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      PYONGYANG, NORTH KOREA, 2017

      I’m in a basement in a suburb of Pyongyang, North Korea. Across from me sits a man who is very different from any North Korean I’ve been introduced to so far. Well-dressed. Dark fabric, good quality. Tailored. My background as the former owner of a money-laundering suit store means I know a good suit when I see one. His English is flawless. He’s clearly spent time in English-speaking countries. The language is far more nuanced than anything I’ve heard from the North Koreans I’ve encountered so far— many of them speak very little English. Most of them speak none at all. Beneath his thick eyebrows, a pair of intelligent eyes size me up with an intensity that is next level. This man was not brought in to boost the mood with dirty jokes —that much is obvious. The way North Korean men look at you is generally very intense.

      Every move you make is being carefully assessed. Your expressions are tracked. There’s an aggressive vigilance simmering just beneath the surface. A reminder that violence is always an option. I know that look, that attitude—from my time in the criminal underworld. When people meet for the first time in that world, where the stakes are high, there’s always that mutual sizing-up. To an outsider it looks like the buildup to a fight, but it’s really not that different from two dogs carefully sniffing each other’s asses. You test each other, to make sure the other person is someone you can trust. The role-playing reflects a deep, fundamental mistrust of everything outside the shadow world you move around in—a world with its own rules and laws, one where criminals feel safe. For the criminal, it’s the world beyond the shadows that has always let them down. The world out in the light is one they’ve learned, through bitter experience, to never trust.

      I was once like them. Angry, distrustful, and deeply hurt.

      The well-dressed North Korean man starts asking me questions. Where I’m from. How long have I represented the company. What the company is called. And right at that moment it hits me: fuck. Because the documentary project has been moving at such a breakneck pace, none of us ever stopped to think that the fictional company my fictional oil-billionaire character—Mr. James—represents, obviously needs a goddamn name too. So here I sit as an undercover operative on a top-secret project, face-to-face with five high-ranking North Koreans, and one wrong word—one single tremor in my hand or voice—is all it would take to expose this whole setup as a fake. The familiar feeling that my life is in danger surges through me. Gambling with the highest stake you have - your life - is something strangely addictive. I have to keep my story straight and come up with something that sounds plausible, serious, and businesslike. I feel my hyperfocus click in.

      The constant, overlapping analysis of everything—all the parallel streams running simultaneously in my mind—falls silent, and everything outside this moment collapses around me. Like the dreams folding in on themselves in Christopher Nolan’s Inception. Now it’s just him and me in the room. My nerves settle. My breathing steadies. Everything in me zooms in on what matters right now: coming up with a name for the company. The mission is the only thing that exists in the world. I look him straight in the eyes and say, calmly:

      “The one taking care of this is called Taga Group.” My inner voice repeats the name—Taga Group, Taga Group, Taga Group, Taga Group, Taga Group—so that hopefully I’ll be able to say the same name the next time someone asks. The well-dressed man appears to accept the fictitious name of the fictitious company that has an interest in investing at least fifty million fictitious euros in North Korea’s finest offerings. Then he moves on, more questions coming: How is the organization structured? What is my role in it? The questions keep rolling toward me—friendly, but fast.

      “Wait a minute…” my inner voice says. “He just asked that question—only phrased it slightly differently.” A strange wave of déjà vu washes over me as my hyperfocus locks in and I shift into analysis mode, my brain rifling at full throttle through archives of old memories, hunting for a pattern I have a faint sense of having seen before. Where have I encountered this questioning technique? Then it snaps into focus—crystal clear—and the reel of memories in my mind goes still. I zoom in on something from fifteen years back: the back seat of an unmarked police car, driving from the holding cells in Odense to my younger son’s address in Gentofte. Denmark’s elite National Police Task Force—Rejseholdet; that’s how they asked questions too, on that otherwise perfectly pleasant drive up toward North Zealand. The Task Force officers knew full well they weren’t officially allowed to interrogate me without my lawyer present. So they asked whether I’d like to visit my son—and promised there were no strings attached.

