can I 
recall quickly anything you’ve written professionally or socially? There was that Facebook 
post. Too awkward to compare that to the technical article you just complimented me on. 
Running out of time. Punt.  

So I quickly say “thanks” and steer away by asking about an unrelated 
topic. You pick up the cue and conversation moves somewhat smoothly 
along. I would be relieved to have averted social disaster except I’m too 
busy trying to parse the next conversation thread, and the one after that, 
and so on. 

Within an hour or two, I am completely exhausted mentally and 
physically from the effort. Every response has to occur in near-real time or 
the interaction breaks down. The quality of the responses needs to remain 
socially appropriate or the interaction breaks down. I cannot sustain it at 
this level over extended durations, and group discussions require 
extraordinary concentration and shorter exposure. When I’m alone, I 
repeatedly replay these encounters in my head, looking for subtle nuances 
and updating the rules engine. After a few decades, I am usually able to pass 
for Neurotypical in casual social encounters. Part of this is the finely tuned 
rules engine and part of it is my limiting the encounter to territory mapped 
out by the rules engine. Steer me out of my comfort zone and the 
clockwork starts to show through. 

I’m told that the figurative language, the body language and the social 
norms are all more or less intuitive for neurotypicals. One of the ways you 
decide whether someone is lying to you is you simply “know” it because 
you process all these inputs on an unconscious level. That’s not to imply 
you never analyze them consciously, merely that much of the work happens 
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in the background and you often experience a strong conviction about 
which you can’t describe the process of how you got there. Because it is 
naturally intuitive, someone who appears to think a bit too long about their 
response, especially in situations that would be automatic for you, seems 
insincere. 

The creates for me a constant tension between authenticity versus 
calculation. I know that you want me to be authentic in our relationship, 
and yet my unfiltered self is socially unacceptable. So I have a process in 
which I hope that my motives remain authentic, although my actions are 
filtered and transformed to meet social norms. If I operate at a level of 
minimal filtering so that I feel internally authentic, most others will feel 
uncomfortable because the interaction will be socially inappropriate. If I 
modify my responses to a greater degree, I can achieve socially acceptable 
results but I struggle with what feels to me like hypocrisy. In other words, it 
usually is not possible for both of us to be comfortable with my authenticity 
and yet we can’t be friends unless you feel I’m sincere. 

Autistic people don’t have as many anchors to cling to, so we cling 
tightly to the ones we find. Personally, I find behaviors and routines that 
seem to work and stick rigidly to these, bordering on OCD. Others may 
find certain behaviors, sounds, colors or tactile sensations to be calming and 
reassuring. That sense of self is the one anchor we all seem to have in 
common.  

For some autistic individuals who “live in their own world,” that sense 
of self may be the only anchor they have. And yet for an autistic person to 
function in a neurotypical world requires them to sacrifice some of who 
they are in order to map their authentic behaviors onto social norms. We 
are, for all intents and purposes, merely “acting” normal. The delta between 
our most authentic selves and the socially acceptable behavior we learn to 
portray represents the degree to which we must sacrifice our own identity in 
order to function in your world. The irony is not lost on us that the act 
must appear authentic to be effective. 

Read the following paragraph as many times as necessary to fully 
understand the implications: 

For neurotypicals, “sincerity” is often understood to be the actions you 
would take if you don’t stop to think about them. For autistic people, 
sincerity can be the actions you take because you stopped to think about 
them. 
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As a guy who maintains one of those rules engines, I can tell you that 
after decades it is optimized primarily for sincerity. The rules all have the 
goal of approaching the sincerity boundary as closely as possible without 
actually crossing it. I know that if I smack of insincerity, I will lose your 
trust. I know that by explaining all of this, you may begin to understand 
how much of our interaction is calculated consciously and deliberately on 
my part, and that this in itself may result in loss of your trust. I also know 
that it is worth the risk. There’s no basis for long term relationship if I 
accept you for who you are and you expect never to catch a glimpse of the 
clockwork. 

So what does this have to do with Christmas cards? 

Unfortunately, nothing says “I used to know you” better than a 
Christmas card. As a relationship fades away, the lingering Christmas card is 
the echo of what used to be. Even more unfortunately, the Christmas card 
is often a reminder that I once bought something from you and you’d like 
more of my money. Or it means we are family or friends and, despite not 
communicating all that often, you feel obligated. Or perhaps you are a 
manager or co-worker who assumes the professional relationship calls for a 
card exchange. There is a spectrum of relationships spanning on one end 
people like my wife and kids who definitely deserve a card from me and on 
the other end are people who I’ve once spent money with and send a card 
because they want more of it. Somewhere along this spectrum is a threshold 
below which no cards are sent. 

Where do you draw the line? Figuring out the cutoff point requires an 
analysis and ranking of relationships according to criteria that are invisible 
to me. Sending a card out of an obligation to return one from the prior year 
seems to me to be so inauthentic that I can’t bring myself to do it. 
Consigning people to the “no-card” list feels like writing them off. There’s 
also the problem of distilling the fuzzy card/no-card threshold into the 
binary cutoff point where you get either zero or one cards from me. Do I 
rank everyone and just go down the list until I run out of cards? Arbitrary 
selection also seems inauthentic, but any other criteria are indistinct. For a 
guy who can barely parse social cues face to face, figuring out the Christmas 
card list is ritual torture. Then when it’s done, it feels like the worst kind of 
insincerity. I feel like I have become the used car salesman. 

The whole notion of Christmas cards seems crazy to me anyway. I 
realize it marks the occasion of Christ’s birth and so is anchored to a point 
on the calendar. But I don’t celebrate your birth by sending a card to 
someone who is not you, and if I’m going to celebrate Christ at all it seems 
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to me to be insincere to do so only during the holiday season. Instead I live 
my life according to principles congruent to the core beliefs of most 
religions, including the teachings of Christ. To do that I contribute to the 
common good to the best of my ability and find a way to give freely of 
myself to at least one other person, preferably more, each and every day 
that I’m blessed to live on this Earth. I avoid actions that I know to harm 
someone else, and if I find myself in a zero-sum game where my win means 
your loss I often resign the game and walk away rather than win at your 
expense. I don’t say anything about somebody that I would not tell them to 
their face. I don’t do anything that I would not be willing to sign my name 
to. When I lead, I try to do so by example rather than by trying to force my 
ideals onto others. I’m not perfect in living up to these principles but I 
practice continuous self-improvement. If a Christmas card (or lack thereof) 
is the barometer of our relationship, then one or both of us are doing it 
wrong. 

It was on this basis, many years ago, that I gave up on Christmas cards. 
Since then I have had the good fortune to thrive in a career that brings me 
into contact with people from all over the world. I now have friends from 
all the major religions, and a number of minor ones. Had I not already 
given up Christmas cards, I would be forced to reconsider on this basis 
alone. I don’t know enough about the religions of all my friends to honor 
them properly. I do know enough to realize my Judeo-Christian background 
doesn’t equip me to understand much of the Eastern world view without 
some study, and I’m as likely to offend someone as to honor them if I try. 
So I’m not going to start sending cards for other religious holidays, and 
sending Christmas cards to non-Christian friends who practice some other 
faith seems a bit rude, especially since I’m not practicing in any formal 
religion these days. I’m happy to ignore all these holidays equally because I 
believe that my practice of trying to embody the spirit of them on a daily 
basis honors them all equally and more meaningfully. I am an Equal-
Opportunity Scrooge. 

If you send me a Christmas card, or any other holiday card for that 
matter, I’m happy to receive it. But if you want to honor our relationship, it 
would mean a lot more to me if you took the few dollars you would have 
spent on the card and donated it to a teacher. And if you do send me a card, 
not getting one back doesn’t mean you failed to make the cut.  It only 
means that I don’t know how to participate in a way that both honors the 
spirit of the holiday and preserves my authenticity. If anything, it’s me who 
doesn’t make the cut. 

I told you at the beginning that if you read the whole post you’d 
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understand why I don’t do Christmas cards. I hope that is now true. 
Keeping in mind that I harbor no presumptions about representing autistic 
people in general with respect to holiday card exchange, I’ll also offer the 
following advice. If you have an autistic person in your life, the greatest gift 
you can give them is to communicate with them on their terms. Be their 
refuge. Be the person with whom they can experience meaningful human 
connection without filters. Let them be their most authentic self. Practice 
this year ’round. If you can do this, you will have achieved what the card 
was supposed to represent. And you’ll have made a friend for life. 
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An open letter to vendors 
The Odd is Silent 12 December 2012 

Dear vendors, 

When you send an email that says “Last chance to get your free 
reports!” we do NOT feel a sense of urgency. What we actually say to 
ourselves is “oh thank God, now maybe they will stop pestering me!” We 
realize that the free content you offered is part of your lead generation 
system and we expect to be contacted. That’s only fair. However, in a 
“freemium” and ad-supported online world, you need to expect that not 
everyone will buy, and that latching onto us like a Pit Bull is not the way to 
develop long-term customers. After the 5th or 6th contact, we not only hate 
you, but your activity makes it less likely we’ll respond in the future and you 
make the pie smaller for the entire vendor ecosystem. 

However, when we get 4 or 5 contacts after the “last chance” email, you 
have earned your place in the 9th circle of Vendor Hell. You do not deserve 
to be in business and are lucky to get any sales at all. It is my earnest belief 
that whatever sales you do make are not due to quality of product or skill of 
the sales team (which is self-evidently non-existent based on the constant 
dunning), but rather because the universe requires your existence in order 
to inflict pain on those who have amassed extremely large negative balances 
of karma.  

In fact, your constant presence in my life leads me to wonder whether at 
some point in the recent past I ran over a box of kittens without realizing it. 
Not the mangy, flea-bitten, “free to good home” kittens in a box by the side 
of the road, mind you. To have earned this, they would have had to have 
been the cute, healthy, fuzzy little kittens with anime eyes who rack up 
millions of page views on YouTube and star on e-cards with captions like 
“Life is puuuurrrrrfect!” Yeah, I would have had to have killed those kittens 
to deserve you. 

But I didn’t kill any kittens and do not deserve you. If anything, you 
deserve each other. Which brings us to what I feel is really the best solution 
for everyone involved. Since you were kind enough to provide your name 
and contact information, I will be signing you up for each other’s services. I 
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had originally thought to merely pair you off but then I realized that it 
would be more appropriate to fully interconnect you all. Each new 
misbehaver will be connected to all the previous misbehavers, and they to 
him. Either you will learn the error of your ways and market like normal 
people, or you will be consumed in an endless loop of fruitless marketing to 
one another, thus removing yourselves from the advertising ecosystem 
entirely.  Either outcome would be a ginormous win for the rest of us. 
Welcome to the 9th circle of Vendor Hell, guys. May you all rot in it 
together. 

-- T.Rob 
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Kids and Santa – what to say? 
The Odd is Silent 18 December 2012 

y grandson just turned 6 and he’s at that age where he wants to 
know everything about Santa Claus. This year he’s asking an 
endless stream of questions like “how does Santa get in without a 

chimney?” I realized that he’s so observant, and so curious, that we’re going 
to need a new cover story. Let’s face it, the 20th century Santa just isn’t 
credible with 21st century kids. 

I came up with something that I think will work and I’m posting it here 
for (grand)parents in similar situations. Feel free to use it with my blessing. 
Here it is: 

With all the new people on the Earth, Santa ran out of room at the 
North Pole. So he built a big warehouse in the Amazon. 

M 
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Response to NBC News 
The Odd is Silent 18 December 2012 

his post is in response to the NBC News article Asperger’s not an 
explanation for Lanza’s Connecticut killing spree, experts say 
(http://iopt.us/lanza-autism-scapegoat) and the comments below 

the online article.  In the days and weeks after the Sandy Hook shooting, 
there was much speculation in the media as to the role of Asperger's 
Syndrome may have played in Lanza's actions.  

The result online was a backlash against autism, with some people going 
so far as to recommend to herding up all autistic people and killing us. Most 
were not so extreme of course, but the general mood in many online 
communities was that something has to be done about autistic people. As 
someone who has openly disclosed my autism, I feared the possible impact 
to my employability and basic civil rights such as driving and voting. Many 
in the autism community were similarly concerned so it was a relief to find a 
mainstream paper bucking the trend and publishing an article with a bit 
more common sense. 

 

Thanks to the reporter for this story. My only gripe was the “or no 
diagnosed mental illness at all” sentence. Asperger’s isn’t a mental illness. It 
is an attribute like eye color or hair color. It isn’t something that needs to be 
cured. It isn’t dangerous. 

Remember the phrase “going postal”? There was an unfortunate time 
when there was a cluster of shootings associated with post offices and 
postal workers. There are enough postal workers that if you dug a little it 
would heve been easy to find people who swore that their neighbor postal 
worker was drunk, violent and abusive. You could have found scenarios to 
support any theory. 

But nobody suggested it was appropriate to fear all postal workers or 
curtail their rights and freedoms. 

 Now there’s some speculation that Adam Lanza had Asperger’s and 

T 
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everyone assumes causality there. Why? Because having some way to 
identify mass murders in advance makes us feel safer. And based on many 
of the comments here, that preference to have someone to blame holds 
true even when the correlation isn’t borne out by statistics. What *is* borne 
out by statistics is that the autistic population is far more likely to be victims 
of violence than perpetrators of it. Where is your righteous indignation 
against the violence perpetrated on the autistic population? 

And, I’m not saying this was the cause here, but suppose someone with 
Asperger’s is bullied all through school and finally snaps and fires into a 
crowd. Would the cause then be Asperger’s? Suppose you sequestered all 
the autistics to prevent further occurrences. The bullies would just find 
someone else, perhaps fat kids. Then after years of abuse some fat kids 
snap and shoot into a crowd. What then? Sequester all the fat kids? No 
matter how you categorize the population, there will always be things that 
divide us, and psychopaths will always have one or more of those traits. In 
my example, the root cause was not the Asperger’s or the obesity but the 
culture of violence that tolerates bullying. 

In Adam Lanza’s case, I have no idea if bullying was a factor but I do 
know that blaming autism won’t make you any safer. In fact, singling out an 
arbitrary subset of the population results in more violence and suffering 
overall. Ask anyone of Japanese heritage about how patriotic American 
citizens were held as prisoners of war based on their physical appearance 
and not on their character. Disguise it however you want, discrimination 
and bigotry are reprehensible in any form. 

A note about all the comments saying things like “People with mental 
illnesses should not have firearms.” I agree. Now, how do you propose to 
implement that? We already have extensive programs to deal with mental 
illness. They are massively underfunded. Does anyone actually think it is 
possible to accurately identify mental illness across the entire population 
without massive funding? Here’s a clue: any large population of people will 
contain mentally ill individuals. You can’t eliminate them from the 
population “gun owners,” but you can reduce the population of guns, and 
you can do that cheaply. But we don’t have a way to fund the kinds of 
screening programs required to remove the mentally ill from the population 
of gun owners. It’s a lot more likely that we’ll ban guns first, simply because 
it’s the cheaper way to solve that aspect of the problem. 

An incident like this shakes us up and makes us scared. We all want to 
feel safer and feel the need to “do” something. We need to identify a cause 
and take some action. Singling out autism and taking action on that basis 
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won’t make you any safer. It will just make the autistic population suffer 
even more. If you want to take action that will make you safer, it is actually 
really easy. Find a perfect stranger and do something nice for them with no 
expectations of getting anything in return. Find a way to contribute your 
unique gift to improve your local community, and then go do it. Imagine if 
everyone affected by the loss of a loved one took up the habit of 
performing daily random acts of kindness to honor that person’s memory. 
Safety doesn’t come from holding people down. It comes from lifting them 
up. 

And, yes, I have Asperger’s. 
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The ice cube anomaly 
The Odd is Silent 30 December 2012 

f you’ve ever met me on the job or at a conference, you probably 
noticed the stainless steel water bottle I carry and assumed it had been 
surgically attached. In a way, it has. After the gastric bypass, it’s difficult 

to chug down liquids in quantity.  To get my daily requirement, I need to 
drink smaller amounts, pretty much throughout the day. I hate using plastic 
bottles and avoid them like the plague. Instead, I assembled the premium 
water bottle set consisting of a decent stainless steel bottle, an insulated 
slinger, and a carabiner. These travel with me everywhere I go. 

What I actually drink is green iced tea made from those single-serving, 
sugar-free mixes that come in a tube. The most important ingredient 
though is ice. I’ll settle for water instead of tea if I have to, but ice is 
mandatory. (Except in Europe where they seem to have lost the recipe.) In 
my never-ending quest for ice, I have mapped the locations of every airport 
lounge, every airport restaurant with a self-serve ice dispenser, and in case 
of emergency most of the airport restaurants that will sell me ice for a price. 

The least reliable place to find ice is in client offices. On one particularly 
long engagement, the cafeteria was 1/4 mile away (it was a REALLY big 
building) and closed in the afternoon. They did have a pantry with an 
upright refrigerator/freezer but it had no ice maker. There was one broken 
down tray and it was always either empty or welded to the freezer 
compartment by water that leaked out the cracks. Not the ideal situation 
but, hey I’m a consultant, this should be an easy problem to solve 
compared to my actual assignment, and free from the controversy or 
political land mines usually encountered on a high-visibility engagement 
such as this. 

The next morning on the way to work I stopped off at the grocery store. 
There I bought an ice bucket, a couple 2-packs of brand new ice trays, a 
sponge and some dish soap to clean everything out with. I arrived early so 
I’d have time to wash, dry and fill the trays before the day started. All of 
this was at my own expense, but I figured over the few months I’d be on 
the assignment it would be more than worth it. By the time I checked back 
at lunch the trays had already frozen, so I dumped the ice in the bucket and 

I 
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started a new batch. My bottle takes almost an entire tray of ice so I was 
anxious to get the bucket filled to make sure there would be plenty of ice 
for me in the event others discovered a ready supply and began to use it. I 
wasn’t averse to this idea and in fact had counted on it when I purchased so 
many trays. If I could get to the pantry a couple times a day, I’d be able to 
create an oversupply of ice, make some of my office mates happy and keep 
my tea reliably cold. 

I didn’t tell anyone about this, partly because I was curious how long it 
would take people to notice the new supplies and to whom they would 
attribute the generosity. Despite having a pantry with running water and 
appliances, the company was notorious for not maintaining anything and 
several pantries had fallen into disrepair, then abandoned or used for 
storage. This was one of the few that remained in which everything mostly 
worked, but it too was nearing retirement age. A shiny new set of ice trays 
and bucket would surely be noticed. I mixed a bottle of iced tea and 
returned to work. 

It was a busy day and I didn’t make it back to the pantry until nearly 
6pm. I had another hour or so to go, the cafeteria was long closed and my 
bottle was empty. I put some water in the bottom, added a pack of tea and 
shook it up. Then I went for the ice. The bucket and top tray were empty, 
the next tray was filled with water but the two bottom trays had ice. Wow. 
I’m really glad I bought so many trays. I’m also really glad I bought a bucket 
and dumped the first batch of cubes at lunch time. I was happy someone 
filled the one tray with water but wished they’d dumped all the trays and 
refilled them. I have to admit to a bit of annoyance over that one empty 
tray, though. 

As I returned to the counter with my ice tray, I realized there were two 
people waiting for access to the coffee maker. Between the sink and the 
refrigerator is a counter less than a foot wide, at the back of which sulks a 
disgruntled coffee maker. There’s enough counter space in front for a 
coffee cup or two and it was currently occupied by my water bottle and an 
ice tray. Coffee was the only thing between these guys and whatever work 
they had to finish before they went home, and I was the only thing between 
them and the coffee. In the spirit of friendship and cooperation I aborted 
my ice tray maintenance mission. Most of one tray went into the bottle and 
the two or three remaining cubes went in the bucket. I replaced the empty 
tray in the freezer, wiped the counter dry and turned to leave. I would 
return later when things were quiet to empty the remaining ice and refill the 
trays for the morning. 
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As I passed, the guy behind me in line grabbed my shoulder. 

“Hey,” he said sharply. I turned and he cast a critical glare in my 
direction. 

“Yeah?” 

“You know…” He indicated the freezer with his chin. “If you empty the 
ice tray, you’re supposed to refill it.” 

I checked my jaw before responding to make sure it hadn’t come 
unhinged. “I saw you guys waiting and figured I’d give you the counter. I 
need to make a pit stop, and you should be gone by the time I get back. 
Believe me, I wasn’t planning to leave without dumping and refilling all the 
trays.” I didn’t think I’d be able to keep a straight face, so I beat a hasty 
retreat. 

“See that you do,” he barked. His final comment rounded the corner 
and chased me down the hall. “Fucking consultants.” 
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Dangers of foreign-language consulting 
The Odd is Silent 1 January 2013 

oward the end of a very successful engagement in Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire, the project manager announced he would take the team 
out to celebrate. He booked a table overlooking the harbor at a local 

restaurant known for fine seafood. We ran into a few problems with the 
software testing that day and called an all-hands-on-deck in order to finish 
up in time to make our 6pm reservation. We arrived only a few minutes late 
but our table was waiting. As we were settling in, someone’s cell phone 
rang. At the other end of the table the one Brit among us looked up, 
distress writ large across his face. 

“Oh nooo! I forgot to call the missus and it’s gettin’ wee bit late back 
‘ome. If you lot don’t mind, I’ll just be a minute.” 

He quickly dialed his wife and this is the side of the conversation the 
rest of us heard. 

“Hi luv, did I wake you? … I’m so sorry. … Oh, yes, yes. Very busy 
today. Forgot to call. … No, we’re done for the night but I’m not at the 
‘otel yet. Me an’ the project team all went to the Oar ‘Ouse to celebrate.” 

Long pause. 

“What? No, OAR ‘OUSE, not ‘ORE ‘OUSE.” 

Long pause. 

“No, luv. Yer not gettin’ it. It’s a restaurant, see? Oar? Like what you 
row wif? Oar. O. A. R. Oar?” 

Long pause. 

“I dunno. It’s nautical. … It’s a ‘ouse where they store kit fer boats.” 

Long pause. 

“No, I ‘aven’t asked what’s on the menu but it’s a fine restaurant. … 
Fish. … Sea food. … Yes, luv. … No, luv. …” 

T 
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This continued for several minutes. I glanced around the dining room 
and saw it had fallen silent. The bartender turned the TV down so he could 
hear better. Many of the patrons had swiveled their chairs toward our table, 
looking on anxious to see how it would turn out. The wait staff, our group, 
also looked on with bemused interest. I caught the project manager’s eye 
across the table. 

“What did you have to promise her?” 

“What do you mean?” He pushed a plate of bacon wrapped scallops 
across the table to me. 

“You know exactly what I mean,” I said, scooping a couple of scallops 
onto my plate. “You picked this place on purpose, didn’t you? What did 
you promise her?” 

“Nothing. She thought it would be a lark. Pass that calamari down, 
would you?” 

“Hrmm. Figures,” I replied around a mouthful of scallop. “You realize 
this is an abuse of your access to his emergency contact information, don’t 
you? Man, these scallops are to die for!” 

“Seemed like an emergency to me.” 

“If it wasn’t before, it is now,” I agreed. “We’re gonna need another 
round of drinks here soon. And you might as well order something for him. 
It’s the least you could do.” 

“No problem. Got it covered. Tried the escargot?” 

“I’m good for now. Thanks.” We both turned back to watch the show. 

“…no, luv, it’s not like that. We really were workin’ late last couple o’ 
weeks.” 

A few minutes later, the waitress arrived with our second round of 
drinks. 

Best project ever. 



 

64 

Why I'm not a good role model 
Ask an Aspie 22 January 2013 

s a computer security guy, I’m financially successful, work for a 
world-class company, co-authored a book in my field of expertise 
and have had a stable career. I’ve been married for 30 years. To the 

same woman, I might add. Raised two great kids who make me proud every 
day. A few short years ago, I discovered I did all this with undiagnosed 
Asperger’s Syndrome. 

I always felt funny about career day when my kids were in school and I 
think I only gave one or two presentations. When I was tutoring students to 
pass their High School Equivalency exams I consistently declined to speak 
or enter the formal mentor program. As an autist I have been asked several 
times now to talk to Asperger’s teens about life strategies and becoming 
independent. After the most recent invitation, I had to stop and ask myself 
why the hesitation. My conclusion? I pretty much suck as a role model. 

I felt I had to write this post in the spirit of full disclosure since I intend 
to keep writing on the topics of autism, Asperger’s and compassion-based 
cultural change. On the one hand, I’d be thrilled if, through my writing and 
vision, I was able to make a positive impact on the world. On the other 
hand, that requires some degree of leadership and trust of others. How can 
I possibly ask anyone to trust me or follow my lead if they think I am 
someone who I am not? If all I ever write about is the strategies I used to 
overcome some particular challenge, that’s a pretty one-dimensional 
portrait. So if I’m going to reveal the other side, I need to do so early in 
order that readers not feel cheated if they discover it later on. 

So, why do I sometimes feel like a fake? Why might I not be a good role 
model? Let’s start with the career aspect since it is the key to living 
independently. Someone might be able to go their whole life without a 
partner or kids, but to live independently requires an income. In my case, 
my entire career is a series of accidents in which I stepped into something 
extremely stinky which turned out to be good in the end. Here’s my career 
in a nutshell: 

• I was happy and fairly prosperous as a freelance photographer 

A 
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but when my wife became pregnant with our first child, she 
insisted I take a job with a regular paycheck and benefits. I 
switched to an entry-level corporate job in the mailroom of an 
insurance company at a massive reduction in pay.  We struggled 
for years to make up the pay differential, but the pay was 
regular and we had health insurance. 

• When I applied for a position in the Computer Operations 
center of that same company, the manager asked if I had any 
training or degree. “No, but I taught myself how to program in 
assembler,” I replied and showed him a program listing. They 
gave me a shot. 

• Later applying for a programming job at the local School Board, 
they asked if I had any training or a degree. “No, but I’ve been 
an operator for 18 months.” They gave me a shot. 

• This eventually led to a job programming at a bank. After a 
couple years I got a call. “Jim was supposed to go to this IBM 
training but he’s sick. Take his place.” A few weeks after that, 
“Jim was supposed to go to the conference on that new 
software but since you took the training…” 

Although it is true I’m now at IBM (as of January 2013) and recognized 
as an expert in security for this software, I’ve had almost 20 years of 
practice. Take anyone reasonably good with computer systems and let them 
specialize in a particular thing for 20 years and chances are an expert pops 
out the other side. At some point I’ll write about the strategies I used to 
develop professionally, but will it be replicable? What kind of life plan starts 
with “First, stumble into a career, then practice for 20 years”? 

Surely then, a 30-year marriage must count for something, right? After 
all, that’s not too common these days even among people who do not have 
the stressors of financial hardship, health issues or lack of education, and 
we had all of those. Is there anything there someone might replicate? I 
don’t know. If I thought I could sell the secret, I’d put it in a book. 
Problem is, it’d be a pamphlet at best. Maybe a couple pages if I fluffed it 
out. Ready? Here it is: 

Love isn’t something you feel. It is something you do. Love is a verb. 

Many people early in a relationship want to hear “the three words.” 
Screw that. We live by the four words: how can I help? 
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That’s it. Thirty years of marriage, and counting, in a nutshell. Instead of 
(or perhaps in addition to) saying “I love you” we demonstrate that in our 
actions. When one of us is mad at the other, the partner draws closer 
instead of retreating or returning in kind. The more she lashes out, the 
more I respond with compassion and want to ease her pain, and she does 
the same for me. But at the same time, we each insist on being treated with 
dignity and respect during the stormy periods. If I’m upset with something 
at work, she damned sure doesn’t let me take it out on her. Nor do I let her 
displace her anger from something else onto me. 

To sum up, we confront each other early so disagreements don’t build 
up and when the issue isn’t between us we don’t allow ourselves to be 
emotional punching bags, but we do provide mutual support. In times of 
peace or conflict, we both do all we can to make our partner happy, 
successful and to feel loved. 

There’s no autism lesson in here because I had no diagnosis for most of 
those years. My wife and I love each other for who we are, not despite who 
we are. If there’s a lesson there for inclusivity or neurodiversity, it is 
accidental on my part and I claim no special wisdom or insight. It works for 
us but I have nothing to teach other than basic human dignity, compassion 
and respect and those should not be a secret. However, I do intend to write 
more on this topic and you are welcome to observe and take whatever 
lessons or insights you wish to draw from that. Maybe you can figure out 
what it is we do different that I cannot recognize as a participant. 

But what about my kids? Surely an Aspie raising successful kids took 
some special strategy, right? Here again, I’d say my kids turned out good 
more despite my best intentions rather than because of them. By the time I 
had children, I had a long list of mistakes my parents made that I was 
determined not to repeat. I naively thought this would give me a leg up on 
my parents in this department. Naturally my kids would be better off 
because they were starting with much more evolved parents than I had. 

Not so much. I made all new mistakes in the very areas where I thought 
my parents had failed, and my autism led me to all new categories of 
mistakes that my parents never committed. Both of my kids were adults by 
the time I found out about my Asperger’s and we all had the experience of 
our life flashing before our eyes in this new context and thinking 
“ooooooh, that explains so much!” But of course that only explains a 
certain aspect of perspective and relational interaction. It doesn’t lead one 
to a strategy for Aspies raising kids. 
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In fact, when I said my kids turned out good more despite my best 
intentions rather than because of them, I meant that in the most literal 
sense. All the actions that led to our most vehement disagreements and the 
the most fearful moments my wife and I had as parents were those actions 
we most firmly believed were important for saving our kids from certain 
disaster. It was in those moments in fact that we most feared we had failed 
our children. Yet somehow despite these episodes of extreme self-doubt, 
our children learned the lessons we were hoping to teach them about 
integrity, trust, compassion and love. 

The only explanation I have is that perhaps it isn’t avoiding calamity that 
teaches these skills. Perhaps it is in the midst of the storm, or the height of 
the crisis that we most effectively teach through example the qualities we 
wish to pass on to our children. It may be that the episodes in which we 
most despaired of failure were the moments when we unwittingly passed on 
the values we wished to instill in our kids. If it is true that there must be 
conflict to teach conflict resolution skills and anger management, then our 
kids will be among the best prepared for their own relationships. Maybe 
that was our gift. I have no idea. But when all was said and done, our kids 
are happy, loving, compassionate, loyal, honest and all the other things we 
wished for them to be. 

Role model? When I think of role models, I think of people who can 
explain how they approach something and teach it to me. Can an autistic 
person learn coping and career skills from someone who didn’t know he 
was autistic and didn’t consciously develop strategies? I don’t know. 
Someone will have to tell me if and when it happens. Will the marriage 
counseling or parenting self-help section of the bookstore dry up now that 
I’ve revealed my secret that love is a verb? I doubt it. There must be more 
to it than that and, again, anyone with better insight is free to clue me in at 
your convenience. 

So when I’m asked to speak or offer opinions on things outside my 
professional expertise, I tend to think of myself as unqualified. My 
underlying suspicion is that I’m successful by chance rather than by design, 
and how do I reconcile that with mentorship? This notion of “hey, you’re 
an Aspie and you’re successful so you should talk to my kid” seems weird 
to me on its face, and even more so when the person asking barely knows 
me. 

Knowing that, you may wonder “why the blog?” and this is where I’m 
supposed to write that I believe I have something valuable to say. Maybe, 
maybe not. If that is true, then it is just a by-product. The reason I started 
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the blog was to help myself. Things that are not rooted in autism I blog 
over at The Odd is Silent, everything else shows up here on Ask An Aspie. 
Pretty much all of it is written because sometimes I’m compelled to write or 
to engage with the community over certain topics. The writing helps me 
sort out my ideas and forces me to consider other perspectives. Writing in 
public forces me to care more about quality than I might in a private 
journal. Writing comments and allowing them on my blog engages the 
community in a dialog that constantly challenges me. 

So now you know. My only qualification to lead is simply having made it 
this far. Adding autism to the mix doesn’t make me more of a role model or 
somehow qualified any more than, say, succeeding as a leftie. Do you write 
President Obama and say “oh, please come speak to our class of left-
handed kids”? Is it his handedness, or the fact that he is, you know, THE 
PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES that makes him special? I’m 
not a “successful autistic guy,” I’m just a guy who tried to live each day 
better than the last and kept at it a long time. 

Fortunately, you don’t have to be qualified to have an opinion and I’ve 
got an overabundance of those. Some of them actually balanced and 
insightful so I’ll keep trying to capture those in print. And yes, I actually will 
talk with (not to) your autistic kid or go present at career day. Not because I 
think I’m qualified to do these things better than someone else, but because 
your autistic kid is probably pretty cool and someone I’d like to know, and 
because I’m passionate about what I do and like to teach it. As long as you 
don’t pre-suppose that I’ve got it all figured out, even to the point of an 
ability to teach it, we’ll get along just fine. 

I pretty much suck as a role model. I like to think I’m a pretty good 
friend. 
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Asperger’s dating 
Ask an Aspie 23 January 2013 

arlier today I ran across an ad for an Asperger’s dating web site. 
Now I’m not at all opposed to the idea, but it seems there’s a higher 
requirement for compatibility here. If two people triggered on 

completely different things, it would be that much harder to find activities 
both could enjoy. On the other hand, think of the profiles on that site! 
Megan and I were discussing what mine would look like: 

Turn-offs: Crowds. Loud noises that aren’t hard rock or heavy metal. 
Strong chemical odors. 

Turn-ons: Computer security of asynchronous messaging store-and-
forward networks in the point-to-point and pub/sub domains. Asymmetric 
keys. Elliptic Curve Cryptography. WebSphere MQ but only at versions 7.1 
and higher with the latest fix pack applied. 

Ideal Friday night: Unlimited pizza, Diet Coke and a short deadline. 

Ideal Friday night WITH A PARTNER, you know, as in 
interacting another human being: Oh. Umm…Unlimited pizza, Diet 
Coke, a short deadline and a QA tester? 

OK, we’ll spell this out for you since you are so literal minded – 
what’s your ideal Friday night that ends in sex? Oh, that’ easy. I give 
my daughter and her boyfriend some money to get the hell out of the 
house. Then I eat pizza, drink Coke and write code whilst they have sex. 

[ACCOUNT SUSPENDED] 

WTF? 

E
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Fear and loathing in the Charlotte CBP 

offices 
Ask an Aspie 23 January 2013 

 continue to surprise myself. Not necessarily in good ways. I’m known 
in my family for an even temper, patience and deliberation. My wife, 
kids, mother in-law — they’re the ones who get the occasional anxiety 

attack. Me? I’m immune from those. Or at least that’s what I tell myself. 
When I get too comfortable in that belief, something comes along to smack 
me out of it. 

Today, that wake-up call came at the Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP) office in the International Terminal at Charlotte Douglas Airport. 

There’s a reason they have the Preferred line at the airport right next to 
the Global Entry kiosk. They want you to work your way up from Coach to 
Preferred and then from Preferred to Global Entry and the proximity is a 
form of advertising. This works. As much as I travel, I eventually got tired 
of watching people breeze through the Global Entry line with no waiting, 
no removal of liquids and gels, shoes and belt intact. I shot jealous green 
glares at them from my position in the Preferred queue, while 
simultaneously trying to keep my pants from falling down around my knees. 
When I just couldn’t take it any longer, I sent in the $100 fee and made my 
appointment. 

Other than waiting in line, I really don’t mind the TSA checkpoints. I 
have the routine down. By the time I get to the bins, I already have all my 
metal stashed, belt off, shoes off, laptop out, liquids & gels out.  I stack it all 
in exactly three bins and then help the person behind me. I know some of 
the TSA agents by name. Many of them remember that I can’t hold my left 
arm high over my head because of the broken shoulder some years ago. If 
anyone belongs in the “trusted traveler” program, it’s me. This interview for 
the Global Entry program should be a breeze. Other than making sure I 
gathered my birth certificate and passport well in advance, I didn’t bother 
to prepare at all. It simply didn’t occur to me that there was anything 
whatsoever I needed to worry about. Until I watched the video. 

I 
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Sitting outside the CBP interview office, a helpful video loop explained 
the program, described the application process and then showed a person 
checking in through a kiosk. I was a bit amused at the staged scene because 
they showed the longest serpentine line I’ve ever seen at the checkpoint in 
the background and one VERY happy traveler at the Global Entry kiosk in 
the foreground. Then as the narrator explained the biometrics I realized I’d 
need to be fingerprinted. 

This brought another chuckle as I remembered my on-boarding process 
at Bank of America back in ’93. I got a call at my desk one day saying I 
needed to come down to the security office because of a problem with my 
fingerprints. 

“Let me guess. You are missing an image for the left pinky finger?” 

“Yes, that’s right. How did you know? Do you not have that finger?” 

“Actually, no I don’t. Do you still need me to come down?” 

“Yeah, we do need to verify it in person.” 

So 15 minutes later I showed the guy my hand and 15 seconds after that 
I was on my way back to my desk. No problem. Flash forward 20 years and 
I’ve learned my lesson, all I need to do is show the guy my hand and make 
sure he enters whatever notation is required so I don’t get stopped at the 
kiosk every time. 

Hmmm… What if he asks how that happened? Normally I tell people I 
was making a rocket and it turns out there’s a fine line between a rocket and 
a bomb. Oh shit! I can’t really say “bomb” in the airport, let alone in the 
CBP office. This is where they take you after you say bomb in the airport. 
So what do I tell the guy? I guess I just say a rocket exploded. Yeah, that’s 
it. 

Wait a minute… real bombers have injuries like this, right? Like Dennis 
Hopper’s character in Speed. Shit! I bet I look like a bomber. What if he 
sees my hand? He’s gonna finger print it, of course he’s going to see my 
hand. SHIT! 

I’ll just say it was a lawnmower accident. No, that won’t work. Look at 
those scars. No blade could do that. Fire? No. Dog bite? No teeth marks. 
What blows up that isn’t dangerous? Nothing stupid. “Blows up” == 
“Dangerous.” What the FUCK. What do I do? 
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OK, I’m gonna go. Screw the $100. I don’t need it and I can just wait in 
line like everyone else at TSA. Shit! They already have my details. I’ve 
checked in. If I leave, they’ll know something’s wrong. They know where to 
find me. I’ll never fly again. I’ll get fired. SHIT! 

I gotta stay. But if he thinks I’m a bomber, I’m fucked. I wonder if 
they’re gonna Patriot Act me. They tossed the Constitution out the window 
with that thing. They can hold me without bail or a lawyer. In Cuba. 
Forever. 

