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Author’s Note: 
 
This story presents a character and situations that persons on 
the  Autism Spectrum can identify with, and a window on the 
world of someone with Asperger’s (or with an attachment disor-
der) that can enlighten the neurotypical reader. About half of the 
children on the Spectrum that I have worked with over my 30 
years in the mental health field have desired friends but have 
struggled with making and keeping them.  
 
The story is fictional and aimed at the 11-16 year-old market, 
and also at parents, teachers and educators. Although the story 
is explicitly about a girl on the Spectrum (Asperger’s, to be spe-
cific), it also is relevant to children with Attachment Disorders 
and those who live and work with them. 
 
. . . The protagonist presents her view of everyday experi-
ences – the classroom, recess, parties – and in doing so opens 
a window into the world of children on the Spectrum.  
 
The art is unique – artist Sherry Byrd’s paintings develop the 
mood of the story and capture the subjective experiences of the 
narrator.  
 
 
Robert Herndon, LCSW 
 



The Girl Who Was Raised by Robots 
 
 
 
Once upon a time there was a girl who was raised 
by robots. 

You can’t imagine how horrible it is to be raised by 
robots. 
 
No, you can’t. You just think you can. 
 
I mean, they say they want to communicate with 
you, but when you say in all honesty “That’s really 
stupid” when they’ve done something really stupid, 
you get in trouble. 
 
So, how bad do they really want to communicate 
with you when you can’t use the one word that 
really communicates what they’re doing? 
 



No, they want you to use words like “embarrassed”. 
Like, “You really embarrassed that little boy” or “Weren’t 
you embarrassed when you said that?” 
 
I don’t know. What does “embarrass” mean? No one 
has ever been able to tell me that. Instead of a perfectly 
good word like “stupid”, they want you to use a non-
sense word.  
 



That’s only one example of how frustrating it is to 
be raised by robots. Robots who try to control 
every part of your life, even your speech.  
 
One day I had to go to a birthday party. 
 



It was some boy’s birthday who happens to be in 
my class room at school. I had sneaked in a book 
and was having a perfectly good time but the G-
Bots –  



Grown-up Robots – insisted I stop reading and 
play games with the other children, or C-Bots.  

I was getting more and more frustrated and the G-
Bots got more and more insistent and the C-Bots 
stopped playing and stared at me. It is precisely 
the kind of situation where some G-Bot will later 
say “Weren’t you embarrassed to have all those C-
Bots (OK, they would say ‘children’) staring at 
you?” and I would be puzzled and they would get 
mad. 
 
So I said “I’M GETTING FRUSTRATED!” That’s 
good communication, right? 
 
Apparently not, because when you tell a G-Bot you 
are getting frustrated, they start doing much more 
of what they were doing that frustrated you.  



 

There was a ring of them around me now, most with 
an expression that says “Oh, you poor little girl”, 
some with expressions that say “Oh, her poor par-
ents”, and the rest that say “You stupid little girl!” 

G-Bots can say “stupid” with anything but their 
words and it’s OK. 



I was sitting on the hearth so I grabbed a maga-
zine called “Us” (ha!) and hurled it at the birthday 
cake and it splattered.  
 

I could have thrown my book but that would have 
been stupid and I don’t do stupid things. 



Finally I was permitted to go home.  
Of course, my P-Bots (yep – Parental Robots – 
you’re catching on; you’re not stupid!) had to 
“communicate” about it all the way home.  
 
When you’ve done something the Robots don’t 
like, they ask you why you did it. It’s a trick ques-
tion, though, because if you tell them why you did 
it, you get in more trouble.  
 
“Tell us why you did it” really means “Make up a 
nice story for us.” A nice story begins with words 
like, “Well, I didn’t get much sleep last night…”, or 
“I don’t know what came over me…”, or stupid stuff 
like that.  
 