      The drive there and back gave them quite a few hours alone with me. And that’s when the interrogation crept in—quiet as thief in the night. The method is designed to sound like a perfectly normal part of a conversation.  The crucial questions fly right past you if you’re not highly analytical, if you can’t see the big picture and the small hints connecting it all. The questions might be something like: “Oh, do you know this area?” Seemingly innocent small talk, dropped into the conversation to map out where you’ve been moving around—and whether it lines up with what you’ve told them before, and with what they already know from tracking your phone and monitoring your calls. When a name comes up, they’ll casually slap a last name onto it to check whether it’s someone they have on file. It’s a very nuanced form of interrogation disguised as friendly chitchat.

      Even though the questions aren’t the same, the method is identical. It hits me — who he is, and what he’s doing: this man is a senior agent from North Korean intelligence, and this agent is in the middle of interrogating me.

      AM I A SUPERHERO?

      When I’m out in the world, it happens fairly often that someone comes up to me—someone who’s seen the documentary The Mole: Undercover in North Korea—wanting to compliment me on my performance as Mr. James. That always makes me genuinely happy. A lot of these people assume I’m some kind of Superman, born with the abilities they watched me use as an undercover operative in the documentary. And while the narcissist in me naturally loves having his ego stroked when being compared to Superman, I have to set the record straight: that reality couldn’t be further from the truth. It’s true that today I’ve learned to use my brain in a way that turns my difference into my greatest strength. But I am the first to admit that this ability only came to me late in life—and that for many, many years I walked around feeling fundamentally wrong.

      I tried—time and again—to squeeze myself into a world whose unwritten rules I fundamentally didn’t understand. And every time I tried, I failed miserably. Again and again I was told there was something wrong with me, and at twelve I was sent to a home for children with behavioural difficulties. It left a deep mark on my self-worth. As an adult, I became addicted to material things, and for a long time I believed I could only be loved if I could deliver something that just wasn’t me.

      I had a shitty childhood. For most of my waking hours, I was surrounded by people telling me how wrong I was; my mother, mainstream school, and later the Boarding school for troubled kids where I was stashed away. As a kid, I always carried a faint hope that it was all just a bad dream I’d wake up from. Because could they all really be right—every single one of them—when they said I was so bad?

      THE RED PILL OR THE BLUE PILL?

      I’ve always loved going to the movies, and as a kid I’d escape into the world of film when reality got too real. So I tend to think in movies, and when I need to describe a feeling, it’s easiest for me to do it through scenes I’ve watched. In one of my all-time favourite films, The Matrix from 1999, the main character—whose hacker alias is Neo—wants to find the truth about the world he lives in. His whole life, Neo has had the feeling that something is wrong with reality.

      “You are here because you know something. What you know you can’t explain, but you feel it. You’ve felt it your entire life. That there’s something wrong with the world. You don’t know what it is. But it’s there; like a splinter in your mind, driving you mad,” the rebel leader, and Neo’s soon-to-be mentor Morpheus confirms, when — after some time in contact online — they finally meet face to face for the first time, surrounded by gothic architecture while thunder and rain rumble menacingly in the background. Morpheus explains that the distortion Neo has been experiencing has a name: The Matrix. In this legendary scene, Morpheus presents Neo with a choice: he can take the blue pill and wake up in his own bed, where the meeting with Morpheus will feel like a distant dream — or he can take the red pill and learn the truth about what The Matrix actually is.

      With little time to think, Neo chooses to take the red pill—and after a brief coma, he wakes from a kind of fetal state into an apocalyptic world where AI, using a computer program called The Matrix, has enslaved all of humanity and is using the sleeping bodies of human beings as its one last energy source. The Matrix is a program wired directly into human minds, simulating reality in the late twentieth century and keeping the unsuspecting brains of its captives just occupied enough that they never wake up and realize they’ve been reduced to simple batteries for the machines. The decision to break free from The Matrix is not an easy one. The dystopian world is dark, cold, and brutal, and Neo has to learn everything from scratch—he’s never actually used his body in the real world before—but as he slowly adjusts to it, he becomes capable of jacking back into The Matrix again.

