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    This book is for anyone who’s realized

    they’ve been performing love instead of living it—

    and is learning the difference



		
  Taught


I learned to love the way I learned to swim—

by watching others perform the motions,

replicating their form

until my body automated

what my consciousness never interrogated.





No one taught me

that love could be volitional,

not mimetic.





That it didn’t demand

perpetual demonstrations of deservingness.





That desire could exist

without the reflexive negation

of wanting—

the preemptive withdrawal

disguised as consideration.





I’ve been enacting conditioned love my entire life

and mistaking repetition for devotion,

fluency for feeling,

the perfected performance

for the thing it was trained to counterfeit.






    We inherit affect as imitation—mistaking the choreography we observed

    for the emotion we were promised, then spend decades refining our approximation

    of what we never actually felt.




		Inventory


You learned early to read rooms

the way others read books—

checking every face for signs,

cataloging each small shift

in posture, tone, the particular silence

that meant you’d miscalculated.





By twelve you could predict

your mother’s headaches,

sense your father withdrawing

before he noticed it himself.

A fluency in a language

no one asked you to speak,

translating everyone

except yourself.





Now you name what your lover needs

before it takes shape,

anticipate your boss’s irritation

three sentences before it surfaces,

but cannot say what you want

for dinner.

Cannot answer when someone asks

how you are

without first scanning their expression

to see what response they can bear.





You call this intuition.

It is the price of making yourself

useful enough to keep.



    We vanish by becoming vital.



		Low Maintenance


You pride yourself on traveling light—

declining the dinner invitation

because you sense it was offered out of obligation,

canceling plans when you detect

even the slightest inconvenience in their voice.





Friends call you easygoing.

What they mean is: grateful.

You laugh at jokes that aren’t funny,

agree to restaurants you hate,

watch movies that bore you senseless

because choosing feels like an imposition.





Your apartment contains nothing

anyone might trip over.

You’ve made yourself frictionless,

a guest in your own existence,

the kind of person people forget

is in the room until you leave.





When your sister asks what you want

for your birthday, you say nothing,

and mean it. You’ve engineered desire

down to a whisper, then to silence.





It isn’t virtue. It’s forestalling

the moment someone realizes

you’re too much trouble to bother with,

beating them there

by becoming no trouble at all.



    Accommodating everyone means you’ve made yourself

    into furniture—functional, unnoticed, easy to forget.



		Fine


I answer the question before it’s fully asked.

Someone begins with “How are—” and I’m already

nodding, smile calibrated, delivering

the single word that closes inquiry: fine.





Not good, which invites follow-up.

Not great, which sounds false.

Fine. The perfect temperature.

Tepid enough to be believed,

warm enough to seem human.





I’ve said it so often it’s become

a form of infrastructure—

the load-bearing wall between

what I feel and what I report feeling.





When my brother calls, concerned

because I haven’t spoken in weeks,

I’m fine. When my doctor notes

the weight I’ve lost, asks gently

if anything’s changed, I’m fine.

When I wake at three in the morning,

heart racing for no reason I can name,

and lie there until dawn—

by breakfast, I’m fine.





The word has become a reflex,

a prophylactic against being known.

Not a lie, exactly.

More like a border I’ve drawn

around the part of me that might,

if given permission, admit

I haven’t been fine in years.





I’ve trained everyone to accept this.

They’re relieved, mostly.

Fine requires nothing.





What I’ve lost is the vocabulary

for any other condition.

When I try to locate how I actually am,

I find only the answer I’ve been giving—

a script so worn it’s replaced

what it was meant to describe.



    We become the performance we use to avoid examination.



		Sorry


I apologize for things that aren’t my fault.

For existing in a room someone else wanted empty.

For speaking when I’ve misread the silence.

For needing clarification, asking twice,

not understanding immediately.





I say sorry when someone bumps into me.

When the restaurant gets my order wrong.

When I call to confirm an appointment.

When I ask a question in a meeting.





The word precedes assessment.

A verbal crouch. A linguistic flinch—

the sound I make to signal I know my place,

which is beneath dispute.





My mother said I apologized for breathing.

She meant it as criticism.

I heard instruction.





What I’m performing is damage control.

If I’m already sorry, already diminished,

already acknowledging my excessive presence,

perhaps the consequence—when it arrives—

will require less force.





I’ve said it so many times

the word no longer functions as language.

It’s reflex. Placeholder. Buffer

against the moment someone calculates

I’ve taken up more space than I’ve earned.





I learned early my existence

requires constant apology.

I learned it from my mother’s flinch

when I entered rooms,

from the sigh before she answered,

from her relief when I left.

I don’t remember the lesson becoming reflex.

Only that it did.



    We apologize for existing until apologizing

    becomes proof we deserve to.



		Aware


I’ve read the books. Done the therapy.

I can tell you which childhood wound

produced which adult pattern,

map my attachment style,

name my triggers before they fire.





When someone challenges me

I acknowledge it immediately—

“You’re right, that’s my abandonment fear talking,”

“I recognize I’m being defensive here,”

“This is probably my anxious attachment.”





I narrate my psychology in real time,

perform the work of self-examination

so fluently no one questions

whether anything actually changes.





What I’ve mastered is the language

of transformation without the practice.

I know exactly why I do what I do—

I just keep doing it anyway,

cushioned by the belief that understanding

is the same as repair.





My friends call me insightful.

What they mean is: I’m quick

to absolve myself through analysis,

to convert failure into narrative,

to explain away the pattern

instead of breaking it.





I’ve built a fortress out of self-knowledge,

used awareness as a shield

against accountability.

If I name the wound first,

diagnose myself before you can,

I control the terms of judgment.





But insight without action

is just another form of avoidance—

intellectualizing pain

until it becomes thesis instead of experience,

theory instead of threat.