“Mr. Wyatt?” 

“Yes?” By this time I’m sweating profusely and can’t look the guy in the 
eye. 

“I’ll need your passport and appointment confirmation letter.” 

I proffer the requested documents, hoping he won’t notice my hands 
shaking. 

“Wait here.” It isn’t a question. 

He withdraws to the CBP inner sanctum, leaving me alone with the 
accursed video and the torture of my inner dialog. After a moment I realize 
my hands are flapping. I almost never have visible tics. I sit on them. This 
brings some relief until I realize I am now rocking. My heart is pounding. 
I’m certain I’m going to have a heart attack. The phone buzzes and I jump 
out of my seat. Facebook notification. The banality of it strikes me as funny 
and I start to laugh. Just as suddenly, I stop. I look around to make sure I’m 
alone. I am. 

Then I sit down and start to play Sudoku on the phone to distract 
myself. But the game grid makes no sense. I have forgotten how to play. I 
put the phone away. I pull it back out thinking it’ll be good cover and give 
my hands something to do, even if I’m just punching buttons. The grid 
quickly turns red with incorrect moves. I don’t care. 

Then I realize you aren’t supposed to use your phone in the CBP area. I 
put it away. But I suppose that means they don’t want you to talk on the 
phone, listen on headphones, or take photos. Games should be OK. Well, 
silent ones. I pull the phone out. But when I went to court for that traffic 
ticket they didn’t want to even see phones. I put it away. Is the volume 
down? I pull the phone back out and verify the volume is off. Oh, right. 
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Just got that silent notification. Put the phone away. Hands flapping. Pull 
the phone back out. 

SHIT! They must have this lobby under surveillance and I’m practically 
practicing “quick draw” with my phone. Shit! What if they think I am 
practicing quick draw? I conjure up a visual image of myself from across the 
room pulling the phone out and putting it away over and over. Yup. Looks 
like a gun. I put the phone away and start scanning along the top of the 
walls for cameras. Nothing visible. There’s a spot on the wall. Could that be 
a camera? Well, if it is, staring right at it won’t help. I quickly shift my gaze 
to my boots. 

“Mr. Wyatt.” 

“Huh?” Oh, that’s not obvious. Distracted much? 

“Come with me.” 

He does ask about my finger. “I was making a rocket and it went off in 
my hand. I was real young. I don’t play with explosives anymore.” Really? 
You HAD to say “explosives?” It’s Gitmo now, for sure. He asks about my 
international destinations over the last 5 years. I draw an almost complete 
blank. 

“I just got back from the UK. I was in…ummm.. Berlin. I went 
toooooo….ummm… Barcelona. Oh. That must have been over 5 years 
ago, though.” 

He interrupts.  “The Netherlands?” 

“Oh, shit! Yeah. Just last month. First week of December. We had this 
seminar… Oh, excuse me. I didn’t mean to say ‘shit.’ I’m sorry.” 

“It’s OK. Anywhere else?” 

I rack my brain. All I can think of is Mexico. We went there when I was 
about 4. For a day. So my father could buy drugs. SHIT! I can’t mention 
that. And it’s more than 5 years ago. I can actually hear the second hand on 
my watch tick. It is deafeningly loud. 

“Canada, maybe?” 

“Oh, right. Calgary last month. No, the month before that. Well, 
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recently. Oh, and I was in Toronto once. No, twice. No…” 

He mercifully interrupts me. “What is it you do?” 

“Computer security. CBP is one of my customers.” OH SHIT! Did I 
just say that? What if he thinks I’m trying to get favorable treatment? Or 
that I’ve got some kind of back door? Why the fuck have I got no filters all 
of a sudden?  Is there some sort of truth-gas in the seating lobby? Is that 
why they make you sit there for a while while they “process your 
paperwork?” Getting paranoid. Ratchet it down. Ratchet it down. Deep 
breaths. Not too obvious. 

Deep breaths. 2…3…4… 

Deep breaths. 5…6…7… 

I manage to make it through the rest of the interview. My heart still feels 
like it is going to explode right out of my chest. How can the officer not 
hear it beating? I’m half expecting to stroke out in the interview room but 
thinking it would be a relief. At least it would explain my behavior. When 
he asks if I want the demo, all I want is to get the hell out. But I know I 
won’t be able to navigate the machine on my own the first time so I try to 
lock it down and I ask for the demo. What is it they say? Feel the fear and 
do it anyway? In for a penny, in for… 

“Mr. Wyatt?” 

“Huh?” Oh, shit. The demo. Right. 

Over the next 5 minutes, I age 10 years. When he finally shows me to 
the door, it is all I can do to keep from breaking into a run. There’s a 
restroom at the end of the hall. I duck in, burst into an empty stall and dry 
heave for 5 minutes. I politely decline the offer of medical assistance when 
the janitor asks. “Bad steak biscuit,” I explain. All those years of fast food 
finally paid off. Finally, I regain my composure, mop the sweat off my face 
and clean up a bit before heading back out to the main terminal. 

Now, at this point you’d think I would just leave, but I’m still shaking 
and know I won’t be able to drive. Sitting around around doing nothing for 
a while doesn’t seem like a good option. The check-in line is completely 
empty, except for the lone TSA officer hoping I’m flying somewhere today 
just so he’ll have someone to talk to. Then I get an idea. I approach the 
TSA officer. 



Out of My Gourd 

75 

“Hi! Usually I’m in a hurry coming through here but today I had some 
extra time and wanted to say thanks for your service. I know most of what 
you hear is complaints but I fly a lot and it really is amazing how many 
people you move through here. You folks do a great job.” 

The officer is surprised and beams a wide grin. “Thank you so much, sir! 
It’s nice of you to say so.” 

I shake his hand and move on. I think I made his day. Near the 
elevators I spot a pair of officers directing the lone passenger toward the 
check-in line. They get the same speech. More hand shaking ensues. I’m 
starting to feel like myself again. Further down the terminal I spot a 
Charlotte police officer, an airport security guard and someone else who 
could be either. I walk up and thank them for their service. Nobody wants 
to shake hands. Tipping an imaginary hat, I move on. Over my shoulder I 
hear a mic keyed. 

“Control, you got eyes on my location? Caucasian. Late forties. Medium 
height. Stocky build. Black hair, mustache, goatee, black leather jacket, black 
boots blue jeans…” 

Seriously? Stopping to thank the officers at the airport is suspicious? 
Sucks to be you but don’t take it out on me, OK? So much for feeling like 
myself again. Heart pounding. Adrenaline surging. What is it they say? No 
good deed goes unpunished? I suppose if I run, they really will chase me 
down and detain me. I force myself to buy a Diet Coke at the news stand 
like there’s nothing wrong. 

Getting paranoid. Ratchet it down. Ratchet it down. Deep breaths. Keep 
walking. 

Deep breaths. 2…3…4… 

Deep breaths. 5…6…7… 

Abandoning any plans to thank any more officers, I duck out the nearest 
door and hop the shuttle to the parking deck. I officially apologize to the 
parking maintenance folks for the mess. Apparently I was only renting that 
Diet Coke. I sat in the car until I was able to play a game of Sudoku again, 
then left. 

I’m glad that’s over. The only consolation is that I’m immune from 
panic attacks for a while. At least, that’s what I tell myself. 
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My journey to the brink and back 
Ask an Aspie 30 January 2013 

 originally wrote this in response to a question received in the first week 
after starting the blog, and then I shelved it. After leaving school I never 
gave much thought to these events so when I undertook to put them to 

words I mistakenly believed that the most challenging aspect would be the 
writing itself. Instead, I was so emotionally overwhelmed that I was unable 
to edit the draft and had to put the piece on the shelf. But tonight I read 
about a boy named Noah who planned to take his own life on his 13th 
birthday. His mom explains in the post that he has been bullied for the last 
year and has been cutting himself. This is why I wrote the piece in the first 
place. I want kids who are dealing with bullying in school to know that it 
gets better. I can’t let this post sit on the shelf any longer. 

When I was in school, I was bullied for my weight, epilepsy and 
Asperger’s Syndrome, although that last went undiagnosed for more than 
40 years. The first part of the post focuses on the Asperger’s aspects since 
these were a large part of why I was a target. The remainder discusses the 
bullying and how that shaped my everyday life and outlook. As you’ll read 
below, the bullying was physical and at times life threatening. There were 
and are many people worse than I was but I’m sure I was in the 90th 
percentile as to severity. The consensus at the time, even among friends and 
family, was that I’d never amount to anything. But I wasn’t defined by those 
events or people’s expectations of me. As soon as I was able, I put all that 
behind me and didn’t look back. Today I’m well known in my field, in 
demand as a speaker, I am an author, a grandfather, and my wife and I just 
celebrated our 30th wedding anniversary. 

There is nothing special about me other than that I made the conscious 
and deliberate decision to not give my bullies the satisfaction of beating me. 
My wish for Noah and kids like him is to live to experience the better days 
ahead. I’m not suggesting that anyone follow the path I took, only that 
there are many paths out of the darkness and it does get better. I hope my 
story helps someone find their path. Here then is my story. 

Trigger warning: This post contains adult language, descriptions of casual brutality, 
and discusses suicide and murder. 

I 
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CR writes: 

You said you were bullied so much you thought about killing the bullies 
or committing suicide. What stopped you? Why did you say getting beat 
up and put in the hospital turned your life around? 

In order to explain why I never resorted to extremes in response to the 
bullying I endured, it is necessary to explain a bit about my state of mind at 
the time. I wrote in Why I Don’t Do Christmas Cards that in order to function 
in neurotypical society, I need to filter my responses and play a little mental 
chess. I must think several moves in advance to pick a response that a 
neurotypical person would arrive at intuitively. With continuous practice, 
this became a discipline that now pervades all aspects of my mental process. 
Mention any concept in conversation and, if it is cyclical, my mind 
immediately extrapolates future outcomes. If the process has a negative 
feedback mechanism like a thermostat, it may be volatile but should remain 
relatively stable over time. If the process has a positive feedback loop like a 
microphone hooked to loudspeaker, any volatility will potentially result in a 
runaway amplification and extreme outcomes. 

The friction between autists and neurotypicals in social settings often 
arises from positive feedback loops. The autist reacts to some sensation that 
would not be objectionable to a neurotypical person. The neurotypical 
person does not understand the source of the reaction, perceives the autist’s 
behavior as extreme and focuses on modifying it. The attempts to modify 
the autist’s behavior amplify the original stimulus or compound it through 
physical touch, loud sounds, anger, threatening behavior, and so forth. This 
results in an even greater response from the autist, which results in yet 
greater effort by the neurotypical person to modify the behavior and the 
situation escalates out of control. What is to the autist completely 
predictable, understandable and rational cause-and-effect is seen by the 
neurotypical participant as an autistic “meltdown.” 

This flip side of this scenario also applies. The autist engages socially 
and makes an inappropriate comment, gesture or touch. The neurotypical 
participant provides what, to another neurotypical person, would be 
immediate negative feedback through facial expressions, gestures and body 
language. These are completely missed by the autist who continues on as if 
nothing had happened. Or worse, the autist sees excitement but, failing to 
discern its negative nature, redoubles his efforts along the conversational 
path. After a few iterations, the neurotypical person’s emotions boil over to 
the point that even the autist now realizes something has gone horribly 
wrong, and the interaction ends badly. The neurotypical person leaves 
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angry, offended and resentful while the autist wonders why the other 
person had a “meltdown.” 

My experiences with bullying started early, but in primary school they 
were limited mostly to name calling, ostracism, pushing and tripping. The 
one exception was in 3rd grade when a kid in front of me in line decided to 
put a stop to my attempts to engage him in conversation. He turned around 
and head-butted me forehead-to-forehead, then turned back to face the 
front in relative peace while I tried to stay upright until the pain subsided. 
After that we became better friends, mostly because I realized that I’d have 
to modify my natural responses while in his presence. This worked so well 
that it became obvious to me that I should apply the technique to all my 
relationships. Trial and error led to further refinement and the discipline of 
extrapolating out to 2 or 3 moves ahead to pick the best response. Patterns 
that lead to positive feedback loops, volatility and amplification were to be 
avoided. Negative feedback loops lead to stability and sustainability and 
were preferred. By the time the physical violence became a problem, I had 
learned to think several moves ahead and to recognize likely positive and 
negative feedback loops. 

I also learned that chronic, sustained bullying isn’t just a matter of 
walking around looking for targets of opportunity. This type of bullying 
involves systematic cultivation of a target population of victims within a 
larger group. In this case, the bullying act isn’t actually the object of the 
behavior, but rather it is the means to achieve the bully’s objective: 
accumulation of power within the social group. Parents and teachers told 
me that bullies are cowards who only pick on those who they are sure they 
can beat and that, because they seek targets of opportunity, I would do best 
to stay out of their way. 

Bullshit. 

I hardly ever met that bully. The bulk of bullies, the ones kids really 
worry about, are the politicians among their peers. These bullies are very 
aware of their reputation as badasses and are working to maintain it. If they 
are anything at all, it is lazy. They seek to gain as much social power as 
possible for the least expenditure of effort. So if they can mess up one kid 
bad enough, they can intimidate a large group effectively and efficiently. If 
you are lucky enough to not be the target of their violence, then you are the 
intended audience of their message: “I have the power and you are my 
subject. Unless you want to be next, you will do whatever I say and never 
intervene when I make an example out of someone.” On the few occasions 
when a bystander spontaneously tried to help me, the outcome was bad for 
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them, worse for me. Once I talked a friend into walking with me to class. 
The bully met us with platoon of friends and ran him off. When I tried 
reporting the incidents to school staff, I was ambushed off school grounds 
and beaten worse. The bullies didn’t just react to my attempts at self-
preservation, they overreacted to them. This is a classic positive feedback 
loop. If allowed to escalate, the cycle ends in extreme outcomes. 

So at the age of 11 or 12, I thought all this through to several moves in 
advance. What became clear to me was that the winner in this game is the 
person willing to escalate the highest. If I fight back, they show up with 
weapons and/or in greater numbers. If I pick up a bat or knife, they pick up 
a gun. As long as you return to fight another day, the escalation continues. 
Since school is compulsory, you either die or the authorities toss you back 
in the ring. You don’t get to throw in the towel. You don’t get to cry 
“uncle.” You either move away, lose or fight to the death. 

The strategies to deal with this all involve breaking the cycle of 
escalation. Adults and school officials told me to avoid the bullies, but I 
doubt they understood the isolation required for this to be effective. The 
bully’s power to exile you from the group enhances his power within the 
group. He will tell his subjects “yeah, that guy knows better than to show 
his face around here or talk to any of you” and the implication is that you 
cross him at your peril. So for a while I became a ghost. A complete loner. 

I am not by nature a loner. I harbor a deep sense of justice and a defiant 
streak. It seemed monumentally unfair to me that I had to slink about in the 
shadows, shunned by my classmates. But most of the rest of the kids in the 
general population were either indifferent to my plight or afraid to show 
any kindness to me. Some who talked to me off campus told me they 
couldn’t be seen with me in public because, as it turns out, bullies have 
spies. If you are one of the kids the bullies use as an example to the others, 
they need to keep tabs on you lest you show any signs that you no longer 
recognize their authority. Like, for example, actually talking to people. 

So when indignation got the better of me and my self-respect surged, I 
would stop hiding and go about my business as if I were any other student. 
This would bring me into range of my tormentors who were then 
compelled to make an example of me. No self-respecting bully can allow his 
victim to retain a shred of self-respect or to violate banishment. In a 
positive feedback loop of violence the winner is the one willing to escalate 
the farthest. Merely showing my face was escalation on my part. The bullies 
defined this as provocation. I determined to escalate just far enough to 
maintain my self-respect but no further. I would walk the halls openly again 
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but not otherwise escalate. 

I took this non-escalation to a new level. Not only didn’t I fight back, I 
became downright cooperative. If they challenged me for my books or 
backpack, instead of running or trying to protect my stuff, I handed it over. 
At first I lost a lot of stuff but teachers knew I could not possibly have lost 
this quantity of books and supplies on my own and this became a negative 
feedback mechanism. If the bullies took too much stuff, it got noticed. 
They moved on to physical violence. I didn’t run. I didn’t fight back. If I 
was cold-cocked in the hall, I just picked myself up and went on my way. If 
someone held me to prevent my departure while his buddy hit me, I went 
limp. If they pinned me to the ground, rather than struggle I’d go limp. If 
you live where there are bears, you know exactly what I’m talking about. 
You curl up in the fetal position, try to protect your face and vital organs 
and wait for the bear or bully to lose interest. 

I got the shit kicked out of me. 

For a while. 

But many of the kids in gen pop (and, yes, I’m using prison terminology 
deliberately) started to feel sorry for me. Some spoke to me or helped me 
gather my things after these events. Many asked in bewilderment why I 
didn’t just steer clear of these guys. Some actually tried to intervene on my 
behalf. What I had discovered is that to demonstrate power over the 
powerless isn’t terribly useful to the bully. After adopting a cooperative 
strategy, kids in gen pop saw me as an outsider. If you want to intimidate a 
group by making an example out of someone, that person has to be from 
the group. The group have to think it could happen to them. The ideal 
victim should even stand some chance of winning in a fair one-on-one fight 
so the bully gets to demonstrate how far he is willing to escalate. That’s 
what puts the fear into the masses. But I had become such a willing victim 
that the other kids could not imagine themselves in my situation. Their 
sentiment reversed. Now, the worse a beating I took, the more likely it 
became that bystanders would intervene. 

I had discovered that the simple act of refusing to escalate damps the 
positive feedback loop. On one level I was saying “I give up. You win.” But 
on another I had won the ability to show my face around the halls again. 
The violence was more frequent but less extreme. It had become, for lack 
of a better word, tolerable. In absorbing a certain amount of punishment, I 
found my humanity. I determined to win through the simple act of refusing 
to give up hope. I would win by living my life in the open, in spite of their 
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efforts to intimidate me. I would win by outlasting them. 

Obviously, this was a difficult philosophy for a kid barely in his teens to 
practice. Refusing to be intimidated isn’t the same as not being afraid. I was 
on alert every moment of the day, adrenaline pumping, looking for danger 
around every corner and behind every door. I could never have anything of 
value like a decent watch or jacket because it would be taken. It was a rare 
morning during the school year that I did not wake up stiff from bruises. In 
school, I regularly walked past a classroom that had two doors. For a while, 
a favorite trick of the bullies was to post a lookout at one door. He would 
signal another kid to exit the second door quickly as I drew near, attempting 
to strike me “accidentally” with the door. To this day I cannot walk past an 
outward-opening door without putting my hand up to ward off the blow. I 
don’t have synesthesia but when I am outdoors and look at sand, loam, 
clay, mud or other types of soil, I experience their different tastes. I 
acquired this dubious ability after having, on so many occasions and in so 
many different locales, been forced to eat dirt. Adopting a strategy of 
perseverance was not a decision that came to me lightly. 

Over time, these injuries and indignities became so routine that I simply 
incorporated them into my day. Anything in my locker was stuffed into 
plastic trash bags protect from paint poured in through the vents. I bought 
a mini hand pump, a patch kit and valve cores so I could get home when 
my bike tires were flattened. I had extra school supplies and an entire 
change of clothes stashed in spare drawers in teacher’s desks. I arrived at 
school early to allow time to get beaten up without being late to class. Of 
course I thought about killing those responsible. Who wouldn’t? To think 
that any child could suffer through this without considering suicide or 
murder is incredibly naive. 

In fact, I spent a lot of time reassessing my non-violent strategy. Any 
meaningful response to my bullies would require an accurate estimate of 
how far they would be willing to escalate. I also reasoned that if I were to 
choose escalation, I would have to be willing to kill. If my opponents 
sought merely to hospitalize me, there was a good chance they’d disable or 
kill me by accident. I didn’t believe these guys would willingly plan a 
murder, but their idea of “teach him a lesson” already bordered on hospital-
level violence in retaliation for me just walking the halls. There was only 
one escalation cycle left before my only meaningful response would be to 
kill them first, and I had no illusions that they had reached their limit of 
escalation. Every time I reassessed my situation, I concluded that my only 
options were to accept my fate or retaliate with lethal force. 
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Of course, it would be difficult to retaliate at this level unless they were 
all together and doing so would undoubtedly would mean my own death. 
But that was the logical conclusion if the cycle of escalation continued. 
They were all jocks so I fantasized about blowing up the team bench at the 
football game. I planned out every detail of how I’d do it, when I’d do it 
and who would be there to see it. I went to sleep dreaming about it and I 
used that scenario to keep my mind busy while absorbing the next day’s 
punishment. The fantasy that these guys would pay something in this 
lifetime for their casual brutality brought with it much comfort. I indulged 
often in that dream. 

Which finally brings me to the original question. What stopped me? 
Why did I write that getting beat up and put in the hospital turned my life 
around? 

Short answer? Spite. Even if I succeed in killing them, I was not willing 
to allow them the victory of having ruined or ended my life in the process. 
They win merely by coercing me to adopt their methods. They win if I 
abandon my principles and employ situational ethics to justify taking life. 
They win if I take my own life. For me it came down to a question of 
whether I’d give up my humanity, play on their terms, and seek revenge, or 
whether I’d win by outlasting them. Playing by their rules I figured it was 
not possible to win, even in death if it came to that. Playing by my rules, I 
win simply by not being broken. 

All through school, I never gave up hope. Well, not for very long, 
anyway. School attendance is mandatory so the bullies have a captive 
population to subjugate. If you skip school, the authorities find you and 
bring you back. Do it enough times and they stick you with worse kids. 
That was an escalation I wanted to avoid. I stayed in school. I had always 
assumed that any college or workplace would operate under different 
principles because attendance there is not mandatory. If these institutions 
turned a blind eye to violence, people would go somewhere else and the 
institution would fail. I felt helpless but never hopeless because I believed 
that all I had to do was survive and graduate high school. 

The beating that put me in the hospital was the high water mark of the 
violence and the event I commemorate as my victory in the war of 
escalation. As I mentioned before, the bullying in my high school had been 
rather deliberate and organized. It was calculated to fly just under the radar 
of school officials so as not to require a meaningful response from them. 
The school staff knew it was going on but never seemed to be in the right 
place to catch anyone in the act, and no witnesses came forward to 
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corroborate my version of the events. But on the day in question, my 
attacker lost control and flew into a rage. In doing so, he put himself on the 
radar. 

School officials were obliged 
to respond to a beating this 
severe and the perpetrator was 
suspended for 10 days. Normally, 
such a suspension would result in 
a mandatory failing grade for the 
semester and loss of athletic 
eligibility. No more varsity 
football for this kid, not even as a 
bench warmer. But football is a 
source of scholarships, school 
pride and much funding, so 
special arrangements were made 
to keep the kid on the team. In 
addition to sending class notes 
home and allowing my attacker to 
make up tests, the school board 
told my mother, who worked as a substitute teacher at the time, that they 
could not give her any work while there was a criminal or civil court case, or 
any official complaint pending with the school board itself. This, they 
claimed, would be a conflict of interest. For a single mom with no other 
source of income, it was nothing more or less than blackmail. 

Even at my age and pumped full of pain killers I saw it for what it was. 
We didn’t have the resources to fight so no charges were pressed, no civil 
suits filed and no complaint lodged with the school board. I knew they had 
her over a barrel and that to fight would mean financial ruin, but I’d always 
assumed if I was in trouble she’d go down defending me. That’s what 
mothers do, right? But, on top of everything else, the school officials and 
the bullies had forced my mom to choose sides and she picked theirs. I had 
endured the occasional injury from my many beatings, but I had never been 
so deeply wounded. 

What I didn’t appreciate at the time was how hard this decision was on 
her. Faced with a choice of financial ruin and a loving son, or of financial 
stability and a son who hated her, she decided that the first of those choices 
was selfish. She knew I would not understand or agree with her motives at 
the time and that trying to convince me would be useless. So she didn’t try. 
All she could do was to have faith that someday I’d understand her decision 
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and forgive her. I did hate her for her choice. But at some level, I could also 
clearly see the emotional toll it took on her. They had not broken my spirit, 
but they had managed to break hers and I hated the bullies and the school 
administrators for that, too. 

My brother had offered to go bash some heads but I was secretly saving 
that task for myself and begged him not to go. I hadn’t made any specific 
plans and didn’t see it as particularly urgent; I just enjoyed the fantasy and 
didn’t want him to take it away. Everything changed the day mom and I 
discussed the school board’s ultimatum. On that day, in the moment of 
learning we weren’t pursuing any legal or civil remedy, the pain meds were 
the only thing between me and a spree killing. I could barely stand, let alone 
drive. I pretended to take the pain pill mom gave me, went back to my 
room and started writing lists. One list had all the people I knew whose 
guns I could borrow or steal. There were several. I was trained on rifles and 
pistols and had no doubt that I’d be able to find what I needed and use it 
when the time came. There was also a kill list. It too had several entries. I 
put my mom last on the list. I assumed I’d probably be killed before 
finishing the list and for her to survive would be worse punishment than 
any I could inflict. The third list was all the places I’d have to go to find my 
intended targets since I wasn’t waiting for the next football game. I hid the 
lists under my pillow and went back to bed. 

When I woke up in agony, I decided the pain pill was more urgent and 
postponed the killing spree. Mom gave me another pill and when I realized 
I still had the earlier one, I went a different direction. She had the pill bottle 
hidden somewhere and I could not get more, but I had a stash of whiskey. I 
had heard mixing pills and alcohol could kill you so took both pills and 
washed them down with all the whiskey I had left. Between the double-dose 
of narcotics and most of a pint of whiskey I thought I had succeeded and 
closed my eyes for what I hoped would be the last time. When I awoke the 
usual pain was compounded by a massive hangover and profound 
depression. Even Death had rejected me. Eventually I’d have to go back to 
school and it would all begin again. I cried into my pillow until my mom 
came and she held me for a very long time. I apologized and told her I 
forgave her. I never told her, or anyone else, about the plans I’d made. 
After she left I tore up the lists and went back to bed. 

Returning to school wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. The school would 
have a very difficult time covering for anyone who caused an incident 
involving me. The kid who attacked me stood to lose his athletic eligibility 
for even minor offenses. The others would likely survive minor infractions 
but a suspension would almost guarantee loss of their athletic eligibility. 
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With this scrutiny limiting the escalation, there was no immediate scenario 
in which killing my opponents was necessary. I had traded in the recurring 
daily violence for a lump-sum payment, with the emphasis on “lump.” 

To be sure, this didn’t resolve of all conflict. I still endured verbal 
taunts, pushing, tripping and property crimes, mostly perpetrated in my 
absence. But the worst of the behavior had been driven underground. I was 
no longer the example for the other kids. Whatever the bullies did at this 
point was motivated by petty revenge rather than political gain. But, after 
getting beat up on a regular basis, these offenses were merely inconvenient 
at worst. At best, they were reminders that the bullies had finally been 
compelled to change their behavior. They no longer enjoyed immunity. 
They were now the ones slinking around to commit their crimes in the 
shadows. In my mind, I had won. 

The following year when one of my homemade rockets surprised me by 
exploding in my hands, I ended up in the hospital again. On my return to 
school I was told that I would receive a failing grade for the semester. My 
10 day absence was medically excused. Unlike my attacker of the prior year, 
district policy contained provisions for me to maintain my academic 
standing. I had several months left in the semester and I was a National 
Honor Society scholar. Making up the missed work and re-taking the tests 
would have been easy. But I wasn’t on any varsity team and nobody in the 
administrative office was looking to do me any favors. Nor was I ready to 
go back to being bullied, even if now it was the school officials who seemed 
to have it in for me. At 16, I was past the compulsory school age so I 
decided to drop out. 

I asked the school principal whether he’d reconsider his position on 
making up the work I’d missed and retaking my tests. He claimed it was out 
of his hands because the teachers involved would not be around for 
summer school. I promised to complete the work well before the end of the 
semester but he declined again. He explained that I would miss graduation 
with my classmates and instead graduate mid-term one semester late. 
Allowances had been made for the jock that assaulted me the previous year, 
so I asked why I did not receive at least as much consideration. The 
principal would only say that my case was different and never offered a 
coherent explanation as to why. But he made it clear that I’d be given less 
accommodation than a common thug who happened to play varsity sports. 
He lectured me on why by dropping out meant I’d be throwing my life 
away. When I was still there after an hour of his bullshit, he may have 
thought I was bluffing when I said I was still determined to leave. 
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But the discussion had actually hardened my resolve. Attendance was no 
longer mandatory. I had endured up to now because there was no option to 
leave, but if I stayed after that day I would have to live with my choice, 
knowing the school’s principal had picked up where the jocks had left off. 
Hell, he was already making an example of me with this arbitrary ruling to 
hold me back a semester. As I considered all this, I had a moment of 
sudden and stunning clarity. The school officials, who I had assumed were 
simply inept, were actually complicit. My bullies hadn’t been operating out 
of the school’s reach as I’d assumed, the school had deliberately turned a 
blind eye. That explained the lack of effective response from the school, the 
blackmail and the cover-up. It also explained why the principal had 
opposed district and state policy first to preserve my attacker’s athletic 
eligibility and academic standing and later opposed policy again to damage 
my academic standing and waste 6 months of my life. 

The principal had tired of wasting his time on me. “Son, hand me the 
paper and go back to class,” he sighed. “I’ll have the secretary write you a 
hall pass and a tardy slip, and we’ll put all this unpleasantness behind us.” 
He held his hand out and beckoned for the withdrawal form. 

Years of rage boiled up. Rage for the years of humiliation and abuse. 
Rage over having given school administrators the benefit of the doubt, of 
having mistaken evil for mere incompetence. Rage that this supposed public 
servant could look me in the eye without a hint of remorse or compassion 
and tell me that my failing grade for the semester was out of his hands. 
Rage over the humiliation and shame they’d inflicted on my mother. 

I signed the paper and threw it at him screaming. “Fuck you and go to 
hell, you miserable sorry, son of a bitch. You don’t deserve to be in charge 
of the toilet. You run a prison and call it a school so you can feel like a big 
man. You’re not. You are a worm. The law says you don’t control me 
anymore. Stay here and play God with your prisoners or whatever it is you 
do to feel important, but you don’t get to fuck with me anymore.” I would 
have continued ranting, but he struck me. I made my way through the 
gathered crowd of horrified office staff, walked out the door and never 
looked back. 

The experience did set me on the right path but I wasn’t exactly an 
overnight success after leaving school. I was just another high school 
dropout bagging groceries and bussing tables. Although I was battle-tested, 
I lacked the wisdom of experience. I had no idea about my Asperger’s and 
my social coping skills were still in their rudimentary stages. I had 
developed a full-on case of delusional paranoia, and this didn’t exactly 
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endear me to my employers. But what I did have was motivation to work as 
hard as it takes to learn to be successful, and the unswerving belief that, 
having made it through school I could get through anything life would ever 
throw at me. 

So, yes, I acknowledge that it is counter-intuitive that anything good 
would come of being beaten so badly as to require hospitalization. But that 
event and the aftermath taught me to stop letting life just happen and 
instead actively take control of it. I didn’t always succeed but I had learned 
not to fear failure and to keep trying. I had the motivation to work hard and 
teach myself the social skills required to hold a job. When my job required 
technical skills, I taught myself those as well. Eventually I had a manager 
who told me I should aspire to be the best in the world at what I do. I set 
my sights higher and embarked on that path. I wouldn’t think of claiming to 
be the best in the world at anything, but through hard work and aiming 
high I’ve exceeded any measure of success that anyone who knew me as a 
kid would have expected. 

Looking back decades later, a small part of me can’t help but think I was 
right about at least part of it. Nothing life has ever thrown at me since has 
been as difficult as just getting through school. I’ve been married for 30 
years. My two children have grown into happy, productive adults and make 
me proud every day. I have a grandson who lights up our lives just by being 
in the room. I’ve enjoyed job stability and good pay and been able to 
provide for my family. If I was still keeping score, then in every way that 
matters, I’ve won. And maybe I’ll indulge myself in a moment of 
satisfaction at the thought. A little salve on old wounds. 

But I don’t keep score anymore. Somewhere along the way I gave up 
spite. Whatever motivations once drove me to prove the bullies hadn’t 
broken me is gone. Hate can take you a long way, but it poisons the soul. It 
forms a positive feedback loop that eventually results in extreme outcomes. 
The hate was replaced long ago by healthier motivations such as the love of 
my wife and kids, setting and achieving tough goals, making a positive 
contribution to my community, or the simple satisfaction of helping a 
stranger with no expectation of getting anything in return. These enrich the 
soul, and by these measures I’m one of the richest people you could ever 
meet. 

Please understand that the turning point in this story is not the beating I 
took. That was just the precipitating event for me. The turning point is that 
moment when you decide not to give anyone the satisfaction of breaking 
you. It is the moment when you know with all your heart that you cannot 



T.Rob Wyatt 

88 

be coerced into fighting violence with violence and that you win simply by 
not giving up. You can decide when that moment happens and that can be 
today if you wish. Bullies are the human manifestation of entropy. 
Combating entropy with more entropy just tears everything down. Combat 
entropy with synergy. Find your passion to build something of lasting value. 
Focus on that passion and never let go. It will take you through school and 
light your path for the rest of your life. That path is an adventure starring 
you, but you have to walk it to find out what happens. 
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I never would have guessed you’re autistic 
Ask an Aspie 6 March 2013 

rior to starting my Ask an Aspie blog I wrote about my Asperger’s on 
an as-needed basis. When I mentioned it at all, it was peripheral to 
the story. I didn’t try to avoid it, nor to keep it a secret, but didn’t 

really focus on it. When I started Ask an Aspie I didn’t think of it as 
“coming out” but apparently it was for some people. I know this because I 
keep hearing things like "I never 
would have guessed you’re 
autistic." Well, don’t feel bad 
because for the first 40-odd years 
of my life neither did anybody 
else. Do they think I’m weird? 
Yes. Brilliant? Occasionally. 
Funny? On my good days. 
Autistic? Not so much. 

The funny thing though isn’t 
the opening line in this 
conversation, but the second 
one. Often the follow up is “so 
you must have gotten over it, 
right?” What? Have you met me? 
Of course you have, because this 
isn’t something strangers ask. 
Only people who have known me long enough to feel like “hey, I should 
have known that about him” are surprised enough to ask. Meanwhile, I’m 
busy thinking “hey, after this long, I thought it would at least make sense, if 
not be totally obvious” so I’m surprised too. How did this happen? 

Part of the explanation is that I’ve learned to read non-verbal language a 
bit better and I have developed pretty good social skills emulation. It isn’t 
great but as long as I confine myself to a few well-practiced social situations 
I get by. Wander outside those areas, and the clockwork starts to show 
through. But that doesn’t totally account for the surprise some of my 
friends have expressed. These are people who have known me long enough 
that we’ve already wandered outside those comfort zones from time to 

P
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time. 

My theory is that after getting to know me, these friends are simply 
accepting me as I am. When I interrupt a serious conversation to make a 
joke, they chuckle – or not – and move on. When they ask a seemingly 
trivial question and it takes me 5 or 10 minutes to respond, they have faith 
that there’s something in there worth hearing, or maybe recognize my 
passion about it so they care too. Of course, this only happens once I get to 
know them enough that I trust them not to react badly when I relax a bit 
and just be myself. 

Ultimately, what I think is going on here is something we in the autism 
community have been asking from society at large: in forming a bond based 
on respect and trust, my friends have adapted to a wider range of 
communication styles so seamlessly that they did not realize they were 
doing it. 

The third part of the conversation, the part where I point out all the 
clues and they say “oh yeah, that makes sense,” tends to confirm this 
theory. These were occasions where the autism came shining through and 
they didn’t notice, or if they did they wrote it off. A friend’s mother was in 
town visiting and he wanted to introduce her to some neighbors, of which I 
am one. The meeting was so awkward that for the rest of her visit if I 
happened to see her in the yard, she’d stop playing with the grandkids and 
just glare at me with arms akimbo until I walked out of sight. His comment 
was “don’t worry about it, she doesn’t really know you.” 

She doesn’t really know you. 

The implication is that if she did, she’d like me too. Or in other words, 
he sees the behavior differences but looks past them whereas they are all his 
mom sees and she can’t bring herself to look past them. When I pointed 
this and other evidence out he said “OK, I guess that makes sense” but 
with a hint of lingering skepticism in his voice. 

If you are autistic and struggling socially, you may be wondering if you 
can adopt my strategy. I’m not saying you should, nor am I making any 
guesses as to whether it would work well for others. Once I explain it, you 
may feel it’s a bit like selling out. At least that’s what I’ve been told on 
occasion. Or maybe it will work great and open your social possibilities a 
bit. Whatever you do with it, or not, I’d love to know. Anyway, here’s what 
I think is happening when my friends tell me my autism is a surprise. 
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It’s no accident that I’m a consultant. One of the ways I learned to 
interact with people was to teach the topics on which I’m knowledgeable. 
Since encyclopedic fluency within specific topics is a typical Asperger’s trait, 
this came naturally to me. The more technical and arcane the topic, the 
more leeway people grant for eccentricity. Of course, acquiring that deep 
skill requires study and so at times I strike up a friendship based on the 
other person being the expert and me the student. Many of my friends got 
to know me first in this teacher/student basis, which is why most people I 
interact with socially are those I know in a professional context. 

The student/teacher relationship is fairly one-dimensional but it 
establishes a bond of trust and respect. I don’t make a point of telling the 
other person what my guiding principles are, but they figure out soon 
enough from my actions that I value personal integrity, loyalty and 
compassion. By the time we get to the point in the friendship that I feel 
comfortable relaxing a bit, the other person will have decided the good 
qualities outweigh the quirky or bad ones and they don’t run off at the first 
weird utterance. 

Some have told me that what I just described sounds a bit “salesy” to 
them. It’s like getting a foot in the door then talking your way in. There’s an 
intuition some people have that deliberately cultivating friendships is 
insincere. I’d like to respond to this because I think it could not be further 
from the truth. I may come at sincerity from a different angle than you, but 
I get there and do so honestly. 

