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			Dedication

			To Alix Burnard

			An absolute ray of sunshine who was excited to read this book. Thank you for being the perfect example of how to live a life full of so much joy and meaning. Missing you endlessly.

		

		
			Introduction

			Hi! Holy shit, you bought our book, thanks for that!

			We’re Jess and Mia, best friends and now business partners – who also happen to be neurodivergent. We created a now global online community back in late 2021 after realising that we were both autistic and had ADHD in our late twenties. And in a wild turn of events, we’re now writing a book about the experience and our learnings so far!

			We know that, particularly at the beginning, it can be traumatic to realise you’re neurodivergent. Suddenly it makes sense why you’ve struggled with jobs, relationships, friendships … all the stuff that seems to come naturally to others around you. And with that comes the realisation that had you known about this earlier, perhaps life would’ve been easier. But as much as it can be tricky to have a brain like ours, it can also be a source of deep healing and joy.

			Let us say upfront that we are still figuring all this out, only now, we have:

			
					A lot less shame for what we’re feeling

					A better understanding of how to emotionally regulate ourselves

					An ability to communicate our needs that we didn’t have before

					… and finally, a lot less desire to make ourselves uncomfortable for the sake of others

			

			Living in a world that consistently tells you to be less of who you are can *understandably* mess with your confidence. But if either of our journeys so far have taught us anything, it’s that knowing how your brain works, learning to resent it less and being a bit more aware of the standards you’re holding yourself to makes it easier to walk around *without* feeling like you’re tensing every muscle in your body. Not to reinforce the idea that it’s all on us as neurodivergent people to execute all of the solutions or adjustments we need (because a world that is already adapted to how we work is the goal, right?) but being able to feel a little more in control and a lot more able to be less sorry about what works for us and what doesn’t (when it’s safe to, of course) can really help.

			Historically, more men have been diagnosed with ADHD and/or autism than others, but we’re now as a society learning that these types of brains (we’ll sometimes refer to autism and ADHD as ‘neurotypes’) just show up differently in different people – a complete relief for those of us neglected by the outdated stereotypes. We’ll talk more about self-diagnosis later in the book – but at the time of writing, it’s estimated that one in seven people in the UK are neurodivergent (ND),1 with most of those going undiagnosed. That said, the increase in awareness has led to more diagnoses, too. In the year ending March 2022, there was a 39 per cent rise in patients with an open referral for suspected autism, according to the NHS.2

			The rise in interest and understanding of neurodivergence means there’s new information and research about autism and ADHD being released all the time – and we seem to be finding out new things constantly. This book contains everything we know right now, but this is an ever-evolving journey.

			In the course of writing this book, we’ve spoken to researchers and experts, but we’re definitely not medical professionals and our views aren’t static – they’ve changed and will continue to.

			This book will elaborate on our (sometimes too) personal experiences with being autistic and ADHD, but because we all experience things differently (and because we are two white women who  are, in many ways, very privileged) we’ve included the stories of many others, too.

			Although we hope this book will appeal to anyone who identifies as neurodivergent or simply feels they can’t quite fit in with the way the world ‘expects’ them to be, we’ll be focusing on two labels specifically: autism and ADHD, as they are the ones we personally know best.

			This Book Is for You If …

			
					You’re at the beginning of your journey. Do you feel lost? Exhausted from feeling like you’re stuck in the same old circle of trying and then failing (it’s not failure, btw; navigating this world is hard)? Do you think, maybe, you might have a neurodivergent brain but don’t know where to begin? We got you.

					You know you’re neurodivergent (whether you’ve self-diagnosed or a medical therapist has said so, both pathways are totally valid) and you just want to find a community. You’re looking for people who get how you feel and can give advice on how to handle the tough situations life keeps throwing your way. Yep, we got you, too.

					You know someone who’s struggling, and you want to help them but you don’t know how.

