By ALYSON BLACK

~ Whenactress Holly Robinson Peete learned her son had been diagnosed with autism, she was
 sure her whole world had fallen apart. Then she picked herself up and fought back.

“We call it the world’s worst day—like someone had just dropped us off
~ in the middle of a foreign country where we couldn’t speak the language
~ and we couldn’t communicate. So little was known just a decade ago:
- There was no Welcome to Autism book; there was no map.”

~ In fact, it was 2000 when actress Holly Robinson Peete and her

~ husband, famed quarterback Rodney Peete, learned that their son R.J.

- had autism. He was nearly three at the time—a sliver of the young man

he is today —and his diagnosis felt like a “punch in the gut,” she says.
““We sat there stone-faced as a lady read us a laundry list of things that
- R.J. would never do. She told us he would never play a sport, never

~ engage in impromptu conversation, never say ‘I love you,’ never show

~ affection, never make eye contact, never understand when he’s in
danger. My husband and I were just devastated, and in shock and denial
for a period of time. Where are we supposed to go?, we wondered.
Where is the hope? There was none.”

They were standing at the intersection of Anger Boulevard and
Pissed-Otf Avenue, Holly recounts, and it was there that they
remained — blindsided and seemingly stuck — for a while. She admits
that R J.’s diagnosis and the struggles they faced took a toll on their
lives as a family and stressed her marriage to Rodney. “Now, I know
exactly why that is,” she says. “You have a child who can’t express
himself. It can be difficult to wrangle his behavior. And the outside
world doesn’t understand.”
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It was that lack of understanding that prompted Holly and Rodney to go
public with their story —a decision that Holly arrived at first, and that
neither arrived at lightly. “Rodney didn’t want to drag R.J. out as the
autism poster boy.” Holly says, “but nobody was talking about autism
and we knew we had to come out and talk publicly.”

She was used to the spotlight of course, growing up as the daughter of
Matt Robinson (the original Gordon on Sesame Street) and blossoming
into a star in her own right, starring on 2/ Jump Street and Hangin’
With Mr. Cooper in her twenties and thirties. She has hosted a satellite-
radio show and most recently has been seen battling in Donald Trump’s
boardroom on Celebrity Apprentice. But it is in her role as a mother
and autism activist (she is on the board of Autism Speaks, the nation’s
largest autism science and advocacy organization) that has found
herself under the brightest spotlight.

Today, she encourages parents of newly diagnosed children to go
through their full range of emotions. “Take the time to be upset,” she
recommends. “Go to that place of *Why me? Why my kid?” Give
yourself a chance to feel sorry for yourself—you're allowed to do

that. And then you have to snap out if it. If you’re lucky to get an early
diagnosis, you have a lot of opportunities to help your child. Go over the
top to figure out what you can do. Be a detective. If you find something
and find it early, there is a better opportunity to find results.”









