
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      “Annie Kotowicz has given us a great gift with this book—to describe, validate, translate, and celebrate the beauty and complexity of an autistic experience. The way she describes it is so beautifully clear, elegant, and precise. It models a creative, positive self-understanding that is inspirational regardless of one’s neurotype. This is not just a model for autistic folks learning to love themselves and to self-advocate, but also helps all of us see the beauty, the importance, and the art of learning about oneself—it helps us understand other people better, too. Every page is a gem.” 
    

    
      — Cathy Robertson,
       Founder & Director of 
      DC Peers
    

    
      
    

    
      “I highly recommend Annie’s book. It is very readable and relatable. The book will allow others to both relate to and understand the autistic experience in a better way through Annie’s explanation of both theory and her own experiences.”
    

    
      — Sarah Hendrickx,
       Author of 
      Women and Girls with Autism Spectrum Disorder
    

    
      
    

    
      “A remarkable journey to a deeper understanding of what autism can feel like from the inside. Annie Kotowicz’s curiosity, wonder, and wisdom—beautifully conveyed through her exquisite prose—provide insight and guidance that will help you connect more deeply with the neurodivergent people in your life.” 
    

    
      — Sarah Wayland, Ph.D.,
       Co-author of 
      Is This Autism? A Guide for Clinicians,
       Founder of 
      Guiding Exceptional Parents,
       and Co-founder of 
      The Behavior Revolution
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      Introduction
    

    
      Why This Matters
    

    
      
    

    
      There are thousands of us—women who discovered our autism well into adulthood, well past many of the memories it explains. We’re too late in life to prevent a multitude of misunderstandings, yet too early in history to say, “I am autistic!” and trust that everyone will know what we mean. We need to unpuzzle the past to heal our hearts, and the present to see who we are. 
    

    
      There are millions of us—autistic people of all ages and genders, trying to make ourselves understood, trying to survive as sensitive souls in an unwelcoming world. We’re hardly ever fully at ease, and hardly ever fully ourselves. We need to unpuzzle our behavior so that people will recognize our reasons, and our rights. 
    

    
      There are billions of us—humans everywhere, with access to our own minds and no one else’s, tossing one another songs and sentences to bridge the gap. We’re endlessly experimenting with new ways to translate our experiences, and listening curiously as others experiment, too. We need to unpuzzle one another, and it becomes easier the more we unpuzzle ourselves. 
    

    
      Yet there is only one me, and this is my story. Not the whole story of a life, but parts of it—the parts that best illuminate what I mean when I say I’m autistic, and the parts that were most puzzling before I discovered this crucial fact about myself. 
    

    
      Maybe you’ll see yourself reflected in these pages. Maybe you won’t, even if you are autistic. Maybe you’ll see a palette of possibilities for what people you love might be feeling, or maybe you’ll doubt that I could possibly have a mind like theirs. 
    

    
      Maybe you’ll underline what resonates, and cross out what doesn’t, before handing the book to someone else to understand you better. Maybe, like me, you’ve been wounded by the stereotype of autism as a puzzle, or at least the implication that we’re impossible to understand. 
    

    
      I’ve spent five years trying to undo that assumption, writing posts and articles under the pen name “Neurobeautiful.” For two of those years, I also worked at a school where most of the students are autistic. There, I tried to figure out which of my experiences are caused by autism, and which are merely me. 
    

    
      I eventually concluded that there’s no difference between the two. Autism affects all of my experiences, but it does so in ways that are unique to me. Others may be similar—more similar than we appear from the outside—but no two minds are identical, even if we share the same neurotype. 
    

    
      In spite of the wide variety across the autism spectrum, I hope that this book will give you a way to interpret any autistic behavior through the lens of neuroscience. I’ve applied my understanding of autism to personal stories, but this is more than a memoir. It’s also a model of how autism works, a mirror of how autism can feel, and a manifesto celebrating the beauty of autistic brains. 
      

    

      Prologue
    

    
      A Conversation with Little Me
    

    
      
    

    
      Me: 
      “You look kind of grumpy.”
    

    
      Little Me: 
      “Yeah, a teacher was mean to me.”
    

    
      Me: 
      “What happened?”
    

    
      Little Me: 
      “I was using my hula hoop as a jump rope, and he yelled, STOP THAT!”
    

    
      Me:
       “Wait… as a jump rope?”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “I mean, holding it in front of me, and stepping through, and then flipping it back over my head so I can step through again.”
    

    
      Me:
       “Sounds fun.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “I do it all the time at recess, but he wouldn’t let me do it in the hallway.”
    

    
      Me:
       “Ah, see, that makes sense. Because you could hit someone.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “But he acted like I broke a rule! Nobody told me it was a rule.”
    

    
      Me:
       “There are a bunch of rules that no one will ever tell you. They’re called unspoken rules.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “Well, if it was unspoken, people shouldn’t get mad at me for not knowing it.”
    

    
      Me:
       “Yeah, they shouldn’t. But I’m pretty sure he wasn’t as mad as he sounded. He just wanted you to stop right away.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “I think he was mad. I think he doesn’t like me.”
    

    
      Me:
       “He doesn’t understand you, so he doesn’t know how much you care about understanding the reasons for things.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “Unspoken reasons?”
    

    
      Me:
       “Unspoken reasons for unspoken rules.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “Those aren’t fair.”
    

    
      Me:
       “They’re not, but you’ll get better at figuring them out over time. It’s even kind of fun to find the patterns behind them.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “Patterns?”
    