So I switched to my “Talk with the P-Bots” program 
and said “I don’t know” and “I’m sorry” and “I’m so 
embarrassed” until finally we got home and I got to 
go to Time-Out. 
 



 
“Time-Out” is one of the few robot-inventions that 
they got right. 

If they had any sense, the Robots would let you 
spend all your time in Time Out and when you 
were bad make you come out and be with them. 
But if they had any sense, I guess they wouldn’t 
be Robots. 



 
One summer, just as school was – finally! – end-
ing, my P-Bots announced I was going to summer 
camp. 
 
 
 



Oh, great.  A PPA – “Parentally-Planned Activity”.  
So far in my life, most PPAs have been disasters. 
No, all of them have been disasters.  
 
They were excited – another bad sign – and told 
me I would be staying overnight for a week. 
Hmmm, there might be a “bright side” to that, as 
G-Bots like to say.  



That’s a good thing to add to your Nice Little Story 
when you are in trouble, by the way. “On the bright 
side, I think that little boy had a very nice birthday 
except for me throwing Us into his cake.”  
 
When G-Bots see a happy positive child they al-
most turn belly-up and purr like a cat, and you can 
get just about anything you want at that point.  
 
Away from the P-Bots for a week! Of course, I 
would be around G-Bots and C-Bots but they 
wouldn’t know me, and I can usually find a way to 
spend plenty of time all to myself around S-Bots – 
Strange Robots.  
 

 



“It’s the University Autism Camp and this is their 
3rd year. It is supposed to be loads of fun and 
there will be lots of Kids Like You” they gushed.  
 
“Kids Like You” usually turn out to be Robots who 
are missing the Primary Robot Program – they 
don’t even know how to act like the Robots they 
are – but they are harmless enough.  

The last day of school always meant the “End of 
School Party.” It was celebration day for the T-
Bots (yep  – Teacher Robots!) who always start 
the school year off goofily happy and get more 
and more grumpy and sick of all the C-Bots with 
each school day.  
 
The End of School Party is their revenge. The 
school day routine is erased. Teachers erase it 
right off the whiteboard. Leaving a big white blank 
space, and that is what the day felt like. C-Bots 
running around everywhere with cupcakes 
smeared all over their little faces and puddles of 
punch all over the floor.   



But, there really is a bright side to this – no more 
school! No more being surrounded by C-Bots all 
day; no more having the T-Bot interrupt my read-
ing with her stupid questions; no more P-Bots say-
ing, “Another 100! You’re such a bright little girl!” 
 
No more of that torture they call “Recess”.  
“Recess” means a Time Out or a quiet place – 
look it up. But of course Robots can make words 
mean anything they want (turning them into Bot-
words), so they make recess mean “torture.” 



There is nowhere to hide on a 
“playground” (another Bot-word).  If you try to 
hide, even behind a tree to read, the T-Bots 
get all upset and start searching and calling 
your P-Bots.   
 
You’re supposed to be “playing” with the C-
Bots.  Every school-day is a bad day, and each 
one is interrupted by 30 minutes of nightmare. 



Even lunchtime is not as bad as recess. At lunch-
time you’re permitted to ignore all the shouting 
slurping gobbling C-Bots and read your book.  
 
But at recess they roll a red ball to you and you 
kick it, OK, I can do that, sometimes, and then they 
all start screaming at once, which has no effect on 
Bot-ears but makes you all flustered and confused 
and they are yelling run this way no that way you 
didn’t step on that bag no run back now you’re stu-
pid you’re stupid so you whack one and the T-Bot 
comes all mad and says you’re going straight to 
the Principal’s office young lady so you start mak-
ing up a nice story about The Bright Side. 
  
“On the Bright Side, I think I learned some impor-
tant things about teamwork,” I said. 



Ms. Stern looked at me oddly, suspiciously. 
 



I don’t really know what her name is, but if they 
can make up words, so can I, and mine make 
sense and are not the opposite of what they really 
mean.   
 