First, it’s not as deliberate as it sounds. I described a string of events but 
maybe you read too much intentionality into it. This isn’t a strategy in the 
sense of targeting someone, it’s just that I’m wired for learning or teaching 
and those activities put me in the path of like-minded people. But then I 
believe that’s how we are all wired to some extent. If you are interested in 
orchids, don’t you meet friends at the botanical gardens? If you like to 
bowl, don’t you meet people at the lanes? I like computer security so I tend 
to meet people in that context. It may be insincere if meeting people is the 
reason you take up orchids or bowling, but finding something you enjoy or 
are passionate about and bonding over that is natural. In my case, the things 
I enjoy or am passionate about tend to be obsessive interests. So I may be 
the weirdest guy at the computer club (often not, bad example I know, but 
stick with me here) but you don’t mind the eccentricities if I have an 
encyclopedic knowledge of securing, administering and fixing your PC. 

So the first part of the strategy, if you can call it that, is simply this: find 
your passion and then interact within that community of like-minded 
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people. 

My second objection to the “salesy” challenge is that even if this strategy 
is deliberate, why is that assumed to be a bad thing? Must “chemistry” be 
the basis for all friendships? I say no and having recently celebrated my 
30th wedding anniversary I feel qualified in making this assertion. That 
chemical infatuation often called “love” wore off between my wife and I 
decades ago. But we are still best friends and very much in love because we 
learned early on that “love” is a verb, not a quality. When I say “I love my 
wife” it’s not a statement of how I feel but rather of the thousand things I 
do to express that. For example, when she is uncharacteristically angry with 
me, instead of getting angry back my first thought is that “she’s in pain and 
how can I help?” Love is work. It is deliberate. It is a choice to not take the 
easy way out. 

Friendships are the same way. I’m sure that I make my friends work for 
the friendship. I don’t apologize for that, but I do try to be worth the 
trouble. Then too, they often make me work for the friendship as well. One 
friend accused me of jumping on the self-diagnosed Aspie bandwagon. 
Another said “But you seem so normal!” One described my consulting job 
as “kissing ass all day” and another thought my motivation for writing 
technical articles and speaking at events is that I “like the idea of being a 
celebrity.” If our friendship had been based on chemistry, these people 
would no longer be friends. But I care enough about them, and they for me, 
that we worked all these things out. Every long-term friendship is based less 
on chemistry and more on mutual respect as time goes on. Mine just skip 
the chemistry part in most cases. 

The second part of the strategy then, is to be willing to work at the 
friendship. 

There’s an important third part of my strategy and that is the principle 
that having no relationship is better than having a bad one. The mistake I 
made as a child was in measuring my worth by the ability to have friends. I 
knew that, like me, the few friends I had tended toward limited social 
circles. But I never thought of us as being “weird” until I heard some of the 
other kids’ moms referring to our little group as “the island of misfit boys.” 
I’d seen Rudolph The Red-Nosed Reindeer enough times to understand the 
reference. I also knew that the misfits were the heroes of the story so I was 
OK with that. Yet, whenever I hit a dry spell and had nobody to play with, 
I was miserable. If nobody likes me then I’m no good, or so I thought. 

As a teen self-worth meant not just friends but a romantic relationship. 



Out of My Gourd 

93 

Surely if I was a good person, then there would be at least one girl who’d 
want me that way. Conversely, how could I possibly be a good person if 
nobody wanted to be my girlfriend? After a while I’d all but given up and 
you could practically smell the dark cloud of self-loathing that hung about 
me. After the first couple of kisses turned out to be pranks and dares, I co-
opted the Groucho Marx approach – I didn’t want any girl that would have 
me as her boyfriend. 

Eventually, I gave up altogether. I went through a period of focusing 
intensely on my career, trying to get it on track. Part of my remediation 
program was giving up all non-essential activities such as a social life. But 
the work paid off and in building up my career, I was unconsciously also 
building a belief that I have intrinsic worth not tied to relationships. When I 
started getting recognition for my accomplishments I stopped worrying so 
much about friends, and romance. Not coincidentally, this is when I found 
both friendship and love. 

It turns out that in my desperation for friends and romance, I’d lowered 
my standards. I think at one point “does she have girl-parts and a pulse?” 
would have been sufficient. Almost without exception all the people I’d 
gotten close to had used me and then tossed me aside. The relationships 
were too unbalanced. I needed them a hell of a lot more than they needed 
me. But once I’d unlinked self-esteem from relationships, they were better 
balanced. I was able to set higher standards. In setting higher standards for 
others, I set a bar for myself as well. Eventually I came to believe that the 
ability to be happy, solitary and self-sufficient is a prerequisite to a fully 
committed relationship. I am my own person first, and only then can I excel 
as a husband, father, grandfather, friend, employee, or trusted advisor. 

 

That in a nutshell is my 3-prong strategy for making friends as an 
autistic. Find your passion and meet people within that context. Walk away 
from one-sided relationships, but when you find a true friend work hard to 
keep that friendship. Anchor your self-esteem in principles of good and 
bad, right and wrong, rather than judging yourself as reflected in the eyes of 
the people around you. 

It is true that “I never would have guessed you’re autistic,” implies a 
mental model of “us” and “them” where “autistic” is one of the “them” 
groups. This is the basis for the surprise. “What? You are one of them? I 
thought you were one of us!” Some people in the autistic community would 
say this is a bad thing. That the mental model of autistics as “them” is what 
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people use to dehumanize and discriminate against us. But I like to see this 
surprise as a sign of success. Every one of my friends who at one point said 
“I never would have guessed you’re autistic” will have a hard time 
automatically putting autistics in the “them” group ever again. There’s that 
image in their head of a non-communicative, stimming kid at one end of a 
range of symptoms, with me on the other end, firmly anchored in the “us” 
group and forming a bridge to the autistic community. It’s a small step from 
there to realization that in every aspect of what we call our “humanity,” all 
of those characteristics to which we attribute human dignity and intrinsic 
worth, autistic people are just like everyone else. 

So in the end, I like it when someone says “I never would have guessed 
you’re autistic.” I don’t feel as though my autistic-ness is being challenged. 
Rather, it feels like I’ve improved my social skills, my friend has learned to 
interact with my communication style and we’ve managed to meet in the 
middle. Better yet, it happened so seamlessly because my friend has 
incorporated autistic traits into their mental model of “us” such that their 
definition of “us” will ever be expanded. And that’s a Good Thing. 
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Do you consider your digital identity a 
separate self or is it identical to your real-
world self? 
The Odd is Silent 29 March 2013 

eanwhile, in a parallel universe, Margaret writes: Do you consider 
your digital identity a separate self or is it identical to your real-
world self? (http://iopt.us/19WtmZh) 

I think the question is not whether the digital self is the same as the 
real self, but rather how many digital “selves” do we have? I 
maintain a professional web page where you could learn about my 
professional life, but I wouldn’t say this encapsulates my whole self. 

It’s a matter of representation in the end. Any representation is a 
limited perspective on the phenomenon (or person) it is trying to 
represent. It highlights some things and masks others. The line on the 
graph tells you some things, the equation gives other information. No 
digital self is the complete whole of the person just as we as people 
present different facets of our lives in different 
situations/contexts/settings – digital or otherwise. 

Maybe I’m coming at this wrong but I really don’t think of these as 
identities. I have a couple of Twitter accounts, 4 blogs on different 
domains, plus a variety of social media accounts including Facebook and 
Twitter. One of the blogs (Ask-An-Aspie.net) is about Asperger’s 
Syndrome. Store and Forward (at t-rob.net) is about WebSphere MQ 
messaging. The IoPT Consulting blog is about my consulting practice. This 
blog, The Odd is Silent, is about everything else and topics range from 
identity, technology and culture to weird and/or humorous, to sometimes 
just plain nuts. The only topics you won’t find on this blog are ones that 
clearly belong on the other two. Other than that, it’s anything-goes. 

Each of the 3 blogs has a different audience with little overlap and that’s 
by design. People interested in IBM’s messaging software probably don’t 
want to read my rants about nosy store clerks or adventures in the 
urologists office. More importantly, people who do come for those topics 

M 
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definitely don’t want to read about WebSphere MQ. But are these different 
identities? 

So, what is identity? 

Neuroscience tells us that identity is an emergent phenomenon arising 
from collaboration between many different parts of the brain. That may be 
a little hard to wrap your head around (see what I did there?) until you read 
My Stroke of Insight by Jill Bolte Taylor in which the author describes her 
experience before, during and after a stroke. As a neuroscientist herself, she 
had a much better understanding than most people of what was happening 
to her during the event and subsequent recovery. Fortunately for both her 
and us, she recovered sufficiently to describe it eloquently in her book and 
take us on that journey. If you have not yet read it, I highly recommend 
adding to your must-read list. 

In the book, Jill describes how her conscious perception and 
interpretation of the world changed as her brain began to lose function, 
piece by piece. Then during recovery there were aspects of the new 
personality that she had come to value highly but that she knew she would 
have to give up in order to recover enough function to live a normal life 
again. She’s still “Jill,” resides in the same body as before, and has most of 
her memory intact. But Jill before, during and after the stroke are different 
people. They share history, ancestry, memories, family, homes, even 
appearances. But they have different values, different priorities, different 
interpretations of the same events. 

Given all this, it seems weird to me that when our identity truly changes, 
such as with a stroke or Alzheimer’s syndrome, our laws and customs are all 
based on an assumption that identity has remained constant. Often this 
expectation degrades the quality of life both for the affected person and us 
as friends and loved ones. Sure we miss the person we once knew, but our 
efforts to restore that prior identity sometimes ignore the needs of the new 
person who has emerged, who may be struggling to orient themselves, and 
who may not give a hoot about their former self due to having much more 
immediate and pressing concerns. Sometimes the best thing we can do is to 
drop our expectations and focus on the person before us, if for no other 
reason than out of respect for the person we’ve lost, and try to ignore the 
fact of their both inhabiting the same body. 

Meanwhile on the Internet where a single person participates in 
different communities, often categorizing their authored content based on 
the community focus, we approach these as separate identities. In addition 



Out of My Gourd 

97 

to my 4 blogs, I post content on Facebook and Twitter that isn’t posted 
anywhere else. If you look at the navigation bar atop this post, you’ll see 
that the other blogs are right there. Click on them and you’ll find they use 
the same Word press theme and there are few clues that you are even on a 
different blog. All of them are “me” but the MQ and Asperger’s blog are so 
specialized that it is convenient for readers to be able to follow them 
independently of my clumsy attempts at humor or the occasional political 
rant. So I provide an easy means for them to do so. 

I’ve intentionally overlapped them, but are they really different 
identities? Or is “T.Rob” actually an emergent identity that arises out of the 
interaction of all these? My intuition tells me with much conviction that 
these are merely filters through which you view me. “T.Rob” as you know 
him doesn’t exist, can’t possibly exist, if any of these are missing. 

Let’s go back to Jill and do a little thought experiment. Suppose your 
only access to Jill was through text chat and there is no stored history prior 
to the current chat session. If it were possible to chat with Jill before and 
after the stroke, simultaneously in two chat windows, would you believe 
them to be the same person? At the very least you would be skeptical. From 
her description, I suspect that many of us would feel certain we were 
chatting with two completely different people. 

To me, this suggests that our identities change over time. I’m definitely 
not the same person I was as a teenager. But those changes have evolved 
almost imperceptibly from day to day and over many years. There’s the 
instantaneous phenomenon that is “T.Rob” in the moment of now, and 
there’s the thread of continuity back to the teenager who was pushed by 
drugs and violence to the brink of committing murder. Nobody who cares 
about MQ security would have hired me back then. Anybody who cares 
about MQ security today would put me on the short list of people they’d 
most like on the project. 

Our legal and social framework for identity insists that me in high 
school and me today are the same person when there is a world of 
difference between the two. Me then and me now would have very little in 
common, including friends, opportunities, philosophies, quality of life or 
future prospects. In fact, me today takes a bit of professional risk in 
revealing details about me as a teenager specifically because of that. I tend 
to place more trust in people who admit they didn’t emerge from the womb 
with all the principles and integrity they possess today, and that they made 
bad or even tragic choices in their youth and then learned from those. But 
our tradition of identity is based on a theory that identity remains constant 
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so there are some who will read details of my childhood and perceive me as 
less trustworthy because of it. This isn’t just their loss, it illustrates what’s 
wrong with our traditions around identity. People in the present are often 
punished for the circumstances of the child who preceded them in the same 
body, even though they are different people. 

The one place we make an effort to distinguish between a person’s 
identities is in the present moment. The T.Rob who exists right now is a 
multi-faceted, yet unique entity. I participate in many communities across 
many interests. The T.Rob writing today about technical security arcana and 
the one writing today about Asperger’s Dating are recognizably the same 
person. The authors of those posts share the same friends, opportunities, 
philosophies, quality of life and future prospects and in fact are inseparable 
because they are a single person. Yet our legal and social framework for 
identity insists on finding ways to tease me apart into my individual 
components and give each their own “identity.” If the present me lacking 
any one of these components is a completely different identity, then surely 
any of these components in isolation is even less qualified to represent me. 

So there’s one identity for all of my historical context leading up to the 
present moment, despite drastic changes of character over that time. Then 
there’s a single instance of me in the present who is represented by many 
different identities depending on the community, topics of interest and 
other artificial criteria. And we wonder why we struggle so much with 
identity. 
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Culinary Alchemy 

Part 2 of the Nosy Store Clerks saga 
The Odd is Silent 6 April 2013 

h, it’s Spring time. That wondrous time of the year when the birds 
come back to the feeder, squirrels battle over their nuts, and I 
dump a hundred or so pounds of grass seed on the lawn in hopes 

that whatever of it that manages to sprout doesn’t die of loneliness before 
the hot months come, at which point everyone else’s lawn is just as brown 
as mine and it doesn’t matter anymore. Apparently, Spring time is also 
when I feel most like abusing the associates who check your cart as you 
leave the warehouse club because it was about this time last year that I first 
wrote about Nosy Store Clerks. The store thinks of them as loss 
prevention. I think of them as a captive audience provided by the store for 
my amusement. Of course, I only abuse the ones whose friendly banter 
crosses the line into mind-yer-own-bizness-bub territory. This, then, is Part 
2 in the continuing saga of Nosy Store Clerks. 

On the latest trip to the warehouse store we needed cat litter, as usual. 
But as I pointed out above, it’s Spring time. The birds have returned in 
force and are demanding large quantities of black oil sunflower seed. So 
that’s what I bought: Three 40-lb buckets of cat litter and one 40-lb bag of 
sunflower seed. This prompted a question from the nosy store clerk 
manning the exit door. 

“You’ve got cat litter and bird food? Don’t normally see those together. 
Why no cat food?” 

We have three highfalutin’ rescue cats from the pound. Due to medical 
problems from their past lives, they eat a prescription diet. Their food and 
medical care are single-handedly putting our vet’s kids through college and 
their dogs through obedience school. We don’t buy our cat food from the 
warehouse store. I wish we could. Of course, I didn’t tell her any of that. 

“Actually,” I replied, “I buy bird food and then convert it to cat food.” 

“You convert bird food to cat food?” 

A 



T.Rob Wyatt 

100 

“Sure,” I said. “It’s a lot cheaper that way.” 

“How did you get your cats to eat seeds?” 

“I don’t. I have to convert it to cat food first. Then they gobble it up 
like nobody’s business. They can’t get enough of it.” 

“What do you do? Do you have a recipe?” 

Now I knew I had her hooked. “A recipe for what?” 

“How do you convert bird food to cat food?” 

“Oh that. It’s easy. I pour it into the bird feeder out back.” 

“Then what?” 

“That’s it. I put seeds in the bird feeder and it converts itself to cat 
food.” 

“Oh.” Puzzled look. Long pause. “Ohhhhh.” Disgusted look. “That’s 
terrible. You just turn the cats loose on them? I would think the birds 
would stop coming to your feeder.” 

“I thought they might warn each other too. But we have three cats and 
not many birds live to tell the tale. When we first started feeding the birds 
we used to get the same ones all the time at the feeder. We actually got to 
where we could spot them by their unique markings and even gave some of 
them names. We don’t get much repeat business now though.” 

“Sure. Because you let your cats eat them” she huffed. She tried her best 
to pierce my cold, empty heart with an icy glare. “Don’t. You. Miss. 
Them?” She enunciated each word for emphasis. 

“Well, we did for a while,” I replied. But now we see new and different 
birds all the time. There’s an incredible variety we never even knew existed. 
Back in the day, the aggressive jays and blackbirds scared all the other birds 
off. Now that they are gone we are seeing finches, titmice, hummingbirds 
and even what we think are some very rare birds from the endangered 
species list. We aren’t sure because the park ranger wasn’t able to positively 
ID the feathers we showed him.” 

“Your cats ATE an endangered bird?” Her fists were clenched and her 
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nostrils flared. Even with Asperger’s I was able to recognize the danger 
signs. I wondered whether she might be the president of the local Audubon 
Society. If so I might be in physical danger. Fortunately a line had started to 
back up behind me. 

“Yeah, we’re pretty sure of it. We are hoping to collect more feathers 
next time and make a positive identification. The ranger was so excited to 
find we have some of these in the area. Well, I see I ‘m holding up the line. 
I’ll let you go.” 

And with that, I pushed off with the cart and high-tailed it out to the 
car. I must have made an impression because after she finished checking 
everyone through the door she left her post walked out to the parking lot. 
She tried to wave me over as I passed by, but I just honked the car horn, 
gave her my biggest smile and waved back. 

Abusing the store clerks is always fun but it isn’t my only pastime. 
Another of my Spring time rituals is to throw a big party for the birds once 
a year. If you are my neighbor and see me driving a lawn tractor around the 
yard towing a broadcast spreader you probably think I ‘m reseeding. Having 
now accumulated a decade of experience as a homeowner, I know that 
what I’m actually doing is throwing a giant tail-gater for the regional bird 
population. They come from miles around to fill their little birdie bellies 
with grass seed until they are so heavy they can barely fly, leaving my lawn a 
virtual desert. 

What’s the inverse of an oasis? Is there a word for that? Flying into 
Charlotte Douglass airport the city appears to rise from under a vast 
expanse of trees. The carpet of green is broken only by the occasional 
church steeple poking up through the canopy, and to the East of the city 
proper a rectangular patch of desert in which, if you were to fly directly 
overhead, you’d expect to see coyotes, stately saguaro cacti and the 
occasional tumbleweed. That’s my house. I don’t actually have coyotes or 
saguaro, but I do have the occasional tumbleweed. If there ever is a name 
for the inverse of an oasis, it might be “Casa de T.Rob”. 

You might actually call it a compound instead of a house. We own the 
house next door which makes it convenient to keep an eye on the tenants. 
They moved in when we first bought that house and the previous owner 
had left us with a luxuriant green carpet of lawn inviting of bare feet, flag 
football and summer barbeques. Since I’m the groundskeeper for both 
properties, their lawn now looks like my lawn and they regularly threaten to 
invoke North Carolina’s slumlord statutes against me, or worse – complain 
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to the homeowner’s association. So far I’ve prevailed in these disputes by 
jacking up their rent each time they complain about something until they 
get the hint. I’m practically getting rich off them but I don’t know how long 
I can keep that up. Eventually I’m just going to have to tell them “Look 
here Mom, Dad, if you don’t like it, pack up and haul your asses down to 
Florida with all the other retirees where, by the way, you’ll also have sand 
for a lawn.” 

Despite all that, once a year I do put forth a token effort and seed the 
lawns. With almost two acres between them, I buy grass seed at the 
warehouse store in 50-lb bags. If I’m feeling generous, I also toss in some 
fertilizer. The warehouse store doesn’t have fertilizer and I was feeling 
generous this year, so yesterday I stopped by the local home store to pick 
some up. The cashier seemed friendly enough. 

“Oooohhh, everyone’s doin’ lawn work this weekend.” 

Then she crossed the line. 

“Just fertilizer? You don’t need no grass seed?” 

“We keep pet grass,” I replied. “I don’t buy it here.” 

“Pet grass? You mean like special grass for dogs?” She seemed intrigued 
by the prospect. Probably a dog lover. 

“No, I mean we keep grass as pets. A lot of people do but most folks 
only want a certain kind. We don’t buy pure bred seeds though. Those look 
nice but they are prone to health problems and pest infestations. I’ll take a 
mixed breed grass any day.” 

“A mixed breed grass? I’ve never heard of that. Where do you get it?” 

“Usually you can pick up a nice Fescue grass by the pound.” 

“You mean rescue?” 

I could tell I had her off balance. I kicked into high gear. “No, Fescue. 
It’s a family of grass seed varieties. We get a nice mixed breed.” 

“And you get this at the pound?” 

“No, by the pound.” 
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“Oh, you buy it in bulk.” 

“No, I meant literally by the pound. You go down to the city pound like 
you were going to adopt a dog. Right across the street there’s usually a taco 
truck. Right next to that, but only in the spring time, there’s a guy in a big 
panel van loaded to the top with grass seed. You fill out the adoption 
papers and pay the costs of the treatments they used so far and it’s all yours. 
You have to be careful though because you never know where they get that 
seed. Some of it’s been abused and we have a 6-year old grandson to think 
about.” 

“Bad grass will hurt kids?” She was beginning to look more skeptical 
than confused now. I was going to have to work hard to keep her in play. 

“Sure. You don’t want a sharp-bladed plant that will scratch them up. 
Everyone always imagines fresh new grass to play in but you have to 
consider what it’s like when it gets older. I expect to have this grass until it 
finally dies of old age.” 

She considered that for a moment. She must have accepted the 
explanation about sharp edged leaves. “How long does it live? Five or ten 
years?” 

“Naw. It’ll be dead by Winter. But that’s like 75 in Grass Years.” 

“Grass years? Is that like dog years?” 

“Exactly!” I exclaimed so loudly she jumped back a bit. I continued in 
more normal tones. “Grass has a shorter life span than us so it’s measured 
in Grass Years. One season is a lifetime for Fescue.” 

“Now I know you’re messing with me. We have Fescue and our grass 
doesn’t die off every year.” 

“Actually it does. But your grass reseeds itself several times a season. It 
looks like the same lawn but it’s really generation after generation of new 
grass.” 

“Oh. I didn’t know that. Doesn’t your grass reseed itself?” 

Victory! I had her back now. Time to wrap it up. Although the guy 
behind me in line seemed to be amused by the whole exchange and not in a 
particular hurry. 
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“No, the guy at the pound makes sure of that. They don’t sell grass that 
will reproduce.” 

“They must treat it with something then?” 

“No, they put each seed under a microscope and perform a minor 
operation on it.” 

Grinning now, she gave me a mild smack on the wrist from across the 
counter. “Oh, you had me going, honey. You come back again, OK?” 

“Sure thing,” I replied. “Next time I’ll tell you all about my cats and 
their steady diet of endangered birds.”  
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The best Tesla Roadster money can’t buy 
The Odd is Silent 8 April 2013 

aturday I wrote a new installment in the Nosey Store Clerks Saga. 
The post was named Culinary Alchemy – Part 2 of the Nosy Store 
Clerks saga and the title referred to a story I made up for the sole 

purpose of torturing a clerk at the local warehouse store. The story was 
about how if you have bird seed, you don’t need cat food. The seed attracts 
birds, cats eat birds, converting, in a sense, bird food into cat food. Hence 
the “culinary alchemy” reference in the title. The post also discussed at 
length kitty litter, grass seed and fertilizer. Culinary Alchemy received 
several likes and a few tweets. (Thanks, by the way!) 

Today I received an email from Klout telling me that since I’m now an 
authority on cooking and food, I’m eligible for a new Perk consisting of a 
free sample of what looks like a perfectly wonderful spice. I’m considering 
putting it in the kitty litter to see if it gives the room a savory ambiance so 
that guests walking in the door immediately say “Smells great! I hope I’m 
not late for dinner.” 

The post you are now reading has nothing to do whatsoever with Tesla 
Roadster cars, except that perhaps Klout will think I’m now an authority on 
them and offer me one as a perk. So please, like the crap out of this post 
and I’ll come by and give you a ride as soon as I take delivery. 

(As an aside, at tonight’s #PDNYC meeting I heard that half of all personal data 
collected for marketing is inaccurate. Hmmm…wonder what that spice company paid to 
target influential foodies? They may have overpaid by 100%. On the other hand, it is 
unlikely Klout will email me saying “We see you are an authority on security. Here’s a 
wad of cash.” But hey, I’ll take what I can get.) 

S
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Feline security researcher discovers 

new 0-Day vulnerability 
The Odd is Silent 12 July 2013 

e have three cats and one 
of them has a bad habit 
of leaving a little 

something outside the litter box. 
It’s my wife’s biggest complaint 
about the cats. Her second 
biggest complaint is the 
scratching. No matter what kind 
of scratching post or carpeted 
kitty condo we buy, they always 
go for the stairs. They don’t even 
have the courtesy to use a least-
recently-scratched algorithm. 
Instead they focus on 2 or 3 
stairs at a time until those have 
exposed wood, then move on. 

As you can imagine, I 
constantly hear about the urgent 
need for new carpets in the 
house. Fortunately, a day or so 
later I hear that we can’t get new 
carpets until all the cats are dead 
so if I delay any action for a day 
or so, the problem solves itself. 

Still…dead cats? I can arrange that. How’s next Tuesday look? 

I’ve come to understand that I’m not supposed to call her bluff about 
dead cats and that any mention of the condition of the carpet is just her 
blowing off steam. So now I just listen, nod and occasionally say something 
approaching empathetic. The cats are all in their teens so we’ve been 
performing this ritual a long time and each of us knows their part like a 

W
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seasoned Broadway player. 

Until tonight. 

 Mr.Jinx was walking around dry-heaving, dry-pooping and obviously in 
distress. Despite his most heroic efforts, nothing was coming out either 
end. We were in the process of getting ready to take him to the emergency 
vet when from the next room I heard “Oh thank God!” 

“What is it?” I yelled. 

“Jinxy just made a giant poop on the rug!” 

The juxtaposition of the obvious relief in her voice versus the literal 
meaning of the words overwhelmed me with cognitive dissonance and I 
locked up for about 10 seconds trying to reconcile the two. It was kind of 
like asking Star Trek’s Commander Data to divide by zero. I didn’t even 
notice her walk in. 

“Hey! Wake up! Give me a hand over here.” 

“Huh? What?” 

“What’s wrong with you?” 

“Denial of Service attack. I had to install a lookup table, some pointers 
and a new dictionary entry. I think I’m good now.” 

At which point she froze up and stared at me speechless for several 
seconds and I realized I’d done the same thing to her. 

“Hey! Snap out of it!” I waved a hand in front of her face. 

“You… did…,” and at this point she closed her eyes and shook her 
head side to side looking very confused, “… what?” 

Oh crap!  This thing is worse than I thought. Each time one of us boots 
up, we cause the other one to crash. One of us had to branch back to the 
good code. I grabbed her by the shoulders. 

“Honey, listen to me. This is very important. We are going to figure out 
what’s up with Mr. Jinx now. Under no circumstances will you be happy 
about the poop on the rug, got it? Think negative thoughts. Just keep telling 
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yourself ‘He could die. He could die. He could die.’ We’ll get through this.” 

For a moment I thought I’d rebooted her again. After a long pause she 
held up a cat turd so big looked like it came out of a Pit Bull and squished it 
between her gloved fingers, rubbing them together and feeling for things 
that should not be in there. Like ribbons. Or fiber. Or rubber bands. 

“Nuthin’ in there but poop,” she announced happily. “He’ll be fine.” 

Wonderful. We are no closer to replacing the rugs than we were 5 
minutes ago, there’s another unpatched zero day vulnerability in my wife’s 
BIOS, and I will forever have the image burned into my brain of my wife’s 
hand squishing cat poop between her fingers. I liked that hand. It’s been 
good to me over the years. I’m gonna miss it. 

Damned cats. 
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Paradigms and puzzle pieces 
Ask an Aspie 14 July 2013 

’ve been lucky enough in my lifetime to witness sweeping cultural 
changes with respect to race and gender equality. Part of this was the 
changing larger cultural context of the times in which I grew up and part 

of it was because the regional headquarters of the Klan was a few miles 
from my childhood house. Moving away provided an opportunity to 
experience some of these changes instantly rather than so gradually as to be 
difficult to discern. I’m not suggesting we’ve solved all these problems. Far 
from it, unfortunately.  But I am suggesting that we’ve made sufficient 
progress that we are now in a position to look back and learn from our 
successes and our failures, and to apply these lessons to inequality in other 
contexts.  For me, one of those lessons has been how we hack culture 
through language. 

I have always had a facility for language and learned to read between 
about 3 and 4 years old. I don’t mean Dr. Suess either, although those 
books were a favorite at the time. I mean actual functional literacy. Once 
when my mother was too sick to go to work and asked me to bring her the 
newspaper, I offered to read to her like she did for me when I was sick. She 
explained that it was “for grown-ups” but I insisted and she gave in. Once 
she explained about the newspaper’s sections and how the content was 
structured, I was able to navigate, read her the headlines and then read the 
articles without too much assistance. 

As an undiagnosed adult Aspie, I didn’t know why I had so much 
difficulty understanding others. It was obvious to me that there was some 
unspoken communication to which I was not privy. I would find out much 
later about Asperger’s and body language but at the time what stood out to 
me like a lighthouse beacon were language differences between my 
predominantly white, Klan influenced neighborhood and the mixed-race 
school to which I was bussed. Later when I moved to Charlotte, North 
Carolina, the language shift was abrupt and therefore obvious. 

Certain terms and phrases, particular logical constructs, and colloquial 
idioms, all differ across cultures that tolerate racial or gender bias versus 
those that do not. Typically there’s an established language of bias that is 

I 
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gradually replaced with a different vocabulary reflecting the new attitudes. 
The more exclusive, biased populations view the new terminology derisively 
as “politically correct.” In the more inclusive populations the “politically 
correct” terminology is normal and the old terminology is considered rude 
and offensive. Most people believe these changes follow from the cultural 
shift. I propose that changing the language is not only integral to the 
cultural shift, but that it is actually causal. Change the language and the 
culture will follow. 

This post was prompted by a Facebook discussion in which a good 
friend asked for suggestions as to how to represent autism in a tattoo she 
planned to get and mentioned that she likes the jigsaw puzzle logo. I believe 
the puzzle logo is an artifact of the cultural paradigm that perpetuates 
treatment of autistic individuals as second class citizens. If my hunch is 
true, then it is possible the puzzle logo would be viewed by a more 
compassionate culture as being rude and offensive.  That would be 
unfortunate, considering the permanence of tattoos and I advised against 
the puzzle logo.  Since this caused something of a fuss on the Facebook 
post, I felt it deserved a bit more exploration. 

Before I talk about the puzzle logo, I want to set the larger context. Our 
inventory of cultural expressions regarding any population not clustered at 
the top of the bell curve, on just about any arbitrary measure, is one of 
defect or deficiency. Start with a normal person and amputate a limb, and 
you get a disabled person. Never mind that we have double-amputees 
running marathons with finishing times that would kill most able-bodied 
people, lose an appendage and you are disabled. The word itself reflects the 
paradigm. The prefix “dis” modifies the word “abled” indicating something 
less than optimal. 

The puzzle logo and all its variations thrives in part because of the 
congruency with this cultural paradigm. A jigsaw puzzle is by definition a 
whole entity which is incomplete so long as even one piece is missing. This 
makes perfect sense if your understanding of autism is “take a normal 
person and remove communication skills, tolerance of sensory stimulation 
and cognitive empathy and you get an autistic.” Take a rectangular image, 
decompose it into many interlocking pieces, remove one and you get a 
symbol to represent autism. 

One respondent to the Facebook post defended the puzzle logo rather 
passionately:  The puzzle piece is a SYMBOL for the Autism community-for you to 
say we’re representing the fact that these individuals have pieces missing is YOUR 
ignorance-not ours. A piece “missing” also means there is room for something more-more 
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knowledge, more acceptance and more EVERYTHING!  

The writer points out that because it’s a symbol it is open to 
interpretation and not literal, and that my interpretation is wrong. But note 
the wording of the next part “…for you to say we’re representing the fact that these 
individuals have pieces missing…”. So the concept of the autistic person as 
having pieces missing is factual, the objection is that this factual aspect 
wasn’t the intended representation of the puzzle logo. I’ll concede this 
probably isn’t the author’s intended meaning but my point is that it is very 
hard to express a different meaning when operating from that cultural bias. 
No matter what we intend, our results are always influenced by the cultural 
bias in which we operate. 

If in fact the notion that “a piece missing means there’s room for 
something more” is accurate, a jigsaw puzzle is a terrible way to express 
that. There is one and only one correct solution to a jigsaw puzzle. The 
raison d’être of a jigsaw puzzle is to provide the challenge of restoring the 
component pieces to that desired solved state. To say that a single missing 
piece can variously represent “room for something more-more knowledge, more 
acceptance and more EVERYTHING!” ignores the fundamental nature of 
jigsaw puzzles but it does reinforce my argument. Whatever quality of 
“more” that missing piece might represent is constrained to however much 
of that quality it takes to complete the puzzle. Comparing an autistic 
individual to a jigsaw puzzle implies in the observer a challenge to restore 
that individual to a solved state, a better state, a normal state. 

We see this paradigm expressed in well-meaning but flawed public 
policy. For example, consider the density of meaning contained in the word 
“mainstreaming.” It implies multiple streams of which one is primary and 
identified as the “main” stream, and that the child who is “mainstreamed” 
rightfully belongs in an implied niche stream. The justification for this 
approach is a net overall benefit to the special needs child from being 
immersed in a population of normal kids within which they learn to 
assimilate. 

Without arguing the efficacy of the methods, take a look at how the 
language reveals the paradigm. If you start from the position that an autistic 
kid is deficient then it is almost impossible to devise an integration 
approach that does not focus on making up for that kid’s deficiency. That’s 
a world of bias and prejudice. That’s our world today. 

A jigsaw puzzle is an inherently zero-sum game with minimal mystery 
and finite complexity. Not really the optimal choice to depict these qualities. 
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But reusing an existing meme is a good technique if the work is intended to 
be commercial or popular. 

Some people hope for a more tolerant world. Even that well-meaning 
ambition leads to bad results. To “tolerate” something is to wish it would 
change and accept that it won’t. The pinnacle of “tolerance of autistics” is a 
grudging acceptance and a lingering wish to not have to put up with the 
problem anymore. Parents of kids in the main stream tolerate special needs 
kids in the class. To their way of thinking, the special needs kids deprive 
their kids of education by disrupting the class and disproportionally 
diverting the instructor’s valuable attention. 

I have never heard anyone, teacher, parent or student, talk about the 
value to the neurotypical kid of having the autistic kid in the class. As adults 
the mainstream kids will be expected to work side by side with people of all 
races, faiths, cultures, ages and abilities so you would think that exposing 
them to a diverse population at an early age would be beneficial, even 
crucial, to achieving that outcome. Instead what they are taught by our 
current public policy, institutional approaches, and even the very language 
we use, is that autistic kids are a burden unless they can be cured.  Since 
they cannot be cured, the implication is that autistic kids will always have 
less intrinsic worth as humans than normal people. That’s a terrible 
outcome but almost inescapable considering our public policy, which 
inherits from our language and paradigms rooted in deficiency. 

In a world where diversity is the core paradigm, language is different 
therefore policy and attitudes are different. If you view people as being 
fundamentally balanced, then for every obvious deficit there is a 
corresponding gift. If that gift is something a neurotypical person can relate 
to such as super math abilities, the ability to calculate dates or eidetic 
memory, we call the person a savant and even idolize them. But most 
autistics are not obvious savants. In today’s culture we marginalize anyone 
who shows a deficiency unless they can redeem their worth with a savant-
level or other obvious skill. In a diversity-based culture we would assume 
the person has gifts that are not obvious and look harder. 

In her book The Secret Language of Dolphins, Patricia St. John 
describes how she learned to let the dolphins teach her how to 
communicate with them instead of the other way around. This made her 
reconsider the techniques we typically apply to draw non-communicative 
kids out of their shell. As with many interventions, the traditional approach 
is grounded in a core belief that an inability to communicate in the style of 
neurotypicals is a deficiency and that correction of that deficiency is the 
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optimal cure. Making “them” more like “us” provides the one and only 
solution to the jigsaw puzzle. After working with the dolphins she tried the 
approach of simply spending time with the non-communicative kids and 
listening intently for cues to indicate they were attempting to teach her their 
communicative style rather than trying to force hers upon them. The book 
recounts a few of her successes using this approach. If we actually 
embraced neurodiversity in schools, we might teach using elements of this 
approach and close the diversity gap with real human relationship bonds. 

The point is that we can hardly fault people for struggling with 
neurodiversity when all the cultural references and language constructs are 
based on an understanding of autism as a deficiency. If we wish to change 
the culture, we’ll need to change our language and symbology. I’ll give an 
example from the history of gender bias. 

When I first moved to Charlotte, my co-workers would make fun of me 
for using gender-neutral terms. The gender bias in the workplace was an 
open secret and my use of words like “firefighter” rather than “fireman” 
singled me out as being odd. There was a considerable amount of peer 
pressure for me to adopt the prevailing gender-biased attitudes. If I let on 
that I was offended or that I suspected many of the women we worked 
were as well, I was ostracized for being too “politically correct.” It would be 
impossible to resolve the gender inequality issues with regard to career 
advancement while this cultural bias existed. There was no threshold 
through which a woman could rise to finally escape the gender bias, and in 
fact the higher she rose the worse it was. At least in the trades a woman 
could be “one of the guys” but in the white collar world of management 
she was never a true insider. 

Here the puzzle pieces aren’t explicitly missing but they are still in the 
shape of stylized people. The organization’s idea of being hopeful is to 
eliminate neurodiversity through prevention of recovery and to provide 
education for the case where we can’t make it go away. 

But Charlotte is a banking town and as business here boomed, the influx 
of people from California, New York and elsewhere disrupted that “Good 
Ol’ Southern Boy” network of the corporate elite. Many of the same guys 
who once chastised me for being too politically correct now are all about 
gender neutrality. As the gender-neutral language seeped into the culture, it 
became necessary to be aware of one’s language and be on guard not to slip 
back into the former idioms. This heightened awareness results in a 
reevaluation of the underlying principles so that in an effort to be less 
gender biased in their spoken dialog, the person becomes more gender 
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neutral in their core so as to be less prone to making the offending remarks. 
The language change precedes the behavioral change. We haven’t solved 
the gender inequality issues here in Charlotte but it’s a lot better for women 
than it was 20 years ago when I first arrived. 

