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A note before we begin

The first two books in this series were organised around what ADHD is and how to manage it. This one is organised around time.

What I kept noticing, in the years after my own diagnosis and in the conversations I had with hundreds of women about their experience, was that the same condition looks completely different depending on when you are living it. The ADHD of a nine-year-old girl who cannot sit still in class is not the same experience as the ADHD of a thirty-four-year-old woman holding down a job and a relationship and a toddler while a second pregnancy is announced at the worst possible moment. Which is not the same experience as the ADHD of a fifty-eight-year-old woman who has just received her diagnosis and is looking back at a life through a lens she did not have before.

Same condition. Different decade. Completely different texture.

This book follows the arc. From the girl who was too much before anyone had a name for it, through the twenties and thirties and forties and fifties and beyond. Each part covers a specific stage, not just the ADHD symptoms at that stage but the full texture of what the decade is like: the relationships and the body and the work and the identity and the moments that define it.

You do not need to have read the first two books to read this one. It stands alone. But if you have read them, you will find that this one goes places those books could not go, because it follows a single thread across a whole life rather than organising by topic.

Read it in order if you are in the earlier decades and want to see what is coming. Start in the middle if you are in the middle and want to understand where you are. Start at the end if you received your diagnosis late and the earlier chapters feel like another person's story.

The thread runs through all of it. The brain does not change. The life it is embedded in changes enormously. This is the book about both.

How this book is different

Books One and Two were organised around questions. What is ADHD. Why does it affect women the way it does. How do you manage it in work, in relationships, in the daily life. This book is organised around a different question: what does it feel like to live this particular life, decade by decade, with this particular brain.

That question requires a different kind of writing. More memoir in the story chapters. More willingness to stay inside a specific moment, a specific age, a specific version of the self, rather than zooming out to the general picture. The general picture is in the first two books. This one tries to stay close to the ground.

The result is that some chapters will feel very familiar and some will not, depending on where you are in your own arc. The childhood chapters may produce recognition you have not felt since the experience itself. The perimenopause chapter may feel like a map of somewhere you have not yet arrived. The late-diagnosis chapter may be the one you share with your mother.

All of it is part of the same story. One brain, across the whole of a life. That is what this book is trying to show.
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Part one
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The girl who was just a lot

Before anyone had a name for it
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Chapter One
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Childhood before anyone had a name for it

I was seven years old when my teacher wrote in my end-of-year report that I was a delight to have in class but needed to learn to listen. My mother read this to me. I remember thinking that I had been listening. I had been listening to everything: the sound of the chairs on the floor and the fly against the window and the conversation two rows behind me and the distant noise of the playground and, somewhere underneath all of that, the thing my teacher was saying that I was apparently not listening to.

This is the ADHD childhood in one small scene. The listening that is not recognised as listening because it is listening to everything rather than the right thing. The feedback that arrives as a character note, a need to improve, a should try harder, rather than as information about a specific and identifiable difficulty. The child who absorbs this feedback and files it somewhere near the centre of herself, not as an external judgment but as a discovery. This is what I am. Someone who does not quite manage the things she should.

Nobody in that classroom, not the teacher who wrote the report or the mother who read it or the child who received it, knew there was a name for what was happening. The name would not arrive for another twenty-nine years, in a consulting room in a different city, in a life that had been shaped in a thousand ways by the not-knowing. By the time the name arrived, the seven-year-old's small filing had become a full architecture. A way of understanding herself that was built around the absence of the right information.

This chapter is about the years before the name. The childhood years, when ADHD is present and shaping everything and has not yet been identified, when the child herself is doing the only thing available to her, which is drawing conclusions from the available evidence. This chapter is about what those conclusions feel like from the inside, and what they build, and why it matters that they were drawn before the right framework was available.

* * *
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The ADHD childhood is not a uniform experience. It expresses itself differently in different children, shaped by temperament and environment and the specific profile of strengths and difficulties that each ADHD brain brings. What the research does tell us, consistently, is that ADHD in girls tends to be expressed in ways that are less disruptive and therefore less visible than in boys. The boy who cannot sit still and disrupts the classroom is noticed. The girl who is sitting quietly and apparently attending but is somewhere else entirely in her head is not noticed, or is noticed differently, her absence named as dreaminess or sensitivity rather than as a neurological difference.

