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Praise for Alex Partridge and Now It All Makes Sense



‘This book shows ADHD isn’t just for little boys – it’s for everyone. From relationships to entrepreneurs, finance to parenting, this provides validation, hope and clarity for all of us who have felt both “too much” and “not enough” as we are. A must-read to connect the dots of ADHD in yourself and others.’


Leanne Maskell, founder of ADHD Works and author of ADHD: An A to Z


‘I’ve learnt so much from Alex and sighed with so many “Aha” moments that I haven’t seen in books before. Thank you for making us feel seen, heard and celebrated!’


Martine McCutcheon


‘Alex is rich, successful and an entertaining and concise communicator. Alex is also very ADHD. You want to read this book for all these reasons. It helps that it is short.’


Kate Spicer, author, journalist and documentary maker


‘Truly life changing. The perfect antidote for shame.’


Samantha Hiew PhD, founder of ADHD Girls


‘A powerhouse of a book. Deeply validating.’


Rich and Roxanne Pink (ADHD Love)


‘This book’s ability to present an alternative perspective on ADHD, where individuals develop a profound understanding of their neurodiverse brain and recognise its unique advantages, is incredible. Rather than seeing ADHD as something that holds an individual back, it highlights how it can elevate one’s capacity to contribute to society. This is a much-needed book in today’s world.’


TJ Power, neuroscientist


‘Alex’s honest and open story is a gift to people who have ADHD and their family and friends. It’s a story full of hope and inspiration, as Alex shares his personal experience of living and thriving with ADHD.’


Dr Mark Rackley, psychologist
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Dedicated to all the late diagnosed ADHDers.
You were always enough.




Introduction


I was 34 years old when a psychiatrist looked me in the eyes and said my attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) was ‘clear as hell’.


I won’t forget the shock. It was a diagnosis I thought I would never receive. After all, I was never physically hyperactive. I was taught that ADHD was what naughty little boys have. Boys who throw stones at windows and topple classroom tables over. That wasn’t me. I was always very still. Physically still, at least.


My mind was always very active. I enjoyed being creative and finding solutions to problems. When I was six years old, I remember being hyper-fixated on designing a board game. I rummaged through my parents’ cupboards, found all the board games, located the manufacturer details on the box and sent my board game design to them all.


Weeks went past with no response. Then one day, my mum told me there was a letter for me. It read, ‘Dear Alex, Thank you for your design. Unfortunately, we’re not looking for new game designs at present. However, we greatly admire your entrepreneurial spirit. Always lean into that. Kindest regards, Board Game Company.’


So, I did exactly that. I leant into my entrepreneurial spirit (well, after I asked my mum what the word ‘entrepreneurial’ meant). On the weekends, I washed cars. After school, I sold apples outside the house. I tried anything and everything to keep my racing mind occupied. Even if my interest in that ‘thing’ didn’t always last more than a few weeks!


The problems came when I was at school. Being forced to sit in a classroom and focus on something I wasn’t interested in. Being acutely tuned into my surroundings, noticing patterns in people’s behaviours and therefore feeling paranoid about everyone’s opinion of me. There was no way for me to vent my racing mind, no way for me to release the pressure.


One day, the teacher pointed at me and said, ‘Alex, do you know the answer to this question?’ In that moment, all the other children turned to look at me. I felt my face going red. I could feel my palms going sweaty and my heart rate increasing. I stood up abruptly and marched out of the classroom.


I found someone in the corridor and said, ‘Please call an ambulance. I’m having a heart attack.’ I wasn’t having a heart attack, I was having an anxiety attack. This was the first time I had heard the word ‘anxiety’.


It was horrible and it made me scared of classrooms. It made me scared of school. I refused to go back and after several games of dad chasing me around the garden desperately trying to get me in the car, my parents moved me to another school.


But the problem persisted. At 15 years old I was diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder and put on beta blockers and antidepressants. They didn’t help. I stopped taking them after six weeks. If I’m honest with you, they made me feel worse.