I believe the same mechanism of change applies to autism. Currently we 
treat autism as a deficiency that makes people something less than normal. 
Our interventions are about “curing” autism or “restoring” normal 
function. Or they are about teaching the autistic person coping strategies to 
get by in a normal world. When these do not work, we educate 
neurotypicals how to deal with autistic symptoms. But it never occurs to us 
as a culture or in our public policy that the autistic person may have 
significant gifts that should be preserved or that perhaps some of the 
changes needed must come from the so-called normal people. 

How many teachers have ever said “Oh good, I was hoping an autistic 
kid would enroll in our school. Now we have an opportunity to teach our 
mainstream kids about neurodiversity, compassion and basic human 
dignity.”?  What they normally say is “We’re not equipped to handle your 
child.” Or maybe their only adjustment is a one-size-fits-all program that 
tries like hell to keep the “special” kid from interfering with the “normal” 
kids’ educational experience. It is extremely difficult to arrive at the 
conclusion that having an autistic kid in the class is an opportunity rather 
than a burden, as long as we see autism as a defect or deficiency and focus 
only on those expectations which the autistic individual cannot meet. 

A horrible depiction of autism as starting with a normal girl and 
removing pieces, one of which is verbal communication. 

But if we begin to see autistic people as different instead of defective, 
then it will show in our language. A difference is not a disability. A disability 
is something that affects an individual who must then overcome and 
compensate. All the responsibility to change is on the disabled person. A 
difference has more symmetry and a tacit understanding that both parties 
must work to find a common ground. In that future world, our language 
and symbology will be more inclusive. 

I expect that in such a future world, that jigsaw puzzle with it’s one and 
only one solution, oft portrayed just short of completion with a piece or 
two removed, and representative of an individual or a population in 
isolation, will be seen as offensive. In its place will be an icon showing 
multiple individuals in symmetry, perhaps with each bringing something 
different to the relationship. It might be an icon of clasped hands, profiles 
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of two or more people, or suggestive of a community. Rather than the using 
a device like a puzzle with finite upper bounds and a single solution, it will 
probably rely on open-ended icons suggesting limitless growth and potential 
such as a flower or a tree. 

Finally, I propose that a good symbol for autism isn’t a symbol “for 
autism” at all.  Instead it would be about the ability when embracing our 
differences to achieve goals greater than we possibly ever could by trying to 
suppress diversity or working in isolation. Because in the end it isn’t about 
autism versus neurotypicals. It’s about a culture where each contributes 
according to their particular strengths and where the value of a human life 
is measured not on a balance sheet but by a person’s courage, passion and 
integrity. That’s not possible using language and symbols grounded in 
“you” and “me”, “us” and “them,” “ability” and “deficiency”. But if we 
dare to be politically incorrect, if we dare to risk the good graces of peers 
and friends by saying this stuff is important, if we actually change our 
language and begin to think in terms of inclusion so that there is only “us” 
then just maybe we will get to see culture and public policy follow our lead 
in our lifetimes and replace the stigma of autism with basic human dignity 
and an opportunity to participate as first class citizens. 

Language is open source. 

Culture is open source. 

Hack the language to hack the culture. 

It works. 

It’s one of the few things that does. 
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Matt - The Big Boss Man 

I’ve been promoted! 
The Odd is Silent 23 August 2013 

ay, I’ve finally been 
promoted! Sorta, 
kinda promoted, at 
least. 

My parents in-law 
live next door and up a small 
hill. When grandson Matt was 
learning to talk, both the 
concept and pronunciation of 
“Great Grandma” and “Great 
Grandpa” was too much for 
him so they are just Grandma 
and Grandpa. This worked well 
until he had to disambiguate 
between them versus my wife 
and I, at which time they 
became “Uphill Grandma and 
Grandpa” and my wife and I 
became… you guessed it… 
“Downhill Grandma” and 
“Downhill Grandpa,” which didn’t please us all that much and was difficult 
to explain to strangers in the mall. 

Fortunately for me Matt seems to have recently promoted me to the 
position of “Computer Grandpa.” There wasn’t a memo or anything, no 
meeting where I was told of the new title. I found out when he was 
speaking with my wife on the phone and asked to talk to me. “Put 
Computer Grandpa on the phone,” he demanded. Apparently, the new title 
also comes with greater obligations and responsibility. I’ve been informed 
he needs (not “wants” but “needs,” and urgently) his own Android tablet. 
Being Computer Grandpa, procurement of said appliance is squarely in my 
bailiwick. 

My wife is a bit miffed at not having been promoted as well and remains 

Y 
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in her current position of “Downhill Grandma.” She mentioned something 
about a glass ceiling and I can certainly see her point there. We have exactly 
the same seniority as grandparents, she has more personal interaction with 
him, and she generally gets better performance reviews. (She is apparently 
awesome at making Hulk Juice which is some kind of green Crystal Lite, 
and she gives the best hugs. Can’t argue there.) There is definitely some bias 
in the homeplace going on here and it takes a bit of the shine off of my 
promotion. I’m going to have to try to rehabilitate her reputation with the 
boss so she can earn a more agreeable title. Unfortunately, the position of 
CHO (Chief Household Officer) doesn’t open up until Matt’s language 
skills improve. 
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How to make the Internet fun! 
The Odd is Silent 26 August 2013 

ure the Internet is fun already, but do you want it to be funner? No 
problem! Just follow these steps: 

1. Log into all the social networks in which you participate, 
each in its own browser tab. This especially includes Facebook 
and Google. Make sure to allow scripts and 3rd party cookies. 
Leave the sites logged in while you go to the next step. 

2. Go read George Takei’s Amazon reviews. Be sure to click 
through the reviews to the product pages. 

3. Now browse the Internet as usual. 

George Takei, sometimes known as the funniest guy on Facebook, is an 
Amazon Top 500 Reviewer thanks to the popularity of his fake reviews of 
some of the craziest novelty items on the site. Simply clicking on the items 
he’s reviewed will make the Internet funner, but reading the reviews is itself 
an exercise in fun-ness. 

Once you have completed this task, many of the ads you see will reflect 
your recent Amazon history. And not only on social media. You might start 
seeing ads for canned Unicorn Meat on news sites, horse-head masks 
staring out at you from the sidebar of your favorite blog, or singing pickles 
tempting you on your favorite internet-coupon site. If you are an instant-
gratification type, have no fear since all of this begins to happen almost 
immediately. 

Yes, it’s true that avoiding being tracked is almost impossible these days 
and if you are a regular reader this post might scare you more so than it 
inspires you to have some fun. But if they are going to track you for the 
purpose of serving more relevant ads, the ads might as well be hilarious. 
But if you notice an ad for fake vomit turning up in your restaurant reviews, 
don’t come crying to me! 

S
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Firesigns, warning signs and better times 
Ask an Aspie  12 September 2013 

hen I moved out of home at the ripe old age of 17, I’d already been 
a Firesign Theatre fan for several years and was spending all my 
spare change on their albums. I’d managed to collect Waiting For The 

Electrician or Someone Like Him, How Can You Be In Two Places At Once When 
You’re Not Anywhere At All, Don’t Touch That Dwarf Hand Me The Pliers, and 
Everything You Know Is Wrong and memorize them all. My ability to memorize 
the albums was surpassed only by my ability to annoy people by responding 
to almost any conversational cue with a Firesign quote. But I was still about 
30 years from my Asperger Syndrome diagnosis so nobody knew why I was 
like this, only that I seemed to be possessed by some rather eccentric 
demons. But none of us would have predicted that my Firesign obsession 
would put me in mortal danger and then give me a reason and the strength 
to set my life back in order. 

The first roommate I had after moving out of home bailed on me 
before he’d even moved in. But I had emptied my savings to put up the 
deposit and so was forced to take the first replacement roommate that came 
along. I knew Irv only vaguely from school. Gossip had it that his girlfriend 
had just moved to Texas under mysterious circumstances. He was more 
well known for the exotic kit car body he’d bolted onto a VW frame, 
though. That was about all I knew of him before he moved into the vacant 
room in my new apartment. On the second or third day he handed me a 
letter. 

“You’re working today, right? Can you mail this for me?” 

“Sure but you’ll need a stamp and a return address.” 

“I don’t know what our fucking address is. You signed the lease.” 

“Alright, I’ll address it. You at least got a stamp?” 

“Here’s a quarter. But I want the change.” 

“Fuck that, you’re lucky I’m even mailing it for you.” 

W
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The crowd I grew up with confused profanity for sophistication and Irv 
and I were as fucking sophisticated as they came. 

The letter was addressed to Irv’s girlfriend so I decided to make an 
effort and look up our correct return address so she could write back. It 
wasn’t her fault the guy was a dick, after all. But being 17 and a natural 
master at passive-aggressive conflict resolution, I put a Firesign Theatre 
character’s name above the return address rather than Irv’s name. “She’ll 
figure it out when she opens the letter,” I thought. And it was kind of fun 
imagining her reaction. When I got to work I bought a stamp, mailed the 
letter and forgot about the whole thing. 

A few days later after morning classes I returned to the apartment to 
drop off my books and change into work clothes. Irv had locked himself 
out twice in the first week he lived with me so when an urgent pounding 
came on the door I assumed he’d done it again. I stomped to the entry way 
and threw the door wide open. 

“WHAT?” I yelled. 

Even as the words left my lips, I became aware of an object an inch 
from my nose. As I adjusted my focus further back I realized I was staring 
down the muzzle of a shotgun, and an angry man I’d never seen before was 
at the other end of it. 

“You Irv?” he demanded when I finally met his eye. 

“No.” The shotgun hadn’t wavered and I kept alternating glances 
between the muzzle and the guy. Then I got a mental image of what it must 
have looked like to him as my eyes repeatedly crossed and uncrossed and 
had to stifle a laugh. I quickly regained my composure. “You can see his car 
isn’t out front.” I pointed in the general direction of the parking lot. 
Everybody knew that car. If this guy was looking for Irv, he had to know 
about it too, I thought. 

 “Yeah, I noticed. You his roommate?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Who the hell is Luger Axehandle?” 

“He’s a character in a Firesign Theatre play. He’s the Sheriff of Heater 
County California. Why? Do you like Firesign Theatre too?” I still hadn’t 
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put it together that this guy was Irv’s girlfriend’s father or that the letter I 
mailed had been intercepted. Irv had turned out to be a major asshole and I 
just figured this was someone in the long list of people he’d managed to 
piss off. 

“No, I don’t like Fire Side Whatever. I’m gonna find Irv and I’m gonna 
kick his goddamned ass. He’s not at work. Where the hell is he?” 

“I dunno. It’s his day off. Sometimes he goes to the flea market to look 
for car parts.” 

With that the guy lowered the gun and left. I immediately locked the 
door and started dialing all of Irv’s friends to tell him to hide out. He must 
have gotten the message because it was a few days before he came home. 
When he did, he was pissed. 

“Why the FUCK did you put Ruger Axehandle on the return address of 
that letter?” 

“Luger,” I corrected. “Who was that guy anyway and why was he so 
pissed off?” 

“My girlfriend didn’t ‘move to Texas.’ She went there to get an abortion 
and since she didn’t tell her folks who the father was, they wouldn’t let her 
come back.” 

“You the father?” 

“She’s my girlfriend, dipshit. Of course I’m the father. But her dad 
didn’t know that until YOU signed Ruger Axehandle on the goddam 
envelope. Why the FUCK did you do that? Her aunt saw that and opened 
the letter, then it took her about two seconds to call the dad, and it took 
him less than two seconds to load his shotgun and come hunting for my 
ass. Tell me why the FUCK you did that anyway!” 

“Luger,” I corrected gently. 

“Huh?” 

I was eventually able to talk Irv down and we stayed roommates for a 
while longer. We heard the girlfriend’s father had gone to Texas, 
presumably to have a face-to-face chat with his daughter, and by the time 
he’d returned to Florida he’d cooled down some. He still wanted to kick 
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Irv’s ass but now he had Irv’s picture and, short of ending up physically 
between them, I had nothing to worry about. For his part, Irv threatened to 
kick the guy’s ass if they ever met in person but nevertheless took care that 
they never met in person. As for me, Irv threatened to break all my albums 
and stomp me to the ground if I ever played or recited anything that even 
vaguely sounded like Firesign Theatre. Having just moved out of home, I 
now found it necessary to sneak away from my own apartment to get my 
Firesign fix. This sucked. Not as much as being hunted by a redneck with 
an attitude and a shotgun, but it sucked nonetheless. 

Eventually Irv moved out without notice and left me hanging for the 
rent. Unfortunately, he had been one of the better roommate candidates 
available. My high school unpopularity had accompanied me to Junior 
College and the only people left who would have me for a roommate were 
by definition people I didn’t want to risk living with. 

Lacking someone with whom to split rent, I was evicted, lost my 
deposit, and ended up living in an empty unheated section of the storage 
warehouse that my best friend’s band rented out. There was an enclosed 
office on one side where I put a bed, a lamp and a discarded couch I’d 
picked up off the side of the road. At the far side of the open space an 
unenclosed toilet glared at the office’s paneled walls with undisguised envy, 
wondering where it had gone wrong in life. There was no sink or stove, and 
the garden hose out front served as my shower. The tenant next door was a 
catering company that kept a lot of baked sweets on hand so there was a bit 
of a rat problem which I did my best to alleviate with a pellet rifle. 

As rough as warehouse life was, I really didn’t mind. In fact it was the 
first time I had been really happy in years. I had lots of space to myself with 
nobody to tell me what to do or what I could listen to. The Doberman 
guard dog from next door used to curl up in the corner to watch me 
perform using the band’s PA system and improvised stage. Now and then 
she’d race off to kill a rat in some dark corner, bring it back to me as if we 
had been playing a game of rat-fetch, and then return to her blanket as if 
nothing had happened. Best of all, I had the company of four Dear Friends 
whose influence magically transformed a hovel into my first real home. 
Sure, I could have blamed Sheriff Luger Axehandle for getting me into this 
mess. But in the end it was him and his friends who got me out of it. 
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Benefit of the doubt 
The Odd is Silent 28 September 2013 

his afternoon I decided to make a tour of the local office supply 
stores to see if any have document scanners in stock. Everyone 
needs a printer but a document scanner with a bulk feed tray and 

network interface is a bit of a niche market. I didn’t expect anyone to have a 
selection to inspect and figured I’d be lucky to find even one network 
scanner. The chance of actually finding one that met all my requirements 
was slim to none. But if I don’t expect to acquire anything I’d need to carry 
then it seemed like a great excuse to get the sport bike out of the garage. It 
is a stunningly beautiful Fall day after all. I grabbed my shades, strapped on 
my helmet and headed out the door. I didn’t anticipate the storm brewing 
ahead. 

I arrived at the first store, parked my bike and headed for the door, 
removing my gloves and helmet as I walked. As I crossed the parking lot a 
shiny black sports car with blacked out windows and massive chrome 
spoked rims pulled up in front of the store, directly in front of the doors 
and blocking the only ramp. The hazard lights came on and the driver got 
out and walked briskly into the store. My path to the document scanners 
took me past where she waited in line and, as I walked by, my mental filters 
hiccupped. 

“Hi, excuse me?” 

“Yeah?” 

“I was behind you as you came in. I don’t know if you realized but the 
car is blocking the ramp.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Well, wheelchairs and carts can’t get past.” 

“Is someone in a wheelchair here now?” She looked for a split second as 
though she might be prepared to move the car. I couldn’t exactly claim that 
I needed the ramp for a cart or a wheelchair while carrying my helmet and 
wearing an armored riding jacket. So I argued on behalf of all the 
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wheelchair-using people I personally know and shoppers in general. My 
father was an amputee who’d lost a leg serving in the US Navy and I grew 
up watching a seemingly endless stream of inconsiderate people mindlessly 
interfering with his ability to do everyday things that they take for granted. 
Like navigate a ramp. 

“No. But if you were parked just 5 feet back anyone with a cart or 
wheelchair could get by.” 

“No? Then git outta my face,” she snarled. 

“No problem. I’m sorry.” I stepped back in genuine surprise at the 
ferocity of her response. She made no overt threat but her tone and stance 
had caught the ears and eyes of the other customers and at least a couple of 
the staff. But I wasn’t done. 

“I’m sorry I gave you the benefit of the doubt and assumed you were a 
caring human being who’d made an honest mistake. Way to perpetuate the 
angry, bitter, entitled, and self-absorbed stereotype. I hope someone with 
something heavy in their cart runs it into your car trying to get around.” 

I half expected to be hit from behind as I turned my back on her and 
walked away but that was the end of it. 

As expected the store had no high-capacity scanners so two minutes 
later I was done and headed for the parking lot. The car was still blocking 
the ramp when I walked out and I faced the other way as I put my riding 
gear back on so I didn’t have to look at it. The sound of a cart coming 
down off the curb caught my attention. Glancing over my shoulder I saw a 
woman easing the back wheels of her cart down to the road about 5 feet in 
front of the parked sports car. If I’d seen her in time I’d have offered to 
help. But then again, my brand of help might have been to attempt to use 
the ramp and “accidentally” hit the parked car in the process. Maybe it was 
just as well. 

Cart Lady turned out to be parked in the handicapped spot right next to 
me and she had a case of printer paper in the cart which I offered to put in 
the car for her. She accepted and I eased the heavy carton into the trunk.. 

“Thank you,” she said when I had closed the trunk. 

“Glad to help,” I replied. “I can’t imagine why one of the store staff 
didn’t come load that for you. You aren’t going to try to lift that at home 
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are you? If you want I can undo the strapping. That way you can carry a 
ream at a time if you like. More trips but lighter loads.” 

“That’s very kind but my son can handle it when he gets home. But I 
wasn’t talking about that. Thanks for seeing people and not racial 
stereotypes.” 

“Racial stereotypes?” I was genuinely puzzled. The carton of paper was 
at least 60 pounds and she was parked in the handicapped spot. It’s not like 
middle-aged white guys as a group would have withheld an offer to help 
anyone in this situation, regardless of race, right? Right? My mind boggled 
at the thought. This is why I left Florida. Where and when I grew up the 
answer to that question might easily have been “yes” and a minority of any 
ethnicity might have been told “don’t buy something heavier than you can 
carry” and left to fend for themselves. 

“Black people – African Americans they say these days – are just like 
everyone else,” she explained. “We are not the stereotype of angry, 
bitter…” She paused, apparently trying to remember my words. 

“Entitled?,” I asked, now understanding where she was going with this. 

…entitled and hateful that people make us out to be. That woman may 
be all those things but she does not represent me or my race.” 

“Oh that,” I said with a bit of relief. Now I knew what she was getting 
at but she had it all wrong. “Well, umm… I don’t know how to explain this 
but I wasn’t talking about her race.” 

“What was all that about stereotypes, then?” It was Cart Lady’s turn to 
be puzzled. 

“Well, I saw a $50,000 car with at least that much more in custom paint 
and other modifications, including illegally blacked out windows and the 
thing is blocking the only ramp in and out of the store. I figured here’s 
someone who is conspicuously wealthy, doesn’t feel that laws apply to 
them, believes they are better than everyone else and holds everyone they 
consider to be lesser people in complete disregard.” 

“And that’s not your idea of a black stereotype?” 

“I assumed she was a Republican,” I shrugged. 
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At that point she stepped in and hugged me. “Well, aren’t you a treat!” 
she exclaimed. 

As she moved to get into her car I called after her. “I trust you’ll be 
voting this year?” 

“Every year they try to find a way to stop me and every year I manage to 
cast my ballot anyway. Maybe this is the year things start to look up,” she 
said with a twinkle in her eye. 

“Maybe they will,” I thought as she backed out. “Maybe they will.” 
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Thoughts on hair transplantation 
The Odd is Silent 30 October 2013 

all me crazy, but I fail to understand is how anyone could ever have 
come to the conclusion that sachairdoctor.com is a good domain 
name for a hair transplant practice. 

I spotted the domain name on a giant billboard while driving I-80 on my 
way from Sacramento to San Jose. The first thing I thought was “who is 
worried about transplanting hair down there?” There isn’t much you can do 
cosmetically to redeem that whole look anyway and it seems to me like kind 
of a lost cause. Perhaps some wrinkle reducing foundation creme would 
make a dent in the problem, but more hair? Really? Or maybe if you put 
enough hair there, it would eventually look like a Koala clinging to a tree 
trunk. Maybe that’s a thing environmentalists dig in their male partners here 
in California and I just haven’t heard about it. I’ve lived a somewhat 
sheltered life, after all. 

Then I got to thinking that you don’t go from zero to surgery in under 
60 seconds. If there are guys getting hair transplant surgery for the twins, 
then surely there are even more guys sporting rugs down there. It would, 
after all, only be prudent to try out the new look before allowing sharp 
objects anywhere near the area. That of course means there’s a store 
somewhere and a sales clerk. 

“Can I help you sir?” 

“Yes, I’m looking for something in a man-rug.” 

“A what, sir?” 

“You know, a fig wig. A huevos weave. A cojones cover.” 

“Oh, you want a testicle toupee. Why didn’t you say so? Right this way. 
We have several styles. Is this for everyday use or a special occasion? I’ll 
need you to drop your pants and cough.” 

Which got me to thinking about the procedure itself. Surely there is 
anesthetic involved. Only in this case, just before it is delivered, it is the 

C
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patient who is expected to say “OK, you are going to feel a little prick.” 

And how do you even know you need this procedure? Does the hair 
recede from front to back? Back to front? Or does that little bald spot show 
up in the middle and then grow outward? Are you expected to discover this 
yourself, or does your partner tell you about it? And, if it is the latter, does 
that happen “in the heat of the moment” when they are confronted with 
the bare truth of the situation? Or is that discussion postponed out of a 
sense of diplomacy until later? How does one even broach the subject? 
Over a dinner of meatballs and curly fries? 

Then I started to wonder if they were transplanting in the other 
direction. But that seems kind of limited. After all, it only works if you 
already have naturally curly head hair. I mean REALLY curly head hair. 
Waiting for Andy Samburg to go bald so you can graft his nads onto his 
head doesn’t seem like a good business plan to me. But it does seem like a 
movie he’d do so Andy, if you’re reading this, call me. 

This thought also puts a whole new spin on that “gee, your hair smells 
terrific” shampoo ad campaign. There would have been a lot more to write 
here except that I nearly swerved off the highway when this thought 
occurred to me. “Gee, your hair smells like… like… SERIOUSLY? WTF?” 

When I regained control of the car I got to thinking about the shrinkage 
that occurs after swimming in cold water and how you might be able to tell 
at your next pool party who’s had this surgery. Forget to run the pool 
heater for a few days beforehand and the post-surgical guys come out with 
mouths agape, eyes wide open and eyebrows so high they threaten air 
traffic. Then they’d tell each other the most amazing trivia until their heads 
relaxed and the look of permanent incredulity began to subside. 

At this point I gave up, pulled over, raised the hood and tried to look 
like I was incredibly amused at being stranded. No sense endangering 
innocent motorists. I began to wonder how the operation was first 
conceived. Perhaps an ambitious doctor was attempting to consolidate the 
male thinking centers. Or maybe it was an attempt to improve cranial heat 
dissipation. Or some lonely guy talked the doctor into trying it out. “Look 
here Doc, if I don’t get some hair up top soon, there won’t be anyone to 
notice the hair on the bottom. Do the transplant and if it’s a problem that 
I’m bald down there, I’ll just have to cross that bridge when I come to it.” 
This line of thought continued for half an hour before I finally regained my 
composure sufficiently for driving. Eventually I climbed back in the car and 
tried not to think about sachairdoctor.com any more. 
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After a few miles I started to notice other signs like “SAC Automotive” 
and only then did I realize the locals obviously know this refers to their 
beloved town. And even then I had to wonder… why? SAC HVAC, sure. 
SAC Pharmaceuticals would work. You might even get away with SAC 
Sporting Goods. But for the love of all that is decent, if you absolutely feel 
that you must register the name sachairdoctor.com, please do NOT post it 
on a giant billboard along a major highway. 

Unless of course you actually do turn plums into peaches, in which case 
go for it. 
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The Kindle Confiscation 
The Odd is Silent 4 November 2013 

s many of my followers already know, my wife is something of a 
technophobe. When we first met there were two constants in my 
life. The first was that if both she and some harmless liquid were 

within 20 feet of me, I’d get wet. If I was the type to cry over spilt milk, I’d 
have been suicidal within a month of meeting her. Fortunately, she has over 
the years become adept in the mystic arts of controlling household liquids. 
The other constant back then was that if electricity runs through it, doesn’t 
matter what “it” is, at some point it will break for her. 

This curse continues to plague her to this day, but there are signs the 
situation is getting better. The year that I gave her her very first PC as a 
birthday present she was a bit angry with me. Mostly she just let the kids 
play on it but eventually she started using email and Netflix. I hooked her 
up with some browser bookmarks for baby panda cams and some lolcat 
links. Eventually it became an indispensable tool and about a year ago she 
retroactively thanked me for it and apologized for being bitchy about 
getting it as a birthday gift. Wow. I had to sit down for fear of fainting. 

It was about that time that I tried introducing her to Kindle. My wife is a 
voracious reader. When she finds an author she likes, she devours all their 
books and puts the author on her buy-on-sight list. I thought reading all of 
Stephen King’s books was daunting. She’s done that plus Michael Crichton, 
Preston & Child, James Michener, and the list goes on. She’s currently 
working her way through James Patterson. 

Her favorite time to read is right before going to bed or taking a nap. 
The Kindle seemed perfect for her. It’s one of the paper-white models. 
That and the ability to increase the font size make it better than a book 
when reading in less-than-ideal light. It won’t lose her place if she falls 
asleep while reading, which happens a lot. It works one-handed with right 
or left hands and it’s lighter than most paper books. Plus, it carries 
hundreds of books at a time. It doesn’t match the feel or smell of a paper 
book but, all things considered, the Kindle is clearly superior to regular 
books. What’s not to love? 

A 
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Everything, apparently. I made the classic technologist’s mistake. I 
forgot that features don’t sell new technology and tried to sell her on the 
features. Features differentiate between similar items to make new sales, but 
they don’t move you from one class of item to another. She didn’t connect 
with the Kindle on an emotional level because instead of delivering text 
more efficiently, she perceived it as getting between her and the text. She 
focused so much on the interface that it over shadowed the content. To her 
she wasn’t reading a book so much as trying out a Kindle, and she hated it. 

All of that changed last week, thanks to Stephen King and Gail Martin. I 
happened over the course of two consecutive days to discover that Stephen 
King has published some Kindle Shorts and to acquire a new book by Gail 
Martin, who I had met a few times at local writer’s events. This created the 
perfect storm of content and I didn’t even know it yet. 

I broached the subject one morning between the brushing and the 
flossing. “Hey, I found some Stephen King you probably haven’t read.” 

“Really? Where? What is it? Doctor Sleep won’t be out in paperback for 
a while.” 

Figures she’d know that. “Amazon has a format they call ‘singles.’ They 
are short publications that don’t qualify as full books. Some are how-to 
guides, some are non-fiction essays and some, like the Stephen King stuff I 
found, are short stories. But I think these are exclusive to Kindle. I don’t 
think you can get them in print and I’m pretty sure I can’t print them for 
you. Only way to get them is to read them on the Kindle.” 

She expressed mild interest and we left it at that. I figured I had a long 
way to go before she’d actually give the Kindle a serious try, but it was 
progress. Sooner or later she’d run out of James Patterson and go looking 
for new content. 

The next morning, I mentioned the new Gail Martin book I’d bought. 
I’m not big into the fantasy genre, I usually read audiobooks these days, and 
I generally do not buy the books of writer acquaintances out of sheer 
loyalty. But Gail’s book Ice Forged had been selected as a Kindle Daily 
Deal at $1.99 and if you buy the Kindle edition, you can get the audiobook 
for $1.99. In my head, I was buying the audiobook on speculation for $4 
rather burning off an Audible credit at about $11. I can afford to support a 
friend for $4, even if it turns out I don’t like the book. Getting the Kindle 
version in the bundle was great but in my head it was disposable. I would 
not even have downloaded if Amazon had not automatically loaded it onto 
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my Kindle for me. I certainly wasn’t thinking of pitching Ice Forged as the 
book to get my wife hooked on Kindle. She’s more of a contemporary 
thriller fan. 

“Hey, you know those writer meet-ups I go to sometimes? Gail, who 
runs one of them, had her latest book selected for the Kindle Daily Deal 
yesterday. It’s kind of a big thing and means a lot more exposure for the 
book. I thought it was pretty cool so I bought a copy while it was on sale. 
The book was #1 in it’s genre that day and I helped put it there!” 

“Wugh arrve urgh wuv iss vergun?” 

“What?” 

She spit out her toothpaste and repeated. “Would I have heard of this 
person?” 

“I don’t know. It’s not one of your usual genres but she’s made the 
bestseller lists and is quite well known. Maybe you would have. But I 
bought the Kindle edition, not the dead tree version.” 

This pretty much ended the discussion. Having invested in the Kindle 
version is the kiss of death for her because she won’t read it there and 
won’t buy it twice. End of story. So to speak. 

She had a doctor appointment that morning and stopped by my office 
on her way out to ask whether I’d bought the Stephen King book I told her 
about. Yes, I had. 

“Great! Can I borrow your Kindle? Zoo won’t fit in my purse and I 
don’t feel like lugging it around. But the Kindle is small and I can read that 
Stephen King story in the waiting room.” 

“Sure,” I smiled back at her. “It’s right here on the charger. These 
buttons page forward and back, here’s the power, and this joystick-looking 
thingy moves the cursor around. When you get it where you want it, just 
you push to select.” 

I may have been a little insensitive when she got back from the doctor. 
She’s been sick but instead of asking what the doctor said, I went straight to 
the Kindle as though our conversation had never been interrupted. I have a 
terrible bedside manner when I don’t focus on it but she’s used to my Aspie 
tendencies and didn’t seem to mind. 
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“So did you read the Stephen King story?” 

“It’s not a short story. It’s an essay on gun control.” 

She hardly ever reads non-fiction so this was bound to have been a 
disappointment. Not knowing if I was in hot water, I apologized 
immediately. If thirty years of marriage have taught me anything, it is that 
when in doubt, apologize. 

“Aw, I’m sorry. I hope it wasn’t a total loss. You didn’t have to sit there 
and watch that stupid TV show they run, did you?” 

“Actually, I started reading Ice Forged. It’s really good! I was hooked on 
the first page and I need to hurry up and finish Zoo so I can read the rest.” 

“Seriously?” I pushed back from my desk and turned to face her. “Do 
you want me to buy the paperback?” 

“No, I don’t want to wait. And we already have it on the Kindle so we 
don’t need to buy it twice. Does she have any more like this?” 

“Not in this series but she has several other series with multiple books 
each. With the Kindle you can be reading a book within 60 seconds or so of 
buying it. And as long as it can find a Wi-Fi signal like we have here in the 
house, you can browse or search for any book you want right from the 
tablet.” 

If thirty years of marriage have taught me anything, it is that she 
responds well to instant gratification. That and to apologize when in doubt. 

“Reeealllly?” I couldn’t actually see the gears turning in her head as she 
considered the virtual bookstore in her hand but I could hear them in the 
way she drew out the word. It was more of a statement than a question. 

I knew I had her hooked when I didn’t get the Kindle back. I bought it 
to hold software manuals so I use it in my work from time to time. When I 
went looking for it later that day, I found it on her desk hooked up to her 
phone charger. She barely remembers to charge her phone, but she’s 
charging the Kindle? I filed this curiosity away in my brain as I climbed the 
stairs and crossed the landing to my office, Kindle in hand. 

Later that evening as I was finishing up for the day she stuck her head 
in. 
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“Have you seen my Kindle?” 

I came to full alert like a prairie dog spotting an eagle. Didn’t she mean 
“your” Kindle? Or perhaps “our” Kindle? She had in that moment staked 
her claim. Marked her territory. Drawn a line in the sand and dared me to 
cross it. I no longer owned a Kindle and had unwittingly trespassed on hers. 

“Umm… I’m sorry.” I tried to look sheepishly apologetic as she stepped 
in and reached for the Kindle. ”I thought you were done with it.” 
Outwardly I looked properly chagrined but inside I was fighting back a 
massive grin. It was now “her” Kindle and not because I tried to sell her on 
the idea. 

If thirty years of marriage have taught me anything, it is that any good 
idea is her idea. That and she responds well to instant gratification, plus 
apologize when in doubt. That last one is especially important. 

“You know,” I said holding the Kindle out to her, “I do use this in my 
work.”  At this point she took hold of the Kindle but I didn’t let go quite 
yet. Still holding her gaze and her Kindle, I continued. “If you are going to 
keep this one, I’ll need to get a replacement. The new Kindle Fire models 
are on sale,” I said in my most mater-
of-fact deadpan. 

Then, just as the words “OK” 
passed her lips, I let go. Having 
reclaimed her property, she turned to 
leave. “Whatever,” she said without 
looking back. 

“I’ll order that tonight,” I called 
after her. 

I’m so happy this was all her idea. 
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Well, this is awkward: musings of a pro-

choice fetus 
The Odd is Silent 5 November 2013 

’ve written in the past about my 3 near-death experiences, one of these 
from a water moccasin bite and two from explosions.  These aren’t the 
“bright light at the end of the tunnel and all my relatives were there” 

type of near-death experiences.  These are near-death in the sense that they 
could easily have, no, make that should have, killed me.  These are 
experiences where I never lost consciousness like the classic NDE’s that 
you read about, but I wished like hell at the time that I had.  Very recently I 
realized that, assuming the family history I’ve been told is accurate, I’ve 
actually had 4 near-death events.  I was just too young to remember the first 
one. 

I’ve also written in the past about my being adopted, but I haven’t 
shared many details.  However, it’s necessary to know what happened 
before I can tell the rest so please bear with me.  Here is the story as it’s 
been handed down in my family. 

After having her first baby, my natural mother was diagnosed with an 
inoperable and aggressive brain tumor that doctors said would take her life 
in a matter of months, at most.  She quickly set about putting her affairs in 
order, including arranging for her sister and brother-in-law to adopt the 
boy.  Her husband, rat bastard that he was, didn’t stick around for the end 
and left her to fend for herself.  Not being one to go quietly, she decided to 
make the best use of whatever time she had left.  She started a business.  
She did some modeling.  She became a champion water skier.  She had an 
affair with the guy next door.  She had another baby. 

Yes, that’s right.  I’m a bastard.  But in the descriptive rather than the 
pejorative sense of that term.  Or maybe both, you’d have to ask my wife or 
kids.  Anyway, here’s where it gets interesting. 

This was a decade before Roe v. Wade but Dawn, my natural mother, 
was the quintessential example of the class of privileged women to whom 
safe and legal abortion was available and, in her case, probably was 

I 
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recommended.  She was 
a middle-class white 
woman living in New 
York and who was 
terminally ill.  The 
pregnancy would have 
jeopardized her life and 
the brain tumor and 
chemotherapy certainly 
jeopardized the 
pregnancy.  It’s a miracle 
either of us survived.  
The topic of abortion 
had to have come up at 
some point. 

But Dawn was raised 
Catholic.  I don’t know 
what her personal views 
were but her mother, my 
grandmother, would 
never have spoken to 
her again had she aborted the pregnancy, nor would most of the rest of the 
family.  That had to weigh heavily on her decision.  Her religious 
upbringing and the opinions of the community undoubtedly did as well.  I 
will never know whether bringing me to term was a choice she embraced or 
struggled with. 

When people say that Jesus saved them, I usually get the feeling this is 
meant in a spiritual or emotional sense.  In my case, Jesus saved me in the 
most literal sense.  Had Dawn placed more faith in the doctors than in her 
priest, I would not be here today to write these words. 

What is awkward about all of this is that I’ve been pro-choice as long as 
I can remember.  It never made sense to me that where religious and 
medical opinions conflict, the religious one should prevail.  Certainly 
religion should be a factor for a person’s own individual choice, but not to 
pick one religion from among many and give its values the weight of law.  
The US Constitution guarantees Americans the freedom to practice their 
religion and even at a young age it seemed self-evident to me that no 
religion is safe so long as any one religion succeeds in shaping public policy 
or ascending to elected office.  If you remove religion from the debate and 
look at abortion by the numbers, it’s a no-brainer.  Maternal mortality drops 
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dramatically when abortion is legal and available.  Fetal mortality not so 
much, because women desiring abortions can and do get them regardless of 
whether the procedures are legal.  The main difference is that in one case 
the procedures are performed safely and in the other the government, 
guided by the church, makes a character judgment and imposes a sort of 
random death penalty. 

This is the same character judgment my grandmother would have made 
on religious grounds.  Dawn would have been banished and her mother and 
most of the family would never have spoken to her again.  But at least they 
were Christian enough that they would not have endangered her life over it.  
This I’m confident of because I had that conversation with my 
grandmother before she died.  While I don’t approve of it, I do not object 
to a religious community choosing to exclude a member who they feel has 
committed an unforgivable act.  I do however take exception to the notion 
that government would punish that person on behalf of that religious 
community for the same decision.  Prohibition didn’t work with alcohol,  
continues to fail miserably with drugs and never worked with abortion 
either.  It only makes these activities riskier and the unintended 
consequences always outweigh any intended benefits.  These policies net to 
more harm than good so it is ironic that most of them are enacted on moral 
grounds. 

Which is all well and good until coming to the realization at fifty years of 
age that I’m probably only here because my birth mother was Catholic and 
had strong family ties.  How do you reconcile that against pro-choice views? 

This is a religious question and I believe the answer rightly goes back to 
the example that Jesus set.  If the Bible is to be believed, it was certainly 
within Jesus’ power to force the people and the government to accept his 
teachings and cease their sinful ways.  He could even have intervened to 
prevent his own death.  He needed do nothing other than to simply will 
these changes into existence. 

But he didn’t do any of those things. 

The reason is obvious if you think about it a bit.  Righteous behavior is 
meaningless in the absence of choice.  Slowly dying of hunger in a jail cell 
probably gets your jailer sent to Hell but it doesn’t get you any closer to 
Heaven.  Slowly dying of hunger rather than steal food from your neighbor 
does get you closer to Heaven. 

It isn’t the dying of hunger that counts here. 
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It is the ability to choose and the specific choice that you make. 

