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I STOPPED PRETENDING

A book about dropping the mask, feeling the mess,

and finally being real.

For everyone who has ever answered “I’m fine”

and meant the exact opposite.
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“I was fine.”

Someone asked me how I was, and for the first time in what might have been my entire adult life, the answer didn’t come.

It was a Tuesday, which feels important to mention because nothing significant is supposed to happen on a Tuesday. Tuesdays are the most forgettable day of the week, wedged between the misery of Monday and the halfway promise of Wednesday, and yet this particular Tuesday is the one that cracked everything open. A colleague in the hallway, coffee in hand, the question lobbed at me the way you’d toss a ball to a dog, not really thinking about it, just going through the motions. Hey, how are you?

And I opened my mouth to say fine, because that’s what I always said, that’s what everybody always says, and the word just wasn’t there. It was like reaching for your keys in the pocket where they always are and finding nothing. My mouth was open, the smile was already forming because the smile always forms first, it’s faster than the words, and behind the smile there was this sudden, horrible emptiness where the script used to be.

I said yeah, just tired, which is the emergency backup for when fine doesn’t show up to work. Tired is the universal password. The all-access pass to the I don’t want to talk about it lounge. Nobody challenges tired because everyone is tired, and being tired together has become a kind of solidarity, a way of saying we’re all falling apart but at least we’re falling apart in the same direction.

She nodded. She walked away. And I stood there in the hallway holding a lukewarm coffee that I didn’t even want, realizing that something had just shifted in a way I couldn’t undo. The mask had slipped. Not because I’d been brave enough to take it off. Not because I’d had some dramatic realization. It slipped because it had gotten so heavy that my face couldn’t hold it anymore. Like carrying a suitcase for so long that your fingers just stop gripping, not as a choice, but as a physical limit.

•  •  •
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This book is not a self-help manual. I need to say that now, clearly, before you get any further, because I know what shelf you found this on and I know what you’re expecting. You’re expecting five steps, a framework, a morning routine, a journaling practice, maybe a chapter on gratitude and a gentle suggestion to take more baths. That’s what books in this section usually offer, a neatly packaged solution to whatever it is you’re feeling, wrapped in a soft cover with a pastel color palette.

This is not that book. There are no steps here. No system. No cold showers. No meditation apps. If one more person tells you to meditate your way out of a life you’re pretending to live, you have my full and enthusiastic permission to throw your phone at them.

This book is about something much simpler and much more terrifying than self-improvement. It’s about the moment when the performance you’ve been giving, the one that’s been running for years, maybe decades, the one you didn’t even know was a performance because it had been going on so long, finally hits a wall. Not a wall you chose. A wall your body built while you weren’t paying attention, out of all the things you didn’t say and all the feelings you didn’t feel and all the truths you traded for the comfort of being liked.

The wall doesn’t come with a warning. It comes on a Tuesday. In a hallway. With a word that won’t come.

•  •  •
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If you picked up this book, something in you already knows. Maybe you can’t articulate it yet, maybe it’s still just a feeling, a heaviness, a vague sense that the life you’re living and the life you’re showing are two completely different things and the gap between them is getting wider every day. Maybe you’re exhausted in a way that sleep doesn’t fix. Maybe you smiled at someone this morning and felt absolutely nothing behind it and that scared you more than you’d ever admit.

Whatever brought you here, you’re here. And I’m not going to judge you for the mask you’re wearing because I wore one too. For years. A really good one. The kind that gets promoted, gets invited to things, gets told you’re so strong and you always seem to have it together. The kind that fools everyone. Including, eventually, you.

This book is about what happened when mine fell off. And what I found underneath, which was not what I expected, was not some shining authentic self waiting to emerge like a butterfly from a chrysalis. What I found was messier than that, and sadder, and also, eventually, more real than anything I’d experienced in a very long time.

That’s what this book offers. Not a fix. Not a cure. A mirror. And maybe, if you stay long enough, a door.

Let’s begin. Gently. There’s no rush.
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PART ONE : 

THE MASKS WE WEAR.
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Chapter 1 - The Performance.
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You learned to pretend before you learned to drive, before you learned to cook, before you learned how taxes work or what a mortgage is or how to have a conversation about your feelings without wanting to crawl out of your own skin. Long before any of that, long before you had the vocabulary for it, you learned the single most important survival skill that modern life demands: how to look fine when you are not fine at all.

