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Aspiehelp / The Aspire Trust (Inc.)

August 2019 Newsletter
Edited by Hazel Shanks
In this newsletter: we moved rooms, Leith went to iNDx, COGS funded us, we have BBQs soon,
our regular In Our Oﬀice, and a piece about how late diagnosis improved a marriage.

Aspiehelp has moved rooms
We’re now in the next room over! The new oﬀice
space is slightly larger and better lit. We’ve entirely
rearranged things, and the new furniture layout
should suit us better going forward.
We’re still upstairs in the Church House at Cashmere
Presbyterian, 2A MacMillan Ave, just behind a
diﬀerent door. And our counselling space hasn’t
moved at all, so please come see us as usual.

Leith visits Dunedin for iNDx exhibition
Leith recently visited the city of Dunedin for the iNDx exhibition, which focuses
on autistic artists and features works by autistic individuals.
She gave a talk there which was well received by the small group who turned
up despite the dismal weather. Jason Edgecombe, from Tauranga, also gave a
talk on tabletop roleplaying.

COGS grant
Thanks to the Community Organisation Grants Scheme for helping us out.
We’re very grateful for this as they’re one of the very few funders willing to fund
operational expenses.

Te Tau Tītoki
“Te Tau Tītoki”, a new guideline for Autism support workforce development, has been published by Te
Pou. Aspiehelp, Leith, and Julie have all been named for their contributions to the new framework.
Both Leith and Julie put in a lot of work participating in the development of this framework, including
flying to the North Island for meetings, and we’re glad their contributions have been recognised.

Upcoming Aspiehelp BBQs
These are held at Barrington Mall, outside Fresh Meats Barrington. Please, if you’re at Barrington Mall
or otherwise in the area on these days, stop past and have a sausage. All profits go to support The
Aspire Trust, our legal entity, which is a registered charity. The dates are the 7th and 14th of
September, between 9:30 and 3pm. In addition, there’s a special BBQ on August 24th where all funds
will instead go towards Michael Wood’s trip to the Autism-Europe International Congress.
Thanks again to our wonderful volunteers who help us out by running these fundraisers on our behalf.
We really appreciate it.
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In Our Office
We’re enjoying our new room immensely! Julie worked
very hard moving all the furniture into place and we have
been able to shed our giant whiteboard and filing cabinet.
We are also selling a very nice glass-topped table with
aluminium legs, a small desk and a very large swivel
chair.
We were lucky to inherit some furniture from the last
tenants of our room. Our ex-oﬀice is going to become
home to a massage and beauty therapist.

Our staﬀ: Leith, Julie, and Hazel

“Business” has been steady with several clients attending for a series of counselling appointments and very
pleasing progress being seen.
Leith, Elizabeth and Michael Woods took part in filming for a “Good in the Hood” advertisement being made
in advance of “Good in the Hood” month. Cashmere “Z” Service Station is sponsoring us again, so please
buy your petrol or diesel from them if possible and put the orange token in “our” box!. This “Z” station has
supported us for several years now and we were excited to be able to take part in the ad.
Michael and his mother and brother depart soon for his guest appearance in Nice, at the 13th International
Autism Conference. He will also be showing his film “The Parcel”. There might be a public showing of this
soon, or after they return.
Best wishes for a super trip!

A disagreement between agencies
Leith McMurray, August 2019

Some months ago. Leith took some of our pamphlets to MHAPS to put on their wall of information.
One pamphlet, “Myths about Autism and Asperger Syndrome” was returned to us with a complaint about
the words we used about the co-morbid mental illnesses that some of us are prey to- with the comment that
these are “triggered by bio-chemical imbalances in the brain and by the stresses and strains of daily life”.
The Manager of MHAPS, who is a “peer” of the people (people with mental illnesses) who use the
information service and attend workshops etc, disagreed with our comment, especially in regard to
depression, and refused to stock this pamphlet. (She was happy to take the rest)
This person subscribes to the trauma theory of causation of depression, but does not understand that, in
autism, depression pretty much comes with the territory. “Nothing about us without us” does not feature in
her view, alas. Her claim that all depression is caused by a life-changing trauma does not hold up for us,
unless we view the whole of life as one long trauma! We made a complaint to the MHAPS Board of Trustees
but they were disinclined to take any action, saying that she is the Manager and must run things as she
chooses.
This is a sad and worrying example of an attitude which is all too common, not allowing us our own thoughts
and expertise. Note that MHERC [Ed: the Mental Health Education and Resource Centre] has not taken the
same position!
Our Patron is Stephen Mark Shore, PhD.
The Aspire Trust, Inc is a registered Charitable Trust.
Charities Services registration number is CC46192.
phone (03) 337-6337 or email info@aspiehelp.com

