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      You’re trying to stay focused on what the teacher’s saying, what your friend’s saying, but then your brain’s like—what if we think about literally everything else instead?

      Yeah, same.

      Welcome to the wonderful, chaotic, sometimes infuriating, often brilliant world of ADHD. I’ve been there. Done that. Bought the T-shirt, then immediately lost it somewhere in my closet.

      But ADHD isn’t just forgetting your keys or zoning out mid-meeting. It tends to show up in quieter, trickier ways, especially for women. It’s why you might pour your whole heart into a project but forget to eat. Why you’re juggling a dozen things and still feel behind. Why you might’ve spent years thinking you were just bad at being an adult, when really, you were just playing a game that wasn’t designed for your brain.

      Growing up, I was always off in my own world, daydreamy, hypersensitive, tuned in to everything. I lived in my head, orbiting thoughts that felt way more interesting than whatever was happening on Earth.

      My dad still laughs about the time I fell asleep on his lap during a group piano lesson, woke up to everyone laughing, and burst into tears because I thought they were laughing at me. They weren’t, entirely. And in my head, it wasn’t funny. It was personal. That’s the thing about being wired like this: when your mind’s always ‘on,’ sometimes the volume is just too high.

      School worked for me, mostly. I loved the structure, the challenge, the sense of forward motion. Someone once told me, “Knowledge is power,” and honestly, that was it. I clung to it. Education became my escape route into a much bigger world. It took me to UCLA, then UChicago for my master’s. I thrived in environments that gave me direction and novelty. Sure, I had to work harder in the boring stuff (history, I’m looking at you), but I made it work. At least, on the outside.

      Then came my first ‘real’ job. That’s where things started to unravel. Verbal instructions went in one ear and out the other. Every single distraction pulled me off course. I made mistakes I couldn’t afford to make. My fear of rejection was sky-high. I felt like the weakest link for the first time in my life, and it was jarring because I had always been the meticulous and thorough perfectionist. But I didn’t realize until later that my perfectionism was selective. It only showed up when I was actually interested. As it turns out, that’s a thing. A very ADHD thing.

      At the time, I thought it was just anxiety or depression because that’s what I’d always been told. But once I started my own business, the pressure stripped away the energy I’d been using to mask. Things cracked. Friendships faltered. I felt emotionally underwater in a way I couldn’t explain. I was drained physically, emotionally, and mentally. It was more than burnout, and I needed answers.

      I want to be transparent from the start: I have a differential diagnosis of ADHD. That means a professional flagged it as likely, but not definitive. Because ADHD so often overlaps with anxiety, depression, and trauma (especially in women), it can be hard to pin down.

      For years, I was treated for anxiety and depression, but something never quite added up. Eventually, I learned about neuropsychological testing that could confirm things, but it’s expensive and time-intensive, so it’s on my list once life slows down. Still, even without that final stamp of certainty, everything started to make more sense. The symptoms, the science, the stories from other women, all felt like someone had taken my inner world and finally put it into words.

      And while working with professionals matters, so does self-knowledge. Psychiatrist Edward Hallowell, a leading expert on ADHD, has often emphasized that we live in our brains 24/7 and that makes us uniquely qualified to notice our own patterns. And in a world where women’s health research is underfunded and underprioritized, self-understanding isn’t just helpful—it’s a lifeline. That’s why I wrote this book.

      Not to repackage more watered-down advice or another list of ‘life hacks’ that assume you’re bad at being human. I wrote this to speak to the reality of living with ADHD as a woman, not yet diagnosed. I wanted to create something that answered the questions I had, along with the many women I know who have yet to find answers. Because ADHD doesn’t live in a vacuum. It touches our relationships, our work, our bodies, our identities. It shapes how we show up in the world and how we see ourselves.

      This book was written with heart, honesty, and a slightly excessive amount of caffeine. And to be completely transparent, I used my AI assistant to help shape the writing and pull it all together, but the ideas, research, and stories are all mine.

      Throughout these pages, you’ll find science-backed insights, real-life stories (mine and others’), practical tools, and yes, plenty of ‘wait, what is my brain doing?’ moments. We’ll unpack emotional regulation, executive function, hormones, shame, trauma, identity, relationships—you know, just the light stuff. And I promise, it’s all delivered with honesty, a little bit of humor, and zero judgment.

