


[image: Cover image: Normally Weird and Weirdly Normal: My Adventures in Neurodiversity by Robin Ince]






[image: A person named Robin Ince has his hands spread wide above the shoulders and says, “Normally Weird and Weirdly Normal. My Adventures in Neurodiversity.” The speech bubble has lightning bolts and stars around the words mentioned.]

[image: Macmillan logo]





This book is dedicated to:

Ed, my friend of forty years.
 ‘Remember Leningrad.’

Jamie and Lion, whose words 
‘I think it might be worth exploring 
the neurodivergent model a bit’ set me 
on a new and far happier path. 

And the SOLD charity shop in Shoreham. 
Not only the most wondrous Aladdin’s cave, 
but also a place where people with learning 
differences are truly shown their worth 
and potential. 







A BRIEF NOTE


Throughout this book, you will find many people referred to by their first name only.


My research has consisted of many direct interviews but has also drawn on people’s reaction to questions I’ve posed on social media. Although all of those I engaged with on social media were fully aware their input may well be used in this book, I decided that I would not use their full names because, though society is hopefully becoming less judgemental about people’s mental health, there is still a way to go and not everyone wants their work colleagues etc. to know their inner workings.


I would also like to make it clear that, though this book may veer towards appealing to those who are defined as neurodivergent, I think being human is weird from the outset. However neurotypical you may be, you are still a weirdo to me, and I mean that as a compliment.











INTRODUCTION – BUT YOU ARE WEIRD
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I am not going to beat around the bush.


I am weird.


I’ve always known I was weird, but if I was in any doubt, then my wife has often reminded me by saying, ‘Why do you always say such weird things?’ as yet another bemused person walks away from me at a party.


She is not alone. I am very good at engendering quizzical looks. My long-time touring and podcast partner, Professor Brian Cox, has a habit of saying, ‘You know that no one knows what you’re talking about?’ But this is not entirely true. Some people know exactly what I’m talking about, and it turns out there are more of them than you might imagine. Though there are some who walk away at gatherings, there are others who I make an instant lifelong connection with. You might be one of them and, if not, hopefully you will be by the end of this book.


But before we break down our weirds, let’s address the elephant in the room: however normal you think you are, you are weird.


For instance, you are reading words. Does your cat read books? Does your hamster do crosswords? Does your dog worry that its new collar doesn’t go with its ears? And while we are on that topic, why does your dog insist on having sex with another dog so indiscreetly, going for it in the park in broad daylight in front of the Salvation Army band?


Even if you do not consider yourself a weird human, your weirdness is inescapable because you are a human, and in the natural order of things, to be human is to be quite odd.


You have inner thoughts. They help you know you are alive. You experience shame. You use complex language. You say things you don’t mean. You want to be in charge, but there are things that are out of your hands. You cannot argue yourself out of an upset stomach or truly fake a smile or stop yourself blushing. You cannot control who you fall in love with, and you can’t always persuade them to fall in love with you back. You are aware that others may be judging you, even though you can’t hear them say a thing. You know that one day you will die and the world will continue without you. That is a lot to take on.


So however normal you think you are, always remember you are weird.


By our current understanding, beyond being one of the rare living things to inhabit the universe, it is your thoughts that are your greatest oddity. We are more than one thing. There is an inside us and an outside us. There is who we present ourselves as being and who we believe ourselves to be. We often spend much, if not all, of our time concealing what our real thoughts are, and it is this elaborate charade that is the cause of many problems.


As a therapist once told me, the problem with being human is that we judge everyone else from their exterior and ourselves from the interior. Most of the time, you don’t know what is going on in my mind and I don’t know what is going on in yours, and from this basic state of being grow many fears – a fear of honesty and a fear of expression – as well as many presumptions about how minds should work, the presumptions of what it is to be normal.


If someone breaks the silence by asking, ‘What are you thinking?’ how often do you reply honestly? The larger a society becomes, the more interactions there may be, the greater the number of rules and the greater the number of deceptions. We deceive other people, and we deceive ourselves. We judge ourselves by a standard which it might turn out no one else is meeting.


The unbearable rules of being normal


We have rules that apply to business, sex, gender, religious belief, love, domesticity, morality, politics, and rules that direct attitudes to people who are not considered to be inside the group or behaving as the group should. Those who do not obey the rules are seen as threats or failures or impositions or, sometimes, worthy of execution.


Some societies see no problem with same-sex relationships, while others believe such love should be punished by death. Some societies have two genders, while others recognize more, such as the hijra and sekrata. Some people believe it is the ‘natural law’ for men to dominate, while others have done a bit more reading. Some people don’t believe that there are gods in the sky, while others demand that those who question their god must be stoned to death. Often, once the powerful in a society have sanctioned the rules, those rules become immutable law, and those who question those laws are outliers and outlaws.


