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Introduction: Living As You


[image: ]


You’ve already walked through a door most people don’t even know exists.

You’ve unmasked.

You’ve named the truth of your brain, your body, your history. You’ve looked back at years of confusion and self-doubt with new eyes, and for the first time, you’ve seen the patterns for what they really were. That is no small thing.

In Unmasking Later, we sat together in that first, tender season. We talked about the relief of knowing, the ache of what could have been, the strange mix of joy and grief that comes with finally having a name for the way you move through the world. You learned to notice the mask — the ways you’d bent yourself to fit — and you began to let yourself breathe without it.

But here’s what I’ve learned, and maybe you have too: unmasking isn’t the end of the story. It’s the starting line for a different kind of work.

Because now you know. And knowing changes everything.

Once you’ve seen the truth of yourself, the question becomes: how do you live like this?

How do you carry that awareness into your mornings and evenings? Into your relationships, your work, your rest, your boundaries? How do you build a life that doesn’t just tolerate your needs, but actively supports them?

This book is about that next step — integration.

Integration is the art of weaving your truth into the fabric of your days. It’s not about squeezing yourself into the same routines and roles with a little more self-awareness. It’s about letting your awareness reshape those routines and roles entirely. It’s about creating rhythms that work with your energy, not against it. Designing spaces that soothe your senses. Choosing relationships that make you feel seen. Saying no without guilt. Resting without apology.

And here’s something I want you to hear before we go any further: integration doesn’t have to be perfect to be powerful.

There will be weeks you feel deeply aligned, where your days hum with a rhythm that feels made for you. And there will be days you trip over old habits, forget your own needs, or fall back into patterns that feel safer even when they’re not. That’s okay. This isn’t about performance — it’s about practice.

Inside these pages, you’ll find a mix of personal stories, gentle guidance, and practical tools. Each chapter will end with a “Try This” section — small, adaptable actions you can make your own. Some will take five minutes. Some might take longer. All of them are invitations, not instructions.

You may not move through this book in order. You might linger in one chapter for months, skip ahead to the part that calls to you, or come back to certain sections over and over. That’s not just allowed — it’s the point. Integration is not linear. It’s a cycle, a conversation, an ongoing choice to keep living as yourself.

So take a breath. Loosen your shoulders. This is where we stop just knowing who we are and start living like it.

Because the mask is gone now. And you are still here.
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Chapter 1 – From Awareness to Integration: The Next Chapter of Your Unmasking
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You’ve done the heavy lifting of naming what’s true for you. Now you get to decide what to do with it.

For some people, diagnosis or self-recognition feels like a door swinging open. For others, it feels like a slow series of locks clicking free after years of trying to find the right key. Either way, you’ve crossed a threshold — and thresholds are both endings and beginnings.

In the first weeks or months after unmasking, you might still be sorting through the emotional aftermath. There can be relief, grief, confusion, even a kind of emotional hangover. But as the intensity of that initial season softens, a different question starts to rise:

What now?

That “what now” is where integration begins. It’s the bridge between knowing who you are and building a life that reflects it. And the truth is, you’ve already started. Every time you pause before saying yes, every time you choose rest over pushing through, every time you explain your needs without apology — that’s integration.

This chapter will help you see that bridge clearly, so you can walk it with more intention and less guesswork. We’ll talk about why integration matters, the most common challenges you’ll face, and how to start designing your life so it fits you — not the other way around.

Because you didn’t unmask just to keep living in disguise.

Remembering Where You’ve Been

Before we step fully into integration, it’s worth pausing here — not to dwell in the past, but to honor it.

This moment you’re in didn’t appear out of nowhere. It’s the result of everything that came before: the years of wondering, the moments of self-doubt, the constant low-level question — Why does this feel harder for me than it seems to be for everyone else? And then, the turning point: the diagnosis or self-recognition that shifted the way you see yourself forever.

It’s easy, once you’ve started making changes, to rush past that part of the story. To focus on building the “new” and leave the “old” behind as quickly as possible. But integration isn’t about abandoning the person you were before unmasking. It’s about bringing her with you — learning from her, caring for her, and letting her rest.

Revisiting the Unmasking Journey
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If you read Unmasking Later, you might remember the early stages we walked through together. That tentative beginning, where everything feels sharp and raw. The relief of finally having language for your experience. The grief of realizing how much you’ve endured without that understanding. The way certain memories start to replay in your mind, this time with the captions turned on — except now, they make sense in a way they never did before.

Maybe you had a burst of energy at first. A desire to re-examine every part of your life. Maybe you wanted to explain yourself to everyone you knew — to go back to the people who misunderstood you and say, See? This is why. This is who I’ve been all along. Or maybe you wanted to hide away for a while, to keep this new knowing close until you could decide what it meant for you.

Whatever your beginning looked like, it mattered. It was the place where you first met yourself without the mask — even if it was only for moments at a time.

I remember my own version of that season. I remember noticing the relief in my body when I didn’t have to fake eye contact during a conversation. I remember rearranging my desk at work so the overhead light wasn’t directly above me. Small things, maybe, but each one felt like an act of defiance and care at the same time. It was as if I was saying to myself, You matter enough for this to change.

