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Praise for Autistically Me


“This book has moved me so much. Bradley takes the reader by the hand and shows us the inside of his mind. This book is for everyone who is autistic, or who loves their autistic friend, child, colleague or partner. Scorchingly honest, funny and therapeutic. Bradley’s words are going to help so many people. Bravo, Brad!”

Fern Britton, television presenter and bestselling author

“Authenticity, honesty and truth on every page, after reading this book you will love Bradley more than you already do.”

Lisa Riley, actress and TV presenter

“Celebratory, upbeat, illuminating, unfiltered! An absolute must-read for anyone who even slightly wonders if a person they love might be autistic.”

Ranvir Singh, presenter of ‘Good Morning Britain’

“A heartfelt, hopeful and empowering book. Bradley Riches has shared his journey of finding his voice and is now using his experience to help others do the same. Autistically Me is a book that will impact so many people; this book is not just for neurodiverse people, it’s for everyone. A heartwarmingly honest and positive book of acceptance and empathy, Autistically Me is a brilliantly beautiful declaration that everyone deserves to be seen, heard and understood.”

Leila Demirel, book reviewer and paediatric nurse

“This book is so beautifully written. It’s honest, comforting and offers such thoughtful insight into autism, alongside many pratical tools that will really help both individuals and the people around them.”

Katie Hill, actress, Sarah Sugden in ‘Emmerdale’

“This is a book I didn’t know I needed. Bradley bares his soul in a way that’s honest, brave and deeply moving, documenting his journey of discovering his autism with extraordinary detail and heart. I couldn’t put it down – there were moments I cried, moments I smiled and so many times I felt truly seen.

The book offers powerful advice, both personal and practical, and opens your eyes to a whole new way of thinking, no matter your age. It’s different, emotional and a damn good read – whether you’re autistic, know someone who is or want to understand more. I’m rooting for Brad all the way.”

Dame Arlene Phillips, choreographer and TV talent show judge

“Bradley’s book is honest and uplifting with tons of heart. It explains things so clearly, with warmth and humour, and really helps you see the world through a different lens. It’s empowering, authentic and just a fantastic read!”

Sara Davies MBE, author, founder and ‘Dragons Den’ investor
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Foreword


As the UK’s leading autism research and campaigning charity, Autistica’s work is grounded in evidence and shaped by autistic people. Every autistic person is different, and every difference matters. When practical, timely support is in place, everyday life becomes more manageable: learning and transitions feel safer, commutes and public spaces are less overwhelming, healthcare is more respectful and jobs are designed to be neuroinclusive. When support arrives too late, or not at all, the costs are both personal and societal.

We so are proud to have Bradley Riches as an Ambassador for Autistica. He embodies our vision of a world where every autistic person lives a happy, healthy and long life.

It was following his appearance on Big Brother that we approached Bradley to represent Autistica. He talked so openly about the challenges he faced in the Big Brother house, with the change in routine and sensory overload, but he also shared the coping mechanisms he used to make it more manageable. He began to feel so comfortable on the show that he openly “stimmed” on live TV – a self-regulating behaviour that is very rarely shown on screen. When the show ended, he shared his early experiences of having received the right support and understanding from his family, and later in employment, and this aligns so well with what we are trying to achieve as a charity. Bradley is an authentic example of our vision, and we were so thrilled when he agreed to work with us.

Autistica’s role is to accelerate progress: funding and convening research, shaping policy and creating tools, such as our Tips Hub app for evidence-based resources and guidance, the Molehill Mountain app for self-managed anxiety, and strengths-and-needs assessments and resources, so people don’t have to wait for the help they need when they are at their most vulnerable. My hope is that readers leave with two things: a compassionate, evidence-informed understanding of autistic experience, and a set of strategies they can try at school, at home, in clinics, workplaces and communities, without compromising their authenticity.

The personal experience and guidance that Bradley sets out in this book aligns with our 2030 Goals: proven support from day one, fair chances at work, better mental health support, accessible spaces, tailored healthcare, and attitudes that empower and include autistic people.

This book combines lived experience with practical ideas. The narrative that shines through Bradley’s story is a book that meets people where they are. The book has been co-produced in spirit with and informed by autistic priorities. It is attentive to intersectional experiences across gender, race, class and LGBTQ+ identities. It points to evidence-based research and how this can create practical steps and solutions that respect the autonomy of, reduce demands on, and protect the energy of autistic people. It also acknowledges the structural barriers many autistic people still face in education, healthcare and employment. Where research is strong – such as on the value of visual supports and predictable routines – insights have been translated here into advice for everyday use. Where evidence is still emerging, the emphasis is on safety, dignity and choice.