At 18 years old I discovered alcohol and quickly figured out it turned down the volume in my head. It also nearly killed me, but I’ll speak more about that later. Often being a pleasure-seeking individual with low impulse control, it wasn’t a shock when I discovered the strong link between ADHD and addiction.


I’ve spoken to 50 ADHD experts on my podcast, ADHD Chatter. Psychiatrists, psychologists, doctors, behavioural experts, ADHD accountants, ADHD lawyers, ADHD nutritionists, addiction specialists, ADHD coaches, ADHD CEOs, ADHD parents, ADHD police officers, ADHD marriage counsellors and many people with ADHD lived experiences. With every conversation, it became more obvious that ADHD was present throughout my life.


When someone told me that ADHD hyperactivity can be internalized, my whole life made sense. It gave me the hyper-focus that enabled me to create two global social media brands, but when not channelled into a task I enjoyed it has been the cause of great anxiety.


I’ve always been entrepreneurial, but I had poor financial skills and often lost interest in projects before I finished them. I own an impressive list of domains.


I enjoy buying things, but it often results in overspending and financial difficulties.


I love meeting new people, but I’ve always struggled to maintain friendships.


I’ve always fallen in love deeply, but my sensitivity to rejection has made it hard to sustain relationships.


If I had been born with the understanding of ADHD I have now, my life would have been very different. So much pain would have been avoided.


I wish I could go back in time with the knowledge I have accumulated, put my arms around the younger version of me, the little boy having that anxiety attack in the school corridor, and tell him, you’re not broken. You don’t need to be fixed. Your brain works a little bit differently. And with the right tools, you can mitigate the challenges and lean into the strengths and ultimately achieve amazing things.


I wish I could tell him, ‘Everything is going to be OK.’


I wish I could tell him there’s a solution.


I wish I could give him this book.
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Feeling different


One of my early school memories is from when I was four or five years old. The other kids had gone to play outside, but I had somehow hidden under the teacher’s desk. I waited silently in the dark until the class slowly filled back up with noisy children, got out from my hiding spot and sat back in my seat. The teacher never noticed I was missing.


As I got older, similar instances of isolating myself continued. Instead of playing with other children at break time, I would spend those 30 minutes in the library, flicking through the comic books. Sometimes I would lock myself in the toilet until I heard the bell ring.


For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a suspicion that I am unusual.


Pretending to be something I wasn’t


As a child, when I did interact with people, I found myself copying their mannerisms and their tone of voice. I even pretended to share their interests and hobbies. I altered who I was in order to appear likeable to whoever I was with.


The most common example of this was when someone asked me what football team I supported. I never liked football, but I always said ‘Manchester United’. Or when someone asked me if I knew of, or liked, a particular band or a film, I always said ‘yes’. I then dreaded them asking a follow-up question because it would reveal my ignorance and make me go red in the face.


I never felt comfortable in my own skin. After I finished watching a film, I would act like the main character for days or even weeks, until I got bored and moved on to something else.


There was also a deep fear of confrontation, which meant I often said ‘yes’ to things I didn’t want to do. On one occasion, I was asked if I wanted to sleep over at another boy’s house. The initial idea sounded fun – we both liked the same computer game. However, every morning, his mother asked me if I wanted to stay another night. I didn’t. I was desperate to get back home. But of course I said ‘yes’ – and ended up staying nearly a week until she said I couldn’t stay any longer.


I got into so many situations like that. An initial excitement for something would make me impulsively say ‘yes!’, but then I would be trapped in that situation as I didn’t know how to have the conversation required for me to leave.


It caused me plenty of problems when I started employment – but more on that later.


My suspicion that I was unusual, different, was confirmed soon after I started secondary school when a classmate said to me, ‘Alex, you could be one of the cool kids if you weren’t so weird. Why can’t you just be normal?’


When I walked around school, it was with a conscious effort to maintain good posture. My natural walking style would have been looking at my feet and getting to my destination as fast as possible. However, I had once heard someone say a confident person walked slowly, with their head held high. But no one was fooled. When I was 16 years old, one of my teachers jokingly announced to the class, ‘Alex pretends to be more confident than he is.’


