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			Introduction

			All Aboard!

			Turn Mixed Signals into
Fixed Signals

		

		
			“The concept of neurodiversity provides a paradigm shift in how we think...Instead of…deficit, disease, or dysfunction…neurodiversity suggests that we instead speak about differences...”

			— Dr. Thomas Armstrong, The Power of Neurodiversity 

		

		
			Neurodivergent (ND) couples, wherein one or both partners have autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), or another brain difference, often struggle with mixed signals. He said one thing, she heard something else, and they both jumped to conclusions about what their partner really meant. 

			Autism includes challenges to social communication, and nowhere is social communication more important than in a marriage or committed relationship.

			If you’re holding this book now, you may be in an ND relationship, wondering why it seems so hard to communicate with the one you love.

			Maybe you’re not in a relationship yet, and you know you need some solid communication skills in place before you find the right one so you can make it work.

			Perhaps you’re a counselor or therapist who works with couples, and your ND clients have unique needs and don’t respond to your tried-and-true strategies the way your neurotypical (NT) couples do.

			You might be an NT with an ND couple among your family or friends, and you want to better understand them. 

			One thing ND couples have in common is a propensity to have mixed signals, yearning to communicate clearly and effectively but finding that desire thwarted time and time again.

			Whatever your reason for being here, the important question is: How can ND couples turn mixed signals into fixed signals? 

			You’ve come to the right place.

			In this book you’ll find practical tips, evidence-based strategies, and the keys couples need to unlock their best relationship. 

			It’s built on the science of human behavior, relationship research, and what I’ve learned from my own twenty-seven years in love as part of a brilliant, powerful, and magical ND marriage.

			The most important thing to remember on your journey to understanding as a couple is that solutions to problems are never on the shoulders of just one of you. 

			If you think the ND partner should make all of the changes and try to be more like the majority in an NT society, you are wrong. ND individuals have a right to be as quirky as they like, within legal and moral limits, of course. 

			If you believe that the NT partner should make all of the changes because they do not have a “handicap” and their partner does, you are wrong there, too. ND people are able to learn, grow, and change their own behaviors just as NT people are.

			This cannot be a one-sided journey. There may be certain things which are non-negotiable for either one of you, and you each need to learn to become aware of your partner’s needs, but never at the expense of your own needs. When two people love each other, as you do, you can always work toward the middle ground, where everyone gets their needs met and no one carries the entire burden of change. 

			You are your partner’s beloved, and they are yours. You love one another, and you can learn together what each of you needs and how you can meet those needs.

			You’re probably already doing that in many ways.

			I know it’s not easy, but I also know it’s possible. Your relationship is worth the work you’ll put in to make it strong and successful.

			One way we’ll be exploring relationship mixed signals in this book is through Red Light/Green Light Tips that demonstrate what not to do or say, with more effective things to try instead.

			What Shall We Talk About? conversation starters for Family Meetings open the gates to your own discussions about what’s important to the two of you.

			There will be Date Night Themes offering ideas for planned date nights to keep the love light burning.

			Another way we’ll learn to turn mixed signals into fixed signals is through four Fictional Couples Fixing Mixed Signals. One or both partners in each couple is ND, with characteristics associated with ASD or ADHD. Reading about how they deal with miscommunication and misunderstandings can help other couples on a similar journey. They really are fictional, so any resemblance to real people is entirely coincidental and unintended.

			Finally, each chapter ends with They Say, stories shared by ND couples about what has worked in their relationships.

			RED LIGHT/GREEN LIGHT TIPS


			[image: ]Red Light: You and your partner keep getting mixed signals, you both think you’re right, and you worry that the misunderstandings will hurt your relationship.

			[image: ]Green Lights:

			
					Do listen to your partner with love and respect, even if you have a different perspective. Remember, each person experiences the same event through their own lens, and you can both be right about how you remember it. If you feel an interruption or disagreement bubbling up inside you, try doing something physical to keep yourself in check. For instance, put a hand over your mouth or a finger to your lips, or hold an object that will remind you, such as a smooth stone. You could even write the word “wait” or “shh” on the stone with a marker.

					Do listen and accept your partner’s memory of a shared event, rather than interrupting to tell it “right.” This can feel like gaslighting.

			

			WHAT SHALL WE TALK ABOUT? 

			Family Meeting Discussion Opener 

			Take turns telling each other your memories of the first time you two met or when you first knew you liked each other. What was your favorite part of your first date? What made you smile?

			DATE NIGHT THEME

			First Date

			Try to recreate your first date in some way. This does not have to be literal; it may not be possible to go to the same restaurant or event. If you saw a movie on your first date, maybe you can stream it on TV, cuddling under a blanket and sharing a bowl of popcorn. It’s not important to do the exact same things you did, but do remember the feelings of those early days of falling in love.