      And once he understands this reality for what it is—a computer program made of ones and zeros—he can manipulate it. That’s what gives him superpowers when he’s inside The Matrix.

      Even if the analogy is a bit heavy, it holds some clear parallels to what it’s like to have ADHD. Almost everyone with ADHD fights incredibly hard to fit into a world that wasn’t built for them. Many of us walk around like Neo in The Matrix with “a splinter in our mind” that bothers us every time we have to play-act our way through school, workplaces, and friend groups—where unwritten rules we don’t understand dictate when to laugh, how to speak, and what counts as inappropriate in any given situation. It’s a daily struggle, and many of us have gone through long stretches of loneliness.

      I, and a whole lot of other people, have experienced failure  over and over again in an attempt to live by rules and norms that are so far removed from the way we think, act, and exist in the world. All those knocks you take eventually push you to the point where you’ll do just about anything to feel like you fit in—even just a little. That’s where many people choose to medicate with Ritalin, Elvanse, Medikinet, or other drugs that psychiatrists prescribe and often enthusiastically recommend. Others self-medicate with alcohol or other substances. You could almost compare it to taking the blue pill. You choose—or feel pressured—to adapt to society and its norms. I want to be the first to say that I understand that decision, one hundred percent. From 2010 and for four years after, I took methylphenidate myself—the active ingredient in Ritalin—and for a while it genuinely felt like the answer to all my problems. I’ll come back to that.

      But what if we try to look at what the red pill has to offer? What if we ran a thought experiment and dove into how you’d build the perfect world for people with ADHD? What kind of schooling would you offer? How would ADHD workplaces be designed? How would you best raise children in that world, starting from the premise that they’re fundamentally born with superpowers — they just need to learn how to use those abilities the right way? And could it be that ADHD and autistic brains have capabilities that neurotypical brains might actually learn something from?

      To answer those questions, I need to turn to people who know more than I do about ADHD and neurodivergence.

      Through personal growth and with the help of people who love me, I’ve been able to turn my biggest kryptonite into a superpower. Today, I take it as a straight-up insult if anyone calls my different brain a disease or a disability. “Apparently we’ve got some pretty bad genes in our family,” as one of my three sisters-in-law joked the other day—referring to the fact that a branch of the family carries both ADHD and autism diagnoses.

      Even if it was said as a joke, it’s unfortunately a tendency I see all too clearly in the way we talk about ADHD and neurodiversity: that it’s something bad, something that should be eliminated as much as possible. And that is completely wrong! Together, we need to build a new narrative together about having ADHD and being neurodivergent—because nothing is wrong with us. It’s just a different way of being human. And the challenges we experience actually have nothing to do with us—they arise from the collision with a deeply inflexible society, with rigid rules and norms that leave very little room for us to shine on our own terms. Let’s be real—the story society tells is basically that we’re the problem. We’re the ones who can’t sit still in class. We’re the ones who can’t shut up. We’re the dreamers who don’t pay attention. We’re the ones who can’t focus long enough to sit eight hours in front of a computer.

      What if we flip the whole thing—and start talking about the fact that the problem is the structures society has built? When did it become a given that every child should be able to sit still in a chair for five hours straight and listen without making a sound? When did it become a given that we should all be able to work in an open-plan office five days a week without losing our minds completely? These “social truths”—I’d really like us to start looking at them. And questioning them.

      My clear thesis is this: other people who right now are sitting somewhere feeling like it’s hard to belong, hard to just be in the world—they can find their own unique strengths without having to wade through all the shit I had to wade through. With this book, I want to draw on my own experiences, dip into the research, and sit down with specialists to explore whether there might be a formula for turning your ADHD—or your difference—into a superpower. Without medication.