The playwright and comedian Francesca Martinez called her memoir of growing up What the F*** Is Normal? She defines herself as ‘wobbly’, which is how she refers to her cerebral palsy. She was judged by many to have almost no potential as a child. Though cerebral palsy is related to movement, many people assume all those with cerebral palsy also have issues with their minds. Francesca’s parents fought for her rights. She has been a successful actor and comedian and is now an award-winning playwright, but as a child, the ‘normal’ presumptions were that she should just have been left in the corner.


The autistic naturalist Dara McAnulty was similarly written off, but by sixteen years old, he had written an award-winning book, Diary of a Young Naturalist (I recommend it to you all), and has gone on to study at Cambridge University.


They are just two examples of why it is important to look beyond what is considered ‘normal’. If we just accept the rules, we can dash so much potential on the rocks. There are people everywhere who have massive potential but have been written off because of what are considered their unsurmountable mental or physical disabilities, their ‘quirks’, when all we are really talking about is their difference from the ‘norm’.


We might think of ‘normal’ as the mean average of how humans behave, but it is not even that, as behaviour that falls too far from expectations is entirely ignored when mapping the averages and creating the rules. And so it seems to me that, often, normal is just about creating people who cause the least inconvenience to society and appear to be the most similar in shape and colour to those with the most power.


One of the arrogances of many is that they believe that the way they see the world is the correct and utterly objective way of seeing the world. Too many people want to insist that they are right and you are wrong. No one has access to some sort of objective reality. This doesn’t mean there aren’t ideas that are useful for your survival, and it doesn’t mean all opinions are equally valid.


Whatever our differences in beliefs about deities or physics, if you and I jump off a hundred-storey building at the same time, it is likely we will end up being raspberry jam at pretty much the same moment. Our physical interaction with the world around us, whether to extreme heat, high speed, starvation or arrows, will be pretty much the same (I try to avoid all four). But our inner life, our thoughts and emotional reactions to the world, can be very different. Our expectations of the world are one of the things that make our world what it is, and our expectations are shaped by our experience.


This is not just about emotional reactions. It can be that we have genuinely different sensory experiences due to the culture and environment around us. An example often drawn upon is that of the Himba tribe of Namibia. They do not see a difference between blue and green, but can place shades of green into far more categories than Europeans. Their language has far more names for shades of green, and with that comes a far greater ability to perceive different greens.


In the film world, research into on-screen gender imbalance shows that if a woman talks as much as a man in a scene, she is considered to have had far more screen time; and if one third of characters in a scene are women, then the audience judge it as being over half.


The screenwriter and director Alice Lowe told me that you are only allowed one weird. As a straight, white, middle-class male, my weird could be that I am ‘a little weird’. She explained that being a woman is her weird already, in far too many people’s eyes. The fact that she then wrote a screenplay about a pregnant woman being told by the embryo inside her to murder certain men is seen as just too darn weird.*


I have seen such treatment dished out to many female friends in the arts, those who have dared to express a creativity that goes beyond what is deemed the right and proper way for women to create and perform. We still live in a world where someone can confidently say, ‘Women just aren’t funny,’ as if that person’s inability to find women funny is an inalienable truth that must be held by all others and that those laughing are only doing so because they are ‘politically correct’ or some other such jazz. Some even go as far as to create evolutionary theories of why women have not developed to be funny. This has nothing to do with hard science and, again, much to do with society’s expectations.


I once witnessed an incident in a bookshop in Belper. An already outraged man in red trousers walked in, took a brief glance at the fiction, most of which happened to be written by women, and loudly exclaimed, ‘I see you don’t stock any books for middle-aged white men!’ As a middle-aged white man, he could not imagine that the books of Margaret Atwood, Edna O’Brien, Emily Brontë, Toni Morrison could offer anything for him because they would be too infiltrated with lady-ness; he might be fearful that feminine words could make him womanly and he would start wearing an indigo skirt rather than his manly red trousers.


You might think that this is a bit tangential, but that may happen every now and again in a book about neurodivergence written by someone diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). (Did I mention I was ADHD, sorry if I forgot, I do get easily distracted, but there’s plenty of time for that.) Personally, I think it is a good starting point for mulling over how easily some people dismiss the reality of other people’s minds and how they can slip into the belief that ‘if you don’t think like me then you have something wrong because I am most definitely normal’.


‘Normal’ is relative. Perhaps, rather than thinking of people being ‘abnormal’ or ‘weird’, we should just acknowledge that their way of being is rarer. ‘Normal’ certainly does not mean being innately right or good. But changing attitudes about what is generally accepted as normal can be a slow and protracted process, facing much resistance, especially from those who profit by keeping the system as it is.


This book is about our mental life, about judgement predominantly based on thoughts rather than appearance. It makes people feel ill at ease, scared, when seemingly weird thoughts spring from people that look like them. Who knows, maybe it’s catching and they could become weird next. Is being overly tangential, wildly curious and deeply passionate about things that may be highly esoteric catching? I hope so!