    
      Me:
       “Like, anything that might hurt someone is usually a bad idea.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “I know that already.”
    

    
      Me:
       “But there are a million ways to apply it. And no one has listed all of them.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “I could! That sounds fun.”
    

    
      Me:
       “You could, but the list would never be finished. It’s better to learn how people think. Most of them think in a different way than you do.”
    

    
      Little Me:
       “I know.”
    

    
      Me:
       “You mean you know that it’s different. Someday, you’ll learn how—and why.”
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      Discovery
    

    
      How I Found Out Who I Am
    

    
    
      As a child, I could already tell that most people experienced life very differently than I did. However, I suspected that there might be a few whose experiences were closer to mine—or almost the same, if we found ourselves in identical situations.
    

    
      Every once in a while I would spot a stranger, or sometimes a minor character in a movie or play, and imagine that she might be one of the humans who felt like me. I imagined us having similar motivations, reactions, memories, and perspectives.
    

    
      I had a word for such people—a “Me.” I would see them and think to myself, 
      I wonder if she’s a Me.
    

    
      I eventually learned that it wasn’t just my imagination. I really do see the world differently, and was trying to spot others who share my neurotype—that is, minds on the autism spectrum. I even labeled it correctly, since “autism” comes from the Greek word for “self.” Once I knew where to look, I found that the world is full of people like me.
    

    
      Finding My People
    

    
      In my mid-twenties, I met a new group of friends who understood me in ways that no one else did. They seemed to ignore societal expectations of how a person should sit, talk, move, dress, and act, freeing me to do the same. They also actively appreciated parts of my personality that others found annoying, such as my drive to clarify precisely what I mean. 
    

    
      My unspoken attitude toward these friends was always: “These people are so incredibly cool. Everyone who can’t see past their odd mannerisms is truly missing out.” I confess that I had the audacity and snobbery to imagine that strangers who saw me with them would do a double take, wonder why someone as “normal” as me was enjoying their company, and maybe reconsider their own prejudices. But I was more like my friends than I suspected. 
    

    
      A few years later, while visiting with these friends, the topic of utopias came up. One of them said that her idea of a utopia would be to live on a separate planet with all the people who are easy for her to talk to, and none of the people who aren’t. I eagerly agreed, since I love her clear and direct communication style, and would enjoy a world full of such people.
    

    
      “So… would I get to be on your planet?” I asked, hoping that the answer would be yes.
    

    
      “Yes, definitely!” she answered. Then she added, “Oh, and ‘autistic’ is a short way to describe the kind of people I mean.”
    

    
      “Wait, what?” I asked, feeling both confused and curious. I knew almost nothing about autism at the time, except that it sometimes causes children to rock back and forth. 
    

    
      She encouraged me to go online and read autistic perspectives, to see if I relate to descriptions of how it feels on the inside. First, I decided to try the reverse: I thought of who I relate to most—the character Jane Eyre—then searched to see if she might be autistic. 
    

    
      According to one academic paper, she absolutely is. That paper, by Julia Miele Rodas, was a wonderful introduction to the history of autism as well as its common traits. I learned that I have many of those traits, especially social and sensory ones. 
    

    
      Socially, autistic people often communicate in a way that seems awkward to people who are not autistic. We tend to interpret statements literally, sometimes missing the additional layers of meaning tucked into sarcasm or body language. This can lead to misunderstandings, which some of us try to prevent by making our own words as clear and direct as possible. No wonder one of my childhood nicknames was Little Miss Precise! 
    

    
      Autistic people also react differently to sensory input than the average “neurotypical” person—someone whose brain resembles the majority. Sights and sounds that prompt a neutral reaction from most people can make autistics feel especially good or unusually bad, if they catch our attention at all. I didn’t immediately notice the ways in which sensory discomfort was chipping away at my well-being, but I did immediately relate to descriptions of sensory joy—the ecstasy that I feel from heavy bass, wicker rugs, matte books, and flickering firelight. 
    

    
      How Autistic?
    

    
      As I continued to research autism, though, I found that I didn’t resonate with many of its stereotypical traits. I began to think that I might be “half autistic,” because: 
    

    
      • 
      I didn’t avoid eye contact, or lack expression in my face or voice. 
    

    
      • 
      I didn’t have narrow interests, also known as “special interests.” 
    

    
      • 
      I didn’t move in unusual ways, also known as “stimming.”
    

    
      Everything changed when I began to read about autistic women and girls. Many of their experiences mirrored mine perfectly—especially in their expressions, interests, and movements. 
    

    
      Yes, I can make eye contact, and I can adjust my face and voice to reflect the emotions I’m feeling. But it all takes concentration, and sometimes I get it wrong—for example, making more eye contact than my listener finds comfortable. “Masking” is a word for the performative effort required to get it right, which makes it tiring for me to socialize. External pressure to mask can come in the form of direct advice or indirect scorn, which are more often targeted at little girls than at little boys who behave the same way. 
    

    
      At first glance, my interests seem to cover a wide range of topics—art, literature, psychology, and music, to name a few. But after reading enough anecdotes from autistic women, I realized that everything I find deeply exciting falls into one of two specific categories. One is phenomenology, which involves noticing and analyzing how various experiences feel from the inside, such as whether you think in words or in pictures. The other category is aesthetic tropes, or the sensory elements that accompany a predictable story, such as the characters, setting, and soundtrack of a fairytale. It can
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