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The fluorescent lights buzzed so loudly that Alex felt it in her bones. 

That high-pitched whine made her want to crawl out of her skin like she was molting or something. Professor Albright went on about the Industrial Revolution in his boring old brown jacket that probably hadn't been washed since the actual Industrial Revolution. 

His voice was like listening to that one dry-eyes guy from the commercials, but somehow even more monotone. This was supposed to be an important study guide review session for the history final, the one class standing between Alex and her degree, like the final boss of her academic career.

Alex tried her best to focus. Her pen hung over her notebook, ready to write down whatever important stuff Professor Albright was saying. But her brain was like a bunch of squirrels on energy drinks doing parkour. It just wouldn't sit still, no matter how hard she tried, like trying to make a TikTok dance trend stick when you have zero coordination.

There was this dust floating in the sunlight from the window, and suddenly Alex was thinking about how dust particles work. Then, some girl two rows up started clicking her pen against her teeth. Click-click-click-clickyity-click. It was like having that one notification sound that you can't figure out how to turn off, except it was happening inside her skull at maximum volume.

"And so," Albright said, finally speaking up louder than his usual whisper-lecture volume, "the Luddite movement wasn't just about hating technology. It was the people desperately trying to hold onto the old ways when everything was changing too fast."

Luddite... That word stuck in Alex's head like a song that goes viral on TikTok. Like me, she thought. I'm trying to focus the normal way, when my brain just wants to build some weird machine out of random thoughts. She pictured herself as a tiny, angry person smashing the invisible gears in her head with a little hammer, basically becoming the main character in her own chaotic anime. Click-click-clickity-click went the pen. Alex's leg bounced under the table like it was trying to start its own dance trend. She dug her nails into her palm, trying to feel something other than this overwhelming buzz of mental notifications that she couldn't clear.

A wave of hot shame hit her like getting secondhand embarrassment from someone else's cringeworthy TikTok. 

Everyone else was taking notes like it was no big deal. 

Their heads were down, pens moving smoothly across the paper like they were all NPCs programmed for note-taking. 

Did they even hear the clicking? Did they feel that awful buzzing? 

Did their minds jump from floating dust to historical rebellions in five seconds flat, like their brain had ADHD and forgot to take its meds?

The harsh reality smacked her harder than a "We need to talk" text; she was different. 

She knew this feeling way too well. 

It was like trying to use Android chargers on an iPhone while everyone else seemed to be perfectly compatible with the world's operating system. 

Her breathing got shaky. 

Just focus, Alex. 

Just for five minutes. 

But the harder she tried, the more her mind ran away like a cat when you try to put it in a carrier for the vet.

The shame wasn't new. 

She'd been wearing it like an ugly Christmas sweater since elementary school, the kind your aunt gives you that you have to pretend to love. 

"Alex, are you even listening?" 

Mrs. Davison's sharp voice cut through a daydream about flying dragons during math class. 

Seven-year-old Alex had flinched like she'd been caught watching TikTok during a Zoom class. 

The whispers started then. 

Small at first, getting louder over the years like a comment section turning toxic. 

"Spacey Alex," they called her in middle school. 

"Always late, always forgetting stuff." 

Basically, the human equivalent of that friend who says "omw" but is still in bed.

High school was worse. 

The girls in homeroom would giggle and copy the way she talked, how she'd jump from topic to topic like her thoughts were playing hopscotch, blurt out whatever popped into her head like she had no filter between brain and mouth. 

"Did you hear what Alex said?" 

They'd whisper, recording her verbal chaos like it was content for their group chat. 

Too much. 

Too loud. 

Too weird. 

Like being the person who accidentally unmutes during a Zoom call and everyone hears your entire family drama.

The worst was during a group project in tenth grade. 

She was supposed to research one part, but she'd gotten totally sucked into this rabbit hole about old church architecture like she was speedrunning a Wikipedia deep dive. 

For three whole days, she devoured books and documentaries, drew detailed sketches of flying buttresses with the intensity of someone discovering a new hyperfixation. 

She was completely obsessed, living her best gothic architecture life. 

But the actual project? 

The boring part she was assigned? 

She forgot about it until the night before, like forgetting you had a Zoom meeting until you get the "meeting started" notification.

The confrontation with her group was brutal. 

Their anger cut deep like getting roasted in a group chat, and everyone screenshots it. 

"You're unreliable, Alex. You always let us down." 