But perhaps things are changing as many people begin to find the corridors of normality too narrow. They may have behaved all their lives as if all was okay and they may have been obedient to the rules, but often at a great mental cost to themselves. Some have disguised their ‘abnormality’ for the whole of their unhappy lives, and others may have snapped. Some have destroyed themselves, some have lashed out and destroyed others due to the stresses of trying to maintain their illusion. Some people may have visibly not fitted in from the outset and borne the brunt of other people’s judgement and disdain.


What has become known as neurodivergence can be so difficult for some to mask, so difficult to match with the rules of being ‘normal’, that such people have become marginalized, increasing their trauma and generating further negative thoughts about themselves.


I believe that there are far more unhappy and anxious people in the world than is necessary (whatever the necessary number for unhappiness is) and that it is the rules we live by that are not fit for purpose. Many of us have been secretive for too long about our struggles to toe the line with these rules. The spectrum of ways that our brains perceive and interpret the world clashes with the rules, rules that state there is an objectively correct way of behaving and perceiving. If you don’t follow the rules and interact correctly, then you are admonished, shamed, mocked or excluded.


So perhaps it is time to change the rules, to change our perceptions of what it is to be normal, to broaden our understanding of the varieties of ways people think, and to challenge whether there is such a thing as normal at all. This is undoubtedly an exciting time, greatly illuminated by the concept of neurodiversity.


Neurodiversity


The word ‘neurodiversity’ was coined by academic and activist Judy Singer in 1997. She explained that ‘“Neuro” was a reference to the rise of neuroscience. “Diversity” is a political term; it originated with the black American civil rights movement. “Biodiversity” is really a political term, too. As a word, “neurodiversity” describes the whole of humanity. But the neurodiversity movement is a political movement for people who want their human rights.’1


It is important to understand then that, while not everyone is neurodivergent, we are all neurodiverse. Neurodiversity is a way to understand the variety of ways human minds behave and react in, and to, the world. It challenges the simplicity of saying there are only two positions – you are either mentally well or mentally ill, your brain is either working ‘right’ or working ‘wrong’. If it is not working ‘correctly’, you must disguise it, as people would prefer that rather than be presented with any flamboyant revelations. The neurodivergent throws down a gauntlet to such a single-minded view of the world.


The neurodiversity movement was initially attached to autism or autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and over the years there has been a great change in the understanding of what it is to be autistic. Neurodivergence now also includes ADHD, dyspraxia and dyslexia.


To be neurodivergent is to have a mind that finds a myriad of challenges in engaging with the world as it has been constructed. The neurodiversity movement challenges this construction and those who insist that this is the only way. It turns the pressure away from the neurodivergent to meekly obey the rules. It challenges the presumption that any failure to engage correctly with the world is your failure, and instead says, ‘Maybe there has been a severe lack of imagination and empathy in the way society has been structured and rules made.’


The demand for a world where one size fits all has already been challenged by picking apart the notion that ‘the average human’ was deemed to be the one with the Y chromosome. Women, if they were a concern at all in scientific, medical and technical research, were a peripheral issue unless the focus was on how their wombs made them mad during the hysteria boom years.


During the hysteria age of the mid- to late nineteenth century, where ‘hysterical’ women would be put on display like a twisted talent show, it was decided men could also have hysteria, but only if they had flabby testicles. I think it might have been the testicle-squeezing flabbiness-check that might have brought on the hysteria.


Hopefully, the twenty-first century will be the century where such ideas are finally disposed of, but there are many with wealth and power who continue to fight for a return to the systems that have treated them so well.


Masking


Masking plays an important part in the understanding of the problems that can come from trying to adhere to social rules, from anxiety and from having a neurodivergent state of mind. I have only recently come to realize that I have been masking my whole life, pretending and hiding, just as I was expected to do.


For example, for three decades my wife had no idea that, at pretty much any given moment during that time, I was constantly wracked by anxiety. My mind was a Rolodex of persistent worries, only occasionally blotted out by being on stage or getting truly lost in a book. If I wasn’t worrying about what I had already done wrong, I was worrying about what I was about to do wrong.


There is a habit among those paid to type up their opinions and among those who do it for free on social media to say ‘it was never like this in the olden days’ with all this masking, mental health issues and non-binary young people, dismissing such things as being something our grandfathers and grandmothers would never have bothered with in the war or as they buried their fifth child in a pauper’s grave. They ‘just got on with it’. And sometimes this may have been true, but often it was not. It does them a disservice to suggest that they didn’t have finely tuned human minds too, that they weren’t sensitive to fears, pains, stress and anxiety about how they fitted in and survived in the world. One autistic TikToker responded to this cynicism with the simple response, ‘Europeans didn’t know Everest existed until 1852, but I’m pretty sure it was there before that.’