He saw straight through me.


The difference I felt ran deep. For example, I’ve always felt that I experience emotions more profoundly than everyone else, even if I don’t always show them. They overwhelm me and I don’t always know where they come from. Throughout my childhood, if something exciting was announced – I was getting a new pair of shoes, or my favourite film was about to start – I would be simply overwhelmed with joy. And these emotions seemingly come out of nowhere – suddenly I’ll be hyper-focused on a particular memory and burst into tears, or I’ll find myself fixating on a particular injustice and feel angry.


My justice sensitivity flare-ups


I was only five years old when I felt my first justice sensitivity flare-up.


During playtime at school, I noticed some of the other children were digging holes in the dry mud. They were using their bare hands to pick away bits of mud, which made the process mind-numbingly slow. At home, my parents were having some renovation work done. I sneaked into a bedroom that was being redecorated and found a small bag of nails. ‘Amazing!’ I thought. ‘They’ll make a perfect digging tool.’ I took the nails into school, feeling a huge amount of accomplishment as I handed them to the other children. I’d solved a problem, found them a solution.


Later the same day, one of the children cut his hand on one of the nails. ‘Where did these nails come from?’ asked the teacher. Immediately, I confessed. ‘What a stupid thing to do!’ the teacher yelled at me. My parents were called in and we all had a meeting to talk about how dangerous the nails were.


I remember sitting silently in that meeting, raging at the situation. I never intended to hurt anyone and yet I was being treated as if I had. My five-year-old mind simply thought the nails were a clever solution to a problem, but I was being called stupid.


Looking back now, obviously I can see it was an irresponsible thing to do. I could have really hurt someone. But at the time, the reaction from the teacher clashed directly with what I believed internally to be true and a silent, but painful, explosion took place inside me. It felt horrible.


I don’t clean because my room is a mess. I clean because my mind is a mess. When I was younger – and still today – I found the solution to this horrible feeling often lay in cleaning.


After the nail incident at school, I calmed my mind by picking up all the loose leaves in the playground. When I got home, I tidied my room.


I always found the process of cleaning very soothing. Of course, when I was at my happiest, my bedroom was at its messiest! When I was just seven years old and my parents told me my pet hamster had passed away while I was at school, the sadness was unbearable. What did I do? I rushed upstairs to my bedroom and began cleaning.


My pet peeve was (still is) when someone else cleaned my room. It looked chaotic to the outside eye, but I knew where everything was. I knew my PlayStation controller was under my bed, in the left corner, right behind the old shoebox.


The cleaning was totally unpredictable, too. I could be in bed, about to fall asleep, and I’d suddenly leap out of bed and begin to clean my entire room.


I’m now 35 years old and I still only clean when I’m feeling stressed (or if I know someone is coming over in the next 30 minutes). Add some music into the situation and it’s pure bliss.


Eye contact is weird


Another thing that made me feel different: I’ve always struggled with the concept of ‘eye contact’.


Before my diagnosis, when people were talking to me, all I could hear was my internal monologue saying, ‘Make sure you maintain eye contact, so they know you’re listening.’ This always prevented me from actually listening.


And I never knew which eye to look at because you can’t look at both. Should I look at the left eye? That seems intense. Okay, let’s switch between the two, which also looks weird. I know, let’s look at their nose. Bingo!


Because of all that internal chatter, there’s a zero per cent chance I’d actually hear, let alone remember, anything you said. It’s why I constantly missed social cues – because I literally didn’t hear them. Instead, I would smile and say ‘that’s good’, oblivious to the fact that they had just informed me their cherished pet had died.


I found it much easier to focus on what the person was saying when I was looking away. This worked well most of the time, until looking away resulted in me seeing something that got my attention. Then I would instantly forget that someone was talking to me.


It looked like I was zoning out, but I was actually zoning in on something else. It’s resulted in so much conflict over the years. For example, if I’m sitting in a restaurant with someone, I find it hard to pay attention because there’s so much noise around me. I pick up on bits of other conversations. I’m making assumptions in my head about which tables are hosting a first date and which tables are hosting a long-married couple. This mental process is often interrupted by the person I’m with saying, ‘Alex, did you even hear what I just said?’