					You’re interested. Are you someone who’s fascinated by the human mind? Do you want to know more about how others experience the world? You’re in the right place.

			

			How to Use This Book

			POV: You’ve treated yourself to a shiny new book and you’re entirely convinced that this WILL be the one you’re finally able to read cover to cover.

			We’ve got a revelation for you: this might not be that book (and possibly no book ever will be!), so let’s instead just free ourselves of those expectations and run with whatever works for our brains without guilt, yes? If you struggle with focus, or if it takes you longer than other people to read, know that we get it.

			Every ounce of this book has been written and designed for brains like ours. Want to start from the middle because it’s a topic you’re currently into, or scribble all over it or fold over the corners? No problem. Want to use it as a coaster so that it remains in sight and stands a chance of being picked up? We’re here for it!

			Throughout this book, you’ll find:

			
					Plenty of subheadings for context that will hopefully help you either stay interested or avoid what isn’t of interest at the time.

					Stories from us and other autistics and ADHDers.

					Research and information from experts to help guide you further.

					Space for your own journalling, jotting and processing (or even doodles if that’s your kinda thing). At the end of each part, you’ll find a discovery workbook where we’ll prompt you to delve a little deeper into your journey.

			

			If you’re beginning to feel tired (or frankly just bored – no offence taken) after reading for what you consider ‘not long enough’, don’t ignore it. Your way of doing things is not any less right than the way other people do things. It’s perfectly fine for you to process things at your speed, and this book will still exist when your interest peaks again. Plenty of us know the ‘shit, I’ll put it down and never be able to pick it back up’ feeling, but we’re telling you right now to let go of that guilt. Throw that feeling out of the window for us, yes?
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			Getting to Know Yourself

			As you read this book, it’s our hope that you get to know yourself and your brain better. We’re aware that some of you might have picked it up with the smallest inkling that you don’t ‘fit in’ somehow but have stopped short of delving any deeper – until now. Perhaps you’re starting to realise that there are certain things you struggle with that others don’t seem to. Maybe you’re done with masking your true feelings, preferences and inclinations. When we felt completely lost and overwhelmed, we wondered why we couldn’t manage as well as others and couldn’t work out if we should squash those feelings and try to meet those standards, or create our own? Hell, we didn’t even know if our experiences or traits were directly related to having spicy brains, or something else entirely. Connecting the dots between all of these things isn’t easy.

			All that is to say: the journey you’re about to embark on might feel long, difficult and complicated, but be reassured that we’ve been there – and we run a community of over 100,000 others who are on this journey, too. In this first part, we’re going to start by telling you our (very different) stories in the hope that a) they’ll help you get to know just who’s going to be talking to you for the next 350 pages and b) that you might see yourself in what we’ve been through. That said, we know our experiences can never reflect everyone’s (how bizarre would that be?!), so while we kick off with our stories, you’ll read those from many others as you make your way through this book.

			And because we know some of you will be at the early stages of exploring what neurodivergence might look like for you, we’re going to start at the very beginning, explaining what neurodivergence is and why it’s being talked about so much at the moment. This is a huge subject to wade through on your own and we wouldn’t have been able to do it without each other, so we’re hoping that this book is your companion as you discover what all of this means for you. We’ll explore what signs and traits are associated with ADHD and autism (outside of the generic and limited NHS lists you might have read online), how these might present, and why this expansion of understanding is a good thing (and long overdue). While it might not feel great all the time, this will be an affirming and rewarding journey – we promise.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			Our Stories

			
					How we met

					Where we are today

					Founding I Am Paying Attention

			

			As this book is focusing on experiences (both ours and those of others), it’s going to get cosy between us. We’ll be constantly drawing on things that have happened to us throughout our lives so far – the good, the bad, the totally fucking disastrous – and what we’ve learnt from them. But first we wanted to give you a little synopsis of our individual journeys, as well as how we helped each other and how connecting with our bloody delightful community online has had a HUGE impact on our lives. So, if you’ll indulge us …

			How We Met

			We were 19, and probably too ready to grow up and begin living our very adult lives in Plymouth at university. If you believe in fate, you could say it stepped in and ensured that we’d both chosen to move to Plymouth, because that’s clearly where all big dreams begin (that’s sarcasm, by the way. No, we can’t read sarcasm either). We were thrown together (along with a bunch of other students) into the accommodation building we affectionately called Disco Heights.