I believe more people are aware that what we experience of someone is not necessarily what is going on inside their heads, but many are not aware just how extreme the disparity might be. A most tragic example is the shock we might feel when someone who appeared to us to be the happy-go-lucky life and soul of the party takes their own life. We like to imagine that there would have been clear signs of depression and that they would have been expressed. We punish ourselves for not noticing when there might have been nothing to see.


Women have often had to mask their characters and identities to fit in with wide-ranging social restrictions such as not sitting in the cigar room and drinking brandy, or alone in a pub not wanting attention, or knowing more than a man about politics or fluid dynamics. LGBT people have had to hide both their love and desire. And the more I researched this book, the more I discovered just how many people have to mask in so many different parts of their lives. And so, to ‘fit in’ and get on in life, to not stand out, to not be shunned, to not be mocked, and even to not be attacked or killed, people have to mask who they really are on more than one level.


‘Masking’ is the process of concealing the reality of your experience. It is forcing yourself to don the uncomfortable disguise of someone who says, ‘Oh yes, it is all okay. I am not anxious/depressed/suicidal/unable to concentrate on a word you’re saying/not interested, etc.’ It is making the conversation you think you are meant to be making, while inside you are screaming, ‘I am so BORED! And I am being so BORING! What on earth am I talking about?’ It is staying quiet so that you don’t ‘rock the boat’, even if the boat-rocking may lead to better results and empty the bilge tank. (I have never tried a flooded-boat analogy before, so I hope that worked for any yacht-racers or pleasure-boaters.)


You might be in a room where everyone is masking and pretending they are not frustrated and exhausted (you probably are in such a room, all the time) but, as no one has loosened the elastic that keeps the disguise in place, you would never know, and neither would they.


For me, this is one of the joys of performing stand-up comedy, that you can let out the hidden voice inside you and the people watching can come to realize they are not alone. I have always been lucky enough to have had a space where I can express myself freely, or as freely as my mind and my own fear will allow me.


And now all about me, me, me . . .


This book exists because of the enormous change in my happiness about being alive.


A stranger was generous enough to contact me because they were concerned that I didn’t realize what was going on in my own head. When I found out about my neurodivergence, there was an elated silence. Yet it was also a silence so full of thoughts, so full of relief, so full of revelations and understanding, that the cacophony went beyond incessant and into silence. There was so much to hear that I could hear nothing. I found myself, but I seemed lost for words.


After a lengthy conversation, the stranger had concluded that I had a mind that could be classified as ‘neurodivergent’, specifically ADHD. Understanding myself as being ADHD was so immense, and it has changed me so much. I think for anyone who has not experienced this, who finds that they sit reasonably comfortably within their mind, this might be hard to understand, and it can be easy to dismiss, and so I hope this book goes some way to showing how life-changing such a discovery was for me and can be for so many.


I had a totally new understanding of how I worked and who I was. I suddenly experienced so many feelings and saw so many new possibilities. These feelings could not be captured in a single sentence. Lucky really, or this would be a very short book.


It was a Eureka! moment without me feeling the need to run naked and dripping through the streets shouting about it. Which was also fortunate, because it would have been a pity if a new joy about my sanity led to me being put in an insane asylum for my sodden nudity.


I felt I was a different human being. Or rather, I was exactly the same human being as I always was, but now I had a new instruction manual that explained how my mind worked. Though I am very bad at reading assembly manuals and will improvise after the second instruction to slot A into B before folding over into C (one of the reasons that much of the furniture in my house is haunted with jeopardy), the existence of a manual was succour in itself. Also, I now had a tangible reason for my asymmetrical sofa beds.


Decades of self-loathing, suicidal thoughts, frustration, anxiety, and a persistent critical voice that could lavish failure over any possible success, thinned and eventually faded.


Suddenly, everything made sense.


Well, not everything. I still have trouble with wave particle duality and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive remains enigmatic. The problems of the laws of the universe and of experimental cinema remained, but the problems of being me were greatly reduced. I realize this is not a rare story. And this book will not just be my story. Understanding me more was a very useful tool for starting to understand other people more. This book has evolved from simply having the tool of a new prism to interrogate the world with.


For most of my life, I don’t think I would have accepted that I was neurodivergent. I was just perpetually anxious about the screaming banshees in my head telling me I was rubbish and a failure and had let everyone down, while spending my downtime daydreaming about hanging under a bridge. It’s just a way of life, isn’t it? What it is to be human? Like all those wonderfully miserable Scandinavian films I watched about the lost and the lonely and those poets I read who had retreated into constant pessimism. Surely that was an easier and even more admirable existence than striving for happiness.


What surprises me now is that I couldn’t see it before and that I felt it would be wrong to try to improve my situation. Everything I now know about my mind and its behaviour, or ‘me’ as I call it, was there all the time. It wasn’t as if I didn’t know about neurodivergence. I had even written about it and talked about it on stage, but always referring to it in the context of other people and not myself.