That crushing feeling when people reject you is like getting left on read, but in real life. 

She locked herself in her room for days, their words echoing like intrusive thoughts with their own playlist: unreliable, let us down, lazy. 

Basically, the greatest hits of everything she'd been telling herself.

But her chaotic brain had hidden superpowers like unlocking achievements in a game nobody else was playing. 

While her history notes looked like a tornado had organized them, her art sketchbook was on fire, full of wild, connected ideas that would make Pinterest jealous. 

She'd found art in a quiet high school class where her weird way of connecting things wasn't a glitch, it was a feature. 

It was actually awesome. 

Her brain could see patterns that other people missed, like having special vision in a video game. 

A tangled ball of yarn became a sculpture about how everything's connected. 

A broken machine turned into a whimsical creature that looked like it belonged in a Studio Ghibli movie.

Her art teacher, Ms. Anya, was the first person to really see it, like finally finding someone who got your niche memes. 

"Alex," she said, looking at a charcoal drawing that mixed abstract shapes with realistic people like a fever dream that actually looked good, "your brain works like jazz music. It's not what you'd expect, but there's something beautiful in those surprising turns." 

Ms. Anya gave her permission to be herself, to get totally absorbed when something interested her, like falling down a good TikTok algorithm hole, to follow her thoughts wherever they went, like GPS for her imagination.

College was supposed to be a fresh start, a character development arc. 

She picked liberal arts, hoping to find her people. 

But history and economics felt like pulling teeth while wearing oven mittens. 

All that structure, that demand for straight-line thinking, it was like being forced to think in Times New Roman when your brain naturally functioned in Comic Sans. 

She took a sculpture class just to breathe, like getting fresh air after being stuck in a stuffy room full of academic expectations.

That's where she met Leo. 

He wore paint-splattered jeans and had mischievous eyes that screamed, "I definitely know where the good snacks are hidden." 

He talked fast like he was trying to beat the character limit, jumped from idea to idea like playing mental hopscotch, and his studio space was beautifully chaotic, organized chaos with the aesthetic of controlled disaster. 

One day, Alex was struggling to explain her vision for a piece, thoughts tumbling over each other like a word avalanche. 

Leo didn't interrupt or look impatient, like she was buffering. 

He just listened, nodding, occasionally saying stuff like, "So it's like... a spiderweb of memories, but made of old computers? That's sick."

"My brain just... goes," Alex confessed, waving her hands around like she was trying to catch her thoughts physically. 

"It's like having a thousand browser tabs open at once, and they all want attention right now, and also somehow three of them are playing different music."

Leo grinned like he'd just found his people. 

"Tell me about it. Mine's more like a disco ball, all these ideas flashing at once, but only two are actually useful, and one of them is probably just thinking about food." 

He tapped his head. "ADHD, right?"

Alex froze like a deer in headlights, or more accurately, like getting called out in a callout post.

She'd never talked about it openly, always scared of being judged, like getting ratio'd in the comments. "Yeah," she whispered.

"Me too," Leo shrugged like it was no big deal, like mentioning he preferred Android over iPhone. 

"It's like a superpower if you learn how to work with it. Or at least a really caffeinated sidekick that sometimes helps you hyperfocus on the right thing."

His casual acceptance felt like a warm hug, like finding out your comfort streamer replied to your chat message. 

For the first time, she wasn't a problem to fix or a glitch that needed debugging. 

She was just someone running on a different operating system. 

Leo taught her tricks that actually worked: body doubling by working on separate stuff in the same room to motivate each other, using visual timers for boring tasks (like a Pomodoro technique but make it ADHD, friendly), taking brain breaks when things got overwhelming like putting her mind in rice when it got too soggy with information.

In sculpture class, hyperfocus became her superpower. 

She'd lose herself for hours, shaping clay, welding metal, the world fading away like putting on noise, canceling headphones for her entire existence. 

Professor Morales, a wise woman who had serious "seen everything" energy, noticed too. 

"Alex," she said one day, watching Alex carefully sand a wooden piece with the dedication of someone detail, editing a meme, "you can see the tiny details and the big picture at the same time. 

That's rare. 

Most people are either zoomed in or zoomed out, but you're like... living in 4K."

But the history class still loomed like a final boss fight. 

Professor Albright's voice was still the opposite of dopamine, like anti-serotonin in audio form.

The exam was a week away, and that tiny anxiety hammer was
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