The hyperactivity in girls with ADHD is more often internal than external. Not the body moving when it should be still, though that can be part of it. More often the mind moving at a speed and in directions that have nothing to do with what the classroom is asking of it. The internal hyperactivity is invisible to everyone except the girl herself, and she tends not to have the language to describe it or the understanding that it is unusual, because it is the only mind she has ever been inside.

The inattention in girls tends to be dismissed or reframed as other things. She is a daydreamer. She is imaginative. She is easily overwhelmed. She is sensitive. All of these can be true simultaneously with the ADHD, and all of them are more socially acceptable descriptions than she has a neurological condition that affects how her attention is regulated. The socially acceptable descriptions tend to stick. They become part of the story she tells about herself.

The profile of difficulties also tends to present differently across the school day. Many girls with ADHD perform adequately or even well in the morning, when the demands are still within the range of what the compensating strategies can manage, and deteriorate through the afternoon as the executive function depletes and the compensation becomes harder to sustain. The teacher who sees her in the morning sees a different child from the one who is there at the end of the day. The afternoon child, the one who is struggling and losing focus and making mistakes, tends to be invisible in the report that goes home at the end of term because the morning child is the one who established the impression.

What does the ADHD childhood actually feel like from the inside? This is the question that most accounts leave out, because most accounts are written from the outside, by clinicians and researchers and parents who are observing the behaviour rather than living it.

It tends to feel like being a step behind. Not in intelligence, not in understanding, but in the execution of things that everyone around her seems to manage without apparent effort. The pencil case that is always missing something. The homework that was definitely done and definitely left at home. The teacher's instruction that made sense when it was given and dissolved before she reached her desk. The queue in the cafeteria that she joined and then lost track of while thinking about something else and now she is at the back again.

Each of these is small. Together, across a day, across a week, across a school year, they accumulate into something that has a weight. The weight of being someone who tries and still does not quite manage. The weight of the gap between the intention and the execution that she cannot explain and cannot reliably close. She does not know why the gap is there. She only knows that it is always there, and that other people do not seem to have it, and that this says something about her that she cannot name but that she feels.

The feeling tends to be shame before it is understood as anything else. Not the dramatic shame of a specific humiliation, though those happen too, but the quiet persistent shame of someone who is always slightly less than she should be. Who keeps forgetting and losing and missing and being talked to about it. Who means to do better and does not quite manage it and means to do better again.

That quiet persistent shame is one of the most damaging things the ADHD childhood produces, and it is one of the things that is hardest to address in adulthood precisely because it formed so early, before the self had the tools to evaluate whether it was accurate. It feels like knowledge rather than conclusion. It feels like what she simply is.

* * *
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School is the first institution the ADHD child encounters that has specific and consistent expectations of the kind her brain finds most difficult. Sit still. Listen. Follow multi-step instructions. Manage your time. Complete tasks in sequence. Begin things without external prompts. These are all executive function tasks, and they are all things that ADHD specifically impairs.

The mismatch between what school asks and what the ADHD brain can reliably provide is the central experience of the ADHD childhood for most children. Not the learning itself, often the actual learning is fine, sometimes more than fine, the intellectual engagement with interesting material can be one of the ADHD child's genuine strengths. It is the surrounding apparatus of school, the organisation and the time management and the following of procedures and the sustained attention to things that are not intrinsically interesting, that creates the daily experience of falling short.

The falling short is experienced differently by different children depending on how the adults around them respond to it. The child who is managed with patience and curiosity, who has adults around her who look at the gap between her capability and her performance and ask what is happening rather than who simply needs to try harder, has a different childhood than the one who is managed with frustration and repetition of the same instructions that were not working.

Most ADHD children get some of both. The patient teacher in primary school who made space for the way she worked and the one in secondary school who had no patience for what she read as laziness. The parent who recognised something different in her and the one who could see only the behaviour that needed correcting. The childhood experience is rarely uniform, and the patchwork of responses she receives shapes what she concludes about herself in ways that she will spend decades sorting through.

There are specific childhood experiences that recur with enough consistency across ADHD girls that they deserve naming, because recognition is part of how the adult woman understands her history.

The report card that says bright but not working to potential. This is perhaps the most universally recognised phrase in the ADHD childhood experience. It is accurate in one sense, she is not working to her potential, and completely wrong in another, because it implies the gap is effort rather than neurology. The child who receives this report absorbs the first part, bright, which she may struggle to believe, and the second part, not working to potential, which confirms what she already suspects about herself. The phrase sits in her for years.