Had I been in denial? What is it that gives us the vision to diagnose other people and fail to see things in ourselves? After my stand-up shows, people would often come up to me and say, ‘I’m neurodivergent, good to know you are too.’ Sometimes they would suggest I was on the autistic spectrum, sometimes that I was ADHD, and sometimes they would even say that I was displaying aspects of being bipolar. I would always tell them it was just my stage persona and no more. I was avoiding the obvious, which was that my stage self was the truest exhibition of what was going on at all times in my waking mind.


On stage has always been where I have felt freest and the most in control, despite it also being where I appear at my most chaotic. It is where I have been able to open my mind to others and let it run as wild as my imagination would take it, while always being confined by the limitations of a nagging critical voice. Performance has helped me to work out how to stop performing during the rest of my life, making the disparity between who I am on stage and who I am off it almost non-existent.



‘I had been surrounded by it and yet hadn’t realized I had it myself’2



My failure to see what was right behind my nose all that time is a common phenomenon. Sarah Hendrickx had been working exclusively in the field of autism diagnosis for five years before she realized she herself was on the autistic spectrum. In Women and Girls with Autism Spectrum Disorder, she writes, ‘It seems ludicrous even to me that someone so immersed in both the theory and practice of autism could not spot it in herself.’ She even wrote a book with her autistic husband about what it was like to be a neurotypical person in a relationship with someone autistic. Thinking about how she was able to understand her husband, when so many other neurotypical people didn’t, became a major factor on the way to understanding herself.


She realized that her outward presentation was ‘deliberately and extremely well-constructed’. Her failure to see herself as she was, despite her expertise, was partly because she had been trained in a world where autism has been seen as being a particularly male condition and the tests for it have been very skewed to male autistic behaviour, while some scientists have written about how ‘specific aspects of autistic neuroanatomy may also be extremes of typical male neuroanatomy’.3 She was also coping well with life, another impediment to diagnosis for many neurodivergent people, because if you are coping, few people are that interested in you. Some people can create the illusion of keeping themselves together while unravelling for a lifetime.


Hendrickx also writes about the different standards she had for herself. There were many neurodivergent people in her family, and she never considered them or any of the autistic people she worked with to be inadequate; yet, for her, the idea of being different made her ‘a less than perfectly acceptable person’, something I can strongly identify with from my past.


Many of us have two sets of standards: one for those we know and love, and a totally different set of unreachable standards for ourselves. What we happily accept in others, we see as terrible failings in ourselves. The failure to ‘fit in’, whether inwardly or outwardly, is your terrible failure.


Try harder


For many years, I played the part of who I thought I should have been pretty well, while on the inside, I was picking myself apart and finding abject failure in any success.


It is surprisingly easy to be deeply unhappy and for no one to know it. I travelled through life with someone else alongside me. They thought I was pathetic and embarrassing and wouldn’t hesitate to tell me at every opportunity. There was a persistent sneering heckler living with me. The one who knew the truth. After I finished a gig I would leave any hecklers behind in the comedy club, but the real heckler came with me, slept with me, woke with me, and every step I took, he took too.


I hope it doesn’t sound crass, but this self-hating is the model of an abusive relationship. You are living with someone who is constantly belittling you and saying you don’t deserve anything better. Tragically, this sort of internal relationship centred on worthlessness can often lead to people becoming trapped in relationships with other people who do exactly the same to them. Those who frequently judge themselves harshly are at an increased risk of getting into relationships where they are controlled and/or abused, because inside they feel that they deserve no better.


Who else would want this useless specimen? How much easier it is to psychologically abuse someone who is already psychologically abusing themselves. Many of those I talked to have found themselves relentless victims of bullying and systemic abuse. I am glad to say that many have escaped when they came to know themselves.


This is true in the workplace too, where employers feel empowered by an atmosphere that allows them to say, ‘You are lucky to have a job with us,’ and is why the status quo may well be resistant to new paradigms of behaviour and understanding. Why would those controlling society want to change it, when anxiety and low self-esteem are so useful for manipulation?


The expected normal


My friend Jo has experienced that internal and external abuse. I may not see her for years, but when we see each other, our friendship carries on just the same as the last time we met, and we pick up wherever the last conversation ended. Both of us have had significant changes in our life since we first met and both of us are far more knowledgeable now about how we diverge from the expected ‘normal’.


I first saw Jo when she was tap-dancing at a late-night cabaret event in 2006. I love watching tap-dancing. I would love to be a tap-dancer, and I dream of being Gene Kelly. I used to dance around our living room imagining I was Fred Astaire after watching Top Hat, but really, I was whirling like a Tasmanian devil.* Sadly, I lack syncopated feet. To be honest, I lack syncopated everything.