			Neither of us can remember our exact meeting, as it was during Freshers’ Week – that whirlwind time of running in and out of flats, meeting too many new people and generally feeling shit scared and out of place (but never admitting that to anyone). Within about a week of living in Disco Heights, we’d already become glued to each other’s side. And in between occasional lectures and heavy drinking, we spent the next few years hiding in each other’s rooms from the harsh reality of actually being at uni.

			This was all before either of us knew we were neurodivergent. But, looking back, the signs were there. We both tried painfully hard to live the standard first-year-of-uni experience, but it was pretty obvious that we didn’t enjoy it. We’d buy tickets for club nights, arrive and both eventually feel so overwhelmed that we’d either sneak off home together to sit and chat in one of our rooms, or take to the smoking area, where we’d find space (and air). Now, we’d have the language to say, ‘I’m overstimulated here,’ but back then we had to seek out other ways to feel even a little bit comfortable in (the many) situations we found awkward.

			We planned quieter nights out to grungy pubs, where we could dress down and feel more like ourselves. It was a hard time for us both financially; we couldn’t afford new outfits or to go out all the time like some of the people around us could. Instead, we’d go to Starbucks as a treat to try to make the best of a shitty situation. We were lucky to have each other, but the reality is that a lot of our time in Plymouth was hard. A huge amount of that was down to both of us not knowing we were neurodivergent. That big fucking truck was heading our way and would hit us in a decade’s time. And it really did cause a lot of chaos …

			Jess

			‘Uh, what are we supposed to be doing again?!’ Back when I was at school in the 2000s, my teachers were often completely oblivious to the fact that I’d stopped listening to what they were saying way before the task was set. I wasn’t loud or disruptive, but staring out of the window or even just getting lost in my own thoughts, absorbed by whatever I was obsessed with at that time, was pretty standard for me. If I hadn’t managed to find out from a friend, I’d quite often leave class wracked with anxiety, knowing that I’d been told what homework to do next but had zero idea what it actually was.

			Despite this, my desperate need to please every person I came into contact with meant that I managed to get results that satisfied teachers – even if it meant sobbing in the early hours before a project was due to be handed in that I had forgotten about. Funnily enough, I didn’t end up in detention once throughout my entire school career.

			I had coping mechanisms before I realised they were coping mechanisms, and a support system that many people don’t have access to. I’m super close to my mum – she’s also (in my eyes) clearly autistic and, as a result, knew exactly how to validate and comfort me. Like me, she didn’t know she was neurodivergent, but she’s very self-aware and emotionally intelligent and knew instinctively what I needed. I’m eternally grateful for her support, but ironically I imagine it contributed to some of my struggles because it delayed me learning coping strategies for myself.

			I didn’t feel ‘different’ in the way I’ve heard so many people in our community talk about. I just felt … not enough. Consistently. I didn’t know that the intense and overpowering feelings of anxiety were because I was always aiming for standards that just didn’t fit with me or the way I needed to work. I was so wrung out with anxiety surrounding my GCSEs that I went to my GP to see if they could help. They didn’t.

			It felt like everyone around me was achieving and being successful, and generally managing to hold down a life much more easily than I was. I was baffled at how they were doing it. I was always left completely exhausted when I was trying to figure out where I was going wrong, and why what was being asked of me was so unattainable. I might be exaggerating slightly, but let me tell you, the amount of energy I find myself having to pour into many of my daily tasks and responsibilities has never seemed to align at all with what I see in my peers.