      Even though I’ll be bringing in relevant experts along the way, this book is primarily a story rooted in my own experiences and my journey through life. It’s not meant to be read as a biography—we’ve already written that book. This one doesn’t follow my life chronologically. Instead, it uses my experiences as a launching pad for a broader conversation about what it means to have a neurodivergent brain in the world today.

      So I want to try to take you all the way inside my head — to give you a picture of how my different brain works from the inside, how I have met the world, and how the world has met me. For better and for worse.

      But first, I want to go back to the basement in North Korea. By now, you’ve probably figured out that I didn’t end up dead.

      STONEFACE

      North Korea, 2017

      I’m now in the middle of an interrogation with a highly intelligent North Korean agent, so the relief of having come up with a company name is short-lived. One wrong step could again be fatal. I know the conversation is being recorded somewhere in the room. I can feel myself skating on thin ice the more he presses me about my company and what I do there. A good liar needs a good memory—and after years of hard partying in Copenhagen’s nightlife, that’s not something I’d bet on. When you lie, your lie has to stay close to the truth. I know enough about being an investor to fake the basics, but at a deeper level, my knowledge is paper-thin. I know he’ll cross-check whatever I’ve told him, and if this continues, Ulrich and I will be exposed as spies.

      The balance of power in the room is not in my favour. I need to find a way to tip it back quickly. Just like in the criminal underworld, it’s obvious that for the North Koreans it is extremely important not to show weakness. The slightest sign of uncertainty in my character and we’re fucked. And I don’t mean fucked as in an invitation to a gangbang with a North Korean bukakke finale. I mean fucked in the “let’s torture you until you’re so brain-damaged you don’t even know your own name” kind of way. This is exactly what is happening to a poor American student named Otto Warmbier, who has committed something as earth-shattering as stealing a propaganda poster in a drunken haze while on a trip to North Korea.

      So you don’t have to be particularly imaginative to picture what they might do to two people who are undercover on an international film project with the goal of extracting their most sensitive information and exposing them to the entire world.

      In a world that speaks the language of brutality, offense is the best defense. So I lean back in my chair, relaxed, and say in a calm but firm tone: “Let’s stop right here. It’s you who asked me to come to North Korea. It’s you who told me you had something to sell. And now you’re sitting here acting like you haven’t been given any information. I have to say, it surprises me that no one has briefed you on why I’m here. Alejandro promised me you had a lot to show me, and I flew all the way out here because I assumed this meeting was just a formality. As I told Alejandro, our minimum investment is fifty million euros. But if you haven’t been briefed, there’s no reason for us to continue this conversation. I appreciate the hospitality you’ve shown me, but as I told Mr. Kang, just being here has already cost me two hundred thousand euros — the lack of internet access means I haven’t been able to work. That is why any future collaboration is based solely on what we establish today.“

      I look at him with an indulgent calm that makes it clear that he needs me more than I need him. I draw a slow, silent breath and wait in stillness for a reaction. The power of silence.

      As if by magic, the entire atmosphere in the room shifts. The well-dressed agent’s body language relaxes, and he gives me a nod of acknowledgment. Then he nods—almost imperceptibly—at one of the other North Koreans seated at the table. A man we later nicknamed “Stoneface” on the film project. He doesn’t speak a word of English, and his face has the expression of a statue. After further research, the production company came to believe he was part of North Korean intelligence.

      A moment later, Stoneface pulls a stack of weapon lists out of his bag. The second they land in front of me, I know instinctively that we’ve hit the jackpot. There are enough weapons on these pages to make a seasoned warlord’s eyes widen. Long, exhaustive, detailed lists of everything they have for sale. Prices and quantities—how many units of each type they have in stock. The list runs from Kalashnikovs and tanks all the way to Scud-D missiles with thermobaric warheads, which is about as close to a nuclear weapon as you can get without actually going nuclear. I know that no one before us has ever left North Korea with a weapons list this comprehensive. The information we’ve managed to con out of them is completely insane—and extraordinarily sensitive. A contract is printed, stating that, going forward, I intend to trade weapons on behalf of North Korea and act as their arms agent. It is signed by me and by the director of Narea, the North Korean arms factory, who will now be my business partner.