As I watched Jo, I was struck by one of my brilliant ideas. Her tap-dancing would be the perfect accompaniment to the readings from the Mills and Boon books I was performing dramatic readings from on a nightly basis. It would particularly enhance the confrontation scene between the passionate, but frustrated, sheep farmer and the ingénue shearer from the big city in the final chapter of Rash Intruder – ‘Autocratic, short-tempered and demanding was how Tamar summed up her new boss, trouble-shooter Dagan Carmichael. He was also incredibly attractive . . .’4


After the show, I bounded up to Jo, all smiles and creative excitement and blurted out, ‘Your dancing was great. I am doing a show where I read out from 1970s romantic fiction about antipodean rural pursuits and lighthouse keepers, as well as novels about giant killer crab invasions, and I think your tap dancing would add a whole new dimension to the stories of dreamy looks over the ram-castrating shears and pincer severings.’


We look back now and realize that this is apparently not a standard neurotypical opening gambit.


The next day, she was on stage with me, and that was the beginning of a beautiful friendship forged through dance and budget romantic fiction. I am surprised that such a scenario hasn’t been used more often in the movies (I don’t know why my screenplays keep being rejected).


It is an example of the shortcuts that are typical of neurodivergent relationships, of just getting straight to the point and not disguising any excitable emotions. I have never understood all the hidden games of social conversations, the questions that are frequently asked without any real interest and with very little interest given in the replies, a dull role-playing of necessary reality. How many of us teach ourselves the rules and then miss the opportunity for exploring far more fascinating tangents.


Having seen little of each other for over a decade, I met Jo at a bookshop, my place of exuberant delight, and I straight away took to recommending books, no outback sheep-dip love stories this time. I told Jo that she must read Kirsty Loehr’s A Short History of Queer Women, a book I adored because it is fascinating and written as if you are in a pub with a friend who is two beers in and excitedly telling you about all the latest things they’ve found out about the world.


It is said that the poet Sappho invented the Lesbian somewhere between c.620 and 570 BCE. Men had been screwing each other for a while back then. We know this is true because it had been written about (by men), sung about (by men) and encouraged (by women repulsed by men).5


Jo beamingly bought a copy.


It was only when we were in the pub next door that I discovered I had missed the news that Jo had come out since we last met.


Uh oh.


Had it sounded like I was being a patronizing, middle-aged man and that I was recommending Kirsty’s book like an overcompensating liberal idiot? A terrible pillar of the patriarchy? ‘Hey Jo, just so you know, I am pretty cool about you being a lesbian, actually I read lesbian books too, reckon you should read this book, will give you a good sense of your history . . .’ Once, I would have panicked and my berating inner monologue would have bellowed admonishment; but now, that heckler in my head was powerless. Those multiple layers of paranoia had been stripped away. And Jo, after years of concealment, can now be happily open about her sexuality and her neurodivergence.


It may seem surprising, but if you saw us chatting together, we would look just as we did when we first met, and yet inside, both of us are radically different. Jo is one of the many examples of people in my life with whom I instantly clicked, perhaps because in some subconscious way we were drawn together by the things we didn’t understand about ourselves and each other.


I think perhaps now I might even have less anxiety than the average person, and while I can’t promise to cure you, later in the book I will give it a damn good try. (I should probably have put this big promise even earlier in the book to snare the casual browser. I’ll make up for it now.)


I WILL CURE YOU OF YOUR ANXIETY.*


I am armed with a new confidence and a new happiness, and this is perhaps why I can walk unafraid into the bear pit of cynics and nay-sayers with the writing of this book. Like every major change in our society, in understanding of ourselves, there is resistance from those who demand that we go back to the good ole days where no one was happy and everyone died young, those who are dismissive of this all being the latest fad, a psychological version of fidget spinners or twerking. If it is the latest fad, then this is a rare moment where I may be fashionable.


One of the highest profile documentaries about ADHD on British television was about the dangers of ADHD being over-diagnosed. This fitted very nicely into the cynic’s narrative of ‘most of you are making all this up for attention’ or ‘get over yourselves, you’re just not strong enough for the real world’.


A more responsible documentary might have focused on a far more pressing issue – not that some people may be being misdiagnosed (a real possibility) but that thousands are waiting years for a diagnosis at all. As so often, our short-term save-money approach is costing far more in the long term as people battle alone with their mental health.


But I have been cynical too. As some of my closest friends were getting diagnosed, I would think, But all this melancholy and confusion and babbling of voices is just being a human, isn’t it? What’s the fuss? I was deflecting. I am not sure if this was denial or some innate ‘you’ve got to keep calm and carry on – it is the British way’ type of thinking. But I’ve come to realize that, for many, ‘keep calm and carry on’ is actually ‘conceal your despair and stumble on’.


I think I was lucky. I did not seek a diagnosis; one came to me. And then another one after that, and this is all part of the story you are about to read.


Why a book?


The older I have become, the more important it has become for me to have a reason to write and perform. When I was an aspirational kid, I only wanted to be an author, and then I wanted to be a comedian. It was as I met middle age that I found what satisfied me most. I love showing off and I love showing off for a purpose even more.