As I got older I realized it was considered rude not to maintain good eye contact, so I forced myself to do it. As a result, I rarely remembered most conversations, which would make me feel anxious about bumping into that person again because I knew I didn’t remember their name.


You could have either my eye contact or my undivided attention. But you couldn’t have both.


Sometimes, now, when I’m struggling, I stare directly at the speaker’s mouth. It helps me hear the words. Because of this, and for many other reasons, social interactions always caused me a lot of anxiety, which also got in the way of me remembering what was spoken about.


A striking example of this behaviour still happens whenever I walk my dog. If you’re a dog owner, you’ll know how regularly you bump into the same people in the park. We get into small talk, exchange names, speculate on the ages of each other’s dogs, comment on how nice/bad the weather is and walk on. However, as I walk away, all I can think about is whether or not I sounded silly in that social encounter. They didn’t like me. In fact, they hated me and this will be confirmed when I bump into them next time and have to ask, again, how old their dog is. The thought is unbearably awkward. I need to find a new park, I can’t possibly go back to this one.


The sixth sense that nobody else had


One thing that made me feel the most different from others was heightened intuition. I have always been able to ‘read’ people exceptionally well. I can tell when someone’s not being genuine. I’m a human lie detector.


I’ve got such early memories of watching politicians on TV and thinking, ‘I don’t trust that person.’ So I’ve always felt a little smug when someone in the public eye gets ousted as a wrong ’un and I can say, ‘See! I told you there was something off about them,’


Did you know that only 7 per cent of communication is verbal1 – the actual words that come out of people’s mouths? I don’t know about you, but I’ve always been able to feel the other 93 per cent as well. I hear the tiny fluctuations in their tone of voice. I see the micro changes in their facial expression that reveal their true intentions. I’m hyper-aware of everything and everyone around me.


As I got older and entered the business world, I would pick up on everything in the office. I’d notice tiny fluctuations in room temperature. I’d wonder why that person slammed the door harder than normal. Why were their footsteps heavier today? Did they just give the boss an eye roll?


I knew that David from the accounts department was having an affair with Susan from HR. I could see their tiny, subconscious bodily flirtations that they didn’t even know they were doing.


In the past, I used to interrupt people a lot because I could predict how their sentences would end. I’ve learnt to do this less as I get older because I know how rude it is, but sometimes I still finish their sentences in my mind and get frustrated as I have to wait for them to stop speaking. As a child, I felt a strange frustration when others couldn’t see what I could.


However, heightened intuition comes at a cost. It is a blessing and a curse. Walking into a busy room and picking up on negative energy towards you. Having a social interaction with someone and being acutely aware that you’re not their type of person. Sometimes it’s better to remain blissfully ignorant of these things. However, it’s not an ability I have a choice about – I can’t turn it on and off. Plus, neurotypicals (people who have the brain functionality that society considers standard) would call me paranoid.


With every new social encounter or life experience, I gained new information about human behaviour. This information was stored in my brain, which eventually enabled me to spot patterns in this behaviour and predict the likely outcomes.


This ability to recognize patterns meant I could often predict how films would end or who the killer was in a murder mystery. I’ve learnt not to shout it out in the first five minutes, as it’s not a very likeable trait. Spoiler alert: Bruce Willis was dead from the beginning in The Sixth Sense.


Getting stuck in decision paralysis


For as long as I can remember, it’s amazed me how others are able to make simple decisions with relative ease. When someone asks me to make a decision, my brain shuts down and I’m unable to think.


If someone asks me what I want to eat, I’ll forget everything I’ve ever eaten and not know what to say. If I walk into a supermarket without a list, I’ll get overwhelmed by the choice and be unable to make a decision. If I’ve got lots on my ‘to do’ list, I find it hard to prioritize. Deciding which task to start first is often so daunting that it causes me to shut down completely.