I know what’s wrong.

I’ve always known.

Knowing lets me stay exactly where I am.



    Self-awareness without action is just spectating

    your own dysfunction—fwatching from a seat

    you won’t get up from.



		Burning the Journals


I kept them for fifteen years.

Every notebook a catalogue of damage—

who hurt me, how, the precise words used,

dates and contexts cross-referenced

like evidence for a trial that never came.





I thought documentation meant healing.

That if I recorded everything,

traced each wound back to its origin,

eventually the pattern would reveal itself

and I’d be free.





Instead I built a museum to grievance,

a shrine to every slight and sorrow,

returning to it whenever I felt myself

beginning to move forward,

reminding myself why trust was foolish,

why hope was dangerous,

why I was right to stay barricaded.





Last week I burned them.

Without ceremony. Without intention

to release or forgive or perform

any spiritual cleansing.

I just got tired of carrying proof

that I had reasons to stay broken.





The fire was quick.

Fifteen years of careful accounting

reduced to ash in twenty minutes.

No catharsis. No relief.

Just the practical recognition

that I’d been building my own confinement,

tending the very things

I claimed I wanted to escape.





What’s gone is not the past—

that still happened, still lives in me—

but the scaffolding I’d built

to make sure it stayed present,

to guarantee I’d never risk

being hurt like that again

by refusing to be anyone

who could be hurt at all.



    The journals weren’t memory—they were proof

    I had permission to stay broken.

    Destroying them doesn’t erase history—

    it just stops you from living there.



		The Call


My father phones. Third time this month.

I let it ring. He leaves a message—

the same one he always leaves:

hoping to connect, misses me, wonders how I am.





The performance of concern

from the man who taught me

that needing anything

was a form of weakness.





Twenty years of his silence

when I actually needed him,

and now that I’ve built a life

that doesn’t include him,

he wants in.





I play the message again.

His voice: careful, measured,

the same tone he used

when I was twelve and crying

and he told me to compose myself.





I want to call back and say:

You don’t get to miss me now.

You had your chance.

I needed a father

and you chose absence.

Now I don’t need you

and you want credit

for remembering I exist?





I don’t call back.





But I don’t delete the message either.

I keep it. Play it sometimes

when I want to remember

why I don’t answer.



    The anger doesn’t resolve into forgiveness.

    It just sits there. Solid. Permanent.

    And I’ve stopped pretending that’s a problem.



		Undefended


Someone accuses me of something I didn’t do.

The details don’t matter—what matters is

I have evidence, witnesses, a clear timeline

that would exonerate me completely.

I draft the response. Delete it.

Draft again. Delete it again.





Then I do nothing.





Not because I’m choosing dignity

or some principled refusal to engage.

I’ve stopped believing that being understood

matters more than being finished with it.





For years I’ve defended myself

against every misreading, every distortion,

convinced that if I could just explain clearly enough,

present the facts in the right order,

people would see what actually happened

and I’d be vindicated.





What I’m letting go of now

is the assumption that vindication matters,

that being wrongly perceived

is an emergency that needs correcting.





I let the accusation stand.

Not because it’s true

but because the cost of refuting it—

the time, the energy, the reopening

of something I’ve already survived—

exceeds whatever value there is

in having my name cleared

in the ledger of someone

who’s already decided what to believe.





This feels like losing.

Like cowardice. Like letting them win

by controlling the narrative I could easily dismantle.





But what I’m learning is that some battles

aren’t worth fighting—not because you’d lose

but because winning changes nothing except

how much of your life you’ve spent arguing.



    I choose the discomfort of being misunderstood

    over the exhaustion of needing to be right.



		Evidence


I kept the emails.

Screenshots of the texts.

Voicemails saved.

Every cruel thing,

documented, timestamped,

ready to present

if anyone ever asked

why I left.

No one did.



    We build cases for trials that never convene.



		Explanations


I stopped mid-sentence last week.

She asked why I’d been distant.

I started building the usual case—

context, chronology, the careful parsing

of circumstance into something she could accept.





Then I just stopped.





“I don’t want to explain,” I said.





The silence lasted longer than the explanation would have.





She left angry.

I stayed quiet.





I had reasons.

Enough to leave.





I’m tired of building cases

for decisions I’ve already made.



    We owe explanations to people

    who would actually hear them—

    everyone else just wants our compliance

    packaged as conversation.



		Good Person


I’ve been telling myself I’m kind.

Evidence: I don’t yell. I listen.

I ask how people are and wait

for the answer. I donate when asked.

I’m polite to service workers.

I hold doors. I apologize.





The list is long enough

to feel like proof.





But I’m starting to recognize

what sits beneath it—

not care, but the calculation

of what kindness costs

versus what cruelty would reveal.





I’m kind because meanness

would expose something I’ve built my identity

around concealing: that most of the time

I don’t feel much about other people’s suffering

beyond a mild, abstract regret

that it’s happening.





I help when it’s convenient.

I care when it doesn’t interfere.

I’m generous when the cost

stays within acceptable limits.





This isn’t virtue.

It’s risk management—

being good enough that no one looks closer

at what I’m not.





I’ve confused not doing harm

with doing good,

confused restraint with compassion,

confused performance with character.





The version of myself I’ve been protecting—

decent, empathetic, trying—

isn’t false exactly.

It’s just incomplete enough

to become a lie by omission.





I don’t know what’s underneath

if I stop maintaining it.

I’m not sure I want to find out.

But continuing to believe it

requires more self-deception

than I can sustain.



    Goodness performed long enough becomes its own evidence—

    we mistake the act for the state

    and stop asking what we’d do if no one watched.



		Therapy


My therapist asks what I want to work on today.





I say: “The fact that I’m paying you

to listen to
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