In 2023, I made a radio series called Reality Tunnel about the outside and inside of our heads, predominantly using my own head as the default model. I received a lot of feedback after the broadcast. One of my favourite comments was from a 67-year-old man. He said that he had lived his life believing his mind was the only one that contained the ‘weird’ thoughts that were persistently being conjured up. After listening to my show, he realized he was not alone. He now knew that there may be plenty of other people with eccentric and absurd noises and rapid and random thoughts buzzing around inside their heads, and if there weren’t plenty, then at least there were two. A parent once told me that, after hearing me fizz my way through a gig, her daughter had turned to her and said, ‘Mum, that’s what my head sounds like.’


As I have become freer in the way I express myself publicly, I have met more and more people who have had their mind described as being similar, and I have found it exciting to communicate and connect with such people.


In Lowestoft, a couple approached me, one of them tearful, and his partner said, ‘He is going through diagnosis now and it is the first time he has publicly seen something like his brain on display.’ In a world of conformity, where difference can easily be seen as a threat and people strike first when they feel threatened, it’s common to feel isolated and lost.


So I am writing this book because I do not believe there is such a thing as a normal human being, but that there are normal ways we are expected to behave and think; and that many people are terrified of breaking those social norms and many go along with them, even though they don’t really know why the norms are there. Living in a world that expects us to obey such a rigid set of rules ultimately deprives us of a far more interesting place to live. Of innovation and creativity, of love and friendships.


The greater the disparity between how we show ourselves to the world and what we really experience in our heads, the greater our potential unhappiness. We grow tired and distressed from our own constant cognitive dissonance. I would like the world to be a place where someone doesn’t get to be sixty-seven years old before they realize that they are ‘not the only one’.


It is not good enough to say ‘Well, if you are getting through your day and surviving in the world, that should be enough.’ There is enough upset, anxiety and melancholy that is inescapable, so why suffer when it is not necessary? Suffering in silence is best left to masochist monks. If a happier life can be made, then we should work hard to make sure it is available to as many people as possible.


The avant-garde composer and mushroom forager John Cage was once asked by the artist Robert Rauschenberg if there was too much suffering in the world. He replied that he thought there was just the right amount, a typically Zen reply. I would like to disagree with Cage, and perhaps the Buddha on this. I think there is too much suffering, and even if there is the right amount, then it is not evenly distributed.


On terminology


I currently appear to have an ADHD mind, but in the future that wording may change, even if my mind’s behaviour does not. I believe that if the world can move forward, then psychological labelling, perhaps even the need for medication, will become less necessary. Some of the medicalized will become normalized.


We are also increasingly seeing that many people on the autistic spectrum are also ADHD, and some are bipolar or dyslexic or dyspraxic too.


Biology and psychology are complicated. I think this is why some physicists I know balk at psychology in the same way some dismiss abstract art or experimental jazz funk. However complex a subatomic particle might appear as we look at the equations concerning quantum behaviour in our probabilistic universe, that seems easy to comprehend when compared to understanding living minds and their neural pathways.


The regimentation of a single label or a diagnosis does not really account for the complexity of how many things we can be. For those who energetically question this, perhaps ask yourself why this widening understanding of our neurodiversity is threatening or problematic for you? How much does the increase of others potential happiness make your life sadder or more problematic? Why does the greater variety of ways of reacting and interacting with the world unsettle us if those ways are benign?


So this book is not about the neurodivergent and the neurotypical. It is about lots and lots of minds, some labelled autistic, some labelled ADHD, some labelled neurotypical, some undiagnosed or undecided, but all human minds that demonstrate the magnificent variety of what can be, so long as we don’t have to live in a world where it is believed that one way must fit all. The speed with which our society wants to make people ‘weirdos’ or outsiders means too much has been concealed for too long. As more people talk openly, more people in hiding can see themselves and come forth.


Henry David Thoreau famously wrote that most of us live ‘lives of quiet desperation’, and for some, there may be very tangible reasons for this; but for others, this life ‘of quiet desperation’ and the costs that come with it – the cost of concealing ourselves – is something I believe to be almost entirely unnecessary.


Walk into an art gallery or a science museum and wonder how much emptier they would be if every mind had a uniform reaction to the world. Do we even need poetry in a world where everything is so sure and certain and nailed down? You wouldn’t need a variety of music, we’d all just be at the same Foo Fighters gig, and one joke would be suitable and funny for everyone. It is precisely because of the variety of possible ways of being in the world that we are such a creative species. So until we can live in a society where people can be honest, we must consider how many Einsteins or William Blakes there may be keeping themselves and their creativity silent.


Just to remind you one more time, we are all weird. Complex language, inner monologues, the need to understand why we are here and how the universe began, cinnamon-scented plug-in air fresheners, shame, cuckoo clocks, Bikram yoga, scientology – however normal you may be, you are still a member of the weirdest species in the known universe.