Similarly, my being here today is no moral victory if there was no choice 
for my mother to make.  You don’t get to Heaven by having the option to 
abort a pregnancy taken away from you and you don’t win any victories for 
God by being the one to take that choice from someone else.  If abortion 
matters at all in getting to Heaven then it is the ability to choose and the 
specific choice you make that counts.  The only way that removing the 
choice even remotely can be said to get anyone closer to Heaven is that 
doing so kills people early.  Even then it doesn’t factor into where they end 
up, it just hastens their judgment, good or bad. 

So the realization that I’m the product of a medically complicated 
pregnancy doesn’t at all shake my pro-choice views.  In fact, it only 
strengthens them.  If Christians had the courage of their convictions, then 
instead of seeking to overturn Roe v. Wade, they would be seeking to make 
all medical procedures as safe as humanly possible including, and perhaps 
especially, things like abortion and assisted suicide.  Then perhaps through 
leading by example, by arguing a convincing case, and by adopting children 
outside the pool of healthy, white newborns once in a while, they could 
claim some moral victories. 

But there is no victory to be had in taking away the ability to make a 
choice, and only tragedy when doing so results in increased rates of death 
and disfigurement of young women.  What would Jesus do?  The Bible tells 
us that he went to his death rather than take from the people their ability to 
make a choice, even if it was the wrong choice.  He led by example.  He 
certainly would not have killed women by the thousands to make his point.  
And for all the people who claim to be a “soldier of God” or “in God’s 
Army” consider this: Jesus could easily have raised an army.  He didn’t want 
one then and doesn’t want one now.  If anything he’d be turning over in his 
grave (had he stayed there) at the thought of his followers taking away the 
choice of others since it is only through the ability to make that choice that 
one reveals their character and earns their place in Heaven or Hell.  
Diminish the ability to make a choice and you diminish the number of 
paths to heaven. Christ doesn’t want you in his Army.  He wants you in his 
Diplomatic Corps. 

Speaking as the former fetus of a terminally ill mother, I’m glad she 
carried me to term.  Not only did she live to give birth to me, but she 
outlived all the doctor’s most optimistic predictions by several years and I 
actually got to meet her when I was about 6 or 7 years old.  I wasn’t told for 
years after that meeting that she was my mother, and it was some years after 
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that before I learned that my brother is really my half-brother by blood.  
Nobody ever mentioned whether Dawn considered having an abortion, nor 
would they since as a Catholic family it was never a real option as far as they 
were concerned.  I had to work that bit out on my own.  But being 
terminally ill and on chemotherapy, the topic of abortion had to have come 
up and, like the explosions and the snake bite, by all rights it should have 
killed me.  Sometime during Dawn’s first trimester carrying me I had my 
first near-death experience and didn’t know it for 50 years. 

In spite of all this, I remain firmly pro-choice.  If anyone in 1963 had a 
choice available it was my birth mother, and she chose me.  Maybe she 
decided against abortion only because she knew her mother and most of 
the family would never have spoken to her again as long as she lived had 
she chose otherwise.  But I prefer to believe she had options and came to 
her decision on her own terms.  She knew she was living on borrowed time.  
Any scenario in which at least one of us survived the pregnancy would have 
been a medical long shot but was better than the most likely alternative.  
Perhaps she figured she had nothing to lose and everything to gain in 
attempting to carry me to term. 

I also like to believe that I do not compromise my principles for 
personal gain, even when I’m the pregnancy in question.  If I have the 
courage of my convictions and the ability to go back in time to speak with 
her, would I let her come to her own decision without punishing her if she 
chose to terminate?  In all honesty I have to admit that’s not possible.  Had 
she aborted the pregnancy, I too would never have spoken to her as long as 
she lived.  And I feel a bit conflicted about that. 
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D.R.A.M.A. 

DUMB RETARDS 
ASKING FOR MORE 

ATTENTION 

Retard – and other weapons of 

misconduction 
The Odd is Silent 11 November 2013 

What’s wrong with this picture? It was 
posted recently by a friend who I love 
and respect and who I was rather 
surprised to see casually tossing around 
the R-word. 

“Wait a minute,” I hear you saying. 
“The R-word? Like it’s as bad as the 
N-word? Seriously?”  Yes. “OK, hold 
on here. I say ‘retard’ but only to poke 
fun at people who obviously aren’t 
mentally impaired. It’s an exaggeration 
to make a point. Just like the joke in the image. But I would never use it 
against someone with a mental impairment. What’s wrong with that?” 

Well, that’s one way to look at it. My friend’s take based on being on the 
receiving end of that slur was “None of those words bother me. They only 
have meaning if you let them.” 

These responses are typical of those I get when I challenge people on 
their use of the R-word. “It’s OK to use,” the theory goes, “so long as I 
don’t use it against actual retards because, you know, it’s hurtful to them 
and I’m not a bad person.”  Often those using the R-word report that they 
personally are not offended to be called a retard because they aren’t 
impaired and so they just disregard it. And if it’s OK to be called a retard, 
then it’s no stretch to conclude it’s also OK to call someone else a retard as 
long as the other person has neurotypical brain function. The reasoning 
there is that, because we are treating others in a way we ourselves don’t 
mind being treated, it’s OK. This is, after all, the essence of the Golden 
Rule so how can it be bad? 

Wrong. I don’t use the R-word for all the reasons I’m about to explain. 
But I’ll make an exception this one time to illustrate the recursive nature of 
the term: Anyone who truly believes that using the word “retard” as a noun 
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is OK in any context may be one. Bear with me, I’ll explain.  

It’s all about “Us” and “Them” 

I grew up in Klan country and as a kid the N-word never bothered me, 
either. All the adults and my peers used it as an adjective, a noun, an adverb. 
They even made a verb out if it. That single word contained a rich language 
of expression to which I was systematically indoctrinated as a child. As an 
adult I came to understand how the term “nigger” creates the division 
separating “Them” from “Us.” The effect is to dehumanize a group of 
people in order to feel less guilt when mistreating them. Actions for which 
we’d be judged harshly and for which we’d feel guilty if committed against 
one of “Us” are accepted or even encouraged if committed against one of 
“Them.” Threaten or mistreat one of “Us” at your peril. “We” are loyal, 
moral, decent, and fiercely protective of our own. Threaten or mistreat 
“Them” and “We” cheer you on or jump in to participate because “They” 
need to be taught their place. 

When we discuss the N-word we mostly talk about how it hurts the 
people it is meant to describe. While that is true in too many ways to count, 
I have come to realize that it damages the person using the word by 
teaching and reinforcing the practice of judging fellow human beings based 
on something other than their character. Such judgements invariably elevate 
the self-perceived status of the person using the term by diminishing 
“Them” in some way. Those with low self-esteem feel better knowing all of 
“Them” are of even less intrinsic worth. For the narcissist who already 
believes in the inferiority of others, social acceptance of oppression merely 
confirms the bias. Dehumanizing a target population, whether a population 
of millions or of one person as is often the case of bullies, is the first step to 
justify harming “Them” economically, emotionally and physically because 
“They” are lesser humans than “Us.” 

Since coming to understand how the word nigger facilitates hate by 
creating a “Them,” I’m as offended as a white male can possibly be at that 
particular word. I damn sure wouldn’t post the P.O.N.T.I.A.C. meme these 
days (where the N stands for exactly what you think it does) but if 
Facebook were around when I was a kid it would have gone viral. Someone 
at my high school actually had that as a bumper sticker. But it was “OK” 
because they were white, driving a Pontiac, poking fun at themselves and, 
after all, it was just a big, harmless joke. I was steeped in this culture 
throughout my entire primary and secondary school career and could not 
have emerged as anything other than racist, despite a strong conviction that 
I was not. But it was in conflict with my true character so when I began to 
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recognize my own racism for what it was, I determined that I would work 
to purge myself of it. Unlearning those teachings required conscious, 
deliberate, sustained effort and that process continues to this day. I don’t 
know that I can ever completely undue the toxic effects of my childhood 
but I’ll eventually succeed or die trying. 

The default action is the path of least resistance 

But it’s one thing to not act with racial bias and another to implicitly 
consent when others do so. When I was bullied in school it was by a 
handful of people but their freedom to commit those violent acts required 
the silent consent of the hundreds in the school who saw and did nothing. 
These people were either not offended to witness the treatment I received 
or they were offended but not enough to act. By creating an “Us” and a 
“Them” the bully forces bystanders to pick a side. Picking the side of the 
bully is what allows the victim to be excluded from the group to become 
“Them.” All that is required to address the root cause is for ordinary people 
to stand with the victim. If enough people do so, the bully is excluded from 
the group and becomes the “Them.”  Based on this, I realized that it isn’t 
enough to “not be racist” in a vacuum.  Failing to act is the default action 
that racists need to enable racism to continue.  In the face of racism, failure 
to stand with the victim means the racist is part of my “Us” and that is not 
acceptable.  To live up to my convictions requires me to make the racists 
and the bullies part of my personal “Them.” 

Nowadays I take exception to any language that creates an artificial 
social hierarchy distinction. Because it is almost impossible to 
institutionalize oppression of “Us,” the rhetorical technique of creating a 
“Them” is a the first step toward bullying, toward organized hate groups, 
toward genocide and, lately, toward political office. “We” don’t deserve to 
be treated that way, but “They” most certainly have it coming. Without the 
rhetorical device of “Them,” any attempted harm to the intended victim 
threatens “Us” and we intervene.  Eliminating us-and-them language is a 
prerequisite to breaking the cycle of hate.  I therefore make it a point to 
voice my objection to it. 

Judge people by their character? Their actions? Yes and yes. By their 
skin color, religion (or lack thereof), ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender or 
mental capacity? No. Absolutely no. “Retard” is among the current set of 
socially acceptable slurs used to separate “Them” from “Us.” There are 
plenty of people taking a stand against this word based on how they and 
their loved ones are affected by it. The problem is that objecting to the R-
word makes you one of “Them” to people using that language.  In their 



Out of My Gourd 

143 

eyes your too-politically-correct opinion doesn’t matter. 

Us-and-them damages “Us” too 

I’d like to take a moment to argue from the other side of the issue. I 
propose that it’s worth the trouble to eliminate “retard” and other weapons 
of mis-construction from your vocabulary because of the affect they have 
on you and your loved ones. 

Let’s break down the D.R.A.M.A. meme that inspired this post. 
Consider that to successfully use the word “retard” in a humorous context 
requires an understanding that the word describes an inferior class of 
people. The essence of the D.R.A.M.A. meme is that people creating social 
drama are attempting to justify their elevated position in the pecking order 
but that the act of creating the drama is the very thing that relegates them to 
the population of lesser humans known as retards. To find this funny you 
must first understand the reference to retards as denoting a lesser class of 
human, and you must further hold yourself apart from and in greater 
esteem than that group. For such a meme to go viral requires those same 
beliefs to be widely held. That so many do go viral reveals much about the 
beliefs and values present in our popular culture. That is a rather depressing 
revelation if you stop to think about it. 

On the other hand, if you do not understand the reference to retards as 
denoting a lesser class of human then D.R.A.M.A. roughly translates to “a 
very small subset of the population asking for more attention.”  This 
directly contradicts the pop culture meaning of the term and isn’t at all 
funny. In that context it is nothing more than an offensive, if somewhat 
clever, backronym. 

Furthermore, to make a retard joke in a socially acceptable context 
requires an understanding of the unacceptable context.  Telling the joke 
reinforces the concept of social hierarchy the mind of the speaker and the 
audience.  If teller truly believes in that social distinction, why hide the 
bigotry behind a mask of humor?  If the joke teller doesn’t believe that then 
why say it at all?  Afraid of being called politically correct?  Afraid of 
becoming one of “Them?”  Either way there’s a certain amount of 
cowardice involved in telling a retard joke. Cowardice is a cancer of the 
soul. 

Just don’t keep telling yourself there’s no harm.  Retard jokes require 
and perpetuate the oppression of a class of people based on something 
other than their individual character.  They reinforce in the teller a culture 
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of hate which diffuses through that person’s “Us” group, especially their 
children.  And they remind the teller of his or her own cowardice.  As the 
unwitting audience of such jokes, I am impacted only by those I hear.  The 
teller is diminished by every instance of the joke that they tell.  Retard jokes 
harm the teller.  Maybe we should refrain from telling them  simply out of 
self-respect. 

The road to power is paved with Us-and-them 

Bullies of all stripes, from the school yard to the halls of government 
intentionally create us-and-them contexts within which they can accumulate 
power. Creating a social climate in which “They” are blamed for all that is 
wrong makes it OK to punish “Them” for their perceived sins. But that 
emotional, economic and physical abuse is dirty work and most of “Us” 
don’t want to do it ourselves. So through our inaction or affirmative assent 
we give over to the bullies our proxy to oppress “Them” and elevate “Us.” 
This feeds a cycle of increasing abuse leading to increasing power, leading 
to increased abuse, and so on. By the time “We” realize the abuse has gone 
too far, standing openly to defend “Them” is in essence to defect and 
become one of “Them.” To speak out is to paint a target on your own 
back. (NSA, anyone?) 

The use of offensive slurs in a humorous context is how we deceive 
ourselves about the harm being done to others and our part in it. So it’s 
OK to call someone a nigger if you are black. And it’s OK to call a 
neurotypical person a retard. And it’s OK to call a heterosexual person a 
faggot.   These are all acceptable contexts. 

Right? 

Because these contexts legitimize the language and “prove” the words 
are benign. Or if we admit the harm at all we acknowledge only the smallest 
and most undeniable aspects of it. “Look, there’s no us and them. It’s all 
just us.” Or so the theory goes. In all these “acceptable” contexts you must 
first know that nigger, retard or faggot are bad in order to understand the 
intended usage. If you are a child hearing these terms for the first time you 
can infer from the usage the underlying meaning. It’s bad to be a nigger. It’s 
bad to be a retard. It’s bad to be a faggot. Glad I’m not one of those. 

Even in humor, even with the most benign intent, this language 
damages all of society. It perpetuates hate. It diminishes the quality of life 
for entire populations of humans based on something other than their 
character. It desensitizes all of us to the extent of our negative impact on 
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others. Worst of all, these words gradually diminish and define the character 
of those who wield them, creating a legacy of hate that we pass on to our 
children. 

The Big Us 

I propose a new approach. Begin with the assumption that there’s a “Big 
Us” which does not judge the worth of people based on their genetics, 
religion, political affiliation, sexual preference or identity, health, or any 
arbitrary factor. In fact, the Big Us doesn’t attempt to classify humans into 
groups at all. By default, all people are members of the Big Us. The only 
way that the Big Us judges humans is individually, based on their actions 
and demonstrated character. Consider that calling someone a nigger, retard 
or faggot, even in jest, reveals to your listener nothing about that person’s 
character. But ask yourself what it reveals to your listener about you, your 
beliefs and the esteem in which you hold (or not) your fellow human 
beings. In the context of the Big Us the social custom of carving a few 
people out for mistreatment doesn’t work. “We” rally around the intended 
victims instead of allowing them to be abused through our inaction or 
consent. Those doing the carving become “Them” and by their own actions 
exclude themselves from the Big Us. 

However, unlike the current social hierarchy system, the Big Us is 
constantly recruiting from “Them.” Since it is individual character that 
excludes someone from the Big Us, it is possible to strengthen one’s 
character and rejoin the group. It may be a difficult transition requiring 
sustained, deliberate effort as in my case. In time I discovered that it is 
profoundly liberating to live life based on the assumption that I am 
intrinsically no better or worse than any other human being on the planet. 
Assuming entire groups of people are bad until you get to know them, and 
then making individual exceptions for the few “good ones” who you know 
personally, is exhausting unless you live under a rock. Then you have to 
explain to your friends why these exceptional people are part of “Us” rather 
than “Them.” Meanwhile these exceptional people know they will never 
truly be part of your “Us,” nor will most of their friends. 

It is much easier and massively more accurate to assume all people are 
worthy of compassion and love, then make individual exceptions based on 
demonstrated character. I don’t have to explain to my friends why certain 
people are “one of us” and should be given a pass. In fact, since I don’t 
recognize a social hierarchy, I do not squander precious time or attention to 
maintaining one. There’s one group. That’s it. I can use my time and energy 
on far more important things then figuring out who I am superior to and 
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why. Thanks to the Netownian physics of the Big Us, those seeking to 
create a “Them” by pushing someone out of the group end up excluding 
themselves from the group and becoming “Them” if they push hard 
enough. 

It usually isn’t black and white. Most people with whom I vehemently 
disagree are part of my Big Us because we can discuss our differences and 
seek to understand one another. My friend who posted the D.R.A.M.A. 
meme remains my friend despite my challenging the language of the post. 
We discussed it. Like reasonable people. I would not end the friendship 
over this but neither will I continue to support, even passively through 
inaction, the linguistic tools with which oppression is built. 

I will instead set what I hope is a good example, objecting to words used 
as weapons and presenting what I hope is a compelling case. Then people 
in my circle of friends and acquaintances can decide for themselves whether 
to adopt more compassionate language, to ignore my rants but remain my 
friend, or to unfriend me and write me off as a kook. Any of which is fine 
by me, up to a point. The Big Us only works if each of us is willing to cut 
our ties with the people, businesses, corporations, politicians and 
governments who threaten the group. If I can’t convince my friend that 
calling people retards is wrong in any context, there will come a day when 
we will no longer be friends. I’ll close by repeating what I told my friend 
who had professed to be unbothered by being called a retard: I’m sorry 
none of those words bother you. I hope someday they do. I hope we’re still 
friends on that day. Hugs. 

Are there bullies and bigots in your “Us”?  Take action  

If you are interested in compassion-based social change, here are some 
organizations whose principles are congruent with my idea of the Big Us. I 
encourage you to explore their web sites and get involved. To qualify to be 
on this list, the organization’s primary focus must be on changing behavior 
of of the population at large rather than that of the bad actors. And while 
victim self-help groups are useful, they do not address the root cause and 
therefore don’t belong on this particular list. Please let me know of any 
other groups who should be listed. 

• Not In Our Town / Not In Our School 
• Everyone Matters 
• The Bully Project 
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Latest revelations concerning the NSA 
The Odd is Silent 25 November2013 

BREAKING NEWS! 

It was revealed today in secret documents leaked to this reporter that the 
US National Security Agency (NSA) is actually a division of Claus 
Industries, LLC, a company synonymous with its eponymous founder and 
CEO, Santa Claus. 

We caught up with Santa in a Starbucks located in the Clause Industries 
headquarters campus in an undisclosed location about 50 miles South of the 
North Pole. “You can’t build a secret facility exactly at the North Pole,” he 
told us over a Venti Grande. “It’s too well known a landmark.” Here, in the 
only Starbucks to serve Christmas Blend year-round, Santa spilled the beans 
on the NSA. 

Santa is a slim, clean-shaven, athletic man with an apparent age of about 
30 who favors casual clothes. Usually soft-spoken and even tempered, he 
bristled when questioned about his appearance. “C’mon people! I travel 
through the troposphere at supersonic speeds in a convertible, with the top 
down. The beard? The outfit that makes me look like a bright red Michelin 
Man? It’s an environment suit. It’s worth all that though, because that’s one 
sweet ride and the view is awe inspiring. Ask Felix Baumgartner. I bet 
nobody gives him any shit about his environment suit.” 

By the time our third round of coffee was served, Santa warmed up to 
the topic of the NSA. Years ago, as world population rose beyond Santa’s 
ability to personally keep track of all of us, he first subcontracted, then 
eventually built his own surveillance teams. Over the last decade, dedicated 
Claus Industries surveillance teams have been deployed to every country 
around the globe, all of them posing as government spy agencies. The NSA 
is the United States division of Santa’s surveillance network. 

According to Santa, he conceived of the idea when he realized that no 
contemporary government holds their spy agencies accountable to their 
heads of state or under their law. The United States is, of course, no 
exception. When he selected three democratic countries in which to put his 
theory to the test, none of the governments involved realized that their new 
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spy agencies were not actually legitimate governmental entities. 

After these successful trials, Santa directed Claus Industries to deploy 
surveillance teams to the rest of the world, including the team in the United 
States which readers now know as the National Security Agency. Although 
the NSA’s association with Claus Industries was initially kept secret, Santa 
claims that the US government is well aware and cooperating fully with 
Claus Industries in a joint operational arrangement. Anticipating that our 
readers would be skeptical of such a claim, Santa provided us with 
corroborating NSA wiretap recordings. The following is a partial transcript 
of the summit meeting between John Boehner and the Leader of the Free 
World during which they deduced the truth about the NSA. 

Boehner: “I thought you guys were funding them.” 

Koch: “No. We thought you were funding them.” 

Claus Industries spokesperson Ernie Keebler (no relation to the muffin 
mogul of the same name) has issued a press release asking people to “please 
just calm down about the surveillance, we only use it for the purpose of 
assigning gifts.” The press release goes on to assure the public that, 
although Santa knows every word you speak, type, read, and even sign to a 
deaf friend or loved one, the information is only ever used to rank your 
eligibility for gifts, to accurately derive your individual preferences, to 
provide you with an optimal Christmas experience, to be shared with Claus 
Industries business partners, or to comply with legitimate government 
information requests. 

Claus Industries also maintains a strict data destruction policy carried 
out under supervision of on-site external auditors. All citizen data is 
promptly destroyed within 24 hours or less, once the statutory retention 
period has expired. To assure sovereignty within each of the jurisdictions in 
which Claus Industries operates, that retention period is governed by local 
copyright law. Here in the United States, copyright protection extends to a 
period of life plus 70 years. Your heirs can rest assured that all your data 
collected by the NSA will be deleted within 24 hours of the 70th 
anniversary of your death, in accordance with US law. 

The NSA surveillance system is designed with a number of checks and 
balances to ensure that the snooping capabilities and vast database are not 
misused, including extensive real-time auditing.  Teams comprised of at 
least one government auditor and one corporate auditor review a sampling 
of all data collected, based on keyword searches. Impartiality is assured by 



Out of My Gourd 

149 

allowing the audit teams to select any keywords without restriction and 
according to their fields of expertise. For example, auditors drawn from law 
enforcement frequently use keywords related to crime whereas auditors 
from the retail industry often select keywords related to consumer buying 
behavior. Nearly all auditors have some personal special interest and Claus 
Industries leverages this pool of specialized expertise by allowing individual 
auditors to specify their own keywords. This has greatly improved gift 
assignment accuracy with regard to wives, ex-girlfriends and naked 
celebrities, a population that had previously been underserved by Santa. 

Additional checks and balances are provided by having teams in 
different countries validate the work done by others. Claus Industries 
wishes to apologize for the confusion that occurred when routine quality 
control activities were interpreted incorrectly as US intelligence gathering 
targeted at their allies. In response, Santa sent a videotaped message to 
heads of state around the world. In the message he assures US allies that 
their state secrets were not revealed when the NSA collected and reviewed 
their high-level and diplomatic intercepted communications. Santa explains 
that elite members of government often have discerning tastes and that 
ubiquitous surveillance is the only method currently capable of providing an 
optimal Christmas experience for them. 

He also pointed out that the QA process is fully bi-lateral. Claus 
Industries QA teams in Germany and elsewhere review the data collected 
by the US surveillance teams. Notable among these are teams in China and 
Russia. 

According to Santa, the good work performed by Claus Industries 
scientists and analysts has been completely overshadowed by the 
surveillance revelations. “It isn’t fair to judge us only by the NSA scandal,” 
Santa says. “Kringle Labs is responsible for many innovations that we all 
take for granted today. We’ve invented more stuff than DARPA, Xerox 
PARC, Bell Labs, and IBM put together.” The US federal and state 
government agencies are a captive market for new technologies invented by 
the quasi-government agency, and a large portion of their income. “Because 
we sell almost exclusively to government markets,” explains Claus, “we 
aren’t well known by ordinary consumers. Also, the products do not need 
to be fully debugged or even all that good in order to sell to government. 
This means that we can do the basic research, deploy the product to the 
field once it has basic functionality, and receive sufficient funding to keep 
Christmas solvent for the coming year. Our customers can then choose 
whether to refine the product and work out all the bugs which is not really 
our core competency. If it was, children’s toys would last at least until the 
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following Christmas. But this creates a PR problem for us because actual 
consumers would never buy or use that crap so they’ve never heard of our 
revenue-producing division.” 

Santa’s claim is no idle boast. Claus Industries technologies are pervasive 
in US government installations. Readers may be surprised to learn that the 
ubiquitous privacy enhancing technology now used by the TSA was 
pioneered by Kringle Labs. As implemented by Claus Industries, the elves 
who see you naked in the course of monitoring your naughty/nice behavior 
have no way to identify you personally. By the time these images are 
delivered to the elves who actually know who you are for purposes of 
assigning gifts, the display shows only a chalk outline of your body with 
crude representations of your genitalia drawn in with a Sharpie marker. 
With only minor modifications, Claus Industries was able to deploy the 
same system for use by the TSA in the nation’s airports. In that setting the 
TSA agent who deals with you personally at the checkpoint sees a body 
outline with objects in your pockets highlighted in red. The agents who 
review the full detail images are in an office away from the screening area 
and have no access to see the persons being screened or match them up to 
specific images. Due to the enhanced privacy provided by this arrangement, 
it is possible to use hi-definition imaging, extensive screen capture and print 
capabilities, and link all of this up to social media, thus greatly improving 
security effectiveness of the system without infringing on citizen rights. 

Not everyone is comfortable with the surveillance, however. Claus 
Industries has come under heavy fire of late from privacy advocates 
concerned about data breaches. “We are extremely concerned about 
maintaining the privacy and integrity of your data,” Santa assured us. “To 
that end we are teaming up with experts from private industry, beginning 
with the web security teams at Adobe and Sony.” Noting the high-profile 
breaches at these companies, we asked Santa whether there wasn’t anyone 
else he’d rather collaborate with. “Absolutely not!” he replied adamantly. 
“Both of these companies have the first-hand experience we need to 
properly secure our platform. Sony in particular took it up the ass 
repeatedly, over and over, by a seemingly endless succession of hackers, 
impacting millions upon millions of their users. Someone who understands 
security at that scale is critical in our line of work. As soon as they finish up 
at healthcare.gov, the Adobe and Sony teams are coming straight to Claus 
Industries.” 

In a separate initiative designed to address privacy concerns, Claus 
Industries has also engaged consultants from the Association of National 
Advertisers (ANA), the Direct Marketing Association (DMA) and the 
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Digital Advertising Alliance (DAA) to design a new opt-out system. “Many 
citizens who do not celebrate Christmas have asked why their data is 
collected,” Santa explained. “To address these concerns we will be updating 
our platform to give people around the world, for the first time ever, the 
opportunity to opt out of Claus data collection. Our advisers assure me that 
global economy absolutely depends on the participation of as many people 
as possible and that the overwhelming majority of people are happy to 
waive their privacy in return for gifts. Or coupons. Well, gifts and coupons 
really. According to extensive research conducted by the ANA, DMA and 
the DAA, any token incentive, even one the individual doesn’t want or 
won’t use, is sufficient to overcome almost any privacy objection.” 

In reality, there remain a stubborn few who refuse to trade their privacy 
for a $0.25 discount on toothpaste, even during Double Coupon Day. 
“There are only a few fringe tin-foil-hat types who actually wish to opt out, 
but we respect their choice. That’s why we are building the opt-out system. 
Privacy nuts, conspiracy theorists and non-Christians alike will all be able to 
set their privacy preferences by registering and completing an extensive 
demographic questionnaire designed to eliminate fraud in the opt-out 
system. This is the exact same system we invented and first sold to the 
Republicans to eliminate rampant voter fraud among women, youth, 
retirees, minorities and other non-Republican constituents. As long as 
people fill out the survey honestly, and submit recent colonoscopy results, 
we are confident the rate of fraud in the opt-out system will be virtually 
zero. The good news for everyone else is that if you wish to remain in the 
program you need take no action. Everyone is opted-in by default.” 

Although no details were provided, Santa said that users wishing to opt 
out would soon have a variety of methods to do so. All of the engineering, 
packaging, documentation and even training for the call center has 
reportedly been completed. Santa promises to deploy the new opt-out 
feature next month in those countries where it has already passed legal 
review, in plenty of time for individuals wishing to do so to opt out before 
Christmas. Unfortunately, the US will not be among the countries able to 
opt out this holiday season. 

Citizens in the US should be able to opt-out within two years, according 
to the current timetable. Kringle Labs lobbyists on Capitol Hill assure Santa 
that support for assisted suicide on medical grounds here in the US 
continues to grow. Once it becomes available to the terminally ill, Santa 
believes it will be very easy to extend the benefit to the “terminally 
hopeless,” a phrase he says is a Claus Industries insider term referring to 
those who do not celebrate Christmas. He hopes to have a variety of 
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convenient opt-out choices for US citizens available in time for Christmas 
2015 or, with luck, in time for the 2015 Cold and Flu season. 

While discussing data privacy, Santa specifically requested that we pass 
along a clarification regarding his cookie policy. He asks that people please 
do not leave cookies and milk out on Christmas eve. “Such a waste of 
food,” he said mournfully. “I put cookies in your browser in order to track 
your online activities. The term ‘3rd party cookie’ does not refer to cookies 
you purchase in the store. It’s a technical term we should never have 
exposed to ordinary citizens without proper training. In any case, the US 
food supply is tainted with salmonella and worse, and there’s no way I’m 
drinking milk that’s been sitting out for hours or eating cookies that roaches 
have been foraging on all night long. It’s not only disgusting, it’s insulting. 
Give that food to a shelter or your local food bank instead, and keep it 
fresh, please.” 

We wondered what percentage of people Santa believes possess the 
technical skill to distinguish browser cookies from actual cookies. “There 
are a few people who understand the basics,” he told us. “But when they 
started using things like Adblock Plus, Ghostery and NoScript we were 
forced to design new technologies. Users are starting to catch on to those as 
well.” 

 “By the way,” Santa continued with a twinkle in his eye, “some people 
out there really need to know that ‘Flash Cookies’ are not what you think 
they are. Put your clothes back on please or you’re going on the naughty 
list. Except for Channing Tatum. If you read this Channing, Mrs. Claus 
would love it if you left an autographed copy of Magic Mike under the tree, 
and I’d consider it a personal favor.  That’s the best way I know of to make 
sure there’s a present waiting for me when I get home from a long night of 
delivering gifts.” 

In person, Santa lives up to his genial and jovial image unless you 
broach the topic of Edward Snowden. Santa has personally appealed to 
President Obama requesting immunity for Edward Snowden. “Of course 
he’s one of ours. C’mon. SNOWden? Hello. Duh! Considering that the 
NSA is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Claus Industries and not an actual US 
government agency, it should be obvious that his ‘leak’ is just an elaborate 
prank that got out of hand and not treason. Of course Google and 
Microsoft cooperated with me! Of course I can decrypt all Internet 
communications at the backbone! This shouldn’t be news. I’m Santa, 
dammit! You can’t have your gifts and encryption too. Think about it.” 
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Santa grew even more agitated when we pressed him on the encryption 
issue. “For Christ’s sake, you all know our Privacy Policy by heart:” 

He sees you when you’re sleeping. 
He knows when you’re awake. 
He knows if you’ve been good or bad. 
So be good for goodness sake. 

“Remember that? Doesn’t anybody ever read the privacy policy? And if 
you do, do you even stop to take the time to understand it? It’s a 
CONTRACT, for goodness sake! Who agrees to a contract without reading 
it? Anyway, if you have nothing to hide, what are you worried about? If 
encryption were outlawed, only outlaws would have encryption. We have a 
real ‘going dark’ problem to contend with.” 

Regular readers will remember that the ‘going dark problem‘ is the US 
industrial crypto-complex term describing the increasing proportion of 
Internet traffic that cannot be monitored due to encryption. “Those idiots 
in the FBI appropriated our term for their own program. Let me clear this 
up once and for all,” Santa explained with a sigh. “No surveillance means 
sucky Christmas gifts. Sucky Christmas gifts means waning enthusiasm for 
the holiday. Waning enthusiasm means people stop putting up Christmas 
lights. No lights, no Christmas.  ‘Going dark’ literally means going dark! It’s 
as simple at that. Any other usage of the term is an FBI semantics invented 
to manipulate public perception and help them get funding approval from 
rich, old, white, guys who don’t have a clue about how technology works 
and still think you reboot your laptop by turning it upside-down and 
shaking it. Christmas is synonymous with surveillance and elaborate 
lighting.” 

Regarding the Snowden NSA leak, Santa bears no ill will toward Mr. 
Snowden. “We tend to go a bit overboard in our celebrations. At Ed’s 
birthday party I snuck up from behind and pied him in the face. I’m sure he 
was simply trying to one-up me. He’s a good guy. If he thought for a 
minute that his prank would have exposed our whole Christmas operation 
I’m sure he would not have done it. But now that he has, people should just 
get over it in the spirit of Christmas.” 

We asked Santa whether he thought Edward Snowden deserved any 
punishment. “Of course he does,” Santa told us. “But not by the US 
government. It’s an internal matter. We’ve assured President Obama that if 
he sees fit to grant immunity and return Mr. Snowden to us, we will bring 
him up before a Claus Industries review board, fully represented by our 
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best litigators by the way, before convicting him and imposing the ultimate 
sentence against him.” 

Stunned at this revelation we asked Santa whether we had heard him 
correctly. Would he really kill Edward Snowden for leaking the NSA 
documents? “Kill him? I plan to give him a lump of coal for Christmas, you 
moron. This is the Arctic Circle, not Texas.” At this point, Santa produced 
a tablet computer of some kind, asked for the correct spelling of my name 
and took some notes. I pressed him further about privacy. 

“Privacy is a myth,” he assured me. “Get over it. A very few of you a 
had privacy for about a year after I had a nervous breakdown and decided it 
was all too much,” he explains. “I tried scaling back on the monitoring but 
that led to prohibition of alcohol in the US, a huge rise in organized crime, 
murders, and all sorts of bad things. Then I had another brief lapse in the 
1970s that opened the door to the war on drugs which has caused 
incalculable suffering, another massive rise in organized crime, even more 
murders, and unchecked accumulation of abusive government power. With 
unchecked privacy comes unchecked danger. Lots and lots of danger. 
Privacy leads to rape, murder and pedophilia whereas panoptical 
surveillance leads to happy and safe citizens. Sure I know your most 
intimate secrets. That’s why you are safe. That’s the spirit of Christmas.” 

 “Problem is, while our system was briefly down in the ’70s, world 
population started growing so fast we were unable to keep up. The war on 
drugs has raged beyond even control for decades. The only way for us to 
restore order is to use the technology that has recently become available to 
dig even deeper into your lives with a degree of granularity never before 
possible. All this monitoring everyone is so afraid of? People think it’s just 
about Christmas but it’s not. The NSA is my gift to the people of the 
United States 24x7x365, and 24x7x366 on leap years. Ubiquitous 
surveillance is the only thing keeping violence in check. And if it catches a 
terrorist or two now and then, is that such a bad thing?” 

As we parted I asked Santa to tell me the one thing he most wants our 
readers to know. “They need to know I’m the Good Guy here,” he replied 
earnestly. “I’m Santa. If you can’t trust me, who can you trust?” 
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A Thanksgiving Miracle 
The Odd is Silent 28 November 2013 

e aren’t doing the turkey thing here at Casa de Wyatt this year. In 
fact, we’re having a very quiet Thanksgiving dinner. The kids both 
have other families to spend the holiday with this year and will be 

doing their feasting somewhere else. I don’t know where and didn’t ask, I 
just know it isn’t here. Don’t get me wrong, I love them and am always glad 
to see them. I’m just thankful that they have happy and fulfilling lives that 
sometimes don’t include my wife and I. Especially when it involves days of 
preparation, a few hours of camaraderie, followed by days of clean-up. 

We are having my in-laws over for dinner and probably would not be 
doing even that much except they live next door would be very 
disappointed if we didn’t invite them. So we are cooking, just not a feast. 
Of course, that didn’t stop my wife from doubling the recipe, and that’s 
where things first started to wrong. 

We aren’t exactly traditionalists around here. Our Thanksgiving dinner 
this year is a hearty vegetable soup. It’s tasty, healthy and virtually 
guarantees the kids won’t change their plans and show up for dinner. The 
plan was to chop up some veggies, open some cans and dump it all in the 
crock pot. But there isn’t a crock pot on the planet big enough for all the 
veggies my wife bought. We spent all these years laboring under the 
assumption that we cook a lot of food at Thanksgiving because of all the 
people coming over. It turns out that the reason to invite a lot of people 
over is because of a natural compulsion to cook massive quantities of food. 
Next year we’ll know better but this year we had a crock pot completely full 
with only half of our soup ingredients. 

We have a giant soup pot big enough to hold and bathe a small child. In 
fact, that’s why I originally bought it, but when used for that purpose it 
looks like you are cooking rather than bathing the small child and it creeped 
us out. But we kept it and now that original purchase, the 30 years of losing 
half our under-counter storage to the damned thing, and dragging it around 
with us over half the country, all that was finally going to pay off. That 
massive stock pot was going to save Thanksgiving. I figured we could wash 
it out to remove any residual diaper creme and baby poop, and use it to 
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cook the soup. But in keeping with our “minimal-work” policy this year, my 
wife insisted on using a crock pot since it doesn’t need to be watched all 
day. I returned the giant stock pot to its place under the counter and told 
the family of elves they could move back in. 

“No problem. I’ll just borrow Mom’s crock pot,” Michele said, peering 
at me over a mountain of kale. 

By this point, I was in tears. “I thought her crock pot was broken,” I 
sobbed from behind an equally enormous pile of chopped onions. 

“Mom says she never got the timer to work but you can just set the 
temperature and use it without the timer.” 

Problem solved. I finished cutting the onions and went back to work 
doing computer-y things for a Healthcare client, making the insurance 
network safe and secure. Too bad I wasn’t hired to work on healthcare.gov. 
Downstairs in the kitchen, Michele mixed everything up and distributed 
into the two crock pots. I didn’t get involved again until it was time to 
decant the soup into storage containers. It was then that I took a look at the 
controls and the timer. 

“So, your mom bought this thing new? How come she didn’t take it 
back?” 

“More trouble than it was worth. She says she doesn’t need the timer 
anyway. It works OK. She’s used it.” 

“But if the timer had worked, she would have used the timer?” 

“Well, yeah. Sure.” 