			FICTIONAL COUPLES FIXING MIXED SIGNALS

			Let me introduce you to four fictional couples. Some partners are NeuroDivergent (ND) and some are NeuroTypical (NT). You may remember Trish (ND) & Bill (ND) from Dating While Autistic (W. Marsh, 2023.) You’ll also meet Justin (ND) & Maggie (NT), Lucia (ND) & Naima (ND), and Crow (NT) & Daisy (ND). Throughout the book we’ll see how they met various challenges and kept their love on track.

			Trish & Bill

			Trish and Bill met when they were in their early thirties at a lecture series on the history of science fiction, a shared interest. They took their relationship very slowly from friendship to dating, and were mutually surprised to learn that they were both autistic. They got along so well and felt so comfortable in one another’s company, a new experience for both of them, that it seemed inevitable that they would fall in love.

			And that’s exactly what they did.

			Justin & Maggie

			Justin and Maggie met in college where they were IT students. They both minored in drama for fun and were cast opposite each other often enough that they became close. Maggie loved Justin’s quirky sense of humor and off-the-wall comments. They often carried on entire conversations using quotes from plays they’d been in or TV shows they binged together. They moved in together after graduation, got jobs in tech, and settled into a routine. Unfortunately, as time went by, they found themselves stuck in a rut, arguing about the same things over and over. One day Justin ended up walking away because, as usual, he couldn’t seem to get his ideas across. The arguments made him feel like he was going to explode. He sat in his car trying to calm down, scrolling through his phone, and watching random videos. Suddenly he leaned forward and put his face close to the screen, then replayed the TikTok he’d just seen several times, followed by other similar ones. 	Eventually he went back inside, handed his phone to Maggie, and said, “I think I’m autistic. Just like this TikToker.” Maggie started to laugh, until she saw how serious he looked. She watched the video in wonder as she recognized so many traits Justin shared. 

			Finally she said, “Yeah, I think maybe you are.”

			That’s where their journey into understanding began.

			Lucia & Naima

			Lucia and Naima had been true crime fans since they were girls. Back then it was weird to be interested in serial killers and watch CSI shows instead of cartoons. As they grew up, they found others who shared their interests, Lucia at Whittier College and Naima across the country at Howard University. After graduation they found it hard to connect with people and make friends. The two of them met in an online true crime discussion forum and hit it off. When Lucia mentioned that she was looking forward to the next episode of Supernatural, she found out Naima was binge-watching it, too. Another day Naima said how excited she was to get a package in the mail, not just for the item she had ordered, but for the bubble wrap she expected to find. Popping the bubble wrap was to be her weekend treat. Lucia got it and showed her the popping fidget she loved, providing a never-ending bubble wrap pop-fest. They were delighted to keep finding things they had in common.

			Eventually, when Naima’s job went 100% online and she could work remotely anywhere, she moved across the country to be with Lucia. They fell in love and planned their perfect wedding, small and quiet.

			Lucia mentioned that, of course, the wedding would have to be “autism friendly.”

			Naima didn’t understand.

			“You know, because we’re autistic, we’ll we want a reception with a sensory room, and safe, familiar foods. Stuff like that.”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What do you mean, we’re autistic?!”

			“Uh, what do you mean, what do I mean?”

			“We’re not autistic, Lucia. I don’t know why you would say such a thing.”

			“Well, I’m certainly autistic. I assumed you were, too. Just about everyone on the site where we met is neurodivergent in one way or another.”

			Naima had to take a break from this conversation. She went to her room, wrapped herself up in the blanket she’d had her whole life, and rocked gently back and forth while rubbing the frayed satin binding.

			After a while Lucia came and sat beside her, rocking in the same rhythm but not speaking or touching her. Several minutes later Naima was ready to talk.

			“Why do you think you’re autistic? You don’t look autistic or anything.”

			“I don’t ‘think’ I am; I know I’m autistic. And what are autists supposed to look like, anyway? I’ve always been awkward in social situations. I can’t stand to look at people’s eyes or listen to them chewing. I feel better when I can spend a lot of time alone every day to recharge my batteries.”

			“But everybody feels that way about things, right?” Naima knew she did.

			Lucia shook her head. “No, not everybody. Neurotypical people don’t even think about how long to hold eye contact, or wonder which facial expression they’re supposed to put on, or plan out what they’re going to say in advance for every conversation. Those are things autistic people do all the time. Anyway, I got diagnosed years ago, before I met you, so it’s not up for discussion. You’re engaged to an autist. Surprise!”

			“Okay, okay, so you know you’re autistic. But not me. I’m just your typical blerd.”

			“Blerd?” Lucia asked.

			“Yeah, black nerd. Why would you think I’m autistic?”

			“Well, look at yourself.” Naima stopped rocking and rubbing her blanket and clasped her hands tightly together in embarrassment.

			“Hey, if it makes me feel better when I’m stressed out, why shouldn’t I have a blanket? There’s nothing wrong with it.”

			“Of course there’s nothing wrong with it.” Lucia bumped her shoulder gently against Naima’s. “There’s nothing wrong with being autistic, either.”

			“OMG, Lucia! I didn’t mean to say there’s anything wrong with you! I love you, exactly as you are. You’re perfect! I’m just
…surprised. And I’ve never liked surprises.”