The lost things. Every ADHD child has a geography of lost things: the uniform item that was there yesterday and is nowhere today, the library book that costs her lunch money to replace, the birthday party invitation that arrived in the bag and was never seen again, the permission slip returned two weeks late. The losing is not carelessness in the casual sense. It is the ADHD working memory that does not reliably encode where things were placed or flag them when they are needed. But it is experienced, by her and by everyone around her, as carelessness, and carelessness is a character trait.

The reactions that confuse everyone including herself. Something happens that would, in an ordinary mood, be a small thing. A change in plans, a criticism that lands harder than intended, a moment of exclusion in the playground. And the reaction is enormous. Out of proportion to the situation. Frightening in its intensity and then, often quite suddenly, gone. The girl who was sobbing five minutes ago is now fine. The people around her cannot follow the emotional logic. She cannot follow it either. She only knows that the feeling arrived at full volume and then receded, and that the arrival and the recession are both bewildering to observe and embarrassing to have experienced.

The homework situation. For most ADHD children, homework is the place where the performance gap is most visible and most distressing. The task that seemed simple in class becomes impossible at home without the structure of the school environment and the presence of the teacher and the social pressure of working alongside classmates. The kitchen table at four in the afternoon is the worst possible environment for an ADHD brain: no external accountability, no intrinsic interest, no urgency, no structure. She sits. She stares. She does anything but the homework. The evening becomes a conflict. She goes to bed having done less than was required and having generated more distress than either she or her parents planned for.

* * *
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Not all of the ADHD childhood is difficult. This is worth saying explicitly, because the difficulty is real and important and deserves acknowledgment, and so does the other side of it.

The ADHD child is often remarkably alive to the world in ways that more filtered processing does not allow. She notices things. She asks questions that adults find unexpectedly interesting. She makes connections across apparently unrelated domains that produce ideas that are genuinely surprising. The creativity that the less filtered ADHD brain enables is real and it can be visible in childhood in ways that delight the adults who are paying attention.

She can also be extraordinarily present in the things that genuinely engage her. The topic she has decided to know everything about and which she has known everything about for three weeks at a level of depth that astonishes the people around her. The project she has taken on that has her working with total absorption for hours at a time, producing something far beyond what was asked. The book she cannot put down, the game she cannot stop, the interest that has entirely consumed her. When the engagement arrives, it is total. That totality is a gift as well as a challenge.

And she tends to have a quality of feeling that is intense in both directions. The joy as well as the devastation. The enthusiasm that ignites at the arrival of something new. The love for the people she loves that is fierce and absolute. The ADHD emotional experience is not only the too-large negative reactions. It is also a capacity for genuine delight and genuine connection and genuine engagement that many more regulated brains cannot quite access at the same depth.

None of this cancels out the difficulties. Both things are true simultaneously. The childhood is hard in specific ways and vivid in specific ways, and both the hardness and the vividness come from the same source.

The thing that the ADHD childhood tends to produce, across all of its variations, is a particular kind of exhaustion. Not the tiredness of physical activity. The exhaustion of sustained self-monitoring. Of managing the impression. Of trying to behave in ways that match the expectations of the environment when the natural behaviour of the brain runs counter to those expectations.

By the time she reaches the end of a school day, a girl with undiagnosed ADHD has typically spent seven hours trying to be someone she is not quite able to be. The effort of that trying is invisible from the outside because the visible output is adequate or close to adequate. She sat in class. She did the work. She did not disrupt. The cost of all of that is borne internally, in the depletion that the home version of herself has to absorb at the end of the day.

This is the exhaustion that parents see when the child comes home and falls apart. The meltdown at the kitchen table that seems disproportionate to the day the school reported she had. The inability to hold it together for one more hour that is bewildering when she appeared to hold it together for seven. The child is not being difficult. She has used everything she had. The home is where she is finally allowed to stop performing, and stopping, after seven hours of performing, looks like collapse.

Understanding this changes what the evening looks like. Not fixing it, necessarily. But understanding it changes what is asked of her in the first hour after school and what expectations are reasonable and what the collapse means when it arrives. It means something other than that she is difficult. It means she is human, and her resources have limits, and the day demanded more than most people could see.

* * *
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What does the ADHD girl need from the adults around her that she often does not get?

She needs someone to notice the gap between her capability and her performance and to be curious about it rather than frustrated by it. Not to accept it without question, but to ask what is happening rather than assuming the answer is effort. The question opens possibilities. The assumption closes them.

