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My own brain is to me the most unaccountable of machinery—always buzzing, humming, soaring roaring diving, and then buried in mud. And why? What’s this passion for?


—Virginia Woolf

















Author’s Note



Save for the obvious satire, everything in this book actually happened and is written to the best of my recollection.


I turned to old emails, blog posts, and news reports to corroborate my memories whenever possible and checked in with my little sister a lot, too. Sadly, I could not recall my MySpace password—but maybe that’s for the best. Though some dialogue is paraphrased, it is all true to the spirit and tone of the conversations that took place. Additionally, a few timelines were condensed to spare you boring details and I’ve changed the names and identifying characteristics of certain people in an attempt to preserve their anonymity (including the ones who don’t deserve it).















Introduction



Part I: Words About My Life


I should have been proud of myself. It was September 2018, and my family’s first holiday card was almost ready to be mailed. Half were even addressed. The only problem? They were 2017’s cards. And because I didn’t get them done until after Christmas, they said “Happy New Year!” instead of “Happy Holidays!”


Still, I had every intention of sending the expired greetings—though mostly as a joke. Because, really, what the hell else was I supposed to do with them? Plus, the photo of my little family was super cute; I’d spent a week coordinating our outfits and we paid a professional photographer to make sure the light wouldn’t accentuate any of our extra chins. Anyone who knows me would have been shocked and delighted to get any kind of mail from me, though not at all surprised when they noticed that my then three-year-old son, Teddy, was pretty much still a baby in the picture.


For years those cards sat in a drawer—I call it my Drawer of Doom—until the day I impulsively swapped out the Art Deco buffet we’d been using as a bar for a wall-mounted unit. When I cleaned out the old bar, I was forced to confront other things I’d shoved in that drawer along with the cards: graduation announcements I’d convinced myself I’d someday send gifts for, a thick stack of certified mail from the IRS I was afraid to open, overdue medical bills I had opened but hadn’t paid, and at least sixty dollars’ worth of winning but very expired scratch-off lottery tickets. The lottery tickets were trash (which I know because once, when I was really broke, I had tried to cash in old scratch-offs), but the rest went into a plastic bin I shoved into a closet because, though I was medicated by that point, it was all too overwhelming.


My paperwork problem is technically an “executive dysfunction,” a term used by mental health practitioners to describe difficulties with cognitive, organizational, and emotional tasks. But until I was diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) at age thirty-five, I—and nearly everyone I knew along with lots of people in offices I didn’t know—saw my paperwork problem as a “character flaw.” Sure, I was a published writer with a family, a gaggle of internet fans, and (most shockingly) a mortgage, but I could never get my shit together. At least not for more than a few weeks at a time, anyway.


In hindsight, my combined type ADHD makes so much sense. I was a kid with a quick temper and a serious lack of impulse control. I interrupted sentences (my own included) with new ideas (brilliant ones, of course!), and I’d often get late-night bursts of inspiration that kept me up doing crafty projects way past my bedtime. My brain was always on overdrive, and I hated how slowly the rest of my little world moved in comparison, even in elementary school.


One of my earliest academic disappointments happened when I was six. I wrote a letter to my first-grade teacher on lined notebook paper, asking if we could skip ahead in our math textbook because I was bored with addition and subtraction. She wrote me back, which was very sweet, but her reply instructed me to be patient, so I decided I hated math. Now, as a forty-year-old writer, I can barely do basic arithmetic without a calculator.


And you know what? I’m too busy working seventeen jobs and actively avoiding the mountains of dirty laundry in my basement to be retroactively mad at one elementary school teacher—or every adult I ever knew—for missing the signs. Still, every once in a while, I wonder what would have happened if I had been academically challenged in the ways I was begging to be.


Instead of using what my friend Ann calls “the magic brain” to make great art or, like, win a math-a-thon (is that a real thing? I’m too lazy to look it up even though I’m currently typing on a computer that’s connected to the internet), my mental energy was reserved for cleaning up my own messes. (Exhibit A: Talking my way out of detention after I’d been sent to the principal’s office for talking too much in class—which worked 99 percent of the time, by the way.)