The most frustrating thing about living with ADHD is when someone witnesses a shutdown and calls me lazy. I get it, it might look like laziness when I’m lying on the sofa, doom-scrolling social media, but the truth is, I’m in a state of decision paralysis and overwhelm.


I know I need to clean the flat. I know I need to renew my car insurance. I know I need to send that email. I know I need to reply to that friend. I know I need to drink water. I know about all these things, but trying to prioritize them is exhausting. I over-analyse everything and end up doing nothing.


The frustration is compounded because people think ADHD means we should all be physically hyperactive (and sometimes we can be – remember that time when we did a week’s worth of stuff in an afternoon?), but most of the time it’s internalized, it’s in my mind, and it causes me huge overwhelm, so please don’t call me lazy. It isn’t a choice.


Driving


My ADHD makes me a great driver. I can hyper-focus on the road. I’m super-fixated and aware of everything around me. My music’s really loud, or I’m singing my lungs out. It’s the perfect amount of stimulation and because of this, I find driving really comforting.


My hyper-vigilance means I know exactly what’s happening half a mile in front of me and I know what’s happening half a mile behind me. I’m constantly checking my mirrors. My sixth sense means I can predict what other drivers are going to do. I’ve got amazing reflexes, so I can react super-fast when another driver does something stupid.


I get lost easily, so I’m totally dependent on Google Maps. And please don’t make me sit in traffic. And if you’re a passenger in my car, please don’t talk to me. But apart from that, I honestly think I’m the best driver I know and my car insurance company should give me a discount.


Oops. I just missed my exit again …


Out of sight really does mean out of mind


I live in a constant state of ‘now’. I’ll try my best to explain what I mean by that. I find it hard to think about something if it isn’t directly in front of me. It’s the reason why I forget where I’ve put things. If I can’t see something, it doesn’t exist.


It’s also the reason why I struggle to maintain friendships.


Don’t get me wrong, people like you and me absolutely love meeting new people. If a new person is in front of us, we can hyper-focus on that person and spend many hours in deep conversation with them. They’re a new source of dopamine and it feels great.


Maintaining a flow of communication afterwards is where the problem lies. Here’s what normally happens to me:




	The new friend sends me a text message.


	I’ll look at my phone.


	I won’t have the mental capacity to reply right now, so I’ll tell myself I’ll reply later.


	I get distracted by something else and forget about the text message.


	A few days go past.


	The new friend sends me another text message, along the lines of, ‘Just checking you’re okay and got my last message?’


	I assume the new friend thinks I’m rude, which flares my rejection sensitivity.


	I don’t have the mental capacity to respond right now.


	I get distracted by something else and forget about the text message. Again.


	A few weeks go past.


	The new friend sends me a text message. It simply says, ‘???’


	I’m now too scared to ever speak to this person again.





Before I knew I had ADHD, I would try to remember dates, times and appointments. You don’t need to be a rocket scientist to predict how that turned out. My life was chaotic. It was an endless cycle of receiving text messages saying, ‘Where are you?’ I feel anxious just thinking about it.


By keeping visual reminders of the important things in my life, I’ve been able to enjoy a much better rate of success in both my friendships and the number of tasks I successfully complete. My whiteboard has been a life changer for me. It sits on my desk right behind my computer. I have lots of different colour board pens that I use to write down tasks.


I invited Eric Whittington (aka Life Actuator) onto my podcast and we spoke at length about this issue. He, like me, struggles to maintain friendships. He explained how, after he moved from one part of America to another, he often went long periods of time without speaking to his family. Not because he didn’t love them, but because he often forgot they existed.


When I was speaking with Eric, I was amazed at one of the points he made: he said he often observed other people existing and assumed that that’s how everyone must function. For example, when he saw other people seemingly maintaining friendships with ease, he assumed he must be able to do the same, therefore there was no requirement to put any coping strategies in place. As he got older, he realized this wasn’t true. His brain was different from those of the people he was observing, so he needed to act in a different way to achieve the same results.