She needs her emotional intensity to be understood rather than corrected. Not allowed to run unchecked, because the disproportionate emotional reactions have real consequences for the people around her. But understood. Named. Connected to something real rather than treated as a performance or a manipulation or evidence of a character flaw.

She needs her way of learning to be accommodated where possible. The movement she needs to think. The external structure that supports what the internal structure cannot reliably provide. The shorter tasks, the more immediate feedback, the variety that keeps the engagement alive long enough for the learning to happen.

And she needs, more than any specific accommodation, to be seen as someone whose brain works differently rather than someone who is not trying hard enough. The difference between those two framings is the difference between an external condition that can be addressed and an internal character flaw that is simply who she is. One of those framings leaves her somewhere to go. The other leaves her with the quiet persistent shame that becomes the foundation of the adult identity she will spend years trying to revise.

The childhood ends and the adolescence begins, and the ADHD that was manageable, if difficult, in primary school meets the demands of secondary school and early adolescence and the social world becomes more complex and the academic demands increase and the self-monitoring required to navigate all of this becomes more intensive.

That transition is the next chapter. But before we move to it, there is something worth sitting with about the childhood specifically, something that tends to be missed in accounts that rush too quickly to what comes next.

The childhood matters not only for what it builds, the compensating strategies and the shame and the exhaustion, but for what it also builds alongside those things. The girl who survived an ADHD childhood without understanding what she was dealing with is a girl who has been managing significant neurological difficulty without adequate support for years. That survival required something. Resourcefulness. Adaptability. The ability to find ways through situations that the standard approaches could not navigate. These are real capabilities, developed under real pressure, and they are part of her too.

She is not only what the ADHD childhood took from her. She is also what it built in her, despite everything. Both are true. Both matter. The next chapter follows her into adolescence, where everything intensifies.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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School, the classroom, and the performing self

There is a specific kind of child that teachers tend to love and worry about in equal measure. She is bright enough that the love is real. She is inconsistent enough that the worry is too. She does beautifully on the tasks that interest her and incomprehensibly badly on the ones that do not. She can write a story about a dragon with such precision and such feeling that the teacher reads it twice, and then cannot find her pencil case for the third day running. She participates brilliantly in class discussion when the topic has caught her imagination and disappears into her own interior when it has not. She is the child who confuses everyone, including herself.

This child is almost never identified as having ADHD in primary school, and the reason is not that the teachers are not paying attention. It is that she is managing. Imperfectly, inconsistently, at a significant cost that is invisible from the outside. But managing. The performance is good enough that the gap between her capability and her output tends to be attributed to effort or attitude rather than to anything structural. If she just tried harder. If she just applied herself. If she just organised herself better. The ifs accumulate across her school years like a debt she is always slightly behind on paying.

This chapter is about school specifically: the classroom environment, the demands it makes on the ADHD brain, the ways that girls with ADHD navigate those demands, and the specific cost of navigating them without anyone understanding what the navigation actually involves. It is also about what the school experience builds in the ADHD girl that follows her out of the school gates and into the rest of her life.

The performing self begins here. Not fully formed, not yet the elaborate construction it will become in adulthood. But the seed of it, the understanding that the person she is when she is managing is different from the person she is when she is not managing, and that only one of those versions is acceptable in a school environment, that distinction is learned in the classroom. It becomes one of the most consequential things she ever learns.

* * *
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The classroom is, neurologically speaking, an almost perfectly designed environment for making ADHD visible. It requires sustained attention to a single stream of information over extended periods. It requires sitting still in one position while the body would prefer to move. It requires following complex multi-step instructions delivered verbally and held in working memory while being acted upon. It requires managing transitions between tasks at externally imposed times rather than when the brain is ready. It requires performing under observation, producing output on demand, managing time toward external deadlines.

Every one of these requirements draws directly on executive function. Every one of them is something ADHD specifically impairs. The classroom is not designed to be difficult for ADHD brains. It is simply designed for a different kind of brain, and the fit between the ADHD brain and the standard classroom environment tends to be poor enough that the impairment becomes visible across years even when it is successfully concealed in any single lesson.

What the ADHD girl does in this environment, because she is a girl and because girls with ADHD tend to be more alert to social expectation and more motivated to manage the impression, is she compensates. She develops a set of strategies for appearing to be more organised, more attentive, more on top of things than she actually is. She watches the other children and uses their behaviour as a guide for what she should be doing. She copies the routines of the children whose approach to school seems more natural. She develops systems that are more elaborate than anyone around her realises, because the systems are compensating for internal function that other children do not need to compensate for.

