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INTRODUCTION

AS MY HUSBAND DROPS ME OFF AT A STATE PARK, I FEEL LIKE A kindergartner on the first day of school. “Have fun!” he says, before driving away. A group of outdoorsy-looking ladies are staring at me, and I know why: I’m a forty-two-year-old woman who depends on her husband for rides. I’m here to make friends, but all I want to do is run and hide.

Instead, I introduce myself with false confidence. When the members of the hiking group respond in kind, I attempt to hitch their features to their names. Jean is wearing jeans, but she probably owns other pants. Sandy has sandy-blond hair, but so do at least five other women standing around her. A woman named Dale introduces herself. All I can think is how unfortunate it is that she doesn’t have prominent front teeth or chipmunk cheeks.

I’m very disappointed in my performance, because I studied. Using Facebook, I snooped on all these ladies before I arrived. I made flash cards with their photos on one side and their names and fun facts on the other. I could fish these out of my backpack for a refresher, but that would be creepy.

Finally, I see someone who stands out. Kathy is a tiny seventy-something lady with long, wild, wavy hair. In her Facebook profile picture, she’s playing a bamboo flute at a Renaissance festival.

“You look familiar,” I say, which is not technically a lie. “Do you play flute? Or recorder?”

“No,” she says, looking vaguely annoyed. (I later discover that she was just posing with that flute.)

My heart is now racing, and my face feels hot despite the early-spring chill. At the edge of the parking lot is a freestanding bathroom. Would anyone notice if I just sauntered over there and hid until they left?

I’m also tempted to fake it—to plaster my face with a dumb smile, keep conversations vague, and avoid using proper nouns—but I’ve promised myself that I’m not doing that anymore. I’m going to come clean about my disability.

“So, just so you know, I’m faceblind,” I tell Sandy (I think?) as we hoof it up a steep hill.

“Oh, me too!” she replies. “I’m just terrible with names.”

Inwardly, I roll my eyes and sigh. My problems go much, much deeper than forgetting names. I forget faces. And due to my particular combination of neurological disorders and quirks, I also forget people—not just their names but their very existence. And when I do manage to dig up someone’s name, I get so excited I feel the need to tell everyone. My introductions, however, often backfire, because I tend to forget people’s relationships to one another. (“Sadie, I know Josh. He’s my brother.”)

I’ve always known that I’m a little quirky, but for forty-odd years I didn’t realize I was having trouble with tasks that other people find trivially easy. From where I sit, if you’re like 98 percent of the population, you’re a face-recognition virtuoso. Thanks to a specialized chunk of brain called the fusiform face area (FFA), you can simultaneously take in a collection of features—left eye, right eye, nose, mouth, eyebrows, cheeks, freckles, dimples, hairline, and a zillion other things—and make note of distinctive characteristics while concurrently processing their relationships to one another. Then you create a three-dimensional model of that face that allows you to recognize it from different angles and in all kinds of lighting conditions.i You’re rendering graphics in your head faster and more accurately than the most advanced computer, and you aren’t even trying.

So, while you may forget someone’s name from time to time, I bet you have no trouble following movies, even if the main character puts on a hat, or—worst of all—gets a makeover. (Me watching Pretty Woman: “Who’s that? What happened to the prostitute?”)

I can’t do any of these things, and I only recently discovered why. I have prosopagnosia, colloquially known as faceblindness. As a result, I lack some of that specialized face-recognition software, so I end up using the generic program, the one that most people use for recognizing, say, a nice rock, or a beloved pet hedgehog.

I take a breath and prepare to explain this to Sandy. But then I hesitate. Maybe Sandy and I are talking about the same thing. Before I knew about prosopagnosia, I, too, told people that I was bad at names. Maybe Sandy is also faceblind, or maybe she has a completely different neurological disorder that makes remembering names tough for her.

And anyway, why do I think I’m so special? Everyone has something, right? Scientists estimate that faceblindness affects about six million Americans, the vast majority of whom have never been diagnosed. But that’s not even close to the most common visual or cognitive disorder. There are three hundred million colorblind people in the world, and hundreds of millions more whose brains have a quirk they don’t even know about. I personally know two people who weren’t diagnosed with ADHD until their thirties, and one who discovered she was dyslexic at forty, not because anyone referred her for a diagnosis but because TikTok’s uncanny algorithm started serving her videos on the topic. A colleague didn’t realize she lacked a sense of smell until she was twelve. When other people talked about smelling things, she just thought she was “doing it wrong”—and no one realized anything was amiss until she failed to notice the overwhelming stench of plastic burning on the stove next to her.