      We’ll dive into cognitive-behavioral tools, holistic approaches, and actually usable strategies to help you turn your ADHD quirks into genuine strengths. Since this book is very comprehensive, feel free to go straight to the chapters that resonate with you. And no, this won’t be buried in clinical jargon. You won’t need a PhD to read this. That’s not the vibe.

      This book isn’t here to ‘fix’ you because you were never broken to begin with. It’s here to help you understand how your brain works and start building a life that works with it, not against it.

      If nothing else, I want you to know: you’re not alone. I’ve been where you are. Honestly, I am where you are. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that with the right support and a whole lot of self-compassion, you can build a life that actually fits you. A life that feels like home, not one you’re constantly trying to shrink yourself into.

      Now, full disclosure: reading this book won’t be a quick fix or a miracle cure. But it is a solid start and a reminder that things can get better. You’ll still have those hard days and still lose your keys. But slowly, things will start to fall into place with practice, care, and grace.

      And somewhere in all of it, in the mess and trying again, you’ll begin to find yourself.
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            Resources Galore

          

        

      

    

    
      This is your one-stop hub for everything mentioned throughout the book, and a little more. Scan the QR code to access the ADHD for Women Companion Workbook, where you’ll find all the prompts, reflection exercises, and resources in one place. It’s designed to be used as you read, especially for the journaling exercises at the end of each chapter, but feel free to make it your own.
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      You’ll also get links to community spaces, apps, podcasts, and books that make daily life with ADHD a little easier.

      Start wherever your brain feels pulled to it. There’s no wrong way to use it. Let it remind you that progress doesn’t have to be perfect to count.

      With heart and a little ADHD magic,

      M.L. Aurora
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            Unmasking ADHD in Women

          

        

      

    

    
      You know those days when you have a tornado of thoughts pulling you in five different directions and everything’s shouting for your attention? Yeah, that’s life with ADHD for a lot of women. And for you, the chaos is your baseline. For the most part, it’s the invisible current beneath everything you do.

      So let’s reframe things.

      Traditionally, ADHD gets portrayed as boys bouncing off the walls or constantly losing their homework. Women can too, but oftentimes it shows up in quieter, sneakier ways: a wandering mind, constant overthinking, emotional intensity that feels just a little too big. And because it’s not as obvious, it’s often misunderstood or completely missed.

      That’s what we’re here to unpack: the hidden face of ADHD in women, and why it’s time we finally name and understand the quirks that make us—us.

      To understand what makes ADHD in women so complex, let’s start with what the diagnosis actually means and what it often misses.

      1.1 The Hidden Face of ADHD in Women

      Welcome to the DSM-5 that still tries to pin ADHD down with a few clinical checkboxes. It breaks it down into three types: inattentive, hyperactive/impulsive, and combined.

      But like most things in psychology, ADHD is on a spectrum. Some women are visibly hyperactive and impulsive, while others lean more toward inattention, which tends to fly under the radar because it’s quieter, harder to spot, and often overlooked.

      A lot of us aren’t bouncing off the walls. More often than not, we’re off in another galaxy, deep in rumination about whether that one text sounded weird. Sometimes it’s not even thoughts at all, but a song or lyric looping on repeat in your head. Psychologists call this involuntary musical imagery, more commonly known as an “earworm.” While nearly everyone experiences this at some point, earworms seem to show up more often in ADHD brains, possibly because sound is processed differently and the mind slips more easily into loops.⁠1

      ADHD brains are often labeled ‘scatterbrained’ or ‘spacey,’ when really, they’ve just gotten really good at stuffing everything down deep enough that no one else can see it.

      To understand why ADHD shows up this way and why it’s so often misunderstood, we have to zoom out. Genetics lay the groundwork, while environment shapes how those traits unfold over time. It’s a complex interplay between neurotransmitters like dopamine and norepinephrine, which steer how the brain regulates attention, emotion, and motivation. ADHD isn’t just behavioral, it’s deeply biological.⁠2

      Inattentiveness is easy to overlook, but it’s often the reason women feel exhausted, overwhelmed, and like they’re always running but never caught up.⁠3

      As Kristen Carder shares in her podcast I Have ADHD, clinicians might say, “You have a PhD, you can’t have ADHD,” as if neurodivergent people can’t be intelligent,⁠4 or they’ll note how you showed up early to your assessment, invalidating your symptoms with a quick, "You arrived on time, so focus clearly isn’t an issue." It’s a baffling double standard, leaving many women feeling unheard and unseen.