To make matters worse, things weren’t great at home. My parents divorced when I was three and my mom was dealing with her own problems, so she took care of what she could see and feel, like rashes and fevers, but there wasn’t anything left for the less tangible issues. I craved attention except when I wanted solitude, and I didn’t really get either—in part because, as I got older, I felt the burden of my much more timid younger sister Jo’s well-being. Sometimes I joke to Jo now that I was thrown into the role of teen mom when I was only four and she was three—a real babies-raising-babies situation.


Maybe it’s that I understood no one was overly concerned with my needs, but I became a very angry—and self-conscious—kid. At a young age, I began to hyperfocus on the way adults interacted with me. I read their facial expressions and body language and fixated on the tone of their voices. It didn’t take long to figure out that when someone said I was “precocious,” they really meant “obnoxious.”


At school, I put on a happy face. Probably because that’s where I got the most validation. It wasn’t from other students—until I had my first sip of a pink wine cooler, I struggled socially—but from the handful of teachers who were delighted by my lust for learning their chosen subject matter. My early enthusiasm for task-based work meant I was the kid who did the group project by myself because everyone else would just slow me down and there was no way in hell I was going to let Ashlee, Ashley, Ashleigh, and Brandon fuck up my amazing diorama. I got straight As without trying, did extra-credit assignments just for fun, and stimulated my brain by overloading my schedule with a rotating lineup of extracurricular activities. When I got bored with one thing (or unduly frustrated by my peers’ less-than-enthusiastic participation), I’d move on to the next, seemingly wasting what educators claimed was my “great potential.”


By the time I graduated high school, I had somehow earned a reputation as both an overachiever and an underachiever, which sounds impossible, but I promise you, it’s not.


Later, my sporadic attempts to be more like people who had savings accounts and organized closets included going to bed before midnight exactly once and putting away clean laundry a couple times a year. Occasionally, I’d read the first few chapters of the latest self-help book about productivity or financial freedom and get really serious about being A Responsible Adult. But none of it ever stuck and I finally accepted that I was just kind of a mess, maybe even a lazy asshole. At some point, it became part of my identity.


After my diagnosis, my husband, Kyle, admitted that a few months into marriage he felt like I’d pulled a switcheroo because I stopped focusing on him. What neither of us knew at the time was that I was having a typical ADHD reaction to the end of a big event—actually, a series of big events: Over the course of fewer than three years, I met a man I really liked, went on lots of fun dates, and fell in love. Then he moved into my apartment, we traveled some, moved into a new house together, and got engaged. The climax was an amazing barn party with an open bar, two live bands, and a sweet little ceremony at the start. But after the excitement of our wedding weekend, my brain was having what one study called “a dysfunction in the brain reward cascade” (aka a big, stinky brain fart).


My life is peppered with those dysfunctional moments. If I were a boy (and perhaps had grown up in a more affluent corner of the world), a teacher or school counselor might have suggested I get screened for ADHD instead of telling me to try harder and lecturing me about my tardiness and lack of follow-through. But like so many neurodivergent women and girls (and people of color and, really, anyone but cis white men), I internalized the criticisms and carried around a lot of shame while I exhausted myself trying to fit into a world that was not built for my brain.


And those are the stories I tell in this book.


It’s estimated that ten million adults in the United States have ADHD. While I imagine most of my readers are neurodivergent themselves (also the people who know and love them), I’d like to think many of my experiences are more universally relatable. At their heart, these are stories about not quite fitting in to the world and, for most of my life, not really understanding why—something even neurotypical folks have felt at one time or another. Plus, there’s all kinds of fun stuff in here: sex, drama, a dead body, and most tantalizing, a celebrity stalker (which, I admit, is not the most relatable thing I’ve ever written).


Part II: Words About Words


I know we’re all very excited to get to the drama and the drugs and the thing about the celebrity who threatened to destroy my life, but before we do, a little housekeeping.