As for me, I failed to notice that I was making mistakes no one else makes—getting into strangers’ cars, getting lost in my brother’s three-bedroom house, making plans to meet up with someone and then being surprised by who showed up—for forty years. Uncertainty, improvisation, and wacky mishaps make up the fabric of my life, and I never thought to question it until I tried to write some of these silly stories down. That’s when it finally dawned on me that something weird was going on.

So, I did some research, signed myself up for a study, and made a shocking discovery: I am not just a little bad at remembering people. I am legit faceblind. If you imagine a normal curve, you’ll find me way over on the left. I’m in the bottom two percent, two standard deviations below the mean. I’m about as good at face recognition as Elon Musk is at branding.

When I got this verdict, I accepted it. My dad, not so much. “Are you sure you’re really trying?” he asked. Also: “Why worry about something you can’t change?”

Soldier onward, bluff your way through, figure it out, and make it look easy. This is the Dingfelder way of life, and it’s served me well. There’s only one little problem: A key part of being an effective con artist is conning yourself. And once I began to see the cracks in my neurotypical facade, I couldn’t look away.

How did I fail to notice this “disorder”—one that had been quietly shaping my entire life? What else don’t I know about myself?

A lot, as it turns out.

In the following chapters, I will visit neuroscience labs across the country. I will spend around thirty hours in fMRI machines and dozens more taking computer-based tests, sometimes with electrodes affixed to my head. Scientists will write papers about me! And I will learn that at some point in my brain’s development, it took a detour onto a path less traveled. In addition to being faceblind, I am also stereoblind. Plus, I have aphantasia (a blind mind’s eye), SDAM (severely deficient autobiographical memory), and probably other things that don’t have names yet.

So. Welcome to my midlife crisis. There will be no fast cars or sexy pool boys, but there will be answers to questions that have dogged me my entire life. Mysteries like: Why didn’t I ever learn how to drive? Why hasn’t anyone ever asked me out on a date? Why was I so lonely as a kid, and how did I manage to make so many friends as an adult? (And why, despite having so many friends, do I still feel lonely?)

What I learn about vision, memory, and imagination will captivate me—millions of miracles happening inside our brains every minute! What I discover about the places where my brain falls short of miraculous will force me to reinterpret major events from my past and mourn losses that I didn’t even know I’d suffered. I’ll upset my parents with prying questions, worry my husband with excessive crying, and feel sorry for the kid version of myself, who often felt misunderstood and who still feels that way sometimes.

As I’ve struggled to see myself more clearly, I’ve also discovered something about everyone else: There’s a stunning amount of hidden neurodiversity in the world. Your best friend, your spouse, your boss—their conscious experience might be completely different from yours, and neither of you may have any idea!

Remember the viral photo of that dress that looked white and gold to some people but black and blue to others? We were all looking at the same image and seeing completely different things. This isn’t a fluke—this kind of thing happens all the time. The world is full of ambiguous information, and different brains come to different conclusions.

Then there are people’s inner lives. The variety of ways people experience being awake and alive is, frankly, mind-boggling. If you don’t believe me, start asking your friends questions like:


Do you have an inner monologue?

Do you hear it in your mind’s ear? Is it in your own voice? Is it like eavesdropping on your own thoughts, or is it more like a commentary on what you’re doing?

(Me? Most of the time my mind is quiet.)



When you’re reading a novel, do you “see” the characters in your mind’s eye?

Do you visualize settings and enjoy lush descriptions?

(Lucky you! I see nothing but words on a page, and I often skim descriptive passages to get to the plot.)



Can you revisit important moments from your past in vivid visual and emotional detail?

Are these memories in color or black and white?

Do you experience them in the first person or third?

Are they moving or still?

(All I remember of my past are the stories I tell about myself—all words, no pictures, and muted emotions.)


You may find my experiences difficult to believe. I find yours equally unlikely. I mean, if other people can hallucinate at will, surely I would have heard about it… right?

Actually, there have been clues: My yoga teacher, for instance, who’s always asking me to do impossible things, like “Imagine your hip bones are headlights.” Many people can follow this instruction! For the longest time, I thought the opening credits of Reading Rainbow were trying to trick kids into thinking that reading is like watching cartoons. Evidently, though, neurotypical people visualize whatever they are reading about. (No wonder you’re all so slow.)

“Counting sheep”? For me, it’s exactly the same as regular counting, except… fluffier? I guess I didn’t think about it that much.

What’s clearly a metaphor to one person can be quite real to another.