      Handshakes all around, photos being taken. All the while Ulrich films everything with what looks like an amateur tourist camera.

      The karaoke machine gets switched on, and soon dancers come in to entertain us with traditional North Korean songs and dances. It’s bizarre to experience how the atmosphere shifts from tense and suffocating to light and festive in a split second. North Koreans love to drink, and my prospective business partners get pretty drunk, pretty quick. Getting people drunk is how they check whether the story stays the same once the booze takes over—and getting hammered together is also how you show each other you can be trusted. From my years as a criminal, I learned to do both drugs and alcohol without running off at the mouth. On top of that, I have the unfair advantage of weighing nearly twice as much as most of the North Koreans at the table—so when we spill out of the basement later that night, they’re a lot more hammered than I am. In fact, Stoneface practically has to be carried out by two of his associates, feet dragging along behind him.

      Two days later, Ulrich and I are on a plane home to Denmark with complete weapon lists and an agreement to build a weapons factory in one of the countries cooperating with North Korea. A cunning way to conceal North Korean arms production and trade. This material becomes much of the foundation for The Mole: Undercover in North Korea, which airs at the end of 2020 on the largest national broadcasters across the EU, becomes a worldwide success, wins countless international awards, and shakes most of the world with its revelations about how easy it can be to buy weapons from North Korea—and how the regime, in practice, circumvents UN sanctions.

      MY GREATEST STRENGTH

      This story is a good example of when having an ADHD brain can actually be an advantage. I used my mind and my personality to play the role of Mr. James convincingly enough that I—alongside retired cook Ulrich Larsen—managed to build trust and fool one of the most closed-off regimes in the world. It was my ADHD brain that allowed me to react with split-second speed in an extremely high-pressure situation. My edge in North Korea was that I was dealing with people who live by the rigid rules of one of the strictest hierarchies on earth. And if there’s one thing my ADHD brain has always been allergic to, it’s rigid rules.

      From the moment I landed in North Korea, I made sure to just be myself. Because I know that tends to be a lot for most people. The way I operate and think is so different and so unstructured that people often have a very hard time reading who I am. So Mr. James wasn’t a character I built. I turned up the volume on my personality when, early in the film project, I could see it was a perfect fit for playing the eccentric billionaire. That authenticity—I believe they could feel it. Precisely because the North Koreans didn’t know what to make of me, they couldn’t control the situation either. Which meant they couldn’t feel like they were on top, and it made it harder for them to be suspicious about what I was doing. Everything about me that the whole world had always said was “too much,” “too loud,” “too out of line” was an advantage here.

      I knew that this too-much-ness would only sharpen the image of me as an eccentric billionaire—and that it would let me go further, press harder, and draw more out of them than it ever could have if I’d tried to adapt to their culture and act “correctly.”

      Many of us with ADHD have an extraordinary gift for pattern recognition. We see connections others miss. For me, it shows up most with people: I pick up on tiny signals in someone’s body language that most people walk right past—a small twitch at the corner of a mouth, a small lift of an eyebrow, a barely-there shift in vocal tone. All of it feeds straight into my analytical engine. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve seen through someone before anyone else did. That includes politicians too—when they’re lying, or spinning things rhetorically to get what they want, I clock it immediately. I am completely allergic to bullshit. I have a really hard time with people who put on a front, because I see straight through it—and when I do, it lodges like a splinter in my eye. I can’t unsee it. And from that point on, I just don’t feel like I can trust them.

      A lot of ADHD brains think faster than most neurotypical brains—especially under pressure. My wife always says I put off every problem until the absolute last minute. But she also admits that when I finally get to it, I solve it in record time. I’ve always been good at defusing tense situations—the kind that flare up in criminal environments. If someone pulls a weapon, for example, I’m good at staying calm and not panicking. Talking quietly to whoever’s wound up, without looking scared or cornered, almost always de-escalates the situation, because you’d have to be a real asshole to stick a knife in someone who’s standing, completely relaxed, in front of you. It’s not that I don’t feel fear. I’m just very good at not showing it. My theory, actually, is that when a situation gets pushed to the edge, the right move is usually the most unexpected one. In that basement, I didn’t play their game.

