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If I had a chance to go back in time

I’d tell the younger me to breathe

Cause you’ ll be fine

Trust the path you’re on and dream

Write down the words on your mind

Maria Mena, ‘Interesting’
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  Intro: Invisibly different

Intro: Invisibly different

You walk out of the aeroplane via the jet bridge. For the past 

ten hours, you’ve been sitting in a cramped seat, eating an 

undefinable meal and watching Kung Fu Panda because 

you didn’t have anything better to do anyway. You wanted 

to sleep, but thanks to the baby three seats down that was 

only a partial success. Now you’re here, on the other side of 

the world. Billboards are calling out incomprehensible mes-

sages and even the bathroom is something to behold with its 

thousands of buttons, bells and whistles. The musical note 

produces a noise that vaguely resembles cascading water 

and what you thought was the flush button turned out to be 

the setting to wash your bottom. A lukewarm trickle sprays 

upwards. Eeew.

Past customs you’re being picked up. You hold out your 

hand, but the person in front of you doesn’t take it. Instead, 

he bows. You try to make eye contact, but the man in uni-

form merely looks down. Just as you’re about to open the 

taxi door, it opens by itself. From the back seat you look out 

the window covered in stickers, past the blaring television 

screen at the back of the headrest of the seat in front of you.

There are neon billboards everywhere. “Nihon e yokoso!”, 

the driver says. Silence. The driver thinks for a second and 

then says, “Werukomu tsu Djapan!”

Within thirty minutes, you’ve probably broken dozens 

of social rules. You feel like an alien, like a bull in a prover-

bial china shop. You’re tired and overstimulated because 

of all the signals that are fired at you. Signals you don’t 



12

But you don’t look autistic at all

understand most of the time. Your saving grace: you’re a for-

eigner. You’re clearly not Japanese, so nobody blames you 

for your mistakes.

But what if you do look Japanese? Ah, different story.

That’s what autism feels like to me.

Autism, that’s what I have.1 You can’t tell from the outside. 

So when I tell people about it, that’s what I hear all the time: 

“But… you don’t look autistic at all!”

1  More about te use of ‘autistic’ versus ‘with autism’ in chapter 7, part 7, 
on page 211.



Chapter 1

An alien  
in Tokyo
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An alien in Tokyo

There I am, in Tokyo. The reason you feel like an alien here, is 

probably the exact reason why I feel so at ease. I’m an alien 

everywhere, but in Tokyo I have an excuse. A visible excuse 

for why I’m different – my 1.83 meter tall Western appear-

ance. No one notices that my awkwardness usually isn’t 

caused by my gaijin-ness (gaijin is the Japanese word for 

stranger, foreigner). It also helps that my autistic quirks – 

such as not looking people in the eye, my aversion to touch, 

and my love for trains that run on time (and have Quiet Zones 

that are actually quiet!) – are the most normal thing in the 

world here. The three months a year that I spend among the 

neon billboards in Japan are a period of well-deserved rest 

for me.

Now, it’s not my intention to write a rhapsody on how amaz-

ing Japan is. I could go on about it for hours (because hey, 

autistic), but as far as I’m concerned you could just pick up a 

good old travel guide or look up the Abroad in Japan, Only in 

Japan and Begin Japanology videos on YouTube. This book 

is about autism.