The Doctor Is Not In


I am not a mental health professional nor an expert on neuroscience, and the only story I can tell is my own. That means you won’t find any self-help or diagnostic tools in this book. There’s no advice either. But if you have ADHD and you want to feel seen, or you’re trying to better understand someone with ADHD (or you’re just trying to get through this for book club), you’ve come to the right place. That said, I can’t very well write sixty thousand words about my not-so-normal brain without first explaining some of the terms and concepts used herein. So, just so we’re all on the same page, here’s a little primer on ADHD followed by an answer to what I know is your most burning question.


What Is ADHD?


Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental “disorder” that’s usually diagnosed in childhood—unless, of course, it’s missed. Although the exact cause of ADHD is still unknown, studies point to genetic factors combined with certain environmental risks (and watching too much TV is not one of them). But there’s still plenty we do know.


Studying the brains of people with ADHD has shown a dysfunction in the dopaminergic system, meaning ADHD brains don’t process dopamine the way “normal” (neurotypical) brains do. Dopamine controls numerous brain functions, including attention, mood, cognition, reward, and movement, which helps explain why neurodivergent people may struggle in those areas.


Despite what naysayers would like you to believe, ADHD is not some trendy new diagnosis made up to sell prescription drugs. Though it didn’t yet have a name, the first textbook description of a condition that presented as ADHD appeared in 1775, and the first recorded description of ADHD was published in 1902 under the title “Some Abnormal Psychical Conditions in Children.”


Neurodiverse versus Neurodivergent


My brain is a poetic, noble land-mermaid brain. It’s also neurodivergent. This is not to be confused with the term “neurodiverse,” which encompasses all the different ways brains experience the world—including neurotypical and neurodivergent brains. Our interpretation of language is always evolving, but as I write this in 2023, “neurodiverse” is still used incorrectly as a blanket term for people with clinical neurological differences like ADHD, autism, dyspraxia, and dyslexia. But if you want to use a blanket term for those of us who are not neurotypical, the proper one is “neurodivergent” (though in recent years, some of my favorite online spaces have embraced “neurospicy,” which I also love).


I Write About ADHD Symptoms, but I Usually Don’t Point Them Out


Have I mentioned I’m not a mental health professional? Okay, now that we have that out of the way yet again, I want to briefly go over some of the symptoms that appear in this book because I don’t really get into them in my essays. But please keep in mind this is by no means an exhaustive list of ADHD symptoms; these are simple explanations shared through the lens of my own experiences.



EXECUTIVE DYSFUNCTION


“Executive dysfunction” is kind of a blanket term used to describe difficulties with cognitive, organizational, and emotional tasks—basically, all the brain functions that help people get shit done and maintain healthy relationships.


HYPERFIXATION


At work or school, people with ADHD may be more easily distracted than their neurotypical peers, but good luck trying to divert our focus from our interest du jour. Once we become hyperfixated or hyperfocused on a particular project or task, it consumes our attention—often at the expense of everything else in our lives, including eating, sleeping, showering, and sometimes even getting up to pee. This can be a real problem for those of us with kids, spouses, and jobs, but it’s also kind of a superpower because many of us use it to teach ourselves new skills literally overnight. Which brings us to…


TIME BLINDNESS


The term “time blindness” refers to an inability to properly perceive the passing of time. People with ADHD often underestimate how long it will take to get something done and can become so focused on a particular task—or distracted by a subtask or possibly a completely unrelated one—that we have no real sense of how long we’ve been at it. This explains why people with ADHD may be late for everything, or sometimes seem unreasonably busy but have little to show for it—and it inspired the title of this book!



EMOTIONAL REGULATION


People with ADHD often have extreme emotional reactions to criticism or disapproval, which can show up in the form of angry outbursts, sadness, and anxiety, as well as people-pleasing and perfectionist tendencies. If you’ve spent any time on #ADHDTikTok, you’ve surely seen references to RSD, or rejection-sensitive dysphoria, which is described as a disproportionate or severe emotional response to real or perceived criticism or rejection. There’s some debate in the mental health community around the existence of RSD, and as I finish this book in 2023, it’s not formally recognized as a disorder. Since I’m not a medical professional (have I mentioned that yet?), I can only speak from my personal experience, which is that my undiagnosed ADHD caused a lot of unnecessary trauma that worsened my symptoms. I’ve also had to work really hard to hide my messy parts, so of course I’m going to have seemingly overblown reactions to anything that feels like rejection—especially when it comes from the people closest to me.