“Did you hit Timmy?” she asked. Or maybe it was 
Jimmy, or Tommy. Whatever. 
 
“Yes, Ma’am, and I am so embarrassed,” I said, 
cocking my head slightly. If you cock your head 
slightly it means you are all friendly and stuff. 
 
“Well, you are going to have to write Jimmy an 
apology and no recess for you tomorrow,” she 
said. 
 
No recess! Yay! “Yes, Ma’am,” I said quietly, look-
ing down. It’s important to look down.  I was hope-
hope-hoping she wouldn’t call my P-Bots.  
 
“You can sit right over there until the final bell, and 
write the note.” 
 
 



“Dear Johnny,” I wrote. “I’m sorry.” 
 
Ms. Stern pressed her lips together as she read it.  
 
“Is that the best you can do?” she asked. “And his 
name is Bobby.” 
 
“Dear Bobby, I’m sorry you are so stupid. I’m so em-
barrassed,” I tried again. 
 
Ms. Stern sighed loudly. “We’ll go with the first draft. 
But change the name,” she said. 
 
I loved the time after school was out and before I had 
to leave for camp. I read and read.  I read The Great 
Mortality, Measles: A History, The Great Influenza, 
The American Plague, Smallpox – The Death of a 
Disease, and Pox Americana.  
 
 



I had really tried to make friends at school 
that year. I had brought books like these to 
school and showed them to Debby or Diane 
or whoever, and described how the Black 
Plague made some people drop dead in 
minutes to Bobby or Timmy or Jimmy, but 
they just made weird faces and looked at 
each other and pretended they weren’t 
laughing.  



One day at lunch I thought I had a great opportu-
nity. That morning, Eddie or Freddy or whoever 
had thrown up right in the classroom. Kids were 
still talking about it at lunch. I said, “You know, the 
Yellow Fever parasite clogs up the mosquito’s 
throat, so when it bites you and tries to drink your 
blood, it throws up and the parasite is in the vomit 
and swims into your blood.” 
 



Everything went real quiet and then they went 
right on talking as if I hadn’t said anything. They 
started calling me “Mosquito” after that, and they 
would slap their arms and the boys would slap 
each other on the back or chest as if they were 
swatting a mosquito whenever I came around.  
 
My P-Bots didn’t like me reading about disease, 
“But at least she’s reading and not playing those 
videogames,” one would say to the other.  
 
My greatest regret is that I hadn’t been around 
and Dr. Jenner hadn’t selected me to inject with 
the cowpox and then the smallpox. How great 
would that have been!  
 
Instead, after Dr. Jenner noticed the milkmaids 
had rosy cheeks instead of those awful smallpox 
scars, he picked a little boy to inject with cowpox, 
and then later with smallpox, and the little boy did-
n’t get sick! I imagine myself watching my arm day 
after day and seeing no smallpox sore, only 
smooth skin, protected by the cowpox.  
 
 



 

Or to be sealed up in that cabin in Cuba by Dr. 
Reed… 

…and wear those disease soaked clothes and 
eventually find the Yellow Fever carrier is a cer-
tain mosquito!  Awesome! 



Dr. Reed and his friends would catch one of those 
mosquitoes, put it on a Yellow Fever patient to bite 
him, then put it on their own arms and wait and see 
if they caught the disease! Wow!  
 
But none of the little C-Bots at school had a clue 
what I was talking about. Even the T-Bots would 
look at my books and shake their heads and walk 
away. 
 
I bet Dr. Jenner and Dr. Reed were not Robots. I 
bet we could talk and talk and they would never 
ask me to be embarrassed or shake their heads 
and walk away or call me “Mosquito.”  
.  



 
Finally RBD Day came. 

It seemed my life was a series of RBD Days. The 
first day of the school year.  Some C-Bot’s birth-
day party. Shopping at the Mall.  
 