			I remember having mostly male classmates who were ‘naughty’ and ‘disruptive’, displaying some of the stereotypical attributes associated with being autistic or ADHD, but they were nothing like me and, as far as I knew, I was nothing like them. I was the student who was sat next to those boys, in the hope that I would encourage them to focus. I couldn’t see any similarities between us. Now, of course, I can see that I was masking (more on that in Chapter 6) and, in hindsight, I’m sure there are plenty of things that I have in common with them. But given that, as a society, the way autism and ADHD present in women and minorities has been at best misunderstood and at worst ignored, I was left to claw my way through every situation I was thrown into – then later, as an adult, to do the research myself with a shit ton of trauma to work through as well.

			When it came to friendships in school, I was a bit of a ‘floater’, if you will. I’d drift between the different friendship groups, sometimes almost finding comfort and creating my identity around being ‘different’. I also always took everything personally. There was – as in most high schools – a lot of drama, and according to my mum, I’d read into every tiny speck of my friends’ body language, overanalysing and getting particularly upset by the tiniest of arguments. A combination of all the above meant that throughout high school my confidence was really low – I struggled to know why I found everything so difficult.

			When I left high school I had this real need to escape the town where I grew up, so I went to college in Stourbridge, where my dad lives (my mum and dad split when I was three) to study art. Unfortunately, so did my boyfriend at the time. He was particularly shitty, which made finding the freedom I so desperately needed harder to come by. He also did nothing to help rebuild my shattered confidence. In fact, he made it worse.

			When it came to university, I chose a place I was loosely familiar with (unfortunately because of said shitty ex), but otherwise Plymouth was a new place for me to roam around in as a relatively ‘new’ adult while I figured out what living alone was like for the first time.

			In my first year I was living in Disco Heights with Mia, before we (along with another friend at the time) moved into a house together for our second year. Almost as soon as I arrived in Plymouth, though, I began to dread the act of leaving wherever I was living and actually going to university. The problem? I know learning should be fun to some extent, but for me it was far from it.

			When I first arrived I threw myself into it all – as much as I could: the house parties, the club nights where it was a pound a pint (I don’t even drink beer), the pre-drinks where everyone scrawled over your T-shirt in felt-tip pens … I was binge drinking (like everyone else), but alcohol is a depressant. Not good for a brain like mine. I also had no fucking idea how to navigate life and responsibility without the direction of an actual adult, so making it into uni consistently (and enjoying myself there) was a challenge, to put it mildly.

			I found that I preferred sitting in my room in the dark or making my way into Mia’s room to do pretty much the same (but with the addition of her company and fairy lights), to try to make my way through the huge lows I was experiencing. Second year came around, and on top of the mental discomfort, at some point I started experiencing some physical aches too. Just what I needed! The inflammation seemed to stay for days or weeks at a time before disappearing, only for another area of my body to experience the same thing shortly after.

			This went on for months while I tried to make my way through another year of uni. All before my mum managed to convince me that this actually wasn’t what I should be experiencing at 21. Plenty of blood tests and doctor’s appointments later, I found myself crying in a hospital room after being told by a lovely consultant that I did in fact have lupus, an autoimmune disorder, which causes pain, swelling and discomfort in the body. Yes, I could take medication, but no, it wasn’t going to go away. The perfect time to be entering my third year at uni weeks later, really. Particularly as Mia, by that point, had moved away from Plymouth, so I felt very alone.

			It was a lot to deal with. I didn’t want to be someone who had to take multiple tablets a day. I wanted to be able to eat freely without worrying whether it would leave me in pain for days afterwards. It was a grieving process. I had to leave behind who I was before. Third year was a horrid time, and it’s a blur. But I managed to graduate, and although I knew I had some interest in business and marketing, I still hadn’t found the direction I wanted to go in for work.