SENSORY PROCESSING ISSUES


Though sensory processing issues are more commonly associated with autism (which sometimes occurs with ADHD), some people with ADHD also experience hypersensitivity to certain sound, touch, or smell stimuli. For me, this manifests as a severe aversion to all fruit in its solid form. I’m easily overstimulated by noise and want to run away when my husband and kids talk to me at the same damn time. Also, I can’t rub my hands on any fabric, ever, and I can’t even put a finger on a towel or touch my shirt while I’m brushing my teeth (weirdly specific, I know). The mere experience of watching someone rub their hand on their jeans will send me running into the other room. It’s so bad I got the heebie-jeebies writing those words!
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Other recurring themes include intensity, impulsivity, overthinking, social anxiety, postpartum anxiety, pandemic anxiety, and substance abuse—because people with undiagnosed ADHD sometimes try to self-medicate without realizing it (I get into this a little in my essay “Street Drugs”). Some of the symptoms overlap, some feed each other, blah, blah, blah, I’m a writer, not a doctor.


How I Wrote This Book


If you’ve made it this far, you’re probably wondering, “Emily, how the hell did you, a person with ADHD, write a whole-ass book over the course of a single year, while also holding a full-time staff writing job and being a wife and a mom to two small kids?!” And that is a very good question (except you forgot to include the weekly podcast, though I had to put that on indefinite hiatus a few months in because I didn’t want to die).


First of all, none of this would be possible without Vyvanse (the brand name for my prescribed stimulant medication). But even with meds, I had to implement a slew of systems to make it work, including rolling deadlines and monthly check-ins with my editor, plus back-to-back writing workshops to keep me motivated and accountable. I also went further into debt than I already was (more on that later) to put a little writing studio in my backyard so I’d be less tempted to rearrange the furniture in my house seventy-five times instead of putting words on the page. I call it The Fancy Shed, because it is a shed that is fancy.


Still, completing an entire manuscript was rough, mostly because I never felt like I had enough time to write. When I did find little windows, it was rarely more than an hour or two. If it was after I’d put my kids to bed (which it usually was) and my meds had worn off, and I wasn’t excited about what I was writing, I couldn’t make anything coherent come out. Other times I was just too tired. Or I’d start to write and one of my sons would wake up vomiting. Or we all got Covid and I didn’t touch the manuscript for a month. Or Kyle and I would get into a fight and I’d be too emotionally exhausted to psychoanalyze my brain, so I’d eat Doritos and binge-watch medical dramas. Sometimes I just thought fuck it and made some jokes or poked fun at myself and that’s a hundred percent how I deal with stress and discomfort in real life, too.


I’m pretty sure I disappointed many people over the last year, I don’t think I exercised once, and I know for certain I didn’t shower often enough. And because I started a full-time commerce writing job at Epicurious right around the time I signed on to do the book, I have no clue what it’s like to work one job without also doing this other huge thing. So everybody please leave me alone for a while. (Kidding, of course. You can call me any time, Terry Gross!)


It wasn’t all bad, though, and not only because I got to spend a lot of time alone in The Fancy Shed. I realize what an incredible privilege it is to be given a chance to tell my story in book form and that I had the resources to get it done. Sometimes reminding myself of that would send me into one of those headspaces writers dream of, when I knew exactly what I wanted to write and the perfect words poured out of me on the first try. Those are some of my favorite essays in the book, but I’ll let you guess which ones they are.


Speaking of privilege, it also helps to have a really great support system. A Nespresso machine, too. And if it makes you feel any better, as I write this sentence, I’m about sixteen hours from my deadline, so even with my stimulants and accountability tools and The Fancy Shed, I’m still flying by the seat of my pants!