      And let’s not forget emotional dysregulation. It’s often dismissed or ignored, yet it’s one of the most defining and misunderstood parts of ADHD.⁠5

      Think about it. A lot of women internalize their symptoms, which can quietly snowball into anxiety and depression. We might socially withdraw, afraid we’re too much or not quite enough. And sometimes we seem distracted, distant, ‘spaced out’ when really, we’re just off orbiting a galaxy of thoughts no one else can see. And maybe that’s okay. We’re made of stardust after all, and a little drifting in the cosmos might be part of our magic.

      In the workplace, the stakes can feel even higher. Inattentiveness can lead to missed promotions, overlooked ideas, and lost opportunities, not because we aren’t capable, but because our brains don’t always play by the rules of the 9-to-5 game.

      The data backs it all up: Women with ADHD are nearly four times more likely to develop anxiety disorders and more than twice as likely to experience depression and substance abuse compared to women without ADHD.⁠6 And it goes even deeper. Women with ADHD face a significantly higher risk of self-harm and suicide.

      One long-term study followed children diagnosed with ADHD between ages 4 and 6 and found that by age 18, girls with ADHD were up to four times more likely to attempt suicide than their neurotypical peers. Within the ADHD group, girls were at a much higher risk for both depression and suicide attempts than boys.⁠7 These aren’t just numbers. They’re a gut-check reminder of the mental health toll that so often goes unspoken.

      And when it comes to diagnosis, many of us are often stuck in limbo, waiting decades for clarity. Many women don’t get properly diagnosed until their late 30s or 40s, long after their male counterparts.⁠8 There are countless stories from women who say their entire life finally made sense after getting diagnosed. And from college students who somehow navigated academia with sheer grit, despite constantly wondering why everything felt harder for them than everyone else.

      These stories remind us that ADHD isn’t a one-size-fits-all experience. It’s a mosaic of lived realities shaped by culture, identity, upbringing, and personal history—each story adding depth to how we understand this disorder.

      So, as we keep unpacking and exploring, let’s hold space for both: the struggles we’ve carried in silence, and the strength that’s kept us going anyway. The overlooked side of ADHD can feel heavy, but it’s also where self-recognition and healing begin.

      Now that we can see ourselves more clearly, let’s examine one of our most persistent patterns: perfectionism.

      1.2 Perfectionism: Done is Good Enough

      Perfectionism—the pressure to obsess over every word in an email, take on all projects, and do it all with a flawless smile on your face. You’re already juggling a million things, and now you’re supposed to look effortless while doing it?

      Our brains are kaleidoscopes of creativity and distraction, but throw in the expectation to have it all together, and suddenly, you’re stuck in the perfectionism-procrastination loop. You aim high, fall short, and wonder why you can’t just get it together like everyone else.

      For many of us, perfection grips us so tightly because it’s external pressure mixed with survival—a way to regain control when our brains feel scattered and to protect ourselves from rejection.⁠9

      Social media amplifies that pressure to appear flawless, feeding the illusion that effortlessness equals worth. But perfection is a myth. Sure, you can aim toward growth, but being human means including the mess. Our imperfections are part of what makes us beautiful. They’re what make us real.

      There’s a quiet Japanese philosophy called wabi-sabi. At its heart, it’s about finding beauty in the imperfections, the unfinished, and the ever-changing. It doesn’t try to fix the broken parts or pieces that are ‘out of place;’ it honors them as evidence of a life lived with depth. In a world that insists we polish and perfect, wabi-sabi reminds us that there’s something deeply beautiful about being human just as we are.

      You don’t need to be flawless to be valuable. You don’t need to have it all together to deserve rest, success, peace, or love. Your scattered thoughts, your unfinished drafts, your detours and do-overs are not failures. They’re the marks of growth, even when the road doesn’t follow a straight line. They’re fingerprints on a life uniquely yours.

      So, let’s end the cycle. Start with a tiny step. Try tools that prioritize progress over perfection: break things into micro-steps, set a timer, and give yourself permission to be done at 80% (fun fact: some Olympians train at 80% because it enables them to put in more reps and be consistent). And most importantly, practice self-compassion. When your brain says you’re behind, challenge it. Perfection isn’t the goal—growth is.