			You might be unsurprised to hear that I went on to have many jobs – and a lot of struggles (and lessons) that came from them (we’ll talk more about how to navigate wild workplaces in Chapter 10). After a rocky experience with my mental health over the years and never being able to find the reason why or any solutions, I was fired from the last job I had where I was employed by someone else. Many of the people in our community experience unemployment at higher rates than other parts of the population; and while I think we do get bored, feel unsatisfied, maybe even say things that other people deem inappropriate, or struggle with being on time, I also feel extremely strongly that there are things that are considered ‘normal’ in modern workplaces that are entirely unfriendly to neurodivergent brains and we, as employees, have very little power to change them. That’s a huge part of why it’s such an enormous fucking relief to be self-employed now, running I Am Paying Attention with Mia full-time.

			I began to suspect I had ADHD in 2020 and got a clinical diagnosis in 2021 (we’ll dive into diagnosis in Chapter 5). The realisation that I have autism as well followed. It brought me so much clarity, but also triggered a grieving process, because I realised that I’d spent so long thinking that I just wasn’t good enough.

			Where I am today

			Now that I no longer have to bend, and struggle, and change myself to fit into a school or work environment, I’ve managed to find so many different and actually quite exciting ways to make work work for me. I’ve also been in a happy, supportive and healthy relationship for five years with my partner, Ryan, who I live with in Warwickshire with our dog, Leo. Life today, though never perfect, looks pretty good, actually.

			
			‘I feel grateful every single day to be best friends with someone who, despite whatever life is throwing at them, is always able to show kindness, patience and understanding. The fact that you’ve managed to reach a point of peace and happiness in your life makes me so happy because I can’t think of anyone that deserves it more than you.’ – Mia

			

			Mia

			Like so many, I didn’t pursue a diagnosis or even have suspicions that I was autistic or had ADHD until I hit a point of total breakdown in my life. I had experienced a fair few setbacks, but every time I thought I had reached rock bottom, it turned out another fucking rock was waiting for me. So I guess the easiest way for me to tell you my story is by revisiting each of those rocks …

			Rock one

			‘If you carry on the way you’re going, you’ll end up stacking shelves in Tesco’ were the words I heard from the head of my university course. I was 19. I remember just sitting there, stunned. I’d gone in to see him to get some direction, positive that he might be able to help me. He’d asked me where I saw myself in five years’ time and I’d smiled and said, ‘In a graphic design role’ – it was what I was studying, after all – and he’d laughed before making that gross and classist remark. It also began a large spiral of shame and diminishing self-esteem.

			In summary, I failed university catastrophically.

			Three things you expect from uni: education, friends and a degree.

			The three things I got from uni: mental illness, shame and debt.

			While I did have some very supportive tutors, not knowing how to communicate the help I needed robbed me of getting the education I wanted. I often wonder how different my experience would be if I went to university now, knowing what I know about myself and the way I work.

			Rock two

			Back home in Bath, in my early twenties, I knew I had to make something work, so I launched myself into applying for jobs while trying to build a portfolio for myself without a degree. I probably worked four times as hard as I would have if I’d actually got my degree, and for that very reason I managed to launch a career for myself in the design agency world.

			The only problem was, I lacked a lot of the technical skills required to keep those jobs. In the design world you need to be well skilled in various design programmes. I was creative and ambitious, but I had a lot of catching up to do. I was self-teaching, and so I struggled to keep up, as there was so much I needed to learn. I was also way too ashamed to admit that I was so far behind my co-workers, so I kept quiet, squirrelling away in the evenings and at weekends, exhausting myself in the process.

			I worked myself to burnout. Not just once; I was in a constant cycle of burnout.

			It usually went:

			ambition > work myself into fight-or-flight mode > performance slips > struggle to keep up > get fired > fight-or-flight mode > end up in the same position and repeat.