How to Read This Book


Like my brain, the essays I share on these pages are all over the place. Because the events aren’t always presented in chronological order—or even in a traditional essay format—you might be tempted to skip around, but I advise against it since some people are introduced in detail in earlier essays and later just mentioned by their first names. Plus, callbacks to my methy hometown make more sense after you’ve read the essay about my methy hometown.


Neurodivergent readers may prefer to read from a hard copy and listen at the same time (or just listen), so I’d like to point out that this title is also available as an audiobook, narrated by yours truly. And obviously, I want you to buy as many copies in as many formats as your little heart desires because the more you buy, the closer I am to getting my financial shit together. So with that in mind, you might as well buy one for a friend while you’re at it!
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Okay, now you’re ready to proceed to the juicy bits. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as more than I enjoyed writing it. And if you don’t, just know that I’ll obsess over your terrible review for the rest of my life.















How We Got Here



The Diagnosis That Saved My Marriage


On our first anniversary, after a few too many Old Fashioneds, I asked my husband if he regretted marrying me.


“I wouldn’t exactly call it regret,” he said.


He spent the next twenty minutes trying to explain his answer, but I didn’t hear any of it. I was certain this signaled the end of my marriage, so I gave up mixing cocktails and started panic-drinking whiskey, then cried myself to sleep. The next morning, with clearer (but throbbing) heads, he apologized and I promised to try harder.


Kyle had been eager to settle into the routine of married life. I thought I wanted that, too, but early on we both started to sense that I was more suited to the spontaneity and autonomy Dating Seriously allowed.


We met in our late twenties after we’d both made our way back to Kansas City—me from a decade in Brooklyn and him from eighteen months teaching English in Korea. By the end of our first date, we’d planned our next three and I quickly learned he showed his love by cooking elaborate meals and burning mix CDs well beyond the time that was a thing. Two years later, we exchanged vows at a very-2012 barn party.


But not long after we said “I do,” I began to panic about the fact that I’d just committed the rest of my life to someone who wanted to know my plan: for the evening, for the weekend, for his next trip to Costco. That’s a reasonable expectation in most relationships, but the problem—as my new groom saw it, anyway—was that there weren’t any plans. For as long as I can remember, I ate when I was so hungry it hurt and stumbled into bed when I could no longer keep my eyes open. The only thing I’d ever bought in bulk was my favorite red lipstick once I learned it was being discontinued.


Before Kyle, my life had mostly been a series of false starts—the perfect job, the perfect apartment, the perfect guy. Eventually, they all began to feel like an itchy sweater I was desperate to take off, so I’d make some sweeping change and start over. Kyle was more like a favorite sweatshirt that got a little too tight after marriage. He’d ask questions I couldn’t answer, like: “How can you spend three hours arguing with Republicans on Facebook, but you won’t hang out with your husband for fifteen minutes?” and “Why don’t you ever come to bed with me?” I pulled a blanket over my head when he tried to talk about money and pulled away when he wanted to talk about our relationship.


Nothing he was asking for was objectively unattainable; I just couldn’t quite seem to attain it. And every few weeks he’d send me some article that boiled down to what I’d heard from teachers, self-help audiobooks, and bosses my whole life: you’re not trying hard enough.


I didn’t want to lose him (and not just because he made sure I ate at least one real meal a day), so I skimmed most of the articles he sent, doubled my caffeine intake, and became overly dependent on calendar reminders. I made a budget spreadsheet I compulsively updated for about a month and set notifications for everything, including “Check In with Kyle” on weekdays to discuss our plans (or lack thereof) for the evening. And most days I did check in. Until I stopped.


After our worst fights, I’d cry in the shower, wondering how many more times I could mess up before he’d divorce me. Because no matter how hard I tried, I somehow always found a way to self-destruct.


When I got pregnant a few years later, I decided something had to change. This kid wasn’t choosing to have me as a mother, so I turned all my attention to preparing for the baby. I joined Facebook groups with people who worried way too much about soft cheese and stretch marks, and I amassed piles of parenting books I believed I’d someday read.