      Instead, I chose—without coming across as rude—to take charge and simply brush off the agent’s questions by acting as though they weren’t relevant at all. If you don’t acknowledge what’s happening in a given social context, you keep the control yourself. I learned that early, and I used it here too. I think ADHD brains can do this because they don’t necessarily take “the rules of the room” at face value—they push back against social norms instead. Again, it comes down to breaking the pattern that neurotypical brains operate by.

      My ADHD brain was my airbag and my superpower in North Korea. They didn’t know what hit them.
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      WITH DAD AT THE CAFÉ

      Holbæk, 1983

      I’m dying. Boredom is eating me from the inside like a parasite, and I sigh into the eternity that’s already gone by. I know Dad doesn’t want me to talk when he’s with his friends. We’re at a boring café in the basement of Holbæk’s nondescript shopping center, which is called something as “inspiring” as The Citizen’s Garden. It’s my dad’s friend Bodijep who invited us, and Dad always acts so strangely when Bodijep is around. Some of Dad’s other friends are here too. They’re drinking coffee and tea. I get soda. Ten-year-olds are supposed to keep quiet when the grown-ups are talking, Dad says. Kids need to respect their elders. But that’s only something he says when his friends are around. In real life, my dad isn’t actually like that at all. When I was little, he used to throw me up in the air or tickle me as I lay on the grass outside our apartment building until I twisted like an earthworm and screamed with laughter.

      I always sat in the playground waiting for him to get off work at the slaughterhouse. His big, black curly hair was easy to spot from far away, and I screamed “DAD” the second I saw it and ran to meet him. My dad was happy to play soldiers with me too. He showed me which soldiers called the shots and which ones died first when we played war. And he made war sounds when they went into battle. BAM! BAM! BAM! The wars always got wilder and more epic when Dad was there. My dad told me I was good at it when he taught me to ride a bike, and he said I had so much energy that I was almost going as fast as a motorcycle. He laughed when I goofed around, and he said I was funny. He was MY dad. There’s a knot in my stomach when I think about it.

      Now I see him every other weekend. And when we see each other, we always have to be with his friends. I don’t like his friends. They never laugh. They always talk to each other in Arabic. Mom wouldn’t let me learn Arabic, so I don’t understand what they’re saying. But it sounds like they’re fighting. The words sound hard, and they furrow their brows when they talk, but when I ask Dad why they’re mad at each other, he says they’re not. They’re talking about the Quran, he says. But the worst thing about my dad’s friends is that they turn my dad into a different person. He’s serious and somber, and the world suddenly feels heavy around him. His expression is stern when he looks at me. He says when he is with his friends, I have to be a big boy and sit still. And I’m not allowed to say anything. But those two things are really, really hard for me. Because I have so much to tell him from the two weeks that have gone by. I’m constantly discovering so many things around me that are important to share. I have so many thoughts that just need to get out of my mouth.

      So I end up saying a whole lot anyway. “Dad, dad, dad,” I keep saying, and his friends look at me sternly, and my dad looks at me and borrows their expression. Don’t they understand that silence is torture to me? I can’t live in silence and stillness. Things need to happen. To be done. I need to move.  To run. But most of all, to talk. That’s how I reach the world. When I’m not talking, I don’t exist.

      Now I’m sitting here, trying really hard to do what Dad says, trying not to exist, because I want to make him happy. I know that if I make him happy enough, I’ll get MY dad back. That’s a secret deal I’ve made with myself. I’m drinking from my soda bottle, which is almost empty, and my legs are bouncing back and forth underneath me like the second hand on a clock. Tick-tock-tick-tock. It’s completely impossible not to have at least a little movement in my body. I look out the window at the rain-soaked, gray parking lot in front of the café. A teenager with a shopping bag, walking at a brisk pace, like he’s in a hurry to get somewhere or to someone. And then it comes to me. The joke—the one I heard one of the adults at the after-school center telling another adult the other day, when they thought no kids were listening. That joke is simply too funny for me to keep to myself any longer.