You don’t remember learning it because nobody sat you down and taught it explicitly. There was no lesson, no curriculum, no chapter in a textbook called How to Suppress Your Emotions So Other People Feel Comfortable. It was subtler than that, and that’s what made it so effective. You learned it the way you learned gravity, not by studying it, but by falling.

•  •  •
[image: ]


Think back to being seven, maybe eight years old. Something hurt. It could have been anything, a cruel word at school, a fight between your parents that you overheard through the wall and pretended you hadn’t, a sadness that had no name and no obvious cause but was there anyway, sitting in your small chest like a rock. And you went to someone you trusted, a parent, a teacher, an older sibling, and you showed it. You opened up. You let the feeling out.

And what you got back was some version of the following: don’t cry. You’re fine. It’s not a big deal. Be strong. Other kids have it worse. Toughen up. Big girls don’t cry. Big boys don’t cry. Nobody cries, apparently, in the world these adults were trying to build for you.

They meant well. I genuinely believe that. They were doing what had been done to them, passing down a recipe that nobody in the family had ever questioned because questioning it would mean admitting that the recipe was broken, and admitting the recipe was broken would mean feeling things, and feeling things was exactly what the recipe was designed to prevent. It’s a beautiful closed loop, really. Elegant. Self-sustaining. And absolutely devastating.

Because what you learned in that moment, not in your head but in your body, was this: the feeling I just showed is not welcome here. It makes people uncomfortable. It disrupts the room. And if I want to belong, if I want to be loved, if I want the adults to stop looking at me with that tight expression that means I’ve done something wrong by having an emotion, I need to put this feeling away. Somewhere nobody can see it. Somewhere it won’t bother anyone.

And so you did. You put it away. And then you did it again the next time, and the next, and the next, until putting feelings away stopped being a decision and started being a reflex. Until the smile that replaced the feeling became so automatic that you could deploy it in milliseconds, faster than thought, faster than the feeling itself. Until the gap between what you felt and what you showed became so normal that you forgot the gap existed.

We don’t learn to pretend all at once. We learn it one silenced emotion at a time.

•  •  •
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By the time you were fifteen, the mask was seamless. You knew exactly how to calibrate a laugh so it landed at the right moment, how to modulate your voice so it sounded casual when someone asked how you were, how to arrange your face into an expression that communicated everything is great without requiring you to actually feel that anything was great. You had become fluent in a language you didn’t remember learning, the language of performance, and you spoke it so naturally that it didn’t feel like performance anymore. It just felt like you.

By twenty, you’d forgotten you were wearing it. That’s the dangerous stage. Not when it’s heavy. When you’ve mistaken it for your face.

•  •  •
[image: ]


I want to name something here, something that I think is the engine of the entire performance, the mechanism that makes it possible to sustain the pretending for years without it ever coming up for review. I call it the Fine Reflex.

I call it the Fine Reflex. Someone asks how you are and the word fine exits your mouth before your brain has consulted the rest of you about whether it’s true. It’s not a lie. It’s faster than a lie. A neurological shortcut your body installed years ago because fine closes the conversation before anyone gets too close.

The Fine Reflex is the first brick in the wall of pretending. And by the time you notice the wall, it’s already ten feet high and the door is on the other side.

Fine is not a feeling. Fine is a lock on a door you’re afraid to open.

•  •  •
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But behind the laugh there’s a hollow space. A room inside you where the real response lives: I don’t want to be here. I’m exhausted. And everyone believing it makes me feel more alone, not less.

But behind the laugh there’s a hollow space. A room you try not to enter too often. And in that room, the real response is sitting quietly, waiting for nobody in particular: I don’t want to be here. I’m exhausted in a way that has nothing to do with sleep. I’m performing and everyone at this table believes it and the fact that they believe it makes me feel more alone than if I were sitting in an empty apartment at midnight with the lights off.

You glance at the window and catch your own reflection. Your face, mid-laugh, frozen for a half second in the glass. And something in you whispers, so quietly you almost miss it: who is that person?

Then someone refills your wine, the conversation moves on, and
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