Save for a rough start to breastfeeding and some undiagnosed postpartum anxiety, the first year of motherhood was much smoother than the first year of marriage. Kyle and I were so in love with our son Teddy that we put our relationship problems on the back burner. I became militant about baby sleep schedules and mealtimes and even kept up with washing and putting away miniature clothes for twelve whole months. I was shockingly content giving my full self to this tiny human who relied on me for everything and never demanded to have a serious talk about money or asked if I’d given any thought to dinner.


Shortly after Teddy’s first birthday, I accepted what seemed like the perfect job managing social media for a restaurant group. I was excited to leave the house in real clothes and use my brain for something other than playing peekaboo and reciting Goodnight Moon from memory. Incessant notifications and bad reviews demanded my immediate attention. It was thrilling.


At home, laundry piled up. Mornings were total chaos. Kyle and I started fighting again.


One evening, when things seemed to be going smoothly, he asked if I could maybe make dinner for us only once a month. “It can be something easy, like that roast chicken you used to make.”


Oh! The roast chicken I used to make when I was a freelancer and didn’t have a toddler who demanded my attention all the time? THAT fucking roast chicken?


I was too upset to say that, but I did start crying. Though really it was more of a wail.


“I don’t understand how women have kids and jobs and ever cook or clean or do anything ever at all!”


We ordered takeout and he talked me down. But the sense of calm didn’t last. If I was doing one thing right, I was doing everything else wrong. As hard as I tried, there was simply no way for me to be a good partner, a good mother, and a good employee.


On our fifth anniversary, Kyle (ever the optimist) surprised me with a reservation for a weekend away in a luxury treehouse. He wisely gave me two months’ notice so I wouldn’t have to stress over last-minute travel. I spent the weeks leading up to our trip focused on working ahead so I could leave my laptop at home and be fully present with my husband (as present as one can be from a heart-shaped jacuzzi overlooking the Ozark Mountains, anyway). I finally felt on top of my shit.


Apparently, I was a little too on top of my shit, though, because the weekend before we were supposed to leave, I showed up for a brunch a day early. I laughed it off and took it as a reminder to double-check the arrangements I’d made for our little getaway.


First, I texted the dog sitter: “Just confirming: I’ll bring the dogs to you on Thursday.”


Next, the babysitter: “Remember you have Friday off!”


Then my in-laws: “Finalizing details for next weekend. You’re picking up Teddy from school Thursday and keeping him through Sunday, yes?”


Kyle’s mom replied first: “But aren’t you going out of town the weekend after next?”


Sweat started to seep out of the weird places it does when I get nervous (palms, underboob, and where my ass meets my thighs) and I scrambled to find the email confirmation for the treehouse. I exhaled when I saw I had the right departure date. Then I looked at my phone’s lock screen and realized my real problem: I had no concept of that date in relation to the one I was living in. I didn’t know when I was.


I went through the familiar motions of cleaning up my scheduling mess and everything was fine until that Friday. The babysitter was late, so I sent her a text: “Hi. Where are you?? Close, I hope!”


Her reply knocked the wind out of me: “In Wichita. And you’re in a treehouse in Arkansas. Right?!”


I’d forgotten to reschedule the babysitter.


How was I still fucking up so badly?


In my quest for answers during the first year of supposed marital bliss, I’d happened upon an article called “ADHD Is Different for Women.” So much of it had felt familiar: the sense of not being able to hold everything together, the disorganization, the forgetfulness, and especially the internalized shame. (See also: moldy coffee cups all over the damn place.) At the time, I convinced myself an ADHD diagnosis would be too easy. I just needed to go to bed earlier and open my mail and exercise and look at my calendar more often. And maybe throw in some turmeric tea and quit gluten. I needed to try harder.