“And she probably said the timer always says 5:00 no matter what she 
does, right?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Great! Here’s what we’re gonna do. You tell her I fixed the timer. I’ll 
pull that plastic label that says 5:00 off the front of the display.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, I left it on there for you to see. Check it out.” 
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Sure enough. Michele grabbed the little plastic tab protruding from the 
right side and peeled the decal off. It was all I could do to keep a straight 
face as she held it up to the light and pondered it. This is her mom we’re 
talking about, I reminded myself. Can’t have too much fun at her expense. 
Still, I thought, it doesn’t get any better than this. 

And then, it did. 

“Sounds like a plan,” she said. “Then next week you can fix that 
indoor/outdoor weather station she bought last year. It always says the 
same thing, too.” 
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Look closer: The bed has one 
 more monster and one fewer 

cats than it looks like. 

Thoughts on cats and beef jerky 
The Odd is Silent 3 December 2013 

hese are thoughts on cats 
and beef jerky, not thoughts 
on cat and beef jerky. If you 

have only one cat, your mileage 
may vary, and you’ll understand 
why in a minute. 

For that matter, if your cats are 
normal cats and not monster cats 
with laser x-ray vision, your 
mileage may vary. My cats 
apparently do have x-ray vision or 
else how did they know the beef 
jerky was in the pantry? I already 
knew about their laser vision 
because Buddy once tried to kill me for photographing him and Mr. Jinx in 
a compromising position. The accompanying photo remains, but the 
camera is toast. 

In any case, I’ve learned several lessons about cats and beef jerky 
tonight, some good and some bad. I’ll pass them along on the chance that 
doing so may spare some poor cat loving soul from involuntary 
commitment. 

First off, let me state that tonight I have confirmed, beyond a reasonable 
doubt and to the highest degree of certainty several things: 

1. The unopened thick plastic bag is not sufficient to keep the cats 
out of the beef jerky. 

2. Six feet of elevation in a cramped pantry is not sufficient to 
keep the cats out of the beef jerky. 

3. A closed pantry door is not sufficient to keep cats out of the 
beef jerky. 

T 
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4. Although individually any of these things should present a 
formidable barrier between the cats and the beef jerky, it turns 
out that even the combination of all of these things is not 
sufficient to keep cats out of beef jerky. 

Having established that anything less than extraordinary measures is 
insufficient to protect beef jerky from cats, what else have we learned 
tonight? 

We have learned that, having retrieved and then opened the beef jerky, 
cats will fight for the bag. One will drag it around the house while one or 
two more will chase him. I’m not sure whether this is one cat attempting to 
hoard the beef jerky or perhaps it is intended to achieve the widest possible 
distribution of meat throughout the house. If it is the former, then they 
have failed miserably because no single cat seems to have retained the prize 
and the empty bag was quickly discarded. However if the intent was the 
widest possible meat distribution then the technique was a spectacular 
success. I expect that for the next several days, my wife and I will be picking 
meat crumbs out of the couch, off the rugs, from under the baseboards, 
refrigerator and server, out of the floor vents, and pretty much everywhere 
else. After that, we can just follow the ant trails. It may actually be easier 
and quicker to just burn the place down and start over. I bet it would smell 
like one right tasty barbecue. 

The good news in all of this is that having emptied the bag of its 
contents, the cats very quickly pick up all the bigger pieces so you don’t 
have to. In fact, you’d have to look closely to see the virtual slaughterhouse 
that is the downstairs portion of my house right now. Because there are 
three cats in our house and they each are afraid of not getting their fair 
share, not only do they clean up the beef jerky, but they do it really fast. 
Imagine a Roomba that only picks up meat but also has legs and can get 
meat out of high places. That would be a really cool Roomba, assuming it’s 
not the thing that spread the meat around the house in the first place. 

Having shared this nugget of good news, it’s all bad news from here. 
For instance, once the feeding frenzy has eliminated all but one piece of 
jerky, a massive fight breaks out. The ruckus of spreading the meat around 
the house sounds like ordinary kitty playground activity. The commotion 
that arose over that last piece of jerky would be more aptly compared to a 
Black Friday Midnight Madness sale at a store where all Apple devices were 
on sale for $1 each with no limit but only 10 of each device were on hand. 
There was howling, growling, screeching, hissing, caterwauling, and 
something that sounded like all three cats were scratching a blackboard at 
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once. I thought the cat-pocalypse had arrived. 

It was at this point that I intervened and nearly lost another finger trying 
to get that last piece of beef jerky away before one of the cats got himself 
killed. When I finally managed to wrestle it away from Buddy, it was 
shredded to the point of being fuzzy. But it still tasted good. Oscar slunk 
off to the couch where I thought he was licking his wounds. Then I turned 
on the light and realized he was licking meat crumbs off the couch. They 
were everywhere. In the unforgiving overhead light, the rug looked like 
someone had shaken a pepper grinder over it except the pepper was meat. 
Lots and lots of meat. 

Having been married 30 years, I know now not to run the vacuum 
cleaner at night when she’s asleep. Instead I got down on all fours and 
picked up as much as possible by hand. For a while, I thought that I might 
get enough of it up so that my wife did not wake to a house that smelled 
like a jerky drying hut. That was when the puking started. Which I totally 
understand. It’s not their fault. They wolfed down a lot of stuff they should 
not have eaten and I’m actually kind of glad it’s coming up. Less chance of 
problems tomorrow, if you know what I mean. 

Unfortunately, I’m lazy and thought it’d be a good idea to intervene 
between the puking cats and the rug. Even more unfortunately, it really 
freaks the cats out if they start to puke and you run up and shove a paper 
towel under their mouth. While I had some initial success, this quickly 
backfired on me when they all started puking at once and, on seeing me 
approach with paper towel in hand, quickly sought out places to puke in 
private. Like the floor of the closet where we keep the cleaning supplies and 
the door of which I’d left open. And the top of the refrigerator. And the 
top of the kitchen cabinets. Behind the couch. Behind the TV. In a floor 
vent. Yes, that’s right, one of my cats puked beef jerky into a floor vent. 
Probably best if you don’t come over for a day or two. 

Of course, it’s too much to hope that they got all of the jerky out the 
way it went in. Tomorrow’s forecast is widespread sunshine followed by a 
massive shitestorm. Tomorrow the sound of cat bells will fill me with 
dread. Tomorrow ask not for whom the cat bell tolls, find some good 
reason to be out of the house on business. Because if I’ve learned one thing 
in 30 years of marriage, it’s when to ask for permission and when to ask for 
forgiveness. Tomorrow when all three cats have diarrhea at the same time 
what I’ll be asking for is asylum in a non-extradition country. 

Now I’ve learned my lesson. Assuming I live through the next day or 
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two, no more beef jerky in the pantry. I have just the place to keep it, 
though.  Some place where the cats will never get it. The only thing I have 
to worry about is the emotional scarring of the firefighters if, in fact, it is 
necessary to burn the place down and start over. 

“Hey Pete, you know that house fire we responded to off of Rocky 
River last month?” 

“Yeah, what about it?” 

“They finally got the fire safe open. You’ll never guess what was in it!” 

“Panties, right?” 

“No, that’s only in hotel safes, dummy. Beef jerky! The fire safe had all 
the usual paperwork, some backup CDs with legal documents and what-
not. But it also had about a pound of beef jerky!” 

“Was it Kobe beef jerky?” 

“Naw, just the normal stuff. Not valuable at all.” 

“Did they run it through the gas spectrometer?” 

“Yeah, nothing unusual. No chemicals or toxins. Except what you’d 
expect for beef jerky, anyway.” 

“That can’t be all there is to it. So what’s the lab doing with it now?” 

“Next they are running DNA on it. There’s got to be something special 
about that beef jerky or else why put it in the safe, right?” 

Well, yeah. What’s special is that the recipe for beef jerky is also the 
recipe for a major cat-tastrophe if you are not careful. And if some unlucky 
firefighter spends a lifetime wondering and goes to their grave never 
knowing why there was beef jerky in the fire safe, that’s their own fault. 
They rescue cats for a living. If they’d kept a couple of those rescued cats, 
they’d understand. 
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La Cage Nut aux Folles 
The Odd is Silent 13 December 2013 

pparently I’ve been in IT 
too long because it doesn’t 
sound at all weird to me 

when I say something like “I’m 
supposed to get cage nuts with this.” 
My wife, on the other hand, thought 
it was some new fetish she’d never 
heard of. Problem is, it took a while 
before we realized we were having 
two completely different 
conversations. 

“What are cage nuts?” 

At this point I’m thinking “Wow, she’s showing an interest in my work! 
Maybe she relates better to hardware than to software. I should have tried 
talking to her about this sooner.” 

After 30 years I should know better but I keep thinking prolonged 
exposure to me will eventually pique her curiosity about something, 
anything, in my world. She wants to know about server enclosures? Great! 
I’ll happily explain. 

“Cage nuts are the things that let you mount your equipment in your 
rack.” 

“Where does the ‘cage’ part come in?” 

“The cage holds the nut in the hole so you can use your free hand to 
hold the equipment up.” 

“Your free hand? What’s the other one doing?” 

“That’s the one you screw with.” 

“You hold your equipment in one hand and screw with the other one?” 

A 
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“Well, yeah. Unless you have another person around to help, in which 
case one person can hold the equipment with both hands and the other one 
has two hands free screw. Of course, the person doing the screwing doesn’t 
really need both hands if the nuts are caged because the cage holds the nuts 
tight in the rail.” 

“Rail?” 

“Yeah, there’s sturdy rails on left and right running top to bottom that 
you can attach to. And in a 4-post setup you can put the equipment in from 
the front or the rear.” 

“Well, that aint happening. Where do you come up with this stuff? On 
TV?” 

“No, at work.” 

“At work?” 

“Sure. This is how they do it in all the datacenters.” 

“People have kinky sex in the datacenter?” 

“Sometimes… Wait! What? Sex in the datacenter? What are you talking 
about?” 

“I dunno. What are you talking abut?” 

“How to organize computer and networking equipment inside a 
ventilated steel cabinet. What did you think I was talking about.” 

“Megan and Matt said to tell you ‘Hi!’ What should we have for dinner? 
You’ll never believe what happened down at Matt’s school today…” 
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A working definition of hate in three acts 
Ask an Aspie 23 December 2013 

esterday I participated in a virtual march on Autism Speaks. There 
was a rather large outpouring of tweets and Facebook posts. I 
thought it would be great if we had some news coverage so I looked 

up the news staff at WBTV and posted to all their Facebook pages, tweeted 
to them and sent them emails. I wrote that Autism Speaks “demonizes the 
very population it purports to serve. They bully us through online hate 
speech and divert money from charities that actually serve our community.” 
I followed up with a link to http://boycottautismspeaks.com where there is 
a great deal more detail on the issues with Autism Speaks. 

One of the news anchors asked me to remove the post on their 
Facebook page saying it was “super inflammatory.” During the event a 
Twitter participant within the Autism community called for a more nuanced 
discussion and cited the characterization of Autism Speaks as a hate group 
as an example. Being called out by two people I respect made me stop and 
ponder whether “hate speech” and “hate group” are accurate 
characterizations off Autism Speaks. I’ve tried to capture those thoughts 
here. 

Part of the problem is that the word hate is itself highly charged. We 
treat it in the law as a special circumstance and apply different penalties 
depending on the motivation for a crime. So hate, in the popular sense of 
the term, originates with intent and radiates outward. According to this 
definition, Autism Speaks cannot be a hate group, I’ve been told, because 
the individuals involved are motivated by compassion and not hate. 

This school of thought holds that Autism Speaks may be doing all the 
wrong things, but if they are doing them with the best of intentions they are 
at worst ignorant and certainly do not rise to the level of being a hate group. 
They certainly do not deserve to be lumped in with the KKK, Neo-Nazis, 
political talk radio hosts and other more recognizable hate groups, the 
reasoning goes. 

What I find interesting is that is that this argument originates from the 
perspective of an “objective” 3rd party observer. There’s an “Us” and two 
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“Them.” Any determination of whether the action qualifies as hate is based 
solely on the character of the offending party and judged by the 
independent party. The victim’s point of view doesn’t enter into it at all. 

But what happens if we consider the victim? 

Act I – Hate as intent 

Let’s say you are at school, the bell rings for first period, someone 
unlocks the door to the classroom and you bend over to pick your books 
up off the floor. The next thing you know you are on the ground in the 
fetal position trying to protect your face and vital organs from an unknown 
attacker who is kicking and stomping on you. Under the law, this can be 
either passion or hate. Passion is when something happened to enrage the 
attacker. If you are the victim, you generally have some control over those 
conditions and some hope of preventing a future occurrence. Hate is when 
the attacker singles you out for some intrinsic characteristic such as race, 
religion or disability. You cannot change these intrinsic traits and thus have 
no hope of preventing future occurrences except by hiding or escalating the 
violence. This latter case qualifies as the classic hate crime combining 
elements of intent, incitement, and results. 

Act II – Hate as deed 

Now consider the exact same attack but suppose the attacker doesn’t 
feel the intense dislike we normally think of as hatred. Suppose instead that 
the attacker simply feels so superior that any harm done to the victim is 
morally insignificant, the way for example that a hunter might feel bringing 
down a deer. The attacker in this case doesn’t hate the victim in the sense 
of having a strong emotion, but actually feels ambivalent. But from the 
perspective of the victim, the result is the same. If you are the victim, 
attacked for some intrinsic quality which you cannot change, you feel like 
prey. You live your life in fear of predators. In some ways, this is worse 
than the scenario where the attacker doesn’t like your race or religion 
because it adds humiliation to the mix knowing that the attacker thinks of 
you as some class of lesser human. 

This scenario lacks intent as defined earlier, but includes incitement and 
results. Yet it is clearly hate and is more detrimental to the victim than the 
classic variety hate crime. To address this, many international courts have 
included superiority as a criterion for determining hate crimes. Acts meet 
the incitement and results criteria and which are based on a belief of 
superiority qualify as hate crimes. An example is the “Kill the Indian to save 
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the child” system of residential boarding schools. Although seen at the time 
as noble and altruistic, the practice has subsequently been determined to 
have been institutionalized genocide. The practice continued as recently as 
1980 so there are people alive today who were students and staff. If we 
asked them I suspect the students would agree that the schools were hate 
groups and the staff would disagree. To the general public Indians were 
“Them” and few considered the practice from the point of view of the 
families torn apart and trauma inflicted on children. The government knows 
best how to deal with Them and our responsibility stops at sending them 
toys at Christmas now and then. 

If you listen to the autistic community today, many of us are telling you 
the methods and tactics of Autism Speaks appear in our eyes to be hate. 
There is incitement, there are results and the intent is of the institutional 
variety that refuses to acknowledge harm it inflicts. Autism Speaks 
considers their actions as noble and altruistic and dismisses as irrelevant the 
protests of autistics who disagree. Autism Speaks promotes to policy 
makers and the general public a view of autistics are “Them.” Excluding 
autistic people from your Us group is the means to justify ignoring our 
voices and treating us as if we do not exist, even while advancing an agenda 
claiming to help us. and Autism Speaks, the legitimate authority in the field 
and voice of the mainstream Autism community (they must be because 
look at the name, right?), knows best what to do with Them. After all, it 
can’t be hate if it’s in the autistic’s best interest. 

That Autism Speaks is not widely considered a hate group has more to 
do with the prominence of their voice and legitimacy conferred by their 
privileged access to national and local leaders than it does with their actions 
or with the impact of those actions as experienced by actual autistic 
persons. 

Act III – Hate as policy 

If you are still with me, consider one final scenario. Suppose that there 
was widespread and open hatred in the past but that it is no longer 
tolerated. People of all races, religions, and ethnicities now interact 
peacefully. Further suppose that the legal and economic framework created 
during the initial period of hostility remains in force and continues to 
subject the minority population to physical, emotional and economic harm, 
despite the superficial appearance of peaceful coexistence. 

In this scenario does not require personal hate, either in the sense of an 
intense emotion or of a feeling of superiority. The hatred has become 
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institutionalized and the laws and common customs set the bar for what is 
considered morally acceptable. If you are in the privileged class, chances are 
you don’t notice that many things you take for granted are denied others 
based on their race, religion or other quality. You may neither hate the 
victims nor feel superior to them and yet the system confers on you 
significant advantages inherited from the prior social order and which at the 
time of their implementation were driven by hate. To the disadvantaged in 
this social structure, then the result is even worse than it was in the previous 
two scenarios, despite the lack of personal animus between individuals. In 
the oppressed class, you still suffer physical, emotional and economic harm. 
You still suffer humiliation of being treated as a lesser class of human. But 
now you also suffer from diminished protection under the law and little 
hope of justice. 

Of all the types of hate, institutionalized hate is the worst because the 
people inflicting the damage rarely see it and believe themselves good 
people, even while perpetuating a system that commits violence or genocide 
through policy and with the force of law. Even when it is recognized for 
what it is, neither the victim nor the oppressor can individually do anything 
about it. The underlying framework must change in order to correct the 
root problems. Changing that framework is difficult because it requires 
leveling the playing field and those to whom the system confers advantage 
also wield political power. They don’t see themselves as morally deficient 
but any suggestion of eliminating the disparity is perceived as political 
correctness run amok. When hate becomes institutionalized we have a 
name for it: Privilege. 

Hate as practiced by Autism Speaks 

It is into this third category that Suzanne Wright and Autism Speaks fall. 
You can pick almost any example of her writing but the one with which I 
am most familiar is Autism Speaks to Washington – A Call for Action in 
which autism is described as a “crisis” and a “national emergency” that is 
turning children into overwhelming burdens to society. In her call to action 
Mrs. Wright writes “we’ve for the most part lost touch with three million 
American children, and as a nation we’ve done nothing.” Framed this way, 
only the charity and the parents participate in the discussion because the 
autistic population are simply “missing.” And that’s the best it gets. From 
there it goes downhill. The children may be gone but the ghosts of those 
children remain to torment the families. Mrs. Wright writes: 

These families are not living. 
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They are existing. Breathing – yes. Eating – yes. Sleeping- maybe. Working- most 
definitely – 24/7. 

This is autism. 

Life is lived moment-to-moment. In anticipation of the child’s next move. In despair. 
In fear of the future. 

This is autism. 

Most of the rhetoric is framed in terms of relieving the burden of 
families caring for autistic children. “And, what about their parents?” Mrs. 
Wright asks. “How much can we ask them to handle? How long will it be 
before the exhaustion makes them ill? How long before they break?” These 
points are reinforced repeatedly with the phrase “this is autism” on a single 
line and in bold in case you might miss it. 

This is autism? No. 

This is hate. 

Even the services needed by autistic people are framed in terms of the 
stress placed on families. It’s the moms who can’t afford a doctor. It’s the 
moms who agonize over a waiting list. It’s the moms who need a lawyer to 
obtain services. It’s the moms who are “depleted. Mentally. Physically. And 
especially emotionally.” 

This is hate. 

In a nod to autistic adults, Mrs. Wright mentions that 500-thousand 
American children will age out of the system in the next decade and no 
longer be eligible for services. She asks “who cares for these children? 
There is no national plan to build a city for 500-thousand people.” She 
doesn’t mention whether there would be fences and guards around the city 
but she doesn’t have to. She’s carving Autistic people out of “Us” and 
defining a “Them.” She drives the point home by citing a cost of $2.3 
million per autistic child, representing $137 billion dollars total burden that 
autistic people place on society. If she did build an autistic ghetto, one gets 
the impression it would have not only guards with guns, but also a moat 
and very tall walls. 

This is hate. 
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The objections I received to characterizing Autism Speaks as a hate 
group were based on the staff and volunteers acting out of compassion. But 
like the hunter in the 3rd scenario, autistic people are so insignificant to 
Autism Speaks as to be excluded from the conversation at all. Mrs. Wright 
closes the press release by painting a tragic picture of the autistic 
population. 

Close your eyes and think about an America where three million 
Americans and counting largely cannot take care of themselves without 
help. Imagine three million of our own – unable to dress, or eat 
independently, unable to use the toilet, unable to cross the street, unable to 
judge danger or the temperature, unable to pick up the phone and call for 
help. 

Well, no wonder autistics are unable to participate in the activities of the 
Autism Speaks leadership. We are practically vegetables. John Elder 
Robison, author, successful businessman and prominent autism advocate, 
recently resigned a post at Autism Speaks citing their failure to consider his 
advice and counsel in their operation and planning. He was the highest 
placed autistic individual in the organization and was never functionally part 
of the leadership team. 

This is hate. 

Autism Speaks is the premiere charity for autism in the United States 
and as such enjoy privileged – there’s that word again – access to Senators, 
Congressional representatives and other highly placed policy makes and 
business leaders. The views and approach of Autism Speaks are influencing 
policy and building an institutional framework in which people like me are 
missing at best, but more commonly in her writing we represent a 
tremendous financial drain on society and an emotional drain driving our 
families to the breaking point. We are creating a crisis and must be dealt 
with urgently. Whatever else we are, we are so inferior that our thoughts 
and feelings are completely immaterial. It isn’t that Autism Speaks hates 
autistics. It is that to Autism Speaks, autistics are a lesser class of human, 
incapable of participating in any meaningful way in the policy discussion 
about them. 

This is hate. 

This attitude is prevalent and creates a general climate of distrust and 
discrimination against autistics. When Adam Lanza took the lives of twenty 
children and six adults at Sandy Hook, it was a national tragedy. When he 
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was revealed to have Asperger’s Syndrome, that tragedy was compounded 
as angry people took to the Internet demanding various interventions for 
people like me. These were not compassionate interventions but calls to 
lock up autistics, require extensive supervision over every aspect of our 
lives, sterilize us, and one post I read even suggested autistics should be 
killed at diagnosis. At my age and with all that I’ve been through, I’m pretty 
thick skinned about this stuff compared to Aspie kids in school today. 
Experiencing the public backlash against Asperger’s after Sandy Hook was 
traumatic for me. I can’t imagine the emotional damage this public reaction 
inflicted on Aspie kids in middle and high school who were already 
struggling with bullying and an unsympathetic school system. 

I am a security consultant by trade. I got into this business after 
discovering that the network I was administering gave me complete control 
of inter-bank wire transfers in amounts in the neighborhood of half a 
billion dollars. I passed on the opportunity to redirect a few of those large 
transactions and instead learned how to protect them. I’m pretty 
trustworthy. Yet after Sandy Hook, my client at the time questioned me 
about my Asperger’s and my fitness to perform my job. I have written 
openly about my autism and make no secret of it at work. That should not 
be a problem if I’m judged by my character and by my actions. But the type 
of prejudice perpetuated by Autism Speaks combined with an association in 
the press between violence and autism caused me to be judged by an 
intrinsic characteristic that I cannot change and it jeopardized my 
livelihood. Many other Aspies reported similar negative experiences and for 
some still in school it painted giant targets on their backs. 

As a child I experienced institutionalized hate in which the school 
administration saw my Asperger’s as the root cause of the bullying I 
suffered and took no action to curtail the violence until after I was 
hospitalized. I thought I’d left that behind when I left school. What I see 
when I read Suzanne Wright’s press release is the construction of a system 
of institutionalized hate similar to what I experienced in school but at the 
national policy level. There is incitement. There are results. There is no 
intent on the part of most individuals involved but there is superiority and 
privilege. 

If you buy into the school of thought that requires intent and intense 
emotional dislike to classify something as hate, then I can certainly see why 
you might disagree with my characterization of Autism Speaks as a hate 
group. But as someone who has experienced this as a victim I can tell you 
that it looks like hate from here, and not just any hate but institutionalized 
hate which is the worst kind. It sets national policy for standards of care 
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and treatment for autistics, guided by people who think we are monsters 
and lacking any input from actual autistic people. It creates a new kind of 
invisible privilege where well-meaning people follow the law and policy, 
thinking they are doing good, or at least that they are doing no harm, and 
unable to see the damage they inflict on the very people they purport to 
serve. Meanwhile, the victims suffer actual real-world damage as a result of 
these policies, endure the humiliation of being thought of more as pets than 
humans, and have little or no hope of justice because the framework of law 
and policy is rigged against them. 

This is the agenda of Autism Speaks. 

This is hate. 

This is the future if Autism Speaks continues to enjoy exclusive control 
of the national autism discussion. 

This is hate. 

Please let me and others like me participate in the national discussion 
about Autism. The only way that you can do that is to seek out and hear 
our voices because Autism Speaks is intentionally and deliberately excluding 
us from the conversation and they currently control the discussion. We are 
not hard to find. We are capable. We are articulate. We are humans just like 
you. That some of us are unable to participate is no reason to exclude all of 
us. Quite the opposite. Those of us who cannot participate are best 
understood by others on the spectrum whose insight should carry heavy 
weight in the discussion. 

Autism Speaks diverts money and precious attention of well-meaning 
people like you from groups that really help our community. Will you stop 
listening to them long enough to hear the voices of actual autistic people? 
Will you consider giving some of your money and time instead to 
alternative autism organizations such as the Autism Self Advocacy Network 
or Autism Women’s Network? Yes? Thank you! 

This is compassion. 

Some notes about Autism Speaks: 

• Despite all their talk about helping families in need, Autism 
Speaks reported only 4% of expenditures in 2012 went to family 
services. 
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• Autism Speaks is strongly and consistently criticized by 
prominent advocates in the community they purport to serve. 

• Autism Speaks continues to support and endorse the Judge 
Rotenberg Educational Center whose “treatment” for autism 
qualifies as torture under the United Nations definition. 

• Autism Speaks systematically excludes autistics from meaningful 
participation in their group and by consequence in the 
discussion with state and local policy makers. 

• Autism Speaks has fired advisers who disagreed with their 
(discredited) position that vaccinations cause autism. 

• Autism Speaks relies on rhetoric of pity and fear, characterizing 
autistics as tragic burdens on families and on society, painting 
an Us and Them scenario where They (autistics) represent a 
clear and present danger to the emotional and financial health 
of families and the financial stability of the country. 

Read more, with linked sources, at the “Why Boycott” page at Boycott 
Autism Speaks: http://boycottautismspeaks.com 

See also: 

Autism Self Advocacy Network - http://autisticadvocacy.org/ 

Autism Women’s Network - http://autismwomensnetwork.org/ 
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The humility/notoriety spectrum 
Ask an Aspie 5 January 2014 

he first part of my life could be described as a long string of 
attention-seeking incidents. Some of them, like getting bitten in the 
head by a big dog at the age of 4, didn’t start out that way but 

reinforced the sense of validation one gets from being the center of 
attention. Later as a bullied school student, I became the class clown as a 
way to gain acceptance and ratchet down some of the violence. You get to 
be the center of attention either as the class clown or the bully victim, and 
people are laughing at you either way, but one is a noticeably better 
experience than the other. Can you guess which one I preferred? 

Being bullied and being class clown both mean more social contact, but 
only up to a point. What I craved most was actual friends. The kind that 
stand by you, clue you in gently when you are clueless and contribute to the 
relationship in proportion to what they take. Time after time those people I 
thought were friends turned out to have a hidden agenda in which I was a 
convenient pawn. The more I craved human connection, the more deeply I 
was wounded. Eventually I shut down and stopped seeking friendship. 
Since I did not also stop craving it, this was a particularly miserable time of 
my life in which I was always depressed, often suicidally so. Deep within me 
lived a tiny spark of defiance that did not want to give my tormentors the 
satisfaction of my suicide. That spark kept me alive when nothing else 
mattered. 

This attention-seeking permeated every aspect of my life for 20-odd 
years, eventually including my career. I took my first programmer job at 23 
years old. Since I had no degree and no experience, I was offered a trainee 
position at significantly less than the advertised pay and I took it thinking 
I’d quickly be promoted once my skills were demonstrated. Soon it became 
apparent that despite my lack of training and experience I actually was 
among the best programmers in the shop. In my mind, I had earned the 
right to a promotion and raise at least on par with the original job listing, if 
not a lot more. When I didn’t get it, I was livid. 

I tried all the things I could think of to get that promotion. I kissed the 
bosses ass, but wasn’t very good at it. I finished my work and then went 
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around and helped everyone else who would let me. When these didn’t 
help, I started working “undertime.” I’d do my work and then use the 
leftover time for socializing and personal pursuits. I was tired of working 
way beyond my duties and pay scale and figured I’d give them the level of 
work they were paying for. My attitude grew increasingly bitter and hostile 
when nothing I did resulted in the promotion or raise. 

It got to the point that I was fully expecting to be fired. Not waiting for 
the axe to drop, I decided that I’d put myself in the best possible position 
to go look for a new job. I had at that point been fired from every job I’d 
ever held and resolved that this time I’d leave on my own terms. I 
completely abandoned my campaign to be promoted or get a raise. Instead, 
I began use that “spare time” to take all the training that was available to 
me. When there was overtime to be had, I volunteered so that I could build 
up a war chest with which to make the job transition. I gave up all social 
activities and stripped out every single thing from my life that wasn’t 
directly related to getting ready to make the job change. I was already the 
among the best 2 or 3 programmers in the shop but now the focus was to 
become the best possible programmer I could be. No more measurement 
against the local standard of excellence. How good could I become 
compared only to my own past performance? 

Turns out the answer was I had a lot of unused capacity. When I 
diverted all that attention away from managing the career and getting 
positive feedback, and instead focused it only on improving my skills and 
measuring relative only to my own past performance, I started getting raises 
and promotions. When I realized this, I embraced the concept full-bore. I 
completely stopped measuring success by conventional means and instead 
became principle-centered. I didn’t care anymore what my boss said in my 
performance review because I had become more critical of my own 
performance than they were and was no longer motivated by anything they 
had to offer except the challenge of the work itself. 

This philosophy took me on a journey where each new career move was 
on my terms and always a move up. As I moved from that first job through 
stints at several large companies, I focused only on being the best I could 
possibly be in whatever role I found myself. Once the salary rose to a point 
that the family’s basic needs were met, I even stopped measuring that. The 
subsequent rise in income suggests that the measurement had been holding 
it down but when you struggle to get food, shelter and medicine needs met 
it’s kinda hard to not measure income. 

When I joined IBM, there was for the first time a focus on measurement 
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of “social eminence.” If you represented the brand in any way in social 
media, then you had better do a good job of it because your bonus and 
raises now depended on things like your Google Page Rank, Klout score 
and Twitter followers. After decades of ignoring such measurements and 
letting the content speak for itself, I was horrified. Google myself? Vanity 
searches? I truly value the opinions and feedback of my social media friends 
but must I really give a damn about what Klout thinks? Apparently, yes. If 
you want to succeed at IBM in the role I was in, you have to manage your 
social presence. 

So, reluctantly, I embarked on a self-promotion campaign. At first it was 
like changing diapers. You gotta do it but it’s gross and you need to wash 
the stink of it off afterwards. But soon it became apparent that managing 
and growing my online reputation actually helped me do the things that 
were really important to me. As “The MQ Security Guy” I’m taken more 
seriously, seen more as an authority in my field, if my social presence is 
highly ranked. This in turn makes me more effective in actually securing the 
networks of the vendors you and I rely on to keep our money and personal 
data secure. (I have never worked for Target, Sony, Hannaford, Dave & 
Busters, LinkedIn, or any other vendor you are likely to know from 
headlines about their data breaches. Perhaps that’s part of the problem.) My 
ethos, perhaps heavily influenced by my Asperger’s, has always been 
“function over form.” Social reputation management started to look more 
like function and less like superficial facade once I realized how it helped 
me accomplish my mission. 

The key, I have come to believe, is to never take your own press too 
seriously. I like being “The MQ Security Guy” but I’m always leery of 
falling into liking it for its own sake. I like being followed, re-tweeted, 
shared and re-posted, but try to never chase these numbers as ends in their 
own right. The value of the content always was and remains the most 
important thing and re-tweets, shares and re-posts are a measure of the 
quality of that content. If I want more re-tweets, I focus on making the 
content more compelling rather than tweeting the same blog post ten times 
a day. Now I find I’m walking a fine line between a place of comfort where 
I just don’t care about reputation measurement, versus caring – but not too 
much. 

I still feel uncomfortable with what little celebrity I have garnered but 
the attempts to shrug it off can seem like false humility since I’m obviously 
putting some effort into managing my social reputation. That said, I still 
stand by the basic philosophy that has resulted in the majority of my 
success over the years and have no reservations recommending it to 
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anyone, especially autistic folks struggling with social issues: 

• Understand your own internal values and measure yourself 
against unchanging principles of good and bad, right and 
wrong. Situational ethics that justify bad behavior based on 
having been treated badly don’t work. If an action is wrong, it’s 
always wrong. This is hard in practice but strive to keep that 
gray area as small as possible. 

• It isn’t the number of relationships but the quality of 
relationships. Having no friends is better than having even one 
bad friend. Be comfortable with yourself first. Are you 
functional as an independent island? The path goes from 
dependence to independence to interdependence. Many people 
mistake more or different dependence for the interdependence 
that they seek, not realizing you must go through independence 
to get there. 

• Don’t keep a ledger. Give of yourself because it’s the right thing 
to do and without strings. Do not give more than you are 
prepared to lose and then if it doesn’t come back you have 
broken even. You will be surprised at how much comes back. 

• Don’t say anything about someone that you would not willingly 
tell them to their face. 

• Seek to influence through persuasion and leadership rather than 
through coercion. Shaming someone into changing their 
behavior makes them an adversary and those same tactics often 
get directed back at you. Influencing through generosity, 
compassion and leadership make people your allies and, oddly 
enough, those tactics also get directed back at you. 

In general, all this boils down to measuring and tracking the right things. 
You can measure by salary and increase that figure in a variety of ways. 
Focusing on the salary number and not the nature of how its achieved can 
destroy you. Focusing on your character tends to raise the salary number 
and reinforces you in all aspects of your life. When the salary is measured 
for its own end, you lose. When the salary is an indicator of the work 
you’ve been doing to build your character, then you win. The same holds 
true for just about every other indicator we use for “success.” 

My big problem with all of this comes when I’m trying to promote an 
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idea and the feedback all sounds like “T.Rob, you ROCK!” OK, that’s great 
and all, but what about this other thing I’m working on? You know, the Big 
Idea I wrote about? If managing social reputation means you court 
responses like “T.Rob, you ROCK!” then they are not entirely unwelcome. 
I’m not as confident on my advice on this point as I am on the bullets 
above but my take on it is this: at least have fun with it. Today after a 
Facebook round of “T.Rob, you ROCK!” in a thread where I was 
promoting the Athena’s Daughters project, I gave up and decided to own 
my own ROCK-yness. Secretly, I am The Rock. 
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Intense world, in theory and practice 
Ask an Aspie 20 January 2014 

 few days ago I stumbled across an article describing Kamila and 
Henry Markram’s Intense World theory of autism (more formally 
described in their own article). This, to me, was like finding the key 

to unlock a treasure. Intense World explains so well my experience of 
autism in a way no theory based on sensory deficiency can. Although I do 
know there are aspects of human behavior to which I am impaired (face 
recognition, body language, cognitive empathy), that explanation only goes 
so far and leaves much unanswered. However, the communication deficits 
are the most obvious symptom to many people’s eyes and I believe that 
may be why the Intense World theory can be counter-intuitive. We’ve been 
trained to look the other way. 

Shortly after first reading about Intense World theory, I began to see it 
described in the blog posts of other autistics. In her post Overloading on 
Emotion, Alex Forshaw describes much the same thing: 

Imagine if you will that you are sitting on a quiet, deserted shore. The sun is shining: 
it’s warm. There’s just enough of a breeze to be comfortable and the small waves lap 
rhythmically. You are relaxed; you lean back and close your eyes sleepily… 

..and then you open your eyes again to find you have been transported in that instant 
to the middle of the city at rush hour. Traffic all around: engines snarling and horns 
blaring. People jostling and rushing all around you. Noise, smells, lights, touches 
coming from all directions: a cacophony registering on every sense at once. And that’s 
how it feels to be hit by that tidal wave of emotion. 

How fitting that Alex begins the description with the opening words 
from The Twilight Zone, because that’s what it can be like – a world too 
strange to explain, that has to be experienced to be fully understood. 

As a child, people called me Mr. Spock or Professor because I didn’t 
show emotions and read voraciously across a broad range of subjects. But 
the truth is I had a hard time watching television with the family because I’d 
be too overwhelmed with emotion. You’ve heard the phrase “tear jerker?” 
For me, even the advertisements can elicit tears. Oftentimes more so than 
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the actual show. You always know Kwai Chang Caine or the crew of the 
Enterprise will come out of the episode OK, but the heartbreak of psoriasis 
actually is heartbreaking. After my mom told me what psoriasis is, the 
Tegrin ad plagued me for years. When it came on the TV, I became 
distressed. If I cried openly, I was belittled, so instead I tried to hold in the 
emotions. They found other outlets. Facial tics, repetitive movements, even 
the occasional meltdown when something completely unrelated broke the 
dam and all that emotion burst out. 

To my family, I had “dealt with” crying at advertisements. They 
considered it a closed issue so the meltdowns were attributed to character 
flaws. I was immature, they said. Life isn’t fair and I can’t always get what I 
want, they said. Nobody, eventually not even me, had a clue that my 
kicking, screaming meltdown, initiated by some trivial trigger event, was 
really caused by an explosion of bottled up emotion, compounded by rage 
at having no acceptable way to express it. So I could be perfectly fine one 
minute, happily watching TV, then my brother would change the channel 
and I’d go ballistic. Changing it back was no help at that point. Anything 
could set me off. 

In retrospect, especially in light of Intense World theory, the meltdowns 
were inevitable given the way I was taught to cope with overwhelming 
emotion. At the time though, I simply had “behavior problems” that 
needed to be worked on. The focus on controlling my reaction in the face 
of one of these events was more of the same. Build bigger and thicker walls 
to contain the meltdown. 

Be good. 
Bottle it all up. 
Keep it all inside. 
Control your temper. 
Don’t cry. 
Don’t yell. 
Don’t express extreme emotion. 
Ever. 

So glad you got those meltdowns under control. Next problem: why 
don’t you interact with kids your own age? It’s like you’ve built some kind 
of wall to keep them out. 

Professor? Mr. Spock? Those aren’t who I am. That’s who I was made 
into. 
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Alex describes this in context of her marriage. She says her wife “still 
gets the impression that I don’t feel emotion because I don’t show emotion. 
She struggles to understand how anybody can be experiencing feelings 
without any outward sign.” I wonder whether Alex was taught as a child to 
suppress that emotion in much the same way that I was. On the other hand, 
for many of us that lack of outward display is the natural state. Either way, 
the thing we share is the experience of complete and total overload – 
emotionally, sensorially, or (shudder!) both. 

