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  Introduction

  
  




For as long as I can remember, I have felt different. Not in a way that made me special or unique, but in a way that made me question where I belonged. I struggled to keep up in a world that seemed too loud, too fast, and too unforgiving. I was told I was too much—too emotional, too scattered, too sensitive. Other times, I was told I wasn’t enough—wasn’t focused enough, wasn’t strong enough, wasn’t trying hard enough.

It wasn’t until I was diagnosed as a teenager—autism and ADHD—that the puzzle pieces of my life finally started to fit together. But instead of relief, I was met with skepticism, judgment, and the realization that understanding was a battle I would have to fight every single day. Being labeled as “high-functioning” meant that people expected me to handle everything on my own, without support or accommodations, as if my struggles weren’t real because they weren’t always visible. The expectations placed on me were unfair, insurmountable, and crushing.

I was forced to stand up to teachers who belittled and dismissed me, making me feel like I shouldn’t exist. Like my voice didn’t matter. Like my struggles weren’t valid. Instead of receiving the support I needed, I was told I was immature, that I didn’t need help, that I should just “try harder.” I was constantly compared to others in unfair ways, my true, raw emotions minimized and brushed aside as if they were nothing. And worst of all, I was forced to deal with it alone.

Through it all, the only person who truly saw me—who never questioned or doubted me—was my twin sister. Ainsley, who is nonverbal, was my silent but unwavering source of support. She didn’t need words to understand me. She just did. And when the world refused to listen, she was there, reminding me in her own way that I was not alone.

Unseen & Unheard: The Battle for Respect & Understanding is not just my story. It’s the story of so many people who have been dismissed, misunderstood, or ignored because they don’t fit into the mold of what society expects. It’s about the strength it takes to stand up and demand to be heard. It’s about the pain of being treated as less than, the frustration of constantly having to prove yourself, and the resilience required to keep going when the world refuses to see you.

This is not a story about giving up. It’s a story about fighting back.

Because only the strong survive.
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I never imagined that a trip to the doctor could turn my life upside down. But there I was, sitting in a sterile room staring at a clock that ticked, wondering how I’d gotten here. Dr. Blue, a calm man in his mid-forties, had handed me a piece of paper that would change everything. It didn’t come with fireworks or dramatic music, but I could feel the weight of it—autism spectrum disorder, ADHD.

That was it.

All the years of not fitting in, of being told I was too much or not enough, all of it clicked into place. It wasn’t “weird” in the way I’d always been told. It meant I just… wasn’t like them. But that didn’t make me wrong, did it?

I’d always felt different. I’d spent years trying to be what everyone else wanted me to be: a better student, daughter, and everything. But no matter how hard I tried, I always missed the mark. People called me strange, talked over me, or avoided me altogether. My older sister Presley was perfect—smart, popular, and always had the right answer. Then there was me: awkward, scatterbrained, a mess of mismatched parts.

My mom had always said I was just “eccentric,” but when I saw Dr. Blue’s face, I saw something else: understanding. Someone saw the real me, not just a girl who couldn’t make friends or stick to a conversation. The doctor didn’t pity me. He explained that autism and ADHD often came hand in hand and that it wasn’t about being “defective.” It was just a way my brain worked—differently.

And for the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like a failure. I felt… seen.
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I walked into the house with the weight of the paper still in my hands, the diagnosis now an undeniable reality. The sun outside was too bright, the air too heavy. Mom was in the kitchen, humming to herself as she stirred a pot of soup. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected—sympathy, anger, disbelief—but the words escaped me before I could think them through.

I was supposed to feel relieved, right? But it felt like a dam had burst inside of me. My chest tightened and tears—fierce—welled up before I could stop them. I sank onto the couch, wrapping my arms around myself as if that would somehow keep me from falling apart.

Mom appeared in the doorway, her eyes filling with concern. “Gemma, what’s wrong?”

The tears burst forth, unstoppable. “The doctor… he said I have autism and ADHD. Does that mean I’m broken? Am I a freak?”

Mom’s face softened as she walked over and sat down next to me. “Honey, you’re not broken. You’re just you.”

“But—” My voice trembled, “What if people find out? What if they laugh at me? What if they leave me behind?”

Mom took a deep breath. “Gemma, you’re not the only one with autism or ADHD. There are people all over the world who live with both. It’s part of who you are, but it doesn’t define you.”

I wanted to believe her, I did. But the word “autism” still felt like a sentence, a label that would make everyone around me see me as less than I’d been before. I wasn’t sure how to reconcile this new version of myself with the girl I thought I had been.

Ainsley, my twin sister, never spoke much. Everyone knew that. But me? I was supposed to talk—about everything. But now, words felt like too much. What if no one wanted to hear them?

Mom cupped my face in her hands, her voice gentle but firm. “We’ll figure this out together, Gemma. You’re not alone.”

Her words settled, but the feeling in my chest didn’t go away. My mind was still a swirl of questions I didn’t know how to answer.
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It had been a few days since Dr. Blue’s diagnosis, and I still couldn’t shake the feeling that the ground beneath me was shifting. My life once viewed through a lens of “normal”—school, friendships, even the way I danced—but now, suddenly, that lens cracked, and the world looked… different.

I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. On one hand, the label explained so much. On the other, it made everything harder to process. It wasn’t like I had a handbook on “How to Be Autistic and ADHD.” I was stuck, unsure of how to move forward.

Saturday morning was the first time I’d left my room since the diagnosis. The sun was high, and the house was quieter than usual. Ainsley was off doing her own thing, her silence both comforting and unnerving. She didn’t need words to tell me she was here, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone else understood something I didn’t.

I grabbed my purple dance bag, the one I’d used for years to haul everything from my shoes to my hope. Dance had always been my escape—the one place I could lose myself in movement and music. But today, it felt different. The bag felt heavier. The steps felt uncertain.

As I slung it over my shoulder, Mom knocked on the door. “Gemma?”

I turned around, forcing a smile. “Yeah?”

She smiled back, though her eyes were full of the worry
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