Back then, I’d willed myself to dismiss the article, but it always lived somewhere in the back of my mind, and I was suddenly desperate to read it again. I texted my boss with one hand, put on Daniel Tiger for Teddy with the other, then furiously typed something about women and ADHD and moldy mugs into my phone’s browser. Rereading it a few years later, I zeroed in on a big point I’d forgotten: women often mask their symptoms until their thirties when marriage and motherhood become so stressful that they hit a wall.


For the first time, I started to let myself believe there might be something clinically wrong with my brain. Maybe it wasn’t a matter of not trying hard enough; maybe I wasn’t getting enough dopamine to function like a neurotypical person. The thought came with a rush of sadness and relief. And lots of tears.


I sent Kyle a link to the article with one word: “Me.”


He replied a few minutes later: “This is crazy, babe. It totally sounds like you.”


Then: “You should see a doctor, too. If medication will make your quality of life markedly better, you deserve that.”


I did deserve that. We both did. I deserved less stress and shame, and Kyle deserved a wife whose brain processed dopamine like the woman he thought he married.


As soon as we returned from our magical treehouse weekend, I attempted to find a doctor to guide me through treatment. It was harder than it should have been, though; my first couple of visits were with a psychiatry resident who tried to convince me I had bipolar disorder—for which I would have gladly accepted a diagnosis and treatment if I believed it were true. But at the risk of sounding like an anti-vaxxer, I’d done enough of my own research to know it wasn’t the issue. My insurance company wasn’t much help when I tried to find another provider, so I started asking around for someone who would, at the very least, believe the things I told them.


It took a few months, but I found a psychologist—we’ll call her Dr. B—who specialized in ADHD and, shockingly, she was accepting new patients (which might have had something to do with her office being a thirty-five-minute drive outside of the city). So what that she didn’t take my insurance? Or that she couldn’t even prescribe meds? I was so desperate for someone to take me seriously that I was more than happy to give her all my money along with my abridged life story over the course of a few fifty-minute sessions.


Dr. B not only took me seriously but also validated my feelings—and the more I talked, the more I realized how many of my flaws were likely ADHD symptoms. And the more dots I connected, the more I cried. I cried because I was relieved to have an explanation and also because I was sad for how hard everyone (including me) had been on my younger self.


My final session with Dr. B was less emotionally fraught. It was surprisingly kinda fun. She performed a series of cognitive tests as part of a more official ADHD evaluation. I blew her mind with some of my abilities (like repeating a ridiculously long series of random numbers) and we both laughed when my short-term memory failed me miserably (like when I had to repeat anything in backward order and never got past the first word, character, or digit).


“I can’t believe you made it to thirty-five without anyone figuring this out,” Dr. B said as she handed me a referral sheet she’d filled out by hand.


“Almost thirty-six,” I said, noticing that on the line for diagnosis, she had written, “ADHD & gifted.”


Before I left, she gave me the name of a psychiatrist who would take my insurance—and give me meds.


The diagnosis has helped Kyle to be a little more understanding when I forget we have plans or insist he buy me broccoli only to let it rot in the bottom of the fridge. The medication helps me maintain my focus on work during the day so I can be more present with my family (there are four of us now) in the evenings. And couples therapy taught me that in a relationship, trying harder is usually a good thing.


People often say marriage is a compromise, but I see it more as learning to understand the other person’s brain (and in my case, getting to know my own better, too). Kyle knows I need a few wildcard nights every week and I know he needs regular doses of my time and attention to feel emotionally secure. We’ve made it work with standing dates, including a “sacred” Thursday lunch.


I still mess up a lot, but I’m trying to get better every day. I’ve even become predictable in my own strange way. Last Thursday, I couldn’t tear myself away from my desk and sent him a text from the shed I use as an office: “Running a few minutes late for lunch!”


He replied right away: “I know. I’m not going anywhere.”


But let’s not pretend that’s my happy ending, because it’s not. It’s simply proof that I lucked out and the universe put an amazingly accommodating human in my path. The reality is that even the most thoughtful spouse can run out of patience when they feel ignored and abandoned—which is often still an issue when something shiny commands my attention. Most recently, it was my quest to find a disco ball for our chicken coop, and even I am annoyed by how on the nose that is.
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