My hope is that readers will come away with two things: a compassionate, evidence-informed understanding of autistic experience, and a set of strategies they can try tomorrow – at school, at home, in clinics and workplaces. These practical points set out evidence-based solutions that work to support young people in education, empower transitions to adulthood and autonomy, create inclusive workplaces, build services that respond to individual needs and empower wellness.

Together, we can grow communities that recognize autistic people as they are – with strengths, with needs and with a right to happier, healthier, longer lives – without compromising authenticity or dignity.

Dr Amanda Roestorf, CPsychol

Director of Research, Autistica
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Preface



HEY! You found me!

Well, you didn’t find me … but you found my book, which is honestly better. This book isn’t just me rambling about my life (though there’s some of that too); it’s packed with the kind of practical advice I wish I’d had growing up – it’s especially for autistic and neurodivergent people trying to make sense of a world that often doesn’t make sense.

From navigating friendships and burnout (see page 197) to figuring out how to be yourself without apology, I’ve tried to make this useful as well as personal. If you met me in real life, I probably wouldn’t come across as this knowledgeable or helpful – so really, lucky you.

So, whether you know me from Heartstopper, Emmerdale or Celebrity Big Brother (listing the CV), or have no idea who I am and by chance just picked up this book: Welcome, you are all welcome. This is a safe space for all genders, all religions, all ages, all sexualities, all disabilities. This is a supportive community within a book – and when you’re reading this, I urge you to be your true, authentic self.

Think of this book like a FaceTime – we have hoodies and comfy clothes on, snacks nearby, and you’ve just asked me: “When did you become so confident and authentically you?”

This book is the answer, and it will show you how you can be your authentic self … so you can say, loudly and proudly: “I’m Autistically Me.” This isn’t a checkbox kind of book, but the lived, loved and sometimes messy kind – it’s real.

I decided to write this book as I got tired of whispering my truth, as well as witnessing people like me doing the same. It’s exhausting and tiring, shrinking myself to fit into rooms and spaces that were never designed for our minds. I’m tired of being labelled, of people saying we’re, “too sensitive”, “too intense” and “too much”, when the whole time I was just being me – full of life and colour. I have spent so much of my life trying to make sense of the world and decoding social norms, which just felt impossible, like an invisible maze. I spent too long masking myself, my joy, my stims* and my brilliance, just to be “tolerable”, and every time I dimmed my sparkle to make others comfortable, I lost a little bit of Bradley.


*Stimming

Stimming (short for self-stimulatory behaviour) is the way many autistic and neurodivergent people regulate emotions, sensory input and focus. My go-to stim is clapping or pushing my legs out so they are fully stretched (which I was never aware I did so often until I was on Big Brother). But stimming can look different for everyone – you may see people fidgeting, rocking, pacing, tapping, repeating sounds or words, using sensory tools or moving in ways that feel calming and grounding. It’s not “bad behaviour”, and it’s certainly not something you should feel embarrassed about – it’s natural, and it’s a very helpful way we can all self-regulate.



So, I wrote this book. It’s for:
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	★Those of us who’ve been gaslit by normalcy

	★Those of us who’ve Googled “how to be less awkward” at 2am

	★Anyone who’s felt invisible in classrooms, boardrooms and even therapy rooms.



This book is a declaration, a toolkit and a love letter to every autistic and “different” soul who’s ever had to apologize for existing in this world. My book tells you:


	★You aren’t broken

	★You’re brilliant

	★You’re allowed to take up space without asking for permission.



So, think of me as your guide or fairy godmother. You deserve a guide who sees you – and I see you, and I celebrate you. I celebrate all your quirks, questions and quiet revolutions. And I will remind you, every step of the way, that being proud to be Autistically You isn’t a flaw – it’s a power.



What’s inside?

This book is full of tips and tricks that I’ve learned over the years, including:
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	★Journal prompts

	★Sensory hacks

	★Advocacy scripts

	★Affirming quotes

	★Support with navigating friendships

	★Advice on different communication styles

	★Encouragement to embrace your special interests and passions.



And so much more!

Whether you’re looking for practical tools, emotional validation, or just a bit of guidance from someone who’s been there – this book is here to help.