      What if I forgot it again, and then it would be gone forever? No, that would be terrible. Must. Tell. It. Now. There’s so much urgency in my voice that without meaning to, I practically shout across the room: “A boy walks into a store to buy condoms. The cashier asks: ”Do you want a bag?“ ”No thanks,“ the boy says, ”she’s not that ugly!“”

      The looks. I shrink into myself. I can see how they’re looking at my dad too. I know perfectly well that I’ve really messed up. “Sorry,” I mumble. “It was just funny because ...” I point toward the parking lot, which is now just empty and gray. An eternity of silence. Then my dad speaks up: “Jim, you need to learn that no one in this world is ever going to take you seriously if you’re always goofing off and clowning around.” My dad’s friends nod approvingly — at each other, and at him.

      NOT GOOD ENOUGH

      When I think back on the few things I remember from my childhood, being shamed by adults stands out very clearly. My brain remembers almost only the good things from my life. That’s definitely a defense mechanism I’ve developed, which means most of my childhood is one big fog. That’s why I went to visit my childhood friend Dennis—to ask him how he remembered me as a kid. While we smoked a cigar in his cozy kitchen, he told me I got chewed out constantly—by my mom, my stepfather, and by all the adults at the schools and institutions I went through. He said my mom often had these long sessions where she’d tell me everything I was doing wrong. And Dennis would sit beside me, feeling it was completely humiliating for me. He said it was practically like Mao’s regime in the fifties—where you had to sit and humiliate yourself in front of the authorities and confess that you were a terrible capitalist pig.

      There were a lot of these sessions, Dennis remembered—they could last up to half an hour. “You weren’t as bad as they made you out to be,” he said, taking a sip of his whisky—Dennis is a passionate whisky expert and the Danish champion in blind tasting. “Don’t get me wrong, you weren’t easy. You had insane amounts of energy and ran completely on impulse, so you were definitely no angel. But at your core, you had a good heart and you wanted good things for people.” He thought I could have been handled differently as a kid. “We went on a lot of walks when we were children. We built our own world away from the adults. The moment we stepped inside—your house or mine—we both walked back into a reality we didn’t want to be in. Our walks were our escape.”

      I can still summon that bone-deep feeling of being wrong when I was a kid. Very early on, I remember the sensation of always coming at the world sideways—fundamentally misread. Luckily, there was one person who understood me and loved me unconditionally: my grandfather. An old-school Danish patriarch. Former resistance fighter. Former boxer. Former accordion-playing flea-market busker who wore backless clogs—that type. Former sailor. He was an important anchor in my life. I usually say that when people can’t make room for other people and other cultures, it’s because they haven’t seen enough of the world. Well, that theory didn’t hold with my grandfather. Despite having sailed every ocean on earth, he was the most intolerant man alive toward anything that wasn’t Danish. When we were on vacation in Italy, he just spoke Danish to the Italians—they’d have to make do as best they could.

      Luckily, he loved me enough that his love made him blind to the fact that I was half darkie. Around him, I never felt wrong. The feeling of being looked in the eyes and truly seen for who you are—I believe every child needs that. But that connection vanished when he died, when I was twelve years old. Shortly after, I was placed in my first institution for children with behavioral difficulties.

      Studies have shown that children and young people with ADHD have a significantly lower sense of wellbeing than neurotypical kids. That does a number on your self-esteem when, over and over, you get asked: “Can’t you just try a little harder?” Because of how our brains are wired—and because of the shaming that comes from everyone around us—we’re often flat-out terrible at the things neurotypical people do well, and so we start to believe we’re not good enough as we are. I was awful at soccer, I couldn’t read, and I wasn’t particularly good at fighting either—so my entire school career was basically one long defeat.