The compensation is often successful enough to prevent identification and inadequate enough to prevent real comfort. She is not getting through school because the school environment suits her. She is getting through it the way a person gets through a long run with a stone in their shoe: by developing compensating adjustments that prevent the stone from becoming fully disabling while the stone is still very much there and costing real energy with every step.

The specific ways that ADHD shows up in the classroom for girls deserve careful description, because they tend to look very different from the classic hyperactive presentation that most people have in mind when they think about ADHD at school.

The attention that is selective rather than absent. The ADHD girl is not unable to pay attention. She is unable to reliably direct her attention to the thing that the classroom is asking her to attend to. When the topic has caught her interest, when the teacher has said something that connected with something she was already thinking about, when the material has a quality that engages the ADHD brain's specific appetite for novelty or intensity or genuine interest, her attention is total. The problem is that this state is not reliably producible on demand, and the classroom demands it continuously.

When the material does not engage her, her attention goes elsewhere. Not to nothing. The ADHD brain is never attending to nothing. It is attending to the texture of the desk, to the cloud formation visible through the window, to the interesting conversation happening two rows behind her, to a thought that arrived from nowhere and is now pursuing its own logic somewhere in the interior. From the outside this looks like not paying attention. From the inside it feels like paying attention to everything except the thing that is being required.

The working memory failures that look like not listening. She is given an instruction that involves three steps. She processes the first step. The second step arrives before the first has been fully encoded. The third step arrives and the first two are now uncertain. She begins on what she believes the instruction said and produces something that is related to but not what was asked. The teacher repeats the instruction, this time more slowly, and she feels the specific shame of needing it repeated when she was trying to listen. She was listening. The system that was supposed to hold what she heard is the system that let her down.

The organisation failures that are mysterious even to her. The book that was in the bag when she left home and is not in the bag when she arrives at school. The assignment due today that she completed last night and cannot now locate. The equipment for the lesson that she remembered to bring every other day this week and forgot today, the one day it matters. These failures are not carelessness in any meaningful sense. They are the ADHD working memory not encoding the location of objects, not flagging upcoming requirements with sufficient urgency, not maintaining the tracking function that other brains perform automatically. But they look like carelessness, and carelessness has consequences: the lost marks, the note home, the reputation for unreliability that begins to accumulate in the early school years and that is very difficult to shift once it has settled.

* * *
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The social experience of school is as important as the academic one, and for girls with ADHD the social experience carries its own specific weight.

School is where the ADHD girl first encounters the gap between how she is received and how she intends to be. She is enthusiastic in a way that others experience as overwhelming. She interrupts because the thought is there and will not survive the wait. She dominates conversations without meaning to, because the ideas are arriving faster than the social monitoring can manage them. She becomes fixated on topics that have captured her interest and returns to them repeatedly even when the social signal is that the topic has run its course for everyone else.

She also misses social cues that other children read more easily. The slight shift in a friend's expression that indicates she has gone too far. The moment in a group conversation when the topic has changed and she is still responding to the previous one. The unspoken rules of playground social dynamics that most of her peers seem to navigate intuitively and that she is always slightly behind on learning.

The result is a social experience that is often more effortful and more painful than it appears from the outside. She wants the friendships. She is genuinely interested in the people around her. The gap between the wanting and the managing tends to produce a specific kind of loneliness, surrounded by people but not quite connecting with them in the way she would like to, not quite getting the social timing right, not quite being the version of herself that she intends to be in social situations.

She tends to find one or two close friendships where the fit is good enough that the management requirements are lower, where the other child is patient with the intensity or shares it, where the ADHD qualities are experienced as features rather than bugs. These friendships are often extraordinarily important to her, more important than most childhood friendships because they are rarer and because they provide relief from the management effort that most other social interactions require. When they end, as childhood friendships often do, the grief is correspondingly large.

The homework situation deserves its own extended treatment in any account of the ADHD school experience because it is, for most ADHD children, the most consistently difficult and distressing part of the school day.

Homework requires the ADHD child to perform exactly the same tasks she performed at school, but with none of the structures that made those tasks possible at school. The teacher is not there. The social pressure of working alongside classmates is not there. The immediate feedback that keeps the engagement alive is not there. The time pressure of the classroom, which for many ADHD brains is a necessary neurological input, is replaced by the open-ended time of the afternoon which expands to accommodate whatever avoidance it contains.