He realized that he wasn’t great at keeping in touch with people and that he wanted to get better at it. To fix this problem, he explained how he’s now intentional with setting reminders for himself. If you’re struggling with this, you can put a reminder in your calendar, you could write on your whiteboard or you could even leave sticky notes on the fridge that say ‘CALL MUM’, or ‘TEXT FRED BACK!’.


These solutions might seem drastic, but if they work for you then they’re not silly at all. Writing down thoughts the moment I have them has been crucial for me. If I don’t do that, they will disappear forever.


My mind is at its best at night. It’s when I’m feeling most creative and ‘switched on’. I do myself a favour by using this extra brainpower to plan my tasks for the next day. I’m always very grateful to night-time Alex when I wake up and see the morning ‘to do’ list I’ve left myself.


I’m diagnosed. What now?


When you get an ADHD diagnosis, you begin to realize that grief doesn’t only mean, ‘I’ve lost something’, it can also mean, ‘what could have been?’


What could have been if I had known earlier? Maybe that relationship would have lasted. Maybe that friend would still be in my life. Maybe I would have loved myself instead of pretending to be something I wasn’t.


Grief is mourning the years of constant confusion, not understanding why I struggled in certain situations or erupted in the face of rejection. Grief is realizing I was playing the game of life on hard mode. I was swimming against the tide and I had no idea.


But there’s a saying: the best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. The second best time is right now. So congratulations to everyone who’s received a late diagnosis and has decided to plant their tree at the second best time.


I’ll never know what could have been. But what I can do now is turn that grief into gratitude. And be grateful for finally finding out I’m not broken and that I don’t need to be fixed. Everything in my past makes sense. My life makes sense. I was always enough.


Reflecting


As I look back on the early stage of my life with the knowledge I have now, I’m able to identify a huge amount of masking. It’s glaringly obvious that my outward appearance would often contradict what was going on in my head.


To better understand myself, I invited world-leading ADHD coach Christian Ehmen onto the podcast. Christian has ADHD and I found what he said about masking truly fascinating. He sometimes feels like an alien who is unsure how to behave in social situations. He described masking as ‘the act of observing human interactions and then copying the behaviour that occurred within them’.


It makes sense. If you observe a human interaction that doesn’t result in that person being called ‘too much’, you’ll store that behaviour in your memory bank, ready to reenact it when you encounter a similar situation yourself.


Mirroring someone you’re with is also a form of masking. You might adjust your posture, your tone of voice, your volume (even your accent) to match the person you’re talking to.


I recognized a lot of this shape shifting in myself. It makes me tired just thinking about it. Constantly adjusting who you are in order to ‘fit in’ is exhausting. If someone should say, ‘Alex, you have an amazing personality’, I feel like responding with, ‘Thanks. I made it just for you!’


It also ends up with you having low self-confidence. How can someone be confident as a person if they don’t know whether their behaviour is a genuine reflection of their authentic self or an act in order to be likeable in a particular moment? All of this results in you having no idea who you really are.


ADHD isn’t exhausting. Pretending you don’t have ADHD is.


Healthy ways to begin unmasking


The first step to become an unmasked version of you is to notice why you mask in the first place.


Here are some common reasons for masking:




	You think being vulnerable will be a burden on other people.


	You are terrified of criticism so you put on a likeable persona (this persona can change depending on who you’re with).


	You have a deep feeling of being unlikeable so you pretend to be someone else. This feeling can be caused by a childhood of receiving negative feedback in response to your behaviour being different from that of other children.





Deciding to unmask is a very personal decision and one that must be implemented very slowly. It’s ultimately a process of self-discovery after years of pretending to be someone else. Unmasking too fast can be dangerous. You might find yourself in a vulnerable position.


For example, unmasking at work has caused people to face bullying and discrimination (more on ADHD at work later). There is no requirement to unmask in all situations at the same time. You might take it further with your partner or a friend and then carry on going to work with your mask still fully on. There’s no shame in being inconsistent. You must put your own safety first.


Completing self-awareness exercises is a good way to discover who you really are. (Remember, many people have been masking for so long, they have no idea how to be their true self.) Here’s an exercise you can try.
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