I once wrote that “if you have an autistic person in your life, the greatest 
gift you can give them is to communicate with them on their terms. Be their 
refuge. Be the person with whom they can experience meaningful human 
connection without filters. Let them be their most authentic self.” One 
reason my wife and I have been together for thirty years is that she is that 
person for me. We didn’t start out that way. In the beginning, she too 
wanted me to “act normal” when I went off the rails. But over time she 
realized that letting me express those extreme emotions is what keeps me 
from going off the rails. If I cry, she holds me. If I cheer, she cheers with 
me. 

Not that this is all one-sided. When my wife cries, I hold her. When she 
cheers, I cheer with her. We contribute each according to their strengths, 
and complement each others’ weaknesses. Individually we are each strong 
and self-sufficient in our own way. Together, the whole of us is more than 
the sum of the parts. 

Thanks to my wife, I’m no longer Mr. Spock. I am, as Landon Bryce 
says, my own autistic self. I am lucky and able to function well in the 
working world. The ability to be authentic with my wife gives me greater 
capacity out in that world. Airports bother me less. Crowded conferences 
bother me less. Heavy traffic bothers me less. All because I now have a safe 
way to release emotion and a safe place of refuge where I can drop my 
filters and just be me. 

If you have somebody autistic in your life, or if you are yourself autistic, 
you might consider adding Intense World theory to your repertoire. It may 
not be a perfect fit for you, but that’s OK. We aren’t looking for the silver 
bullet, we are looking for nuance. Distinguishing between overload and 
deficiency and then approaching each with different techniques sounds 
obvious when stated plainly. But if all you’ve ever heard about autism 
focused only on functional deficiencies, then Intense World isn’t something 
you are likely to arrive at on your own. Now that you have, does it explain 
the autistic world a bit better? It did for me. I hope it helps you too. 
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The Peter Principle 
The Odd is Silent 2 May 2014 

y wife and I were watching TV this evening when I paused the 
show for a bio-break. Unbeknownst to my wife, one of our cats 
pushed his way in whilst I was in the bathroom. From her vantage 

point in the living room, this is what she heard: 

Hey there little buddy, glad to see you are still alive. Some days it’s hard to tell if you 
are dead or just sleeping. Yeah, I know I should pay more attention to you but you 
pick the worst times to wake up and want to take over my life. So either go talk to 
her or go back to sleep because you’re getting nothing from me right now. Did you 
hear what I said? Stop that! You’re gonna make me miss. 

At this point the cat is leaning over the bowl, reaching in with one paw 
and I’m taking emergency evasive maneuvers, trying find a spot where the 
bowl is and the paw isn’t, all while simultaneously standing on one foot, 
trying to scoot him away with the other and wondering what the wife would 
say if I proposed installing urinals, or at least better door latches. 

All right. All RIGHT! Let me finish up here and I’ll give you one minute. Sixty 
seconds, not a second more, OK? 

Sound of flushing. Hand washing. Silence ensues. Twenty seconds in he 
rolls on his back. Not thinking, I take the bait and start rubbing his tummy, 
whereupon he bites the crap outta me, whips out the claws and starts in 
with the bunny kicks. 

Aaaahhhh! OK, that’s it. That wasn’t even close to 60 seconds, but you are done for 
the night. I hope you enjoyed it. 

I step out of the hallway and right into her expectant gaze. 

“You OK there, minute-man?” 

“I might need some lotion” I replied, looking over the cuts on my 
hands. 

“You shoulda thought of that ahead of time. I think you broke a world 

M 
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speed record. Was it really that urgent?” 

“I dunno. You’d have to ask him.” 

“Ohhh no. He’s in time-out for the night” she said, grinning 
inexplicably. 

Oh, that’s a nice show of solidarity, I thought. 

“I hope he didn’t make a mess in the bathroom or he’ll be in timeout for 
a week.” 

So much for solidarity. “I’m injured and bloody and you’re worried he 
made a mess in the bathroom? Gee thanks.” I settled in next to her on the 
couch with the hint of a pout developing on my face. “You want to kiss it 
and make it feel better?” I held out my injured hands. 

“I’m not falling for…wait, what happened to your hands?” 

“Mr. Jinx bit and clawed the shit out of them.” 

“You weren’t…” 

“Wasn’t what?” 

“We should make some popcorn. You get started and I’ll go get the 
ointment.” She got up and headed for the stairs. 

“Ummm, OK. You’re acting kinda weird. Did I miss something while I 
was in the bathroom?” 

“I think we both did.” 

“Was it good?” 

“You’d be surprised,” she replied and disappeared into the stairwell. 

I went to the kitchen and dug out the big popcorn bowl. Mr. Jinx 
jumped onto the counter to inspect it for stray bacon. All our food is 
inspected for bacon. We don’t ever have bacon in the house but that 
doesn’t seem to matter to the inspection crew. Satisfied that no bacon was 
to be had, he turned to watch me. 

“You got any idea what she’s talking about?” 
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I took his silence for a “no.” 

“That’s OK. Me neither. Women, huh?” 
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American slavery – it’s a thing 
The Odd is Silent 6 May 2014 

fter an informal analysis of the health insurance system in the USA, 
I’ve come to the conclusion that while Lincoln may have freed the 
slaves, we haven’t actually abolished slavery here. In fact, it is alive 

and well, enshrined in law, and the Affordable Care Act is one of the few 
things that seeks to address that situation. Bear with me, I’ll connect the 
dots. 

This all started when I changed jobs and went on COBRA. There was a 
2-week period in which my COBRA application was being processed and in 
that time the insurance company told the pharmacy that I was self-pay. Like 
many plans, on ours we pay the retail price for meds or $10, whichever is 
less. Among the prescriptions that we get here at Casa de Wyatt are two 
maintenance meds that had always been less than a co-pay. In fact, we’d 
never paid more than $10 total for both prescriptions for many years. So 
when the pharmacy told us the insurance company denied coverage for the 
refill, I wasn’t worried. I can spare the $7 or $8 out of pocket. 

Except it wasn’t $7 or $8. It turns out that price is not retail for these 
meds but rather the negotiated price under our insurance. The retail price 
for uninsured people was much higher. 

That’s a problem. The idea of insurance is that many people pool their 
risk and the premium is the average of that risk. Many people may more 
and some people benefit tremendously, but catastrophic risk is eliminated. 

But what has happened is that the insurance company represents so 
many people that it was able to negotiate favorable discounts on medicines 
through the pharmacy in return for an in-plan designation. The pharmacy 
then recovers those discounts by increasing the retail cost of the drugs to 
people not in the plan. The result is that the insurance company has not 
simply averaged the risk of their members, but have actually externalized 
that risk so that people not in their plan are now subsidizing them. 

Ironically, the people complaining most loudly about not wanting to 
subsidize the poor are in fact being subsidized by the poor. 

A 
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If that gives you pause to think you’d better sit down before going 
further. Are you ready? 

As an uninsured self-payer, my bill for these two prescriptions that had 
in the past had averaged $7 ~ $8 total came to $380. That means the 
insurance company is being subsidized by the uninsured population – that 
externalized risk I mentioned earlier – at a rate of 50:1. For every dollar I’d 
paid over the years on these prescriptions, uninsured people were paying 
$50 on the same meds so that the pharmacy could recover the price 
concessions they’d made to my insurer. 

That is one of the reasons why if you have no insurance and get sick, 
you accumulate lifelong debt. One accident or illness takes forever to pay 
off when, in addition to yourself, you are absorbing the risk of about 50 
people with insurance. 

That gets us to indentured servitude. Get sick or injured once and you 
are ever after a vassal of the insurance company. It’s a short hop from there 
to slavery though. We supposedly do not have debtor’s prisons but we do 
have collection agencies. Once you accumulate overwhelming debt, you 
become vulnerable to all sorts of parasites and collection agencies are the 
second wave of infection (coming right after the insurers). The collection 
agencies’ latest tactic is to file in court to recover the debt. Since they do 
not necessarily have the latest address for the debtor – and don’t look too 
hard for it – the plaintiffs often do not receive notification of the suit. The 
police are much more diligent about tracking down the plaintiff and so the 
first they know of the suit is often when they are arrested on a “Failure to 
Appear” warrant. 

Once they are in jail, they cannot get out until they not only pay the debt 
but also the court and attorney’s fees. These are the third wave of parasite 
swooping in for their blood feast. Of course, while they are in jail they 
cannot earn a living and so their main hope is that friends and family can 
raise the funds. If friends and family cannot absorb the debt and the cost of 
supporting the family while one of the wage-earners is jailed, the result can 
be devastating. Meanwhile the person in prison ends up working in a call 
center or otherwise earning a profit for the prison. Their personal stipend 
from this work often doesn’t cover their interest on the debt, let alone pay 
it off. 

Imprisoned, stripped of franchise, forced to work for the profit of 
others, little or no hope of regaining your freedom. Isn’t that the very 
definition of slavery? 
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Form, function and authenticity – an essay 

on facial hair 
Ask an Aspie 23 January 2014 

hen I’m in the right 
frame of mind, 
Internet trolls are an 

endless source of amusement. 
Unfortunately, that isn’t often 
and the rest of the time they just 
make me fear for the future of 
the human race. I practice what I 
believe is a pretty tolerant 
position regarding comments on 
my online writing and try to 
leave everything up that isn’t 
outright spam. I can take some 
criticism. In fact, since I don’t 
plan to have to independently 
recreate all the wisdom that came 
before me, I more or less depend 
on criticism to fuel personal 
growth. 

But there’s criticism and then there’s batshit crazy. I’ll delete a batshit 
crazy comment in a heartbeat. 

What I need to remember to do though is to let them sit in moderation 
a day or so before deleting them. Case in point, one I deleted a few weeks 
back that I eventually came to believe was actually a teaching moment in 
disguise. I don’t have the original text anymore so I’ll paraphrase. 

What’s with the mustache? Do you actually think people don’t know 
you color it? It’s like a bad rug. You know the person is wearing a toupee 
and it’s almost impossible to not stare at it. You aren’t fooling anybody with 
that thing. 

W 
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Huh? This was totally off topic for the post on which it appeared so I 
deleted it forthwith. But then I got to wondering from what perspective did 
this comment originate? The person clearly thinks my mustache attributes 
are influenced by some desire to conform or otherwise in consideration of 
what other people think. As with many other occasions in my life, this 
person is judging me based on a mistaken belief about my motives and 
intent. 

This is bad on so many levels. We are often judged more by our intent 
than the actions themselves, so to have someone so completely 
misunderstand my intent is dangerous in its own right. That I’m autistic 
compounds the problem. Because I assume a high probability of error in 
interpreting other people’s non-verbals and intent, these are not factors in 
which I place much confidence. So where I tend to give the benefit of the 
doubt, my commenter confidently judges me based only on my appearance. 
Of course, it isn’t fun to realize someone thinks that you are superficial, 
narcissistic and naive. I may in fact be all of those things, but definitely not 
in the way this person believes. 

So here’s the scoop. I’m all about function over form. I drove Hyundai 
cars well after I could afford a more prestigious brand. I do not now own 
Hyundais, but only because my current vehicles provide functionality that 
Hyundai cars do not. My truck can easily haul a trailer with my motorcycle, 
the lawn tractor, cut logs to the recycle center, or yards of mulch. My wife’s 
car has some sophisticated electronics such as blind-spot alarms and a giant 
rear-view camera display for backing up. We really like those things now 
that she is a frequent visitor at the elementary school because kids have a 
tendency to appear near the car without warning. Hyundai didn’t have these 
features when we bought the car. For all I know, they still don’t. 

Same thing goes for fashion. My only jewelry is a medical alert necklace 
and a watch. Once while working in Chicago in winter I had to traverse 
several blocks of snowy sidewalk between the train and the office. By the 
time I arrived at work, my khaki slacks were black to about 8 inches up 
from the cuff and my dress shoes were ruined. As soon as I got home, I 
bought some boots that would take a shine and some mink oil, and 5 pair 
of black jeans. I kept the button-up shirts. Nowadays, that’s all I wear. At 
work, at home, whatever. Same outfit. For special occasions I’ll iron the 
shirt. 

The main exception to my reverence for function is asymmetry. Even 
when the asymmetry has no impact whatsoever on function, I find it 
disturbing. For example, a computer monitor with controls on the side bugs 
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me. My laptop screen and monitors in my home office are all symmetrical. 
If they were not, it would be a major distraction from my work. In some 
cases I’d even sacrifice some function for sake of symmetry. It bugs me that 
the doors of my side-by-side refrigerator/freezer are different widths, even 
though this results in the right proportions of storage capacity. I don’t 
spend much time in the kitchen and when I’m there I try not to look at the 
fridge. 

I even obsess over things whose only function is their form. The hedge 
in front of my house is only there for looks. It doesn’t provide shade, make 
the walk safer or control erosion. It exists only because it makes the house 
look better. But, by golly, it has to be trimmed to within an inch of level on 
top and plumb on the sides. The one accommodation I make to function is 
that there’s a small gap that I maintain in the hedge so you can walk 
through rather than around it if you need to get to the West side of the 
house. I rather like that gap. In my eyes it redeems the otherwise purely 
ornamental hedge. 

Given my repulsion to asymmetry, you can imagine my horror when a 
bully’s assault in high school split my left upper lip. Although the surgeon 
tried to match up the edges, the line of the lip traces a jagged edge and the 
underlying scar tissue makes the whole lip a bit fatter on that side so it 
looks like I’m sneering all the time. There are many ways in which that 
attack and the aftermath were traumatic. By far the worst was the jarring 
realization every morning that the asymmetrical face staring out from my 
mirror was my own. 

Eventually I realized that I could at least cover it up with a mustache. At 
17 I was able to grow a halfway decent ‘stache but then I shaved it off while 
working at Publix grocery store due to their “no facial hair” policy. I didn’t 
hold onto jobs long back then and soon I was able to grow the mustache 
back. I have worn it continuously for over 30 years. My original style was a 
standard over-the-lip mustache that was just long enough to cover the scar 
line and just wide enough to match my mouth. For a long time, this was 
good enough. 

Over the years I came to terms with the attack and had, for the most 
part, put it behind me. But the mustache was a constant reminder. It 
represented a way in which the assault had defined me. In my typical 
fashion, I grew just enough of a mustache to serve its functional purpose. 
The problem was that its purpose was to be a shield for me to hide behind. 
It was a lingering victory for my attacker but to shave it off would be worse. 
I bore it like an albatross around my neck for another year, feeling sorry for 
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myself the whole time. 

I may come to my good ideas slowly, but I do eventually get there. The 
solution I finally arrived at was to go beyond a functional scar-shield and 
grow an ornamental hedge on my face instead. It does still serve a function 
in that it covers up the scar, but it clearly has transcended its utilitarian 
roots and now fulfills a much greater purpose. Although it defines me 
uniquely and more flamboyantly than the previous version, it no longer 
represents the assault. Instead it represents independence, dignity, 
confidence and triumph. It became as much a signature as…well…my 
actual signature. 

Right up until the gray started to invade. Consistent with my function-
over-form philosophy, I had always said that I would not color my hair. 
This was something I felt strongly about from a young age. Authenticity 
was one of the few things I came to value early and hair color struck me as 
grossly inauthentic. That was for superficial narcissists. (I was a lot more 
judgmental back then.) But all this thought and planning assumed that the 
gray would start at the temples and proceed with perfect symmetry outward 
from there. 

Oh, if only that were the case. My gray started at my chest and then 
spread booth upward and down at the same time. Although this was 
surprising, it never occurred to me that it would not be symmetrical when it 
eventually crept out from under my sleeves and collar. This assumption 
proved distressingly false. The best I can determine, the strategy briefing by 
the Gray General went something like this: 

OK troops, the neck and chin are under close observation. We’ll never 
survive a frontal assault. Instead, we’re gonna perform a flanking maneuver 
by creeping up the right cheek to establish a forward base. From there we 
sweep to the left and up, taking the enemy by surprise. 

Which is all fine and dandy, except they neglected to account for the 
asymmetry. If having a jagged lip is bad, having a Fu Manchu with one 
black and one gray side is worse. Although the bare lip looks glaringly 
obvious to me, at least it isn’t noticeable from a distance. On the other 
hand after the gray started coming in, even blind people were telling me 
“hey, there’s a giant fuzzy caterpillar on one side of your face.” 

So I color it. Not out of any intent to deceive anyone. Not, in fact, out 
of any consideration as to what anyone else may think of it. I color it for 
one simple reason: because if I didn’t I’d go insane. 
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To the person who left the comment, let me answer your questions. No, 
I do not think people can’t tell that it’s colored. In fact, before you left the 
comment I hadn’t given any thought whatsoever to what other people may 
or may not think about the color job, with the possible exception of the girl 
who cuts my hair. She asked for, and received an explanation, then I 
promptly forgot about it. As to who I think I’m fooling with the color, 
that’s an easy answer: me. Believe it or not, I actually know it isn’t my real 
color. I’m reminded of this every time I refresh it. But it is much easier for 
me to ignore the color than to ignore that the uncolored version is gray on 
one side. When the gray fills in evenly I may decide to stop. Or not. I’ll 
cross that bridge when I come to it. It’s too lopsided still to even consider 
stopping. In any case, coloring is the only workable solution. I won’t cut it 
back to the minimal mustache that just covers the scar for reasons 
explained above. Nor will I shave it off, as is also explained above. 

The one exception I have considered is to raise money for an anti-bully 
charity. I would, for a decent amount of money donated, shave my head. 
That would expose a number of scars, including some from the assault that 
also split my lip. For a lot more money, I’d shave my mustache off as well, 
exposing the jagged and thickened lip. It would erase my signature look. It 
would reveal the underlying, and extremely distressing (to me, anyway), 
asymmetry of my face. It would cause me considerable emotional pain. But, 
in the context of an anti-bully campaign, it would also provide an 
opportunity for me to teach others about the life-long effects of violence 
and why stopping bullying is so important. The body bears the scars but the 
soul bears the wounds. If showing my scars and baring my soul helps just 
one child, it would be worth revisiting that pain. If the right opportunity 
presents, I might yet do this. 

Until then, this is who I am. To the extent that I have a unique look or 
am considered cool, it isn’t something I cultivate. Not only do I not believe 
I’m fooling anyone, the truth is I don’t much care what anyone else thinks 
so long as I live up to my own principles. What you see is nothing more or 
less than the authentic, outward expression of my true self. But what you 
get is the expression of my character. One final thought for my erstwhile 
commenter: Judging me by my appearance rather than my character reveals 
a lot more about you than it does about me. That might be worth 
considering when leaving comments about someone on the Internet. 
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When does intervention cross the line from 

helpful to harmful? 
Ask an Aspie 26 January 2014 

s most readers of mine will already know, I’ve been asking people 
to boycott Autism Speaks and their major sponsors such as Home 
Depot and Toys ‘R’ Us. But I want to know in such matters that 

I’m making the right stand. As a rule I try to always entertain the possibility 
that I’m wrong and listen to opposing views with an open mind. But on 
something like this I feel I need to do a bit more due diligence so in my 
spare time I’ve been reading through the Autism Speaks web site and 
materials. Tonight I downloaded a couple of their toolkits. Sadly, I found 
nothing to dispel my negative views of that organization. To the contrary, 
the “toolkits” reveal the extent to which the organization’s bias is ingrained. 
After reading, I’m even more concerned for the welfare of autistics under 
their treatment than I was before. 

Applied Behavior Analysis – A Parent’s Guide 

This screen shot is from Applied Behavior Analysis – A Parent’s Guide. 
Discrete Trial Learning is the first therapy listed in the toolkit. It is 
described as “intensive learning” and “drill” in which behaviors are 
reinforced through repetition. Several examples are provided of the 
behaviors that are trained using this method and first on that list is eye 
contact. The description then provides a specific example of how the 
training might be applied, again using eye contact to illustrate. 

A 
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My personal experience parallels what other autistics have told me on 
this topic. Eye contact can be very difficult for autistics. For many of us, we 
are paying closest attention when we are not looking at you. If forced to 
make eye contact, that task requires of us so much concentration and focus 
that it can significantly diminish or eliminate our ability to participate in the 
conversation or activity. 

But it is not simply a matter of diverting mental resources to the task of 
maintaining eye contact. Put simply, making and maintaining eye contact 
can cause severe discomfort to the autistic. The meaning of the phrase “to 
stare someone down” is to use a fixed and extended gaze to intimidate 
another person. Imagine the intimidation that you feel after several seconds 
of being stared down, especially if the person doing the staring is physically 
much larger than you. Now amplify that by about 10 and further imagine 
that it starts before the moment of eye contact, when you realize eye 
contact is about to happen. Now imagine being forced to repeat this over 
and over, without escape and with protests falling on deaf ears. Finally, 
make sure to imagine experiencing this not as your current self but as a 
young child. 

Consider too that the autistic child is completely dependent on the adult 
administering the treatment for food, clothing, and shelter as well as love 
and reassurance. The adult has ultimate power to make the child comply 
through coercion if persuasion doesn’t work. The toolkit advises that 
“repetition is especially important for children who may need a great deal of 
practice to master a skill” which implies that the child may resist the drills. 
But there is no hint in the toolkit that the child’s discomfort may vary from 
minor to excruciating so the unsuspecting parent is likely to interpret any 
objections from the child as a normal part of the process. The result in my 
case was a serial nightmare played out over several years. 

A trained therapist may understand the nuances in a child’s behavior and 
have some clue when this type training crosses the line from therapy into 
torture, but remember, this is the Parent’s Guide. Family training is 
mentioned in the toolkit as an aspect of the program, but it isn’t called out 
as being specifically required, nor are there any warnings about the dangers 
of practicing these techniques without such training. The only qualification 
required to learn and administer this behavior modification method is to be 
a caregiver to an autistic child. Any potential for harm is so insignificant to 
the authors as to not be worth mentioning in the toolkit. Why is that? 

One of the criticisms of Autism Speaks is that it exists not to serve 
autistics but rather to serve their families. Who, exactly, benefits from the 
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autistic child learning to look the parent in the eye? If the goal is to improve 
communication between the parent and child, to foster stronger bonds in 
that relationship, to prepare the child to communicate effectively outside 
the home, those could be accomplished by helping the parent adjust their 
expectations of eye contact in order to communicate more on the child’s 
terms. Not only could communication be dramatically improved, but it 
would spare the child considerable anxiety and emotional stress. 

On the other hand, the other hand a parent is likely to find great 
comfort in seeing their autistic child conform to neurotypical standards of 
etiquette. The natural tendency to prefer “normal” behavior is reinforced 
through constant messages from Autism Speaks that the child’s difficulties 
in life stem from non-typical behavior rather than a fundamental difference 
in processing human communication.  If the aim of the treatment is 
primarily to benefit the parent, then it makes perfect sense that the 
possibility of this type of training inflicting emotional trauma on a child 
might not even occur to the people advocating the methodology. The 
omission from the toolkit of any warning of possible harm legitimizes a 
certain amount of trauma to the child if the result is a greater degree of 
behavior modification over a shorter period. 

“Doctor, I’m worried about little Johnny. I’ve been able to get him to 
maintain eye contact, but he cries after every session.” 

“Well, that’s to be expected. We are asking him to change a behavior 
that he finds comfortable so naturally he will resist. He’s just testing you so 
be strong. Now let’s talk about this new behavior. There are any number of 
reasons why he may have started hitting other children…” 

Although one cannot read a document such as this and reliably 
extrapolate from it the motives and intentions of the author, the treatment 
described is completely consistent with a desire to assist the parent, even to 
the extent that doing so causes some trauma to the child. At the same time, 
the treatment described is inconsistent with the stated goal of helping the 
child communicate better since that can be accomplished with far less 
trauma to the child if we simply ask the parent to adjust their own 
expectations and meet the child part-way. 

An Introduction to Behavioral Health Treatments – A Parent’s Guide 

The second toolkit I read suffers from the same parent-focused bias. 
The goal of this pamphlet is “to provide parents of children with ASD with 
an overview of in-home strategies as well as tips to teach and increase 
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desirable behaviors and decrease behavior problems.” At least the parent-
focused bias is stated explicitly. 

The first section of the document is titled “Tips for increasing 
appropriate behavior at home.” I don’t mind so much that it reads exactly 
like a dog training manual because we are talking about behavior 
modification, after all. But I noticed what seemed to me to be a glaring 
inconsistency that apparently was completely unnoticed by the authors of 
the toolkit. 

Specifically, the toolkit advises 

1. Find something the 
child really likes to use 
as a motivator. 

2. Make sure not to give 
out the motivator too 
much because doing 
so would dilute its 
effectiveness. 

3. Verbal praise is a great 
motivator. 

Wait, what? If my child is so 
eager to please that verbal praise is 
a great motivator, I should 
withhold that verbal praise most 
of the time so that when I do let 
loose with an attaboy, it has more 
value? We used to say autism was 
caused by cold mothers. Now 
we’ve not only dispelled that 
myth, but we are advising parents 
to withhold praise as a behavior 
modification technique. What if 
your child responds really well to 
hugs? Shall we withhold those too? 

Am I the only one who sees the contradiction here? 

This is not to say that there are no good aspects of the toolkit. For 
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example, “Work first to increase appropriate behavior. This often also 
decreases problem behavior.” Focusing on and reinforcing desired behavior 
is always much better than trying to suppress the undesired behavior. 
However, nowhere in the toolkit is it mentioned that the “problem 
behaviors” might have some root cause that needs to be addressed. 

I say this from experience. My parents set out to correct my behaviors 
without realizing that the behaviors they didn’t like were caused by stress. I 
learned to suppress the unwanted behaviors but doing so compounded the 
stress. Deprived of a way to relieve that stress, I bottled it up inside until 
eventually I’d throw tantrum at the slightest provocation. My parents and 
doctors were baffled at the never-ending series of “bad behaviors” which 
I’d take up and they’d then subsequently train me out of. Eventually, the 
stress built up until I couldn’t take it anymore and the cycle began again. 
But to them the behavior itself was the thing that needed treatment. 

That underlying problem that precipitated the behavior was irrelevant 
since it was my problem. The thing that impacted my parents directly was 
our problem, and of course that was the behavior not the thing that caused 
it. 

The same point of view is apparent in the toolkit. For example, four 
categories are described as root causes of problem behavior: 

• Escaping or avoiding tasks or demands 

• Getting attention from other people 

• Seeking access to a favorite item or activity 

• Doing the problem behavior makes the child feel good 

That last bullet is exactly what I described from my childhood, but it’s 
worded from a non-autistic caregiver’s viewpoint. Where they say the 
behavior “makes the child feel good” that may include behaviors that 
relieve stress, in which case it really means “feel less bad.” We take away 
“feels good” in order to also take away “problem behavior” moving the 
child closer to neutral on both measures. 

If in fact the child is engaging in the problem behavior not to “feel 
good” but in fact to feel less bad, then removing the behavior without 
addressing the root cause of the distress leaves the child in distress and 
removes the means of coping with it. The treatment fails to provide an 
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acceptable and workable alternative coping behavior because it never 
considers the possibility that one might be required. It then falls to the 
autistic child to devise some new coping strategy. This is a child who by 
definition finds social interaction challenging so the chance of their next 
coping behavior being one that is socially acceptable is slim. 

The example in the toolkit which illustrates the four categories of 
problem behavior is an autistic boy visiting the park with a babysitter. They 
encounter a loudly barking dog and the boy begins to yell. The babysitter 
knows he likes gum and gives him a piece, which distracts him and quiets 
him down. Subsequent to this incident, he begins to yell when he wants 
gum and the babysitter then needs to withhold the gum to disassociate gum 
from yelling. 

As an autistic reading this passage what I see is another autistic who 
abruptly finds himself overstimulated and responds in a way that we don’t 
like but which is consistently autistic behavior. He begins to yell to 
communicate his distress. The first thing I’d want to do would be to deal 
with the overstimulation – get away from the dog. You might say that in 
order to function independently the child needs to be able to encounter a 
loud dog without freaking out. If that were the goal, then don’t completely 
isolate the child but instead get him to a distance where the dog’s barking is 
not overwhelming but at which he can experience it. If there is indeed a 
teaching moment in this incident, have that lesson at a less stressful distance 
if you expect the child to participate. 

What does work in the example is the gum. It doesn’t work for me but 
makes sense because gum is at once tactile, olfactory, gustatory and auditory 
(because you can hear the chewing through bone conduction). That all of 
these sensations are under the boy’s control creates a feedback loop within 
which the boy can vary the degree of sensation received from the gum. This 
amplifies the boy’s focus on experiencing the gum and away from the 
excited dog. Although rocking, hand flapping, recitation of lists and yelling 
loudly all provide similar means to focus attention away from an 
overwhelming stimulus in order to restore mental calm, the objective of the 
training is to suppress these behaviors and not to deal with the internal 
chaos from which they arise. Any surprise that some new problem behavior 
might arise? 

The toolkit describes the exact chain of events my parents and I 
traversed. The yelling is dealt with but not the root cause. There was a 
golden opportunity here for the babysitter to recognize that the gum helped 
the boy deal with overwhelming sensory stimulation by substituting a 
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socially acceptable response – chewing gum instead of yelling. 
Unfortunately, not even the “expert” authors of the toolkit recognize it as 
such. In their scenario the gum reinforces the yelling behavior, which leads 
to the next round of behavior modification, the result of which is to 
withhold the gum. The one opportunity in the scenario to identify gum as a 
socially acceptable means of coping with overwhelming environmental 
stimuli is lost on the authors, the babysitter and the unfortunate child who 
later has the one thing that might have worked deliberately withheld from 
him. 

Just like verbal praise was withheld in the example on reinforcing 
desired behavior. 

Really? Is this the best we can do? Have we learned nothing in the last 
40 years? Where is the part where the caregiver, having discovered gum’s 
ability to calm the boy, continues to provide it in the presence of 
overwhelming stimuli such as barking dogs, but also works with the child to 
find a better way than yelling to communicate a desire for gum? 

*** 

The sad thing is that there’s enough good material in these guides that a 
non-autistic person, especially someone with a newly diagnosed child, 
would probably not pick up on the harmful aspects. And that gets to the 
heart of why it is so important to have autistic people fully represented in 
the leadership of Autism Speaks. As far as I’m concerned, the name of the 
organization is itself an affront to me and autistic people the world over 
because it isn’t autism doing the speaking. 

But because of the name and the celebrity status of the organization, the 
public and donors believe that the organization actually does represent the 
interests of autistic people. It would be more accurate to say the 
organization represents the interests of the families of autistic people, and 
specifically families of that portion of the autistic population who are 
functionally disabled by their autism. Autism Speaks doesn’t represent 
families of all autistics because those autistics who could use some help but 
are more or less able to function in neurotypical society are not part of the 
Autism Speaks charter. Autism Speaks, and this is something they seem to 
be quite proud of, only talk about autistics who are a burden to family and 
society. They are perfectly willing to throw the rest of us into that basket 
for fund raising purposes, but otherwise fail to acknowledge that we even 
exist. 
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It is true that someone looking for evidence to support their position 
can always find it. A reasonable person might believe that is what’s going on 
here. I’m the first to admit I may have some confirmation bias but then it’s 
a hard-wired human trait of which autistics aren’t exempt. However, my 
intent in doing this research is to try to separate out the good from the bad 
in Autism Speaks. I do not want to kill the organization but merely see it 
embrace actual autistic people in its leadership and live up to the promise of 
its name. Making that type of change requires mapping the territory and 
approaching the problem with a scalpel instead of a club. I am looking for 
all the good I can find in that organization. Parallels to needles and 
haystacks come to mind. 

Unfortunately, reading documents such as these two toolkits is so 
emotionally upsetting that I’m unable to make much headway on the 
research. Every time I read somethign like this, it makes me want to join the 
“just kill Autism Speaks and sort it out later” crowd. It will take me at least 
2 or 3 weeks to regain enough objectivity and rebuild my emotional 
defenses sufficiently to attempt to look at more toolkits. However, I’ll 
continue the process because I believe that it is important to consider these 
materials from an autistic point of view. Of particular importance is 
feedback from those of us who were harmed and have sufficient 
communication skills to explain how and why it occurred. Because if the 
only perspective available comes from neurotypical doctors, working with 
neurotypical researchers, charged with providing relief to neurotypical 
parents burdened by functionally disabled and uncommunicative children, 
who in all of this represents those children? 

My experience of autism as a child is of years of physical and emotional 
abuse. I can tell you first-hand that violence is a very effective means of 
behavior modification. The degree to which I can today hide my autism and 
pass for neurotypical is due in large part to the degree of trauma I 
experienced in the name of behavior modification. But there are far more 
humane methods to accomplish the same thing, though they are not as 
brutally efficient and may take longer. 

And please do not point to my success as proof that the ends justify the 
means. The moment I could, I moved away from my family and left no 
forwarding address. My wife and I told her family to refuse calls from mine 
and not to give out our contact information. I became successful not 
because of the interventions my family practiced but in spite of them. They 
taught me to suppress my “inappropriate” gestures, facial and vocal tics, 
touching and other specific behaviors. But it was my wife who 
communicated with me on my terms, gave me a safe place to express my 
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authentic self, and over the course of time brought me out into the world. 
My role in my own success is having identified my family as part of the 
problem and isolating myself from them. Beyond that I owe my success to 
my wife. 

As a network consultant, I look at the people in the various offices 
where I work and I know that I could have been successful and 
independent despite typically autistic mannerisms. I see people like me all 
around me, expressing typically autistic behaviors practically every day. But 
I could not have become successful at that level without the ability to 
communicate. The interventions practiced by my parents and as described 
in these two toolkits have behavior modification as their only objective. 
They can help you suppress typically autistic behaviors but that doesn’t lead 
to improved communication skills. It just makes neurotypical people more 
comfortable around the autistic. The methodology values outward 
conformity to neurotypical behavior over the ability to communicate more 
effectively, which should be the real goal here. 

Although there are undoubtedly good outcomes for many children, 
those appear to incidental to Autism Speaks’ primary goal of relieving the 
“burden” on families. If there are controls in these methodologies to detect 
and mitigate harm to the children, one would hope to find them mentioned 
in toolkits developed for distribution to parents of newly diagnosed 
children. Sadly, no mention is made of any such controls and in fact the 
toolkits suggest that a certain amount of trauma to the children is expected 
in order to achieve results. 

I was unable to express this as a child and I wish someone had been 
there to advocate on my behalf. Today’s autistic children are no more able 
to express this than I was. Even if they have language, they are children 
who are being told that how and what they think is wrong, that their 
expression of themselves is itself wrong. The treatment is based on getting 
them to doubt what they feel in their heart to be true. How could a child 
who experiences these techniques as severe trauma possibly express that 
adequately under these conditions? In the event that they try, the parents 
are conditioned by the program materials and the advice of experts to 
discount it. 

But if you wait 30 years today’s children may finally be able to tell you 
that their experience of behavior modification felt to them like torture. Of 
course, by then it will be too late. Adult autistic advocates with similar 
experiences could tell you that today. But not if the only place you look is 
Autism Speaks because we aren’t welcome there. 
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Resources: 

• Autistic Self Advocacy Network - http://autisticadvocacy.org/ 

• Association for Autistic Community - http://autisticcommunity.org/ 

• Autistic Women’s Network - http://autismwomensnetwork.org/ 
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Tebo, Sam, and the whitewashing of hate 
The Odd is Silent 18 May 2014 

 don’t watch sports. Whatever media attention Michael Sam received 
never entered my sphere of awareness. On the other hand, the backlash 
to it is all over my social media and news feeds. Note I didn’t say the 

reaction to it, but specifically the protests. Had it not been for these I would 
never have known. Yet when I stop to read what its all about, all I see from 
my vantage point is the very people who have invaded my techie world 
complaining about all the media attention over Sam’s announcement. From 
this side of my monitor the complaints about the media attention are the 
media attention. 

 

One such arrived from a friend who I love and respect who posted a 
link to a Matt Walsh post. From that post: 

The double standard is so obvious, so inevitable, and so common that I’m bored with 
pointing it out. Tell Tebow to stop praising his Lord and Savior, and the country will 
laugh and cheer along, but tell Sam to stop trying to turn his sex life into 
international headlines, and you’ll be bound, gagged, and tossed into a river. 

Here’s what troubles me about this. Members of the gay community are 
harmed economically, emotionally and physically on a daily basis, up to and 
including being killed, and that threat originates in the religious community. 
A church can be built just about anywhere and nobody bats an eye. But any 
establishment that caters to gays is “in your face.” In many communities 
throughout America, gay people can’t even have a safe place to go hang out 
with friends and watch the game over a beer without that simple act placing 
themselves in mortal danger. 

It is particularly repugnant that Walsh would say “tell Sam to stop trying 
to turn his sex life into international headlines, and you’ll be bound, gagged, 
and tossed into a river.” He cites a couple of cases where people have in 
fact received death threats speaking out against Michael Sam. But these are 
very limited and specific threats, none of which have been carried out. Gay 
people are injured and killed all the time and not for some specific thing 

I 
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they did or something they wrote. No, they are beaten and killed just for 
being gay. 

To compare the danger these two groups face as if they are equal 
requires a preexisting belief that gay people are a lesser class of human. You 
won’t, for example, soon see any blogger saying “…but tell Ed Caesar to 
stop complaining about poor working conditions for war correspondents 
and you’ll be blindfolded, shot and beheaded” because war correspondents 
are, if anything, held in higher esteem than bloggers and sports 
commentators. You simply can’t compare the physical threats to sports 
journalists and bloggers with the physical threat to war correspondents and 
be taken seriously. That it is possible to compare the physical threat to 
sports journalists and bloggers with the physical threat to the gay 
community as if the writers are the ones in peril, and to do so largely 
without objection, speaks to the degree of disparity of the esteem in which 
the two groups are generally held. That disparity is the problem, the Walsh 
post perpetuates it, and I object to that comparison as particularly vile. So 
should you, I would think. 

Also, to characterize Sam’s announcement as glory-seeking and entirely 
personal grossly misrepresents the issue. Walsh writes “Hey, this is personal, 
man. That’s why I’m throwing a parade, alerting the media, issuing a press release, 
having t-shirts printed, and booking an interview on 20/20.” Sure. If you are willing 
to put on blinders and ignore the effect of this announcement to gay kids 
playing high school or college football. This isn’t about one guy any more 
than Jackie Robinson playing in the majors was about one guy. Top tier 
sports now routinely accept people of all colors. There has to be a Michael 
Sam before that happens in sports for gay players, just as there had to be a 
Jackie Robinson. 