Although this book is full of my knowledge and advice, there are some things me and this book won’t do for you:


	★I won’t ask you to mask, conform, make eye contact, sit still or shrink your beautiful self.

	★My tips and tricks won’t offer one-size-fits-all advice. For each exercise and piece of advice I share, there are always different ways you can use and try it, depending on what you feel most comfortable with.

	★This book won’t ask you to soften or sanitize your truth.



My words are here to help you unmask with pride and build a life that fits your brain – not the other way around.

So, when reading or listening to this book, I invite you to do whatever you want: you can skip around, scribble on the book and even cry or laugh through it. This book is practical, but also playful, so enjoy the journey and read/listen to it in your own way.

I like to see my book as a Swiss Army knife minus the sharp bits – for people who are “different”. It’s part survival guide, part TED Talk and part me saying: “Be Authentically You without shame.”
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So, get comfy, grab your snacks, and buckle up – because this book is a rollercoaster. The kind with loop-the-loops, unexpected turns and maybe a few moments where you throw your hands up and scream, “Finally!” If you’ve never felt truly seen before, I hope this is the beginning of that feeling. You deserve to be seen. You deserve to be heard. And this book? It’s your mic. So, let’s begin – loudly, kindly, with curiosity and courage, and maybe a few tangents (because, let’s be real, tangents are half the fun).

Oh – wait. I haven’t even introduced myself properly, have I?

Before we dive into the tips, truths and sensory-friendly magic, maybe it’s best we start at the beginning. Not just the beginning of this book – but the beginning of me. Because my journey, like yours, didn’t come with a manual.

So, let’s rewind, zoom in and explore how I got here – and why I’m so passionate about helping you feel unapologetically, authentically you. Let’s start at the beginning of how I became Autistically Me.
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Chapter 1


Let’s Start At The Beginning

Sharing my autistic growing-up journey isn’t about seeking pity or praise – it’s about reclaiming the narrative. Every sensory overload, every misunderstood moment and every quiet triumph shaped the language I now use to advocate, connect and belong.

From when I was born, to the age of ten I didn’t use words to communicate. At nine years old, I got my diagnosis for autism. By 12, I was singing on stage in Bugsy Malone, playing Fizzy. Maybe we should start at the beginning (or, well, as far back as I can remember) …

Young Bradley. Silent. Not the silence you experience on a beach, listening to the waves crash against the rocks. A painful silence … suffocating me, desperate to break free. My relationship with words was interesting; I felt like I was always surrounded by them, but there was something I couldn’t grasp. My parents are chefs; they would shout out a recipe and ingredients in the hope that I might be able to bake something. At school, every lesson involved WORDS. Some words I understood, but 80 per cent of the time, they were just out of my reach, disappearing into thin air.

People often ask, “What was going through your mind?” “Did you choose not to speak?” “How can you speak now?”

If I’m totally honest, I don’t know. I think part of me has blocked that silent part of my life out, as it was embedded with trauma, misunderstanding and sadness. But in those early years, it wasn’t all dull and gloom. I also remember pure joy and encouragement from my family; I am so fortunate to be able to say that every little milestone and achievement was celebrated, no matter how small or big, and those are memories I wish I could bottle forever. Those early years shaped my childhood and future in ways I’m still trying to compute.

Even though I’ve mentally blocked out the first years of my life, I still hold some vivid memories of those times. Not ones that centre on words, but on sensations and feelings. I remember things were “too bright”, “too loud”, “too fast”. The weekly big shop was an ordeal. The irritating, blinding, bright lights struck my sensitive eyes like a lightning bolt, burning my pupils. Add the banging and squeaking noises of the trolleys, and the screams, and the overall hum of noise that would blend to create a chaotic symphony and make my ears bleed. I resorted to what would help me; I would cover my ears, rock back and forth or focus on something that brought calm … Calm in a store? Well, fun fact – trolleys roll very smoothly across the shiny floor (unless they have a dodgy wheel, of course). I remember staring at these wheels like I was being hypnotized … My parents didn’t understand what was happening: “Is he upset?” they’d ask, concern and exhaustion in their voices. But I wasn’t upset; I was overwhelmed. The distinction, though crucial, was one I couldn’t explain then.