How this book works


This is not a self-help book, but I hope it helps. It is not a science book, but I hope, where I can be accurate about the neuroscience and psychology, I have been accurate. This is not a pop-up book . . .


Err, that’s it – it really isn’t a pop-up book. Much as I love them, I am not a paper technologist, sorry.


A necessary footnote


Before we begin, I think it is important for me to note that I am aware that my experience and my battles with my neurodivergent head and the world have been made easier by my privilege. I see the intersectional view of the world as important. I know that race, sex, gender and class will all bring with them different experiences and different problems. I hope that this look at the inner world will at least create common ground from which we can open up conversations.












1. CRASH!
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Why is my mind?


It is incredibly useful, but sadly rare, to know why you are as you are. Some people don’t want to know. They plough forward in life and may only glance back occasionally, perhaps when they dig up the odd skeleton. I am still that five-year-old boy who constantly asks, ‘But why? But why? But why?’ I take very little for granted, especially when it comes to human behaviour, both mine and other people’s. My head always needs to be thinking about something, and I have always spent a lot of time thinking about you (and about me).


How you and me have become who we are is a messy question of nature and nurture, but we can build up a set of clues and stories which might help plot a way through the jumble. In trying to understand why our minds can be so diverse in the ways they interact with the world, we need to consider our genetics, specific infant experiences (even such as premature birth), childhood experiences (loss, sudden change, poverty, abuse, war) and multiple other variables. We carry our experiences with us, from trust issues to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The events of our past are not left behind each New Year’s Day as the bells toll; they come with us, even when we appear to have forgotten them. As unique individuals, we might experience the very same event in the same location, but it does not mean that we will be affected in the same way. Our experience of the same thing may be very different.


Some people may not be affected at all by an experience that was hugely impactful to someone else. One person might be rescued from a burning building and see it as little more than a good anecdote for when things are getting dull at a party. Others might go through the same event and develop PTSD, and as a result their lives might tumble into a spiral of fear, anxiety and despair.


It has been written that the human brain is the most complex thing in the known universe. That’s perhaps why scientists like to use nematode worms to study how brains work, as the worms only have 302 cells in their nervous system, whereas humans have about 100 billion cells in their brains. Nevertheless, as relatively straightforward as they are, the nematode worm’s nerve cells still make thousands of different connections, so even their simple minds are not so simple. The more pathways, the more possibilities. For worms, as for humans, the more complex the machinery, the harder it is to work out why it is not functioning as expected. There are few clean lines, and for many, there is a dizzying fog of possibility around how we came to be.


I think I am lucky with my own experience of life, as I have a story which I think explains a lot about how and why my mind functions as it does. A story, a coherent narrative, is certainly a useful thing to have. It is something to look at, to interrogate. You can poke stories with a stick.


My mother


Before my story, I am going to tell you about the end of someone else’s story: my mother’s.


My mother was dying, at home, but in a hospital bed. The room she was dying in was next door to the room I was born in. She was fading out, sometimes quietly and sometimes in great distress. My dad was talking to her in a way that we – my sister and I – had not heard him use before, with different pet names, a different tone. Maybe this was how he had often spoken to her in private, but this was the first time we had heard it. There was an intensity to his voice, a broken-heartedness, a desperate calm in trying to help her escape the nightmare visions. It seemed like he was not talking to the woman she was now, but the woman he first fell in love with.


Fifty years had vanished, and perhaps the young woman she had once been was there again, the one who sought his help and love when she was nineteen years old and still grieving for her lost father. In this moment, I finally understood something enormous that had happened to our family many years before.


It was something that had been in plain sight, yet utterly invisible. It was something that had a huge effect on all of us, but which we decided to treat with silence and busyness.


I heard it in a dream


I was being interviewed in a dream. I often have vivid and bizarre dreams, narratives that run as if directed by Luis Buñuel and starring Peter Cushing and Kenneth Williams holding up a mirror to the ninth dimension, but this was not one of them. This was a plain dream with no special guests.


‘When were you born?’


‘Seventeenth February 1972.’


This was not my birth date, I first appeared on 20 February 1969, but my dream-world birth date made sense. I think the ME-ness of ME was born on that day in 1972. It was the day of the crash.


Seventy-two hours before my third birthday party, I was in a car accident. I was uninjured, my sister needed three stitches to her scalp, but my mother was seriously hurt and went into a coma. I can still recall the moments after the crash, my confusion and my sister crying and bleeding.


My mother was as still as death.


I was full of sickening guilt.


I was two years, eleven months and twenty-eight days old, and I thought I must have caused the accident. Children often make the link from catastrophe to themselves. It can seem like a form of negative narcissism, but it’s actually an attempt to make sense of a difficult, complex and often scary world around them, to protectively give themselves some agency and control. Not only had I caused this accident, I was the cause of all the pain and depression that my mother would go on to battle with.
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