The kitchen table at four in the afternoon is a hostile environment for an ADHD brain. There is nothing to trigger the starting mechanism except the awareness that the task needs to be done, and that awareness, for ADHD brains, is insufficient. The task sits there. She sits here. The gap between them is the executive function failure that the classroom environment was partially compensating for.

What tends to happen instead of the homework: anything. The elaborate rearrangement of her pencil case. The sudden urgent need to know something unrelated. The snack that turns into a twenty-minute kitchen excursion. The conversation with a parent that starts as avoidance and becomes the most engaged she has been all day because the conversation is interesting in a way the homework is not. And then the dinner, and then the realisation that the homework has not been done, and then the rushed inadequate completion of it, and then the guilt and the anxiety and the poor sleep.

This pattern, repeated across years of schooling, teaches the ADHD girl several things about herself. That she is bad at work. That she cannot be trusted to manage herself. That the gap between what she is capable of and what she produces is her fault. That other people manage this without apparent difficulty and she does not, which is evidence of something. The evidence accumulates in the same filing system as everything else from the school years, not as information about ADHD but as information about her character.

* * *
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Secondary school intensifies every challenge that primary school produced, and adds several new ones.

The structure changes. Instead of one teacher who knows her well and has developed some understanding of how she works, there are multiple teachers each of whom sees her for one period a day. Each teacher has formed an impression that is based on limited data and that tends to cluster around either the bright and engaged version or the disorganised and inattentive version, depending on which she happened to be on the days they formed their impression. None of them have the full picture. The full picture is not available to any of them.

The organisation demands increase dramatically. She is now responsible for managing multiple subjects, multiple sets of materials, multiple homework deadlines, multiple project timelines, multiple exam schedules. This is a significant organisational load for any child. For a child whose ADHD makes organisation specifically difficult, it can be genuinely overwhelming. The elaborate compensating systems she developed in primary school are not adequate for the scale of what secondary school requires.

The social demands also change. Adolescence brings a more complex and more consequential social world, one where the stakes of getting the social dynamics wrong feel genuinely high. The ADHD girl enters this world with the same attention regulation difficulties, the same social timing issues, the same intensity that can overwhelm, but now in a context where the consequences of those difficulties are more visible and more lasting. Secondary school social hierarchies have long memories and ADHD social failures are the kind that gets noticed.

The academic expectations shift in ways that specifically disadvantage ADHD brains. Primary school rewards engagement and enthusiasm. Secondary school rewards sustained independent study, exam performance under time pressure, the ability to organise and synthesise information across extended periods, and consistent output over months of preparation. These are all areas where ADHD creates specific difficulty, and the child who was managing in primary school sometimes finds that secondary school has moved the target to a place she cannot reach with the same strategies.

It is somewhere in the secondary school years that most undiagnosed ADHD girls develop what will become, in adulthood, the fully formed performing self.

The performing self is the managed version: the one who appears on top of things, who is capable and competent and in control, who meets the expectations of the environment without visible difficulty. She is built over the top of the actual self as a protective layer. Her construction is gradual and the construction worker is the ADHD girl herself, working with whatever materials she has available: observation of the people around her whose performance looks more natural, trial and error about which approaches produce the right impressions, the slow accumulation of compensating strategies that stand in for the executive function that would generate the same outputs more automatically.

By the time she leaves school the performing self is often quite convincing. Convincing enough that she gets through the school years without anyone identifying what is actually happening. Convincing enough that the adults around her, and often she herself, have concluded that there is no structural problem, only a need for more effort and better organisation. The performing self has done her job too well: she has concealed the thing that needed to be found.

The cost of the performance is borne by the actual self, which has been behind the performing self all along, managing the real experience of the ADHD day. The anxiety that builds when the performance requires more than is available. The exhaustion of the sustained effort of managing the impression. The loneliness of being known as the performing self while the actual self remains largely unencountered. These costs are invisible from the outside, which is exactly what the performing self requires.

* * *
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What would have helped? This question is worth sitting with, not to produce a list of things that should have been different, but because understanding what would have helped reveals what was missing and why it mattered.

Identification would have helped. Not to pathologise her or to reduce her to a diagnosis, but to give her and the adults around her accurate information about what they were dealing with. The child who knows her brain works differently from the standard is in a fundamentally different position from the child who believes her brain works the same way as everyone else's but less well. One of those positions leaves her somewhere to go. The other locks her into the conclusion that the problem is her.

Accommodation within the classroom would have helped. Not accommodation that marks her out as different or that requires her to manage a separate and stigmatising process, but the small structural
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