support us at givealittle.co.nz/org/myaspiehelp
www.aspiehelp.com

Supported by:
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My Husband Was Diagnosed With Asperger’s At 55.
Here’s How It Improved Our Marriage.
Laurie Eynon writing for Huﬀington Post, 15th August 2019

We both remember the Great Tomato Soup Incident of 2012 as a touchstone.
My husband, Rob, had thoughtfully asked if I wanted anything from the grocery store.
“Hmmm,” I pondered as I watched TV. “Soup, I guess. Some kind of chicken-y soup. A chicken
broth kind. Not creamy. You know, like chicken noodle or chicken rice. Or that kind with the little
meatballs. What’s it called? Italian wedding!” I was rambling, but this was before we knew.
I kept riﬀing on soup. “Chicken vegetable. Oh, does that have peas in it? I don’t care, really.
Anything that is chicken broth-based is fine. Anything but tomato soup.”
Half an hour later, Rob walked back into the house and innocently handed me two cans of
tomato soup.
Lest you think this is just
another example of Men Who
Don’t Listen, it’s not. My
husband was confused by my
subsequent outburst. He
genuinely thought I had said I
wanted tomato soup.
A can of soup may be
inconsequential, but Rob often
failed to comprehend
conversations about
consequential issues. A few
years into the relationship, we
seemed to be fighting a lot. It’s
not like we were both young
Posing on a scenic Lake Michigan overlook during one of our travel adventures.
and naïve. Both of us were
middle-aged and previously
married with grown children. But I was totally frustrated by this sweet, funny, smart and kind
man who did not have the capacity to pay attention. Or to make eye contact. Or interact socially.
One night we were cuddling on the couch, binge-watching the TV show “Parenthood.” In the
show, a preteen boy named Max is diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome. He is bullied at school
for his oddness but eventually thrives at a school for kids outside neurotypical norms.
But young Max was not the “aha” moment for my husband. No, that honor belongs to an adult
character in the show played by Ray Romano, a photographer named Hank, nice enough, but
who comes across as socially awkward and clueless. After befriending young Max, Hank reads a
book about Asperger’s in order to better understand the boy. The TV audience sees a wide-eyed
Hank turning pages rapidly, underlining passages. A lightbulb practically appears above his
head. The traits listed in the book also apply to him. He realizes that he, too, has Asperger’s!
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Rob clicked oﬀ the TV and stared at me. “Do I have Asperger’s?” he asked.
Truthfully, it had occurred to me that something was amiss, but he had bristled at my previous
attempts to analyze him. Seeing it portrayed on TV made something click.
He took several online tests, read articles, consulted our primary care physician and a therapist.
Yes, Asperger’s was likely.
How could it be that Rob remained undiagnosed until well into his adult life? Probably his
parents or teachers weren’t savvy about such things way back when. He was thought of as a
smart but diﬀicult child. The small tells of his condition were written oﬀ as quirks. In fact, when
Rob and I first began dating, a girlfriend said to me, “I heard he’s a nice guy, but kind of quirky.”
Actually, the word “Asperger’s” is not the preferred terminology these days. Technically, Rob is
somewhere on the autism spectrum, on the not-so-obvious end. Here are the characteristics of
Asperger’s most apparent in my husband: lack of eye contact; preference for routine; struggle
with social interactions; literal understanding of words; hyperfocus on one idea, sometimes
obsessively; exceptional verbal ability, especially vocabulary. This last one feels like an outlier in
the list, but it is true of most Aspies ― a fact that explains Rob’s success at his first career ― radio.
I heard Rob before I ever knew him. He was the popular morning show host at a local radio
station. I often laughed aloud at his witty, articulate on-air banter as I listened in my car. So I was
confused when I began dating him because he seemed like a diﬀerent person. I chalked it up to
nerves at first. But, no. His real self was a far cry from his casual on-air persona.
“Why is he so garrulous and charming on the radio but shy and bumbling in person?” I
wondered. Later, I realized he didn’t have to LOOK at anyone when he was in the studio. I’d
frequently chide him for not looking at me during conversations.
Any type of social interaction is strained for Rob. His “deer in the headlights” expression at large