      So celebrate the tiny wins like replying to the email you’ve been dodging for five days, resisting the two-hour deep dive on whether your houseplant is thriving, or even just getting out of bed that morning.

      The cracks are not what make you broken. As Leonard Cohen says in his song Anthem, “That’s how the light gets in.”⁠10

      1.3 Master of Disguise

      If perfectionism is about performing control, masking is about performing belonging. It goes deeper and it shapes identity itself. It’s like being cast in a role that was never really yours. You wear the costume, say the right lines, and move through life the way you're ‘supposed to.’ On the outside, you look functional, capable, even impressive. But on the inside, it’s absolutely soul-draining.

      That’s the hidden cost of masking. Hiding your quirks, your impulsivity, and your real needs so you can blend in, avoid judgment, and be taken seriously becomes a survival strategy that keeps you in fight-or-flight mode.

      Society sets the rules early: be good, be quiet, be put-together. Sit still. Say thank you. Remember birthdays. Answer texts on time. Keep your house clean. And for women, make it all look effortless with a smile plastered on your face. You internalize this pressure so deeply that masking no longer feels like a decision. It feels like your only option.

      So you over-function. You play the role of the organized professional, the put-together mother, the reliable friend who always remembers your birthday (even if she had to set numerous reminders). You push yourself to perform normalcy just to prove you belong, while secretly unraveling inside.

      Behind the mask is burnout, emotional exhaustion, and grief for the version of you that never got the chance to grow.

      Chronic stress and self-silencing have been linked to serious health risks that weigh heaviest on women of color. According to Stanford, 80% of autoimmune disease sufferers are women (e.g., lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, multiple sclerosis, etc.), and Harvard research suggests that emotional suppression worsens inflammation and long-term health outcomes: heart disease, metabolic disorders, and even early mortality.

      Studies even show that women in heterosexual marriages tend to live shorter lives while their male counterparts gain years. It’s a sobering reminder of how gendered caretaking expectations take a real toll.⁠11

      For women with ADHD, these pressures turn every minor mistake into a moral failure. If you can’t remember your friend’s birthday, you must not care enough. If you’re late on a deadline, you must be lazy. Overwhelmed and can’t make dinner? You’re failing at being an adult. But the thing is—you’re not failing. What looks like failure from the outside is often just the exhaustion of holding everything together.

      Unmasking doesn’t mean sharing every thought or feeling for the sake of being authentic. It doesn’t mean giving up on routines, responsibilities, or structure. It means releasing the pressure to perform at all times. It means choosing honesty over perfection, even if only with yourself. Not every environment will feel safe to unmask, but finding spaces where you can show up fully changes everything.

      To actually drop the mask might look subtle. At work, it might mean no longer pretending you’re fine with last-minute meetings or unrealistic timelines. Instead, it could look like setting clear boundaries or requesting written follow-ups. With friends, it might be as simple as saying, ‘I want to be there for you, but I get overwhelmed easily. Can we plan something low-key?’

      You can lower your mask a little bit at a time. It can be choosing a planner that works for your brain, taking a sensory break without apologizing, or telling someone, ‘I need a moment to gather my thoughts.’

      Rewriting your internal narrative matters, too. Instead of ‘Why can’t I be like everyone else?’ try reframing to ‘I deserve to exist as I am.’ Instead of ‘I should be able to handle this,’ try shifting to ‘I can ask for help. That doesn’t make me weak.’ You’re allowed to show up as you are and take space. The people who truly care will stay.

      1.4 New Label, Same You

      Receiving a diagnosis is a deeply personal moment. For many women, a late diagnosis can stir up a complicated mix of emotions. There’s clarity, as old memories come into focus and years of struggle begin to make sense. But alongside the relief is a quiet, aching grief for the version of you who carried so much without knowing why.

      You’re still you. But being understood, maybe for the first time, can change how you see your whole life. It opens the door to revisit the story you’ve been telling yourself and to hold yourself with more compassion.

      That’s what happened to me. One year, while I was working long hours and slowly eroding under the pressure, I began to fall apart. It crept in so gradually that I didn’t realize how much I was unraveling until I was already too deep in it. The mask I had worn for so many years was beginning to slip, and that only made the anxiety worse.