The P-Bots got all upset when I said I’d Rather Be 
Dead, so I stopped saying that and said RBD Day 
instead. 
 
 When they asked me what that meant, I said 
“Really Bad Day.” I know that was a lie, but it’s 
hard enough to get along in Robot-World.  



This RBD Day was first day of camp day. Getting 
up early. Packing. None of that was a problem. 
The problem was my P-Bots. Like I didn’t know I’d 
need sheets and towels.  
 
Like I hadn’t read the list of things you need at 
camp. Like I needed them asking me the same 
questions 20 million times.  
 
I carefully packed The Greatest Killer: Smallpox in 
History, The Fever: How Malaria has Ruled Hu-
mankind for 500,000 Years, and The Malaria Ca-
pers in the bottom of my duffle, hoping the P-Bots 
wouldn’t notice.  
 
It was a boring 2 hour trip to the camp and a bor-
ing hour to check in, and then a pretty cool time 
while I read in my bunk and other campers came 
in and claimed bunks.   



Then came “Ice Breakers”.  

I suggested we just let the ice melt but the coun-
selors, all jolly and stupid, ignored me. I didn’t 
know what Ice Breakers meant other than they 
rousted me out of my bunk and made me get in a 
group with a bunch of C-Bots.  



While the rules were being explained I tried to 
think of a nickname for the counselors. Couldn’t 
use C-Bot, so I came up with Bot-ler. Perfect! 
 
We were all in a big circle and the game was go-
ing on and I was trying to figure it out. Apparently 
you were supposed to tell the group your nick-
name, and the Bot-lers would change it a little and 
everyone would laugh and that would become 
your “Camp Name”. I began to panic. School was 
bad enough, no way I could handle a bunch of S-
Bots and grinning Bot-lers calling me Mosquito. 
 



When my turn came I still hadn’t thought of any-
thing, so I blurted out the first thing that came to 
mind: “Dr. Jenner!”  
 
“Really?” a Bot-ler asked. For some reason, Ro-
bots aren’t satisfied if you say something once. 
They have a series of questions to make you re-
peat the answer over and over. “Yes, Dr. Jenner,” I 
let my breath out.  
 
The Bot-lers had no choice – they had to turn eve-
rything into something happy and positive, so they 
took this one with barely a falter. “Doc, then!” “Yes, 
Doc!” “Everyone say Hi to Doc!” “Hi, Doc,” the 
group chorused. Well, it could have been worse.  
 
I was used to being the last one in line at school, 
tardy to activities. It’s just hard to let go of one 
thing even if you are not really liking it and go on 
to something else. But at the caf the second day, 
the Bot-ler noticed we were missing someone.  
“Freezer! Freezer!” the C-Bots chanted.  



Frieda was a tall pale girl in our cabin who was 
very quiet.  

She made the mistake of telling the group her ac-
tual nickname from school, and it stuck.  The Bot-
lers suggested “Freedom” but no way the C-Bots 
could let that go. But Frieda didn’t seem to care 
one way or the other.  



“She’s reading no doubt!” one C-Bot said. “No 
doubt” was becoming the camp phrase that you 
added to everything.  
 
“Who wants to go swimming?” “No doubt!” “Did you 
get enough to eat?” “No doubt.” “This is the coolest 
lanyard ever, no doubt!” 
 
That afternoon in “Free Time” (Ha!) Frieda walked 
by my bunk and paused. She looked at the books 
stacked on the shelf above my bunk. “I want to 
read one of those,” she said. She didn’t look at me. 
She stood at a kind of attention, like a soldier.  
 
“OK,” I said. She reached across me and took one 
and walked away. 
 
I watched her as she carefully took her shoes and 
socks off, carefully draping each sock over its 
shoe, smoothing it out. She smoothed out all the 
wrinkles in her blanket, then ripped it back and slid 
in under it. Over her bunk on the shelf was a stack 
of books.  
 
I’d found a Kid Like Me.  
 
 