gatherings where 12 people are talking at once could be interpreted as aloof or maybe dull. He
just can’t process the cacophony of words coming at him.
Rob fretted that he was not making a good impression on my sons. Once, after he told me a
clever joke, I suggested he tell it to my oldest son, Jeﬀ, since we were attending a dinner party at
his house that evening. Rehearsing and planning conversation is a suggested tool for Aspies.
As Jeﬀ opened the door to greet us, Rob blurted out, “Here’s a good joke,” before either of us had
crossed the threshold. He proceeded to tell the joke rapid-fire, amid removing coats and
welcoming hugs. I’m not sure my son heard it.
I sympathized, wondering how long Rob had rehearsed and if he was disappointed that his big
moment was over before we’d entered the house. Though he understands that conversations
have an ebb and flow where he might naturally tell a joke, he is unable to figure out where that
place is.
His lack of observational skills is also legendary. Once, after we had just moved to a new place, I
asked him to help me hang pictures in the living room. “Later,” he said. “Let me finish this.” He
was intensely focused on the computer screen in his oﬀice. Feeling impatient, I just did it myself.
Exactly three weeks later, he suddenly turned to me and said, “I can help you hang those pictures
now.” Are you kidding? I thought. I’d hung five large pieces of art around the room.
“Uh, look around the room,” I said. He did. He didn’t get it. “What am I supposed to see?” he said.
He hadn’t noticed for three weeks that the living room no longer had bare walls. He is capable of
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noticing, however, minuscule details, like that there are fewer pixels in one of two seemingly
identical digital images.
So what counters all this frustration? What makes the relationship work? A lot. We’re both avid
readers of everything from popular fiction to complicated philosophy. We text each other funny
observations during the day. We try new restaurants on the weekend, though I am usually the
one who has to push for culinary experimentation. We are good traveling companions; once we
took an impulsive detour to Bruges on our way to Amsterdam because we loved the movie “In
Bruges.” We can sit silently in the same room, staring at our iPads, playing Words with Friends
with each other, and not think it’s weird. We share the same political views. Most importantly, we
laugh easily and often. A good sex life doesn’t hurt either.
Still, I’m not sure we’d still be married if Ray Romano’s character hadn’t practically reached out
of the TV and tapped my husband on the shoulder. Suddenly everything made sense. Those
behaviors that neurotypical people, like me, found so annoying were the result of diﬀerent
wiring in his brain.
It enabled me to look at Rob from a
new perspective. He wasn’t acting
that way out of immaturity or
rudeness or laziness. Like a person
with diabetes is never going to be
able to eat like a typical eater, a
person with Asperger’s is never
going to think and act the way a
neurotypical person does. Getting
mad at a person with Asperger’s is
like getting mad at a diabetic.

“Suddenly everything made sense.
Those behaviours that neurotypical
people, like me, found so annoying were
the result of different wiring in his brain.
It enabled me to look at Rob from a new
perspective.”

Moreover, Rob looks at himself diﬀerently now. Knowing was a huge relief. He doesn’t have to
think of himself as a socially awkward, unaware, hyperfocused yet easily distracted doofus. He
has Asperger’s. His brain doesn’t work the way mine does. He can learn new helpful skills, but
they will never be natural to him.
I, too, must learn new skills that help us connect better. Rob left radio and now is a respected
radiology tech in an orthopedic operating room. He says he chose radiology because it appealed
to his sense of order and routine; I say he chose to work in surgery because all his patients are
anesthetized. He still has to interact with his co-workers, though, and is often confounded by
failing to grasp the nuance of a conversation.
These days, if he asks what kind of soup I want, I say succinctly and precisely, “Progresso
Chicken and Dumpling Soup, please.” I might even write it on a piece of paper. Or text it to him.
I’m still apt to ramble, but I can’t really fault Rob for having no idea what I’m rambling about.
And sometimes, when I want a face-to-face, focused conversation, I only need to say two words:
“tomato soup.” He gets it.