      I became so emotionally raw that I even lost my filter. I was more reactive, and conversations lingered long after they ended. Even quick glances felt like a punch to the gut, and my chest felt heavier than before.

      I remember sitting on the apartment floor one night, feeling so alone and confused, trying to make sense of what was happening. The same questions kept circling my mind like a broken record: Am I being too sensitive? Too dramatic? Why can’t I see clearly? What’s wrong with me?

      That’s when I started researching my differential diagnosis for ADHD. I had looked at trauma, anxiety, burnout—everything except ADHD. And once I read about the symptoms, how often it gets overlooked, and the stories of women who also struggled with focus and forgetfulness, I could already feel myself soften. But that feeling didn’t come alone. It arrived hand in hand with regret, resentment, and grief.

      Regret for the ways I now see I hurt others without meaning to, simply because I didn’t understand what was happening inside me. Resentment toward the medical systems that have prioritized and centered male experiences, leaving so many others overlooked and unsupported. And grief for the version of me who went through so much without the language or support she needed. There were so many painful moments that might have been avoided.

      It took time, but as I began to process and learn more about ADHD, I began to heal the past versions of myself I’d spent years criticizing. I didn’t know they were doing their best. I had learned to see them through the same harsh criticisms everyone else did. What changed most was how I saw myself.

      Now, I don’t see myself as incompetent or too sensitive. I see someone who managed pretty damn well, considering she had learned to survive without any of the right tools. I started thinking about the coworkers who gave me a hard time and wondered how they would’ve fared in my shoes. Learning about ADHD gave me a new way to see myself. That new perspective gave me back my power.

      Claire Bugos puts it well in the article “Why Is It Still So Hard to Diagnose Adult ADHD?” published by Verywell Health:
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        It can be scary to feel like your understanding of your identity is shifting when it should already be set in adulthood. But there’s also something nice about that fluidity and the different lenses of understanding yourself.⁠12

      

      

      I’m still figuring myself out. I’m unlearning old beliefs and building new ones. But I no longer feel lost the way I used to. Now, I have the knowledge to care for myself, to advocate for what I need, and to live in a way that supports how my brain works. And that has made all the difference.

      To move forward, you have to rewrite your own internal narrative. ADHD is a legitimate brain-based condition. Reframing past failures, challenging negative self-talk, and building tools that work for you can shift your entire sense of self. Self-compassion is what makes healing possible. It’s learning to hold yourself the way you always wished someone would. You can honor who you’ve been while slowly growing into who you’re becoming.
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      2.1 When ADHD Doesn’t Come Alone

      ADHD rarely travels solo. If you’ve also dealt with anxiety, depression, disordered eating, or addiction, you’re not imagining it. These conditions overlap, often hiding each other or making everything feel more intense. This is one of the biggest reasons why ADHD in women often gets overlooked. If you’ve ever felt like your diagnosis only told half the story, this chapter is for you.

      A typical ADHD journey for women looks like going to a doctor because you’re anxious. You get told it’s anxiety. Or depression. Or burnout. Or maybe you’re just ‘too sensitive’ or ‘need to manage stress better.’ ADHD doesn’t even make the list.

      In fact, a study found that “14% of girls with ADHD were prescribed antidepressants before being treated for ADHD compared to only 5% of boys.”⁠1 That’s a lot of misdiagnosed women wondering why therapy and SSRIs only half-help.

      I spent years thinking I was just anxious and overly emotional. I didn’t understand why I felt things so deeply, why I was so reactive to moments that barely seemed to register for other people. It wasn’t just once or twice. It was a pattern. I journaled, went to therapy, practiced yoga, even cut out gluten—searching for a solution, a sense of ease. But nothing explained why I still couldn’t focus, why my brain felt like it was racing ahead of me, or why the tiniest things could make me spiral. It wasn’t until I learned about ADHD that everything finally started to make sense.

      Managing ADHD alongside comorbid conditions can feel like stumbling through a maze with no map. The walls shift, the turns are endless, and no one else seems to notice except for you. You start to wonder if you’re just imagining how hard it is, but you’re not. You’ve been moving through a complex, overlapping set of symptoms that no one ever helped you name. And you’ve done it mostly on your own.
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