At home I would feel less overwhelmed. I was very fortunate and am grateful to be able to say that home felt safe. Picture me in a tiny, London-themed room, every little item perfectly placed on show. Meanwhile, under my bed, was a mountain of unorganized chaos made up of random things going back to when I was born. My shelves were filled with Lego, from Harry Potter to Lego City to animals … I had it all! At home, my brain was free, which felt very safe. I found solace in repetition and patterns, lining up my Lego cars in perfect rows, their bright colours offering a sense of control. Or I’d create silent Lego movies; a stop-motion film, in black-and-white effect, made me feel like I was in the olden days and allowed me to be imaginative and create something.

These rituals were survival strategies, ways of imposing order on a world that felt chaotic and crazy. But even in the safety of home, the fact that I couldn’t speak created its own challenges. My needs were often a mystery. When I was hungry, I would point to the cupboard or fridge, but if Mum or Dad didn’t immediately understand, frustration would bubble over. Sometimes, I’d cry or scream – not out of anger, but out of desperation. Other times, I’d retreat into myself, too exhausted to keep trying to make myself understood. My silence was an enigma, a puzzle my parents tried to solve with love and determination. For me, it was an invisible wall I couldn’t climb. For my family, it was a riddle with no clear solution, often mirroring their own confusion and concern.


School = Hell

As was expected of many children, I had to endure a place I often likened to hell – school. Being an undiagnosed autistic kid was awful. I felt like everyone had so many questions, but I didn’t have any of the answers. It was like being at a really shit pub quiz.

Weird. Strange. Odd.
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These are the three words my class “mates” would use to describe me. But at home I would be described as “Kind. Loving. Imaginative.” I was so misunderstood at school – there was no one like me in my school, and no one like me on TV. I just never felt seen. I was basically an alien, and because of this, I was hated and made to feel even smaller, like I shouldn’t exist. I was taking up hardly any room at school, with no words, no friendships and hardly any movements, but it felt like everyone wanted me to take up even less space. How is that even possible?

Those words from my classmates played on my brain a lot. I didn’t think I was any of those things, I was just authentically me. My home was filled with so much love that I didn’t even know I was “different”. I remember coming home from school, trying to compute this bullying I was receiving, and trying to make sense of it, but I couldn’t. Sat in my room, in floods of tears, trying to communicate to my family what was up with me and why I was feeling this way. I remember looking at my sister one time and she just got it; she knew I was having a hard time at school and that gentle look of “I’m sorry” made me feel understood. Even if that gentle look then turned into her yelling, “I’m going to beat them bullies up” – it meant a lot.

I am super-lucky to have an older sister. Her name is Amber Elizabeth Riches, and she is very loyal, kind and funny, but also badass. We are only three years apart, so as we have grown older, we feel the same age, but back at school, three years apart was a big jump. I was the youngest of the school and she was the oldest, and everyone knows the older kids rule the school, which meant no one would mess with her, which was beneficial for me! But even with my icon sister being there, trying to stop the bullying and protect me, I was still confronted with abuse. No one should go through bullying, especially for just existing and being who they truly are.

These bullying and hard experiences were the trigger for me to question: Maybe I am different?



The “A” word

When I was a kid in the 2000s, “autism” wasn’t a word that many families knew, mainly because autism awareness wasn’t as widespread as it is today. For the first ten years of my life, professionals and teachers would suggest I might be shy, or that I was developing slower than the average boy. I had one teacher who was convinced I had a hearing disability, which led to multiple tests, but my hearing was OK. I think my hearing is almost supersonic – my ears pick up every tiny sound, whether it be horrid, annoying sounds or soothing ones. One teacher said, “It’s a phase, he’ll grow out of it,” but as time went on, I didn’t “grow out of it”.

Saying this to a child can be deeply harmful because it dismisses our genuine experiences and struggles. It really minimizes behaviours that can be signs and clues of them being autistic. Being non-verbal or having sensory sensitivities, routines or social challenges, are all information. Saying all these “little” things will go away one day, and brushing them off as quirks, is missing that they are important parts of who we are. These phrases, especially from teachers who are meant to help you grow and understand yourself, can delay proper understanding, support and diagnosis.

If my parents heard, “It’s a phase”, and believed it, I would have been left feeling misunderstood for a longer period. But my mum



The power parents
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Who am I?




	A.Learn more about autism

	B.Hear my story

	C.Have a nice little holiday read.









	★What therapies should they pursue?

	★Would I ever speak fluently?

	★Could I live independently one day?
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