Then there’s the issue of credibility. When I try to describe my conscious experiences, why should you believe me? Why should I believe myself? After all, I’m clearly a master of self-deception, having thought, for decades, that I was basically neurotypical.

These seemingly intractable problems are why, in the 1950s, the field of psychology stepped away from studying inner experiences. Psychologists wanted to be taken seriously as scientists, and scientists study things that can be observed and quantified. Questions like “Is the red I see the same red you see?” seemed best left to philosophers and potheads, while less interesting, more concrete issues like “How can I make this pigeon work harder?” were taken up with great rigor.

Fortunately, the tide is turning, and scientists are beginning to study internal experiences again. The advent of fMRI in the ’90s kicked things off by capturing snapshots of the mind at work. Since then, psychologists and neuroscientists have come up with lots of other clever ways to corroborate or contradict what we claim is going on inside our skulls.

For instance, you can ask vivid visualizers to imagine a brightly lit shape and see whether their pupils contract. (They do!1) If you put them into an fMRI machine and assign them the same task, you can see how much their occipital (vision) cortexes activate. (A lot!2) Make them read a violent passage in a book and see if they break a sweat. (They get positively damp compared to people like me.3)

As scientists begin taking inner experience more seriously, they are discovering entire continents of wild, beautiful, and largely uncharted neurodiversity. And yet, even with this information in hand, it’s difficult to break out of the assumption that everyone’s conscious experience is pretty much like your own.

To explain why, I offer a parable:


An old fish passes by a school of youngsters and says, “Hey, boys, how’s the water?”

“What’s water?” the little fish reply.


For these young fish to understand what water is, they need something to compare it to—maybe air, or the vacuum of space, or something really weird, like the experience of swimming through melted chocolate. Well, dear reader, I’m the fish who just figured out that I live in a sea of melted chocolate, and I’m going to attempt to describe what it’s like so that you can see whatever substrate it is you’re swimming through.

The best fish to ask about chocolate vs. water is, of course, one that’s swum in both—and that’s part of the reason why, in the coming chapters, I’ll be trying to experience the world more like neurotypical people do. I’ll attempt to teach my brain to quickly assess distances between facial features. I’ll try to learn to see in 3D by playing virtual reality video games that are not yet FDA approved. I’ll work on my powers of visualization with educators who teach kids to use their mind’s eye to spell or do mental math. If that doesn’t work, I’ll immerse myself in a sensory deprivation tank—or try shrooms, maybe? (I’m leaning toward no on that one.)

“But, Sadie,” you say, “how can you claim to celebrate neurodiversity while attempting to quash it in yourself?” Good question. I’m glad you asked. There are advantages and disadvantages to all of my cognitive and perceptual differences. Take stereoblindness, for example: When your eyes don’t work together, it’s hard to catch a ball, walk on uneven ground, or merge your car onto a highway. On the other hand, seeing out of only one eye at a time can give you a slight edge as an artist. There’s evidence that many famous artists—Gustav Klimt, Edward Hopper, Andrew Wyeth, Marc Chagall, Frank Stella, and Man Ray, to name a few—had misaligned eyes.

Even though I know this, I’m still going to try to learn to see in 3D. I’ve had the entire first half of my life to parlay my stereoblindness into artistic ability, and all I can draw are cartoon mermaids.

This could all be a huge mistake, of course. But I take some solace in the fact that I’ve been living with my weird brain for more than forty years. If I manage to learn to visualize, for instance, it probably won’t unleash a flood of unwanted imagery upon my poor tortured soul. I’ll be lucky if I can figure out how to conjure the occasional dim and fleeting beach sunrise. If I were younger, I’d be more concerned.

I do want to succeed, though. I want to at least glimpse how the other 98 percent live. What is it like to know, with total certainty, who someone is? What does a tree look like in 3D? Isn’t it distracting to “see” things that aren’t actually there? Is it really possible to think before you speak?

Of course, I may end up regretting my choices or even changing my mind.

So, let’s get going!

“Let’s get going” is also more or less what Sandy says to me when she notices the two of us falling behind the other hikers. The pandemic has atrophied my social skills, and I’ve just wrapped up a monologue very much like the one you just read, except with more panting. I’m out of shape and out of breath, but what’s really slowing me down is my stereoblindness. Steep, uneven paths are tough to navigate without depth perception.

I know exactly what this situation calls for: a lecture on stereovision!

Just kidding. I want these women to think I’m at least a little normal.

“Don’t wait for me,” I say, dropping to all fours. “I’ll get there eventually.”

Footnotes

i   If you’re thinking, No I can’t. No one can do that, you, my friend, may be faceblind.
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