If you sincerely want the sexuality of top-tier athletes to be a personal 
matter then you should either celebrate this with everyone else or just not 
contribute to the media frenzy and instead wait for it to blow over. That 
there was a huge backlash indicates just how far we have to go before 
players can live without fear that discovery of their secret will ruin them. 
Indeed, how far we have to go before they don’t need to keep it a closely 
guarded secret at all. There will be more such announcements of gay 
football players until finally someone declares and the response from media 
and fans is “meh.” Then, and only then, can a player’s sexuality truly be a 
personal matter. Sorry media complainers, your response thus far isn’t 
exactly “meh.” For practice, imagine what you’d write if a new draftee took 
the podium and announced “I’m black.” Some people would undoubtedly 
celebrate. If you’d feel silly and demeaned rebutting them, you are on the 
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right track. 

Yes, there’s a double standard here. There’s a group of people who have 
made it their life’s mission to oppress another group of people and in doing 
so cause considerable pain, financial hardship, injury and loss of life. This is 
supposed to be OK with everyone else. Then there’s a group of people who 
want the freedom to love and be loved by other human beings, get married, 
raise their families, grow old together, congregate with friends and enjoy all 
the benefits of living in a “free” country that everyone else takes for 
granted. The first group would like it if everyone else wasn’t OK with this. 

Then there are people who are in neither group. They are members of 
the majority faith but don’t go out of their way to actively oppress other 
groups. They like to feel they have the high ground in this moral argument 
but do not see that they have asymmetrical alliances. They distance 
themselves from hate-based religious activism but don’t stand in open 
opposition to it. 

But if they are going to be drawn to one side or another in this fight, 
most moderates will stand with their faith. The extreme groups know this 
and go out of their way to blur the lines. They hide amongst the moderate 
members of their faith so that to push back on one is to push back on all. 
That’s how social justice movements based on compassion become a “war 
on religion” in the media. That’s extremists stirring the pot, drawing 
moderates into their camp, and then using them as cannon fodder and 
human shields. When Muslims do this they are terrorists. When Christians 
do this they are in a righteous struggle. What’s the difference? Because 
some people kill lots of people at once and others single out specific 
targets? Either way, people suffer and die. 

It is easy to compare Tebo to Sam and claim a double standard if you 
don’t look very deeply. Curtailing overt religious display at a football game 
or in government buildings does not result in financial oppression of the 
faith groups or the ever-present threat of their injury or death in large 
numbers. To the extent that these actions make it harder for the religious 
extremists to pervert religion into a tool of hate, it saves lives. Celebrating 
Michael Sam’s decision moves us closer to a world in which gay people are 
just people and need not live in daily fear of losing their job or their life. 
This also saves lives. 

Perhaps it is because I’m not religious that I don’t see a double standard 
in these two actions which both seem to reduce overall suffering and loss of 
life. What seems to me to be the double standard at work here is the notion 
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that the suffering of someone asked to tone down their overt public 
religious display is somehow more important than the suffering of someone 
hospitalized or killed because they managed to find love and be loved by 
another human being. I see a double standard in the declaration that we 
have a responsibility to save all unborn lives, but that once born they are on 
their own. 

There used to be a saying “kill ’em all and let God sort ’em out.” Now 
we seem to be saying “bring them all to term and we’ll sort ’em out in 
God’s name and then we’ll neglect, punish and kill the ones who don’t 
believe as we do.” I don’t see that as something to defend or side with. But 
I do celebrate events that move the needle away from human suffering and 
toward compassion, including Michael Sam’s announcement and not having 
the majority religion set up displays in government buildings, pray before 
meetings to the exclusion of other faiths, and hijack public policy.  

If you’re Christian and that bothers you, I’m sorry. Forgive me. 
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The Carrotastrophe 
The Odd is Silent 15 September 2014 

o I’m steaming some frozen 
vegetables for lunch and I happen 
to notice some warnings on the 

bag. Apparently I’m supposed to make 
sure that whatever wattage my 
microwave oven is, the carrots get to an 
internal temperature of 165 F because 
cooking times may vary. 

Just how contaminated is the food 
supply that CARROTS, something I’m 
fond of eating raw, have to be cooked 
thoroughly to avoid food poisoning? 
There’s nothing on the package label 
saying “Warning: Processed in a facility 
that also processes wheat, nuts and 
weapons grade salmonella.” What are we 
doing now, just slaughtering livestock in 
the fields among the crops? 

And assuming anyone takes the 
warning seriously, how exactly do you 
check the internal temperature of a 
crinkle-cut carrot slice, anyway? Apparently I missed the As Seen on TV 
“Honey, I shrunk the temperature probe” device. Do they expect us to 
delicately slice the carrot slice in half and then quickly scope it with an 
infrared thermometer? Because I have one of those. I could do that. If I 
wasn’t so damn pissed off about how they managed to f*ck up carrots that 
I couldn’t hold the knife steady, that is. 

No, they want us to get that temp with a food thermometer if you 
believe the warning label. I have one of those too. The probe is 3/4 as wide 
as a carrot slice and half the diameter. These, then, are Quantum Carrots. 
You can observe them as carrots and not know their internal temperature. 
Or you can take the temperature but the resulting orange mush isn’t 

S
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recognizable as a carrot when you are done. These were probably Einstein’s 
favorite food. I bet they are on the menu in the cafeteria over at Cern this 
very moment, and that the menu lists them as the “Higgs Rhizome”. 

I suppose I could reassemble a bunch of slices and stab the resulting 
Franken-Carrot down the center. Maybe that’s why they crinkle-cut them: 
so you can re-assemble them into a structurally stable faux carrot whilst 
attempting to take their temperature by impaling them en masse with a 
meat thermometer. 

Epilogue: 

 Yes, I ate the carrots. 

 No, I didn’t take their temperature. 

 I’m an adrenaline junkie, living on the knife edge of Death by Carrot. 
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Garbage Collection 
The Odd is Silent 18 September 2014 

rying to eat up all the odds and ends of random food that has 
collected in the kitchen and pantry over several months leads to a 
weird food day: 

• Slightly out of date yogurt. (If you thought those cultures were 
active before the expiration, you should see the Zumba dance-off 
they have beginning at 12:01am the day after expiration!) 

• The fruit formerly known as Banana. 
• The last of the stale-ish pita crisps with jalapeno mint jelly. 
• That frozen dinner even Matt won’t eat. 
• The last of the jalapeno olives. 
• The last of the Castelvetrano olives. 
• The last of the cracked olives. 
• Enough vodka to retroactively make martinis with said olives. Wish 

I’d thought of that before I ate the olives. 
• I wonder if I could finish the last of the pickles? 
• Nope. 

On the menu tomorrow: 

• Try to finish off the last of the jalapeno mint jelly by slathering it 
onto the last of the bread-and-butter pickle chips. 

• More out of date yogurt. 
• Is that coat of mold part of the cheese or something that came 

later? 
• Something made with vegetable stock. 
• Something made with frozen blueberries. 
• Hey, is blueberry soup a thing? I’ll find out tomorrow. 
• Last of about 4 or 5 different kinds of frozen vegetables, each 

with less than a single serving left in the bag. 
• Archeological expedition to the bottom of the chest freezer in the 

garage. Send a rescue party if I’m not back by Sunday. 
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Nerd Love 
The Odd is Silent 20 November 2014 

y wife and I watched Scorpion on the DVR tonight. “I like this 
show,” she told me as the credits began to roll. 

“Well,” I replied, “you do have a thing for brainy nerds.” 

“Are you a brainy nerd?” 

“Little bit,” I said with a grin. 

She headed off to the bathroom to brush her teeth. I shut down the TV 
and DVR and then followed along. She was still brushing her teeth when I 
arrived so I sidled up next to her, put my arm around her shoulders and 
kissed the back of her neck. As I moved to straighten up I lost my balance 
and stumbled back awkwardly trying to recover. The fly in my pajamas had 
caught on a drawer knob which is what made me lose my balance. In 
recovering from the fall the drawer had pulled out and was still stuck to me 
as I stood there. I looked at my pants pulled taught in front of me like a 
tent, then looked up to see her looking at them too. 

I detached myself from the drawer knob and pushed it closed. “So 
much for the brainy nerd image” I sighed, feeling like an idiot. 

She laid a hand on my cheek and said “no Honey, that is exactly the 
brainy nerd image.” Then she kissed me and everything was OK again. 

 

M 
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Obesity, disability are not capital offenses 
Ask an Aspie 6 December 2014 

his is unbelievable. The AP story as published by ABC News begins 
with these words: 

“Eric Garner was overweight and in poor health. He was a nuisance to shop 
owners who complained about him selling untaxed cigarettes on the street. When 
police came to arrest him, he resisted. And if he could repeatedly say, “I can’t 
breathe,” it means he could breathe.” 

If we are going to give cops a free pass to kill people, let’s just say so. Or 
if we are going bury their offenses in bullshit, can we at least try to be 
convincing? Because the state of someone’s health or disability is supposed 
to be a factor that influences a person’s treatment at the hands of the police 
to help ensure their safe and fair treatment, not a factor contributing to or 
justifying their death at the hands of the police. Disability is not a crime. 

But that’s not the narrative we hear in the news. Even in the comments 
people expressing outrage are countered by many others blaming the 
victim. 

Well, obviously the fat bastard deserved to die. Because obese people 
did it to themselves and if he was guilty of being fat then he was of bad 
character and probably guilty of whatever else the police said he was. Right? 
Because fat. 

And look what a nuisance the guy was to shop owners. SHOP 
OWNERS for God’s sake! The US runs on business interests. Hell, the 
supreme court ruled that Corporations are people, clearly their interests 
need protecting. With lethal force if necessary. 

And he lied to the police. The fact that he was able to gasp out the 
words “I can’t breathe” clearly indicates that he could. Had he told the truth 
and said “I can’t breathe ENOUGH” perhaps he would be alive today. 
When it comes to police, everyone knows “you lie, you die,” right? 

The police are apparently the only entity in the US not bound by the 

T 



T.Rob Wyatt 

210 

Americans With Disabilities Act which was created to ensure that people of 
all abilities in this country get a chance to participate. But these same 
differences are used by police to justify lethal force. 

Deaf people sometimes do not respond to police because they cannot 
hear the police. Deafness does not equal non-compliance with the officer. 
Autistic people who are unable to remain calm under restraint are 
particularly vulnerable. 

But deafness and autism are not self-evident. That someone is obese is 
self-evident and you have to have been living under a rock the last decade 
or so to not know the plethora of co-morbidities associated with obesity – 
including asthma. When you go into the ER and say you are having trouble 
breathing, they immediately treat you because many breathing problems 
escalate quickly. And who doesn’t know that obesity is associated with 
apnea? Putting someone with apnea onto either their stomach or back will 
make it harder for them to breathe. 

We are ALL entitled to equal protection under the law. We cannot allow 
lethal force to be justified because of someone’s disability, or their obesity, 
any more than we can on the basis of their race. 

If an obese person dies early of a heart attack while asleep or going 
about their daily routine then it might be the case that they were complicit in 
their own death. But when someone does not survive contact with the 
police or justice system and dies violently, their obesity, illness or 
disability does not make them complicit in their own death. 

 

Notes: 

Below are just a few of the cases in where a person’s disability was not 
taken into account by police resulting in either inappropriate and excessive 
force or death. These are merely examples to illustrate the point and not 
even close to being a comprehensive list. 

A 50-year-old deaf wood carver from the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nation 
was shot while walking on the street with the tools of his trade, wood and a 
carving knife. 

In September 2014 Edward Miller was killed in September after failing 
to respond to officer’s instructions, despite the man’s son who was at the 
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scene telling the officer his father was deaf. 

In 2013 Maryland police officers asphyxiated Ethan Saylor, an unarmed 
man with Down syndrome. 

In 2010 an LAPD officer shot Steven Eugene Washington in the head 
while the autistic boy was reaching for a cell phone clipped to his 
waistband. 

In August, 10 year-old Ryan Maldonado was dragged handcuffed out of 
class by an officer who then laid the boy out on the trunk of his police 
cruiser. The boy’s father who had arrived 10 minutes before the police and 
might have been able to calm the boy was not allowed to see or talk to his 
son before or during the arrest. 

See also: Police are failing America’s disabled at The Daily Beast 
http://iopt.us/1JdixhH 
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Ha(aspie)ness 
Ask an Aspie 15 December 2014 

ichael asks: What brings you happiness in your life? 

Well, it isn’t the number 42. In the end it turns out, at 
least for me, to be what they always say it is – do what you 
love, in service to others. 

In a very general sense for me, happiness comes from achieving 
challenging goals. As a kid even my own family told me constantly I would 
never amount to anything so I never aspired to much. But I had a manager 
once who challenged his team to be the best in the world at what we did. It 
had never before occurred to me that i could be “the best in the world” at 
anything, except perhaps failing. But I took up the challenge and am now 
not the best in the world in my profession but recognized as being one of 
the best. That required repeatedly setting what seemed at the time almost 
unattainable goals and then smashing through them. 

In a more specific sense, I love solving logic puzzles. This is fortunate 
because as a programmer I became really good at writing and debugging 
computer code. Later I moved up from code to analyzing whole systems of 
code and business processes and being able to find where they are weak or 
where they break. In fact, figuring out how to break stuff is the closest 
thing I have to an Aspie savant talent. Might as well do a job where 
breaking stuff is a good thing and people want to give you money for doing 
it. 

I also like helping people. Perhaps I was warped by childhood as an 
undiagnosed Aspie because helping people was one of the ways I kept from 
getting beat up in school. I could make them laugh which got me out of a 
few scrapes, but doing their homework made them a bit dependent on me 
and kept the worst of the bullying down. But however it came about, I have 
a deep-seated and strong preference to leave the world better than it was 
when I got here. 

Combine those passions for solving puzzles and for serving others and 
it turns out that programming and systems analysis is a way to do 

M 
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something I love and be paid well for it. Doing what I am passionate about 
has always made me happy, even at the beginning when I was just getting 
started and there wasn’t a lot of money in it. That it eventually turned out to 
pay well brought more stability and more opportunities, but those alone 
would not provide happiness if I was doing something I hated. 

In fact, on 3 occasions I’ve left good jobs because of ethical conflicts. In 
the most recent case, I left IBM to become an independent consultant and 
didn’t have any customers lined up to hire me when I resigned. All I knew 
was that IBM’s design for Internet of Things gives more of your data to 
vendors and we are already at the point where that is harming people. I 
couldn’t make it worse by selling more of the same and I wasn’t able to 
convince IBM to change their corporate strategy and do it my way, so I left. 

In the end, the feeling of being able to survive any hardship (and there 
have been many over the years that seemed catastrophic at the time) has 
given me the confidence to take a risks in pursuit of attaining goals. That 
means things others see as hardship often look a lot more like opportunity 
to me. I find that seeing hardship as opportunity is a key component of 
happiness. 

So even when my family was just getting started, and we weren’t making 
a lot of money, and both kids were diagnosed with diabetes while in pre-
school, and we couldn’t keep our two beater cars repaired and on the road 
at the same time, I was still happy. We took each challenge in stride, and 
over many years solved more of those challenges than were thrown at us. 
They often arrived faster than we could solve them – and sometimes still do 
– but we just prioritized them, kept working at them relentlessly, and tried 
to do it in good humor. 

I’ll add one other thing, and that is I try to live in the present moment. 
There are many decisions in my life that led to permanent damage 
emotionally or physically. Like the homemade rocket that blew off a finger 
and almost killed me. Or times when I indulged my temper and deliberately 
tried, often successfully, to hurt another person. I cannot undo these 
decisions and if I dwelled on them I could make myself very unhappy and 
they could ruin my life.  The best possible outcome of having made bad 
choices or done bad things is to learn from them so I do not repeat them, 
make amends wherever possible, and to double down on my efforts to help 
others and leave a net-positive footprint on the world. 
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Happiness is both a choice, and a discipline. It requires deliberately 
deciding to be happy with the cards life has dealt, that’s the choice. The 
discipline is to make that choice every day until it becomes ingrained. 
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Supersexy Squash Recipe 
The Odd is Silent 28 January 2015 

y wife likes those scented wax cubes that you put in a warmer to 
make the house smell good. Some of those things smell a lot like 
food so when I smell something delicious late at night, I assume it 

is scented wax. Last night I was surprised to find it was Megan cooking. 

“What is that? It smells delicious?” 

“I’m baking some squash,” she said. She was busily attacking the center 
of a gourd with a fork to pull out seeds and strings. 

“You know, I thought it was one of those wax things in the warmer.” 

“Yeah, some of those do smell like food.” More seeds and strings 
disappeared. 

“Hey, here’s an idea. Instead of putting seasonings in the squash, put in 
some of that wax. It bakes the flavor in and then when it cools you can just 
rip the wax out and all the seeds and strings will come with it.” 

“Yeah, your squash will be smooth as a baby’s butt. Whaddaya plan to 
name that recipe?” 

“You kidding? Brazilian Squash, of course.” 

And THAT is how classic recipes are born, folks. Look for Brazilian 
Squash in my upcoming recipe book Out of My Gourd. I’d post a photo 
but it’s not safe for work. 

 

M 
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Friendship, filters and fireworks 
Ask an Aspie  7 February 2015 

hat a rough day. My best friend needed some surgery and I agreed to 
pick him up from the hospital, take him home and stick around until 
he was able to get around on his own. I was to wait for his call once 

he cleared the recovery room. 

But when he did call, it was to say he had to stay overnight. There had 
been some complications and he was waiting to be admitted. Could I pick 
him up tomorrow? 

“Sure, what time?” 

“I don’t know. The doctor said he wants to see the dressings in the 
morning and might install a pump.” 

I believe this is one of those pumps that delivers an anesthetic drip for 
the wound. Medically that’s not a big deal but there’s no telling when the 
doctor will show up. Could be early morning, could be as late afternoon. 

To understand the depth of my anxiety over this, you need to know that 
I try really hard to avoid asking for accommodations for my autism. In fact, 
I almost never do. But let’s face it, if you are my best friend it’s because you 
give me the gift of letting down my guard and being my unfiltered self, 
without taking offense at things I might say. So this guy has seen me lose it 
on occasion and has a good idea of what happens when plans change at the 
last minute, and it isn’t pretty. 

Intellectually I know that picking your best friend up from the hospital 
is non-optional. Emotionally all I could think about was all the plans I’d 
potentially need to cancel, two of which involve other people and are at set 
times. Last-minute schedule changes are bad enough. Open-ended ones like 
this really throw me. My friend knows this and the moment I ask him what 
time he needs to be picked up I regret it because now he’s going to be 
concerned about me. 

That realization hit me hard. While I’m starting to melt down over the 

W
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impact on my schedule tomorrow my best friend, who was unexpectedly 
admitted to the hospital after what was supposed to be routine surgery, is 
laying on a gurney with a phone pressed to his ear, groggy from anesthetic, 
dressed in half a paper gown, and he’s concerned about me. 

I immediately resolve to quit thinking about myself and give him the 
support that he needs and deserves. Just as quickly, my brain goes into a 
tight loop. I know what I want to say but my brain can’t stop thinking 
about the mechanics of rearranging tomorrow’s schedule. Every time I try 
to put the right words to voice to support my friend, my train of thought is 
derailed. Internally, I’m stuck in this oscillation unable to speak or break 
out. As the seconds drag on I begin to panic and that only locks me in 
tighter. What he experiences is a very long and awkward pause. 

“I can probably get someone…” 

This breaks me free. 

“No, no, no, I can do this.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, no problem,” I respond. 

I’m devastated over letting him see this hesitation and tomorrow’s plans 
are still pressing on me like a particularly persistent child trying to interrupt 
a conversation, but I’m diverting maximum energy to my filters. Externally, 
I’m confident, calm and assuring. Internally, the needle on my mental fuel 
tank gauge is visibly sinking. I’ve got maybe 5 minutes before there’s no 
energy left to divert to the filters. I think I can pull this off. I’m determined 
to. Other than family, I have exactly one long-term close friend who I speak 
to regularly and he’s that guy. 

“I’ve got another favor to ask.” 

“Sure, how can I help?” 

“Can you look in on my cat? I was planning to be home today so I 
didn’t leave out enough food.” 

I had arranged to be available today so this was no problem. I was glad 
to be able to respond enthusiastically and without hesitation for a change. 
He gave me instructions for the cat and I told him not to worry, I have it 
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covered. We hung up the phone and I tried to keep thoughts of tomorrow 
out of my head by concentrating on the tasks at hand. 

Except, I didn’t have it covered. 

When I tried to leave, I discovered the truck had a dead battery. My wife 
was busy volunteering at Matt’s school’s Father Daughter Dance and she 
had the car. I set up a charger on the truck and went back inside to try to 
get some work done while I waited. But no work got done because all I 
could think about was how to rearrange tomorrow’s schedule. The needle 
on my mental fuel tank gauge started to move again and it was already close 
to the Empty mark. 

After an hour of waiting, the truck battery had only 12% charge and my 
mental fuel tank gauge bottomed out. There were no filters left. For 
anyone. Not even me it turns out, because in the ensuing meltdown I said 
some things about myself that were pretty unforgivable. Had anyone else 
said those things to me, the relationship would have ended. Breaking up 
with myself wasn’t an option but I did manage to not be on speaking terms 
with myself for the next hour. 

It was at this point that my wife came home. The Daddy Daughter 
Dance was a big success and she was in high spirits. I explained my 
situation in as few words as possible and headed for the door. It was now 
rush hour and what had been a 20-minute drive had extended to 45 minutes 
or more so my mood had continued to tank. 

“Do you want me to go with you?” 

On the one hand I could use the company and under ordinary 
circumstances there’s nobody I’d rather spend time with than her. On the 
other hand, no filters. Foul mood. Blood pressure probably through the 
roof. I pondered her offer. Once again, for too long. 

“Do you not want me to go with you?” 

“I’m afraid I wouldn’t be very good company.” 

“That’s OK.” 

“Look, I’m totally exhausted and I’m in a foul mood. My best friend is 
in the hospital, through no fault of his own, and somehow I’m mad at him. 
I’m mad he didn’t think to put out enough cat food for an overnight stay 
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and I’m mad I have to rearrange my weekend for him. But I’m also mad at 
myself for being angry at him. What kind of monster does that? And if you 
go with me, I’m afraid I’ll take it out on you.” 

As I blurt all this out, I’m hoping she doesn’t notice my voice trembling 
or that my eyes are glassy with the tears I’m trying desperately to hold back. 

“All the more reason. I’m going with you.” 

I have no defenses left at this point. I know that if I argue, I’ll blow up 
and the situation will become toxic. I try reasoning with her instead. 

“If you go with me, how long before you can be ready?” 

The answer to this is usually metered in quarter hours so I figured this 
was my out. I’ll just tell her I don’t have time to wait. She anticipates my 
objection. 

“I’m ready now.” 

As we drove, she talked about the new trivia game she’s been playing 
with our daughter, the school dance, and all the goings-on with the Parent-
Teacher Organization. Slowly, she drew me into the conversation, then 
dropped the bomb. 

“We should get something to eat while we are out,” she said. 

Not sure if this was her way of reminding me that spontaneity can be 
good or if she was just hungry but I was getting the message. Plans can 
suddenly change for the better. 

“Ummm, OK.” 

After feeding the cat we headed for the restaurant. On a Friday night at 
7pm our first choice had a wait of almost 2 hours so crossed the street to a 
Mexican-themed restaurant we’d never tried. The place was not so empty 
on a Friday night as to arouse serious doubt about the food, but not so full 
as to have an exorbitant wait time. The perfect compromise between quality 
of food and quantity of wait, it was the Goldilocks of eateries: “this 
restaurant is juuuuust right.” And it was. The food was better than the 
moderate price called for and our server was top notch. We had a great time 
and by the time we left, I was feeling much better. 
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Many years ago my wife used to have panic attacks and would 
sometimes lash out at me viciously in anger. I didn’t know what exactly was 
wrong, only that this behavior was out of character for her and I refused to 
play the expected counterpart and lash back. Instead I didn’t take anything 
she said personally, I didn’t let her drive me away, and I insisted that in 
these moments she needed more of my love and support, not less. I would 
stay by her side for as long as it took, following her around or catching her 
in a bear hug if necessary, and eventually talk her down. It was like a mini-
intervention, and it worked. There was a lot of anxiety at the root of these 
episodes and my standing by her rather than dishing out equal amounts of 
abuse helped to ease that. 

So it is no wonder that she would use the same technique on me. The 
only wonder here is that I didn’t trust her enough to accept her first offer of 
company. That I made her finesse her way into coming along. She is the 
only person on Earth with whom I can turn off all the filters and be 
completely authentic. The physical and emotional relief that brings is 
indescribable and precious. I treasure those moments. People often say 
things about their partner that sound corny: “she completes me” or “she 
makes me a better person.” In this case it’s true. I do not know what I’d be 
today if she hadn’t been shaping my life for the last 30+ years but it isn’t 
this. There is no “me” without her. 

I also don’t know what she had planned for this evening other than a 
quiet dinner at home and some TV. She might have caught up on emails or 
done some prep work for the upcoming Book Fair at the school. But 
whatever they were, she dropped those plans without hesitation because she 
saw I needed her. Because that’s what friends do. My best friend should not 
be deprived of that simply because I happen to be autistic. My autism isn’t 
his fault and my not being there for him isn’t the accommodation I want 
him to make for me. 

Thanks to my wife’s intervention this isn’t even an issue anymore. I can 
say in all sincerity that I’m no longer worried about tomorrow’s plans. My 
mind is completely calm as I write this. No more meltdown, no more self-
loathing, no more anxiety. Tomorrow my best friend is my top priority 
tomorrow and everything else will work itself out one way or another. 

My wife taught me that. Again. She’s awesome and I love her for that. 
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The intervention contraindication 
The Odd is Silent 16 February 2015 

’ve posted before on how my wife Joan, the recovering technophobe, 
has taken to the smart phone. And recently I posted about her new 
addiction to Trivia Crack. But I didn’t realize how far over the edge 

she’d gone until last night when I walked into the bathroom to find her 
standing in front of the shower, naked except for a shower cap, phone in 
hand and totally engrossed in a round of Trivia Crack. 

I’m at a complete loss here. I don’t know what to do and for once I 
don’t think my autism is what’s stopping me from reading the social 
situation correctly. I feel like I should arrange an intervention but given the 
specifics of the problem, I think most of my friends here in Charlotte will 
want to leave it to the professionals rather than try to forcibly pry a 
smartphone from clutches of a screaming naked woman brandishing a 
shower cap. (It’s a heavy-duty one too, not one of those disposable hotel 
shower caps. I think the ruffles around the edge could cut you with enough 
force behind them.) 

And those who do want to help under these conditions, especially those 
willing to travel, I have serious doubts about their motives. 

 

I 
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A career in Tech Support 
The Odd is Silent 23 February 2015 

nyone who is even moderately geeky soon becomes the Tech 
Support person for all their tech-challenged friends and family. My 
professional friends are all pretty tech-y and know this all too well. 

But I also have a foot in the autism world, anti-bullying and compassion-
based advocacy, authors and writing, travel, crowdfunding, and a few other 
communities, many of which are populated by relatively normal people. 

Note: If you were wondering “normal relative to what, exactly?” Don’t worry, I am too. 
I have yet to find a stable benchmark for that term. 

Note2: If you are thinking “that’s a lot of feet” you’d be correct. I have a hell of a time 
buying shoes. 

Between my activity in these communities and the usual allocation of 
non-technical friends and family, there are a lot of people who occasionally 
think of me when they need a technical question answered. Thanks to them 
I have risen to the top, the very pinnacle I tell you, of the very highly 
respected and yet very lowly paid position of “I know this nerdy guy who 
could probably help you with that.” So I’m never surprised to receive an 
email or private message asking for advice. Sometimes it’s the advice being 
asked for that is surprising. I predict that after posting this, applications for 
Tech Support jobs will skyrocket. 

The exchange began innocently enough. 

“Hi T., a mutual friend said you could answer this. I was wondering 
what kind of UPS I’d need for a toy. Do you go by ‘T’? Or T.Rob? Or 
what?” 

If you aren’t familiar with the term as used in tech, UPS means 
Uninterruptible Power Supply. It is essentially a big battery capable of 
running your PC for a while when the power goes out. They also protect 
the PC from brownouts and power fluctuations that would otherwise 
damage it. 

A 
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“It’s T.Rob. Long story. UPS units are ranked by how much power they 
need to provide and for how long. Think of it like having a gallon of water 
in reserve. It’ll last you a day unless you are an athlete and need a lot, then it 
lasts maybe half a day. A UPS can last an hour with a light load, or just 
minutes with a heavy load. Usually you use these for critical things that you 
do not want interrupted in case of a power outage. What kind of toy is this 
and how long do you need it to run? An hour, half an hour? Just a few 
minutes?” 

“I guess a half an hour would do it. And there are several toys, actually. 
When they are all running at once sometimes it trips a breaker.” 

“Oh, I see. A UPS won’t help with that. They do not relieve the load, 
only back it up if the breaker trips. You’ll need to spread the power over 
multiple circuits in the house.” 

“Really? Because B. said the UPS idea would work. It’s kinda hard to 
explain. Can I call you?” 

After a couple minutes on the phone I finally got her to give me the 
details of these toys. They entailed a Sybian, a variety of vibrators including 
a Hitachi Wand, some lighting, and several things with remotes that didn’t 
include the TV and stereo. 

“Ummm, does B. know what you wanted to ask me about? 
Specifically?” 

“Oh yeah. She said you do network security or something and that you 
are very discreet.” 

Note to self. Need to have a talk with B. 

“Well, that’s sort of true. Practically my whole career is built on blogging 
and telling stories. I have one entire hour-long presentation that is nothing 
but stories of really bad security stuff people have done. I just don’t reveal 
any names.” 

“Oh.” Long pause. “Are you going to blog about this?” 

“I think you know the answer to that.” 

“Oh.” Long pause. “But you don’t tell names, right? That’s cool. So how 
big a UPS do I need? Are they expensive?” 
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“Hold on, hold on,” I stammered. “A UPS isn’t really for toys. It’s 
supposed t to give you time to shut down gracefully when the power goes 
out.” 

“That’s pretty much what I want it for silly,” she giggled. 

“Wait, what? Please tell me that’s not what this is about.” I’m not sure if 
she heard the facepalm that I involuntarily executed at this point. 

“Of course that’s what this is about. The last time the breaker blew, it 
was really bad timing and we never finished.” 

“Oh.” It was my turn for a long pause. “And you need it to keep 
running for half an hour?” 

She giggled again. “Just to be safe,” she said. 

I took a deep breath. This is just a tech support call, I reminded myself. 

“First, plug a nightlight into every socket near your bedroom or 
dungeon or whatever. Next flip the breaker that gets tripped and look to 
see which nightlights are still on. These are on different circuits. Mark these 
outlets with a scarlet ‘A’ so you won’t forget them.” 

“What’s a scar-la-tay?” 

“Never mind, some of these jokes are purely for my own benefit. Just 
remember which sockets stay lit. Next, go get yourself a big fat extension 
cord. I don’t care what people say, size does matter, at least with extension 
cords. You want just enough length to reach from the second set of sockets 
into the, uh, room. Look for a cord that is 12 gauge or better.” 

“Like a gun?” 

“Like a gun. Sure. If that gun is a Super Soaker.” 

“What? Super Soa…?” 

“Never mind.  These jokes are for me, remember? Anyway, Spread the 
electrical load across two circuits. If that isn’t enough…,” I completed the 
sentence saying “God help you” in my head before continuing, “…then 
spread the load over three circuits with a second extension. The only thing 
I’m worried about is the power draw on the Sybian. That’ll take a really big 
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UPS.” 

I talked her through finding the electrical label on the device. From the 
sound of it, that thing draws more power than a high-end Bosch router. It 
must be between 1/2 and a whole horsepower. Holy crap. 

“I don’t think they make a UPS big enough for that thing. You’re gonna 
need a whole-house generator backup,” I joked. 

“How much are those?” Either she was serious or the best deadpan 
comedian I’ve ever met. 

“Upwards of $5,000. About $10,000 for a good one installed.” 

“Where do you buy those?” 

“What are you all doing for the next New Year's Eve?” 

“What?” 

“Never mind.  These jokes are for me, remember? Anyway, I’ve seen 
displays at Home Depot, Lowe’s, even some of the big box warehouse 
stores. They look like a big refrigerator laying on its side.” 

“Great, thanks! I’m headed down there now.” 

“Bring your Sybian with you so the guy in the electrical department 
knows how big a unit you need.” 

“Are we still talking about the generator,” she cooed coyly? 

“No,” I replied.  “But this time I’m doing the joke for the guy in the 
electrical department.” 

I forgot to ask her where she lives and which store she was going to. If 
it had been close by I would have raced down there just to eavesdrop.  As it 
is, Lowe’s or Home Depot, or whoever just lost an employee who is sure to 
be working a Tech Support call center position by mid-day tomorrow. 
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Of cabbages and kings, sealing wax and 

wedding rings 
The Odd is Silent 13 March 2015 

lexa, the bot personality in Amazon’s Echo, can do lots of things.  
She gives you weather reports, plays your favorite music, tells 
jokes, and we found out recently she will do a coin toss as well. 

Since discovering the coin toss capability, Alexa has, against all odds, 
consistently returned “heads.” Even 8 year-old Matt thought this was odd. 

Matt: “Alexa, flip a coin.” 

Alexa: “Flipping. The answer is heads.” 

Matt: “Alexa, flip a coin.” 

Alexa: “Flipping. The answer is heads.” 

“Grandpa, I think Alexa is broken.” 

“Why is that, Matt?” 

“She only gives head.” 

“Oh, I don’t think she’s broken. I think she just wants a wedding ring.” 

“Huh?” 

“I’ll explain when you are older.” 

 

A
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Sometimes you break the mold, sometimes 

the mold breaks you 
The Odd is Silent 3 April 2015 

his evening my wife poked her head into the office doorway to tell 
me she was done in the shower. As I was getting ready to take my 
turn she mentioned that the pink mold in the shower stall was 

getting out of hand and said it was time for a good cleaning. “That stuff 
grows fast if you don’t keep up with it,” she said, emphasizing “you.” 

Once I confirmed that the “good cleaning” part referred to the shower 
stall and not to me, I stepped in to see for myself. I didn’t think the mold 
was all that noticeable. There was a touch of pink in the corner of the stall 
that is always shaded, and that was about it. But these things tend to bug 
her more than me for some reason. It’s a shower stall, in North Carolina, 
and the weather is getting warm. Mold here is like bugs were in Florida. 
You can hold them at bay, but you never win the war. I accept the 
occasional appearance of mold here or a bug in Florida as a fact of life. Odd 
what my autism fixates on and what it lets pass. I quickly put it out of my 
mind and continued with the shower. 

There’s a mirror in there, along with my shave kit, so my normal shower 
duration includes time for the shave. Even counting for the shave we are 
talking less than 10 minutes total. Let’s just say that it’s not a very long time, 
even when measured against the life span of a mold. 

So you can imagine it came as a bit of a surprise at the end of my 
shower when I happened to look down and noticed the bottom of the stall 
was now very pink. A lot. As in “this would have been impossible to miss” 
pink. 

Holy crap, how aggressive is that mold? What is it, “instant mold”? You 
just add water? It must be all over me. All over my feet at least. Does it 
attack humans? What if it splashes into the cuts and scrapes I got working 
in the yard last weekend? Is there an antidote for it? Do I have time to get 
the antidote before this thing reduces me to jelly? If I re-wash can I get 
ahead of it, or will that just give it time to double or quadruple again? At 

T 
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this rate, how come we don’t see entire houses reduced to jelly mounds 
overnight? “Whoops, lost Marlon and his family last night. Too bad, I liked 
them.” 

I recognized the signs of a panic attack coming on. That upward spiral 
first of concern, then anxiety, then fear, then if it gets far enough panic and 
physical symptoms. I forced my brain to stop and reconsider all of this. The 
scenario playing out in my head was straight out of a psychotronic B-Movie. 
There had to be another explanation. A rational explanation. 

I took a deep breath. I glanced in the mirror to see if I looked as scared 
as I felt. It was at that moment I realized the problem wasn’t a super-
aggressive, drug-resistant, parasitic megalomaniacal slime mold that breeds 
faster than tribbles. 

I just need a fresh razor blade. 

And maybe a styptic pencil. 
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
The Odd is Silent 12 January 2013 

nything you find on my blogs isn’t likely to be much better, if at all, 
than Vogon poetry. However the sign over the door says “About” 
so I guess you were expecting to read something about me here 

and who am I to disappoint you? Here then is the T.Rob FAQ. 

Q: Your an AMAZING writer! 

 A: OK, that’s not something I hear frequently and not a question, but 
now I can tell my parents in-law that someone wrote that about me on my 
blog. The spelling error is so they don’t think I’m the one who wrote it. I 
hope you don’t feel used. 

 

Q: Do you do the “social media” thing? 

 A: Well I’m blessed with Asperger’s Syndrome so I’m not exactly what 
you call social. I do Tweet though. I blog about Asperger’s topics at Ask-
an-Aspie.net, about technology and security at IoPT Consulting, and about 
WebSphere MQ security. I’m also on LinkedIn and Facebook. 

 

Q: Is T.Rob your real name? 

 A: Yes. T.Robert Wyatt. 

 

Q: What does the T stand for? 

 A: Todd, but the “odd” is silent. Hence the name of the blog. 

 

Q: Then you’re not Robert Wyatt the musician? 

A 
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 A: No, I get that all the time. If I ever signed an autograph for you I’m 
sorry. I’m not the Robert Wyatt you were looking for but in all fairness you 
should have known better. 

 

Q: You miserable, sneaky bastard! You ruined a perfectly good CD. You 
owe me a new one. 

 A: Fair enough. I’m not a musician so my CD isn’t much better, if at all, 
than Vogon poetry. Still, it is a VERY limited edition signed copy so it 
seems like a fair trade for that one you have with the fake autograph. 

 

Q: No, no, no. You owe me a new ROBERT WYATT CD. 

 A: Oh, I see. Do you want it autographed? 

 

Q: @#$%#&#! 

 A: That’s a “yes”? Give me your address. 

 

Q: Never mind, I don’t want you to know where I live. 

 A: Don’t you want this CD? Hello? Anyone there? 
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