			I continued this cycle for nearly 10 years. Not only was my nervous system a complete wreck, but I was so riddled with shame and low confidence from constantly feeling as if I was letting myself down that I began to fall out of love with design. Maybe I just wasn’t that good at what I did. No one else seemed to struggle like I did. Why did it often feel like I was doing life on Level: Hard? After I lost three or four jobs because I was struggling, I felt like I had really hit rock bottom and I wasn’t sure where to turn. But guess what? It was not rock bottom …

			Rocks three, four, five and six

			I’ve always known exactly what to do to get a job and develop healthy relationship habits. At first. My struggle is how to maintain them. For several years I managed to find routine and structure again – I managed to hold down a job, a relationship and even move cities. Life felt vaguely manageable.

			After lots of rejections I landed a design job in Bath, for an actual company with an office. It wasn’t exactly the type of design I saw myself doing, but at this point I was just happy to have found some stability and I managed to hold it down long enough to gain some real experience – until I inevitably got fired again (this time for poor attendance). But I was so used to things going this way that it wasn’t even a shock. I had a little cry, found another job and then decided I wanted to move to Brighton. So, along with my partner at the time, I moved to Brighton, found a new design job with real responsibility and a salary that meant I could actually afford to live. Things were looking up.

			It probably won’t come as a shock when I tell you that soon enough the shit hit the fan. This time it was ACTUALLY rock bottom, as it wasn’t long before I was back into my cycle – overworking to burnout, not being able to communicate what was wrong and getting fired. I struggle with memories, particularly from traumatic moments in my life, so it’s been really hard to recall what happened during this time, but I lost everything in that period of my life. The person I was for the next year or so is now completely unrecognisable to me; it was a brutal mix of no stability, no job and frankly an inability to hold down a healthy relationship.

			I was running, big time – and although I didn’t know then exactly what I was running from, I knew my nervous system was in fight-or-flight mode for well over a year, and I’m not sure any words I’ll ever throw together will quite scratch the surface of how awful it was to live through the day to day.

			Where I am today

			I eventually managed to get subsidised therapy and it was my therapist who helped me realise that I had struggled so much because I am autistic and have ADHD, and I’d been struggling to fit into a world that wasn’t suited to me.

			The reality of juggling adult life means that we don’t always have the capacity to process things that need to be processed, especially not all at once – and if I’ve learnt anything from the journey Jess and I have been on so far, it’s that this shit takes time to work through. As much as I’d like to be ‘out the other side’, I’m still not there yet – rather, I’m just trying to be gentle with myself and live peacefully while I make my way through it. But I can say I’m in a happy relationship, working with my best friend and sharing my story with you to showcase that no one is alone.

			
			‘It is mind-blowing to me that someone can have so many obstacles thrown at them and still consistently find a way to be authentically herself. Having a best friend (and now business partner) who is so keen to learn how to be softer in a world that makes it hard to do so, who knows all the right moments to pull out dark humour (and all the right moments

			

			[image: Quotation: I’m not lacking in ambition; my brain just works differently to yours.]
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Support shouldn’t be full of jargon, formal language and designs that don’t work for our brains. As we started to realise that the way we’ve been expected to process information for the entirety of our lives has only contributed to the setbacks we’ve faced, it became even more important that we got this right.

					Use examples wherever we can – because we were speaking to people who had been shamed for not being able to retain bits of information, or to fully grasp points that were being made, unless there were examples.

					No pages full of text. As our audience were people like us, whose brains would nearly always lose interest when they saw a page full of text, we had to give them our thoughts in a way they’d be able to benefit from. We’ve tried to do the same in this book, and break text up, or at least try and make it look a little more dynamic.

					Watch out for visual stress. We’d have conversations with people who reminded us that visual stress is often something autistics and ADHDers experience, and we made changes off the back of their feedback. We’d try to find the balance between ‘interesting enough to catch the eye of an ADHDer’ and ‘not so overwhelmingly bright that it will physically pain those who are also dyslexic’.
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