The Emotional Shifts Since Diagnosis

Over time, the emotions that come with unmasking start to shift. They might not go away completely — I don’t know if they ever truly do — but they take on different shapes. The sharp edges of shock and grief can soften into something quieter, like background music you can still hear if you listen for it. Relief might stay, but it becomes steadier, less like a burst of adrenaline and more like a deep breath you didn’t realize you’d been holding.

You might notice new emotions, too. Pride in your resourcefulness. Curiosity about what else might be possible now. Sometimes even anger — at systems, at people, at the years you lost trying to mold yourself into someone you weren’t.

And alongside all of that, there’s often a sense of disorientation. Because when you stop living as the person you had to be, there’s a stretch of time before you fully know how to live as the person you are. That in-between space can feel both liberating and unsettling.

That’s why this moment — the one you’re in right now — is so important. It’s the threshold between realizing and becoming. And standing here, you get to choose: will I simply know who I am, or will I live in a way that reflects it?

Why Integration is the Next Step — Not the Finish Line

One of the biggest misconceptions about unmasking is that the goal is awareness — that once you’ve figured out who you are beneath the layers, the work is complete. But awareness without integration can leave you stuck. You might know the truth of yourself, but still be living in environments, patterns, and relationships that require the mask to come back on.

Integration is where you take what you’ve learned and bring it into your daily reality. It’s where you design your routines, your spaces, and your relationships with your needs in mind. It’s not about forcing constant self-optimization — this isn’t about building the “perfect” neurodivergent life. It’s about building a true one.

The difference is subtle but powerful. Perfection will keep you chasing an ideal version of yourself that never quite exists. Truth will keep you connected to the real version of yourself that’s here right now, growing and shifting with every season.

This matters because without integration, the mask can quietly find its way back on. Not all at once, but piece by piece — a boundary you let slide here, a sensory need you push aside there, a schedule that starts to feel suspiciously like the one that used to burn you out. And then one day, you realize you’re exhausted in the same familiar way, even though you know better now.

Integration keeps you from slipping back into that cycle. It doesn’t mean you’ll never have hard days or make compromises. It means you’ll have a framework for noticing when something’s off, and the tools to bring yourself back.

A Pause Before We Begin

Before we move forward, I want to invite you to do something that might feel a little unusual for a book about growth: I want you to pause here and look back.

Take a moment — a real one, not just in your head — and think about the version of you who began this journey. Picture her. Where was she sitting when she first realized she might be autistic or have ADHD? What did her days feel like then? What was she hoping would change? What was she afraid might never change?

Now think about yourself today. What’s different? What’s the same? How has the way you talk to yourself shifted?

If you can, write it down. Make it a note in your phone or a page in your journal. This isn’t busywork — it’s a record. A reminder you can return to on the days when you feel like you haven’t made enough progress.

Because here’s the truth: if you’re holding this book, you’ve already made progress. You’ve already kept going. And that’s worth naming.
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Building Your Life on Your Truth

When you unmask, you uncover truths about yourself that are too important to ignore. The question now is: will you build your life around those truths, or will you keep trying to squeeze them into the outlines someone else drew for you?

It’s easy to think of truth as something abstract — a set of beliefs, a personal philosophy, a way of thinking. But here’s the thing: truth is also practical. It shows up in your calendar, in your conversations, in your morning routine, in the way you arrange the furniture in your living room.

The truth you’ve discovered about yourself since unmasking isn’t meant to live in a journal or in the quiet corners of your mind. It’s meant to be lived.

Identifying Your Non-Negotiables Post-Diagnosis

One of the clearest ways to live your truth is to know your non-negotiables — the needs, values, and boundaries that you protect no matter what. These are the pillars that hold up


	Sensory needs — like avoiding fluorescent lighting, protecting your sleep environment, or keeping certain textures and sounds in your daily life.

	Energy protection — like limiting back-to-back commitments, leaving white space in your calendar, or capping social interaction to what feels sustainable.

	Emotional safety — like avoiding relationships that require constant self-editing, prioritizing supportive connections, and maintaining boundaries around conflict.

	Time for recovery — not as a rare treat, but as a standard part of your week.










	Keeping a physical reminder — a note on your desk, a bracelet you wear — that grounds you in your values.

	Talking through big decisions with someone who understands and supports your unmasked self.

	Checking in with your body when your brain starts to bargain: How will this actually feel for me?







	It builds muscle memory. The more you practice living in alignment, the more natural it feels — and the more obvious it becomes when you step away from it.

	It normalizes your needs. Over time, asking for what you need stops feeling like a big production and starts feeling like a standard part of how you live.

	It makes recovery faster. If you do slip back into masking for a situation, integration helps you recognize it sooner and return to yourself more quickly.
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	Journal Prompt: “In the past year, what have I learned about myself that I don’t want to forget?” Write it somewhere you can return to in low moments.

	Boundary Scan: List one thing you’ve stopped doing because it wasn’t aligned — then do something small to celebrate letting it go.

	Anchor Ritual: Choose one 5-minute activity to signal this is my life now — a favorite tea, a specific song, a slow breath by an open window.
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