			“Me neither. It’s one of my autistic traits.”

			The two talked for hours into the night, and Lucia shared blogs, videos, and books about autism. Eventually Naima realized that she, too, was neurodivergent, and most likely on the autism spectrum. It was quite a revelation. It would take her some time exploring and learning before she would consider seeking a diagnosis. For now, self-diagnosis was good enough for her.

			Daisy & Crow

			Daisy is an autistic cisgender woman (pronouns she/her), and Crow is neurotypical (NT) and nonbinary (pronouns they/theirs). The two met in a Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) game at their local comic book store. Daisy was intrigued by Crow’s short purple hair, multiple piercings, and colorful tattoos. She had so many questions! One day they were waiting at the bus stop after D&D, and she saw her chance. 

			DAISY:	Did it hurt to get all those tattoos?

			CROW:	Yeah, some, but it wasn’t bad.

			DAISY:	Do you have any more tattoos that I can’t see?

			CROW:	If I do, and you can’t see them, then they’re none of your business.

			DAISY:	What kind of a name is Crow?

			CROW:	It’s my name.

			DAISY:	I never heard it before. Is it a man’s name or a woman’s name?

			CROW:	It’s just a name.

			DAISY:	The thing is, I can’t tell if you’re a man or a woman.

			CROW:	I get that a lot.

			DAISY:	So, are you a man or a woman?

			CROW:	No.

			DAISY:	Did you have surgery to cut off your penis or to sew on
a penis?

			CROW:	None of your business. And I’m not trans, I’m nonbinary. And it’s still none of your business. Change the subject.

			DAISY:	Okay. What’s nonbinary?

			CROW:	That’s not changing the subject.

			DAISY:	I didn’t say “penis.” And how will I learn if I don’t ask?

			CROW:	Google it. Nobody wants to answer a bunch of personal questions. It’s rude and annoying.

			DAISY:	Yeah, I get that a lot. I can’t help but notice that you’re not asking me any questions.

			CROW:	Maybe there’s nothing I want to know about you.

			DAISY:	“My age is 1000, and my gender is dragon!”

			CROW:	…What?

			DAISY:	You didn’t ask, so I told you. Actually I got that line online—line online, get it?

			CROW:	It’s not a joke; it’s just two words that sound alike.

			DAISY:	Anyway, since you didn’t ask, I got it from “10 Best Statements Ever Uttered During D&D (That Are Too Hilarious for Words.).”

			CROW:	That stuff you read on the internet isn’t real. It’s just click bait.

			DAISY:	But how am I supposed to know what to say if I don’t read it first? And how are we supposed to be friends if I don’t talk to you?

			CROW:	What makes you think we should be friends?

			DAISY:	Because we’re both weird. You’re weird on the outside, and I’m weird on the inside, but we’re still the same. We should be friends.

			CROW:	(Chuckling) You really are weird, aren’t you?

			DAISY:	That’s what I just told you. Didn’t you hear me? 

			CROW:	Why do you have to be so annoying?

			DAISY:	I’m autistic. What’s your excuse? 

			(A bus pulls up.)

			CROW:	This is my bus. (Crow gets on the bus and turns back to Daisy on the bench.) Goodbye, weird autistic girl.

			DAISY:	Goodbye, weird—what do I call you, weird girl or weird boy?

			CROW:	(Shakes their head as the bus doors close)

			THEY SAY

			My partner and I met while working as shift managers at Burger King. I think I love most her undeniable love for those she loves. She goes above and beyond for them and has such a caring nature.  

			— Thomas McDonald III

			When I met my husband, we were in the same support group, so we got to know each other at a distance without having many one-on-one conversations. When he finally asked me out, we weren’t really strangers, but we hadn’t spent time just with each other. I learned in the group that he was honest, intelligent, and thoughtful and the kind of person who would always do what he said he would do. I never heard him say a mean word about anyone. 

			While we were dating, I learned that he was kind to everyone. You can tell a lot about someone by how they treat waitstaff or homeless people asking for a handout. I really loved his quirky sense of humor, too. I fell in love with him and learned that he’d been in love with me for years before he got the nerve to ask me out. Throughout our marriage, when there were odd miscommunications that were surprising given how smart he was, I just remembered that these issues were small in the context of who I knew him to be and our love for each other. 

			Later, when our son was diagnosed with Asperger’s, things started to fall into place. We both realized that he was on the spectrum, too. It didn’t change our love, but it helped, when those odd misunderstandings came up, to realize that this is normal for autism. I could be more patient with him, but more importantly, he could be more forgiving of himself.

			— Charlene, NT, married to Scott, ND

			We met when I was at work and he came in. I was still getting over my divorce, so I friend-listed him for about two years. Unlike men from my past, he never gave up!

			— Wendy B. 
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						PART I

						STOP! Mixed Signals

					

					
						“Successful long-term relationships are created through small words, small gestures, and small acts.”

						— Dr. John Gottman, author of Eight Dates
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