      That’s why I entered adulthood with a self-esteem that was absolute garbage. For years I had a sick need to prove myself through materialism: “Look at my new Mercedes,” “look at my new penthouse,” “look at my new Prada shoes.” What I actually should have said was: “I’m an extremely insecure little boy who felt mega rejected as a kid, and that’s why I have an overwhelming need for you to be impressed by me and everything I own—because I’m not comfortable in my own skin at all and I don’t believe for one second that anyone would like me if I wasn’t dangerous and rich.”

      That state was insanely stressful. To keep up a warped image of myself, I had to run myself ragged chasing validation. And still my self-loathing just kept growing, because deep down I knew perfectly well that the recognition I was hunting was just as empty as the royal treasury under Christian IV.

      That’s why it’s absolutely essential, early on, to plant positive narratives about being different in neurodivergent children. That’s the job of both the adults around them and society as a whole.

      But what the fuck is this condition in my brain—the thing that’s always made me feel like I don’t belong? In 2010, I got it on paper: I’m officially a weirdo.

      WHAT IS ADHD?

      I was thirty-seven years old, sitting in prison waiting for my second sentence, when I got the ADHD diagnosis. It didn’t come as a total shock that I’d qualify for it. My wife had called me a “DAMP kid”,  (Deficits in Attention, Motor Control and Perception), for years—because I’m loud, I have extreme amounts of energy, I struggle to sit still for any length of time, and because my life has always run at a certain level of chaos. I should also mention that the reason I sought a diagnosis while I was in prison was that I had a small hope it might shorten the long sentence I was facing.

      So that didn’t work. Two months after the diagnosis, the verdict came down: eight years behind bars for cocaine trafficking. The judges weren’t buying that  the cocaine trafficking was rooted in the impulsivity that comes with ADHD. I can only agree with them—but if it flies, it flies.

      Since I got the diagnosis, ADHD diagnoses have exploded. In recent years, for example, there’s been much more awareness of the inward-facing variant—some call it ADD—which my wife and many women typically have, where the hyperactivity doesn’t express itself outwardly so much as it shows up as a six-lane highway of thoughts inside their heads. Something that can feel so paralyzing that the person comes across as calm, and at times completely passive and checked out. So the hyperactivity is still there—it’s just more inward in those people.

      My wife never caused any trouble at school. She sat there daydreaming and doodling in her textbooks, but otherwise she was good at doing school—got decent grades, even if she never finished all her homework. My wife, and girls like her, don’t get flagged as neurodivergent, because they’re not nearly as much of “a problem” for the system as the wild ADHD boys I am a proud representative of. The boys—which is typically how it goes, even though there are of course wild, acting-out ADHD girls as well—blow up classrooms, climb the walls, and cause chaos. But even if
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        Methylphenidate, which is the active ingredient in the medications Ritalin, Motiron, Medikinet, and Concerta.
      

      	
        Dextroamphetamine, which is the active substance in Elvanse.
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        In several countries, people with ADHD face barriers to joining the military, police, aviation, or emergency services — especially if they take stimulant medication.
      

      	
        In the UK and the US, employees with ADHD are disproportionately subjected to disciplinary procedures, performance reviews, and dismissals tied directly to symptoms of their condition.
      

      	
        In some countries, insurance companies may charge higher premiums or deny certain forms of coverage after a psychiatric diagnosis.
      

      	
        In higher education, students with ADHD often have to repeatedly “prove” their diagnosis to gain access to accommodations that neurotypical students receive automatically.
      

      	
        Adults with ADHD are statistically more likely to experience unemployment, debt, homelessness, substance abuse treatment, and incarceration — outcomes that are then often interpreted as personal failure rather than consequences of systemic exclusion.
      

      	
        In parts of Europe, ADHD is still heavily medicalised and viewed with deep suspicion, meaning people can be treated as unstable, unreliable, or dangerous simply because of their diagnosis.
      

      	
        Many people with ADHD also report being discouraged from leadership positions because they are perceived as emotionally impulsive, disorganised, or difficult — traits that are often tolerated, or even rewarded, in neurotypical people.
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