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Introduction
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You’ve built entire worlds in your head.

Not the ordinary kind of daydreaming—the brief fantasy that flickers by while you’re waiting for the train. You’ve built entire worlds. Characters with names, histories, relationships. Storylines that have evolved over months, years, maybe decades. Scenes so vivid you can describe the weather, the dialogue, the exact shade of light coming through imaginary windows.

And you’ve probably never told anyone just how much time you spend there.

Maybe you pace while you daydream—walking in circles around your apartment, your office, your backyard—because the story needs movement. Maybe you listen to the same songs on repeat because certain music feeds the narrative. Maybe you catch yourself making facial expressions, mouthing words, reacting physically to scenes that exist only in your mind, and you freeze when you notice someone might be watching.

Hours vanish. Entire evenings disappear. You meant to clean the kitchen, call your mother, finish that project—but you went somewhere else instead. Somewhere more interesting, more vivid, more perfectly suited to whatever you needed in that moment.

And lately, you’ve started to worry. Is this normal? Is something wrong with me? Why can’t I stop?

If this sounds familiar, I want you to know: you’re not alone, you’re not crazy, and there’s nothing fundamentally broken about you.

What you’re experiencing has a name. It’s called maladaptive daydreaming.

The term was coined by psychology professor Eli Somer in 2002 to describe a specific pattern: immersive, vivid daydreaming that can become compulsive and interfere with daily functioning. It’s not yet an official diagnosis in the psychiatric manuals, but researchers are actively studying it, and a growing community of people who experience it are finally finding each other online.

But here’s what that clinical definition misses: your mind created something beautiful. Your imagination built worlds more compelling than most novels, more detailed than most movies. That’s not a disorder—that’s a gift. It just might be taking you somewhere you need to return from.

This book is for people who know the world in their head too well. The ADHD community, where maladaptive daydreaming often overlaps with attention challenges. Trauma survivors who discovered that imagination offered safety when reality didn’t. Creative minds whose blessing became a burden. Anyone who’s scrolled TikTok and found videos about this strange thing they do and thought, with startling relief: Wait, this has a name? Other people do this?

Let me tell you what this book is not.

This is not a pathologization of your creative mind. I’m not going to treat your imagination as a disease to be cured. Your inner world has been a companion, a comfort, a place of infinite possibility. That deserves respect.

This is not a demand to stop daydreaming. That’s neither realistic nor desirable for most people who experience this. Some daydreaming is healthy. The question is balance—whether you have choice in how much time you spend there.

This is not a clinical diagnosis tool. If you’re wondering whether you have maladaptive daydreaming “for real,” the Maladaptive Daydreaming Scale exists for self-assessment, and mental health professionals are becoming more aware of this phenomenon. This book offers understanding and strategies, not diagnosis.

Here’s what this book is: a gentle guide to finding balance between the worlds you create and the life you’re living. Understanding why your mind does this. Compassion for what your daydreaming has provided. And practical strategies for being more present when you want to be—without demanding you abandon your imagination.

I wrote this book because I know the worlds in your head. I know the characters who feel realer than coworkers. I know the pull of a storyline that’s more compelling than anything on Netflix. I know the guilt when you realize you’ve lost another hour, another afternoon, another weekend.

I know the secret relief of escaping into a place designed exactly for you.

And I know the cost: the loneliness that doesn’t go away despite having an internal cast of thousands. The relationships that feel thin compared to the ones in your head. The sense that real life can’t quite compete, no matter how much you know it should.

You’re not alone in this. Let’s figure it out together.

A note on how to use this book: Go at your own pace. Notice if reading triggers the urge to escape into daydream—that’s actually useful information, not failure. This book will still be here when you come back.

Ready? Let’s begin.
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Part I: The Problem
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Chapter 1: The World in Your Head
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If you’ve ever looked up from a daydream and realized an hour has passed, this chapter is for you.

If you have characters in your head who feel more real than people you know in actual life—who have backstories and contradictions and growth arcs—keep reading.

If you pace, gesture, or make facial expressions while daydreaming, and you’ve learned to do it only when no one’s watching, and you hope nobody notices the way you sometimes mouth words or react to scenes that aren’t happening—I need you to hear this:

You’re not crazy. You’re not alone. And there’s nothing fundamentally wrong with you.

Your mind has simply built something extraordinary. The question isn’t whether that’s okay—of course it’s okay. The question is whether it’s working for you, or whether you’re starting to lose yourself in it.

What Maladaptive Daydreaming Actually Looks Like
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