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OPENING QUOTE 

"I was never lost in the world. I was lost in myself. And no one came looking."

— JS Thafeni
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THE SHADOW OF MY OWN LIGHT

I never really knew myself.

Not the way I knew how to love others.

Not the way I bent over backwards to be understood, seen, forgiven.

I was the first to show up.

The first to say sorry.

The last to be asked how I was doing.

I called it strength. I thought it was purpose.

But truthfully, it was survival.

And survival is not the same as living.

This is not a story about who hurt me.

It’s a reflection of the moments I disappeared... while being present.

How I filled everyone’s cup but never asked what mine even looked like.

I lit candles for others in their darkest nights,

while never asking why my room stayed cold.

I regret not knowing myself.

Not because no one tried.

But because I never stopped to meet the man behind the mirror.

This time, I speak to him.

This time, I do not walk past.
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CHAPTER 1
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Inventory of Gaps

I woke up at 4:17 a.m. to the ache of a heart that had no business beating so fast—no argument, no nightmare, just a sudden thunder in my chest reminding me I’m still here. A cruel courtesy. I dragged myself to the mirror and waited for the fog on the glass to clear, half-hoping the man on the other side might introduce himself. He didn’t. He never does.

Most people keep souvenirs of moments that mattered. I keep receipts of things I gave away: time, solutions, my last safe place, my phone battery at 2 a.m. blasting pep talks to someone who never asked how I sleep. I keep calendars full of promises I showed up for, coffins full of promises I made to myself and buried before sunrise. I am the patron saint of unfinished personal projects and over-polished favors.

I once read that if you can’t name three things you love about your life before your coffee goes cold, the coffee isn’t the problem. Today my instant blend turned lukewarm while I stared into it, fishing for answers that floated to the top like scum: “You’re dependable.” “You listen well.” None of those are about you, the voice in my head said. They’re about what you do for other people.

That’s when regret sat down across from me and tossed a folder on the table. Inside: photographs of me applauding at parties I didn’t want to attend, voice notes of me rehearsing apologies that weren’t mine to give, GPS print-outs of detours I took so someone else wouldn’t be late.

Regret does not whisper; it plays the evidence on surround sound:

Exhibit A: You know her star sign but not your own blood type.

Exhibit B: You can de-escalate strangers’ arguments in taxis but can’t negotiate a night off for yourself.

Exhibit C: You text “Let me know you got home safe” to people who don’t know where you live.
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I tried to object—Everyone needs somebody, right?—but the judge was also me, and he overruled. “Need is not the same as belonging,” he said. “You’ve mistaken service for identity.”

So I took inventory.

The Gaps I Found

1. Name Recognition

When was the last time I said my full name out loud without attaching it to an email signature or a pleading, “Remember me?” I’ve signed documents, bills, condolence cards—but I haven’t signed something for myself since... I don’t even have a date for that.
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2. Permission to Want

I can rattle off twenty things the people I’ve loved desire—chocolate-mint ice cream, neon-green sneakers, silence after 10 p.m.—but ask me my own favorite color and I reach for a polite answer. Something inoffensive. Something easy to ignore.
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3. Time Blocks

My calendar looks like a family tree that branches out to everybody but me. There’s a fifteen-minute window called “shower” and another called “quick nap (maybe).” The rest is a museum of other people’s urgencies. I curate it daily like a dutiful janitor.
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4. Voiceprint

I speak in frequencies tuned to soothe: “It’s okay,” “I understand,” “Don’t worry about it.” My throat knows how to compress outrage into acceptable decibels. I’m a human volume knob, never the DJ.
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5. Joy Muscles

They exist—I remember them from childhood—but they’ve atrophied. They twitch sometimes when a song from the 90s sneaks onto the radio, but mostly they’re silent, like phone numbers you haven’t dialed since your first SIM card.
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Unsigned Love Letters

That morning I realized I’ve spent years writing love letters without signing them. Leaving them under doors I’d never walk through. I thought it was humility; turns out it was disappearing on purpose. I wanted to be indispensable but invisible, the phantom hero of everyone else’s biography. It’s easier to hide your confusion when you’re busy performing certainty for others.

But regret punched a hole through that curtain. It asked the question no applause can drown out:

> “What’s left when they stop clapping?”
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Silence, apparently. And breathing. And a body that still demands rent in the form of sleep, food, laughter, and tenderness I keep misplacing.

An Uncomfortable Audit

I made an audit sheet:

Question.   

Immediate Answer.

Honest Answer

Favorite meal. 

“Anything, I’m not picky.”

Steak, medium-rare, garlic butter—when I can afford it.

Dream city to live in? 

“Wherever work sends me.” 

Cape Town, by the sea, with a balcony for sunrise coffee.

Biggest fear? 

“Letting people down.” 

Dying before I’ve lived a single month just for me.

The honest answers felt like stolen property. Like I’d hacked someone else’s diary. Then I remembered: they were mine first. I just abandoned them at the lost-and-found of adulthood.

The Verdict

I regret not signing my own life. I regret treating myself like a layover on the way to everybody else’s destination. I regret calling that “kindness” when it was actually neglect wearing a borrowed halo.

But regret is useless if it doesn’t convert to motion. So before the coffee cup hit the drain, I made a contract—unsigned for now, but drafted in my own handwriting:

1. Weekly Non-Negotiables: One meal, one walk, one playlist chosen solely by me.
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2. Monthly Identity Check: Ask a new question that starts with “What I want...” and answer it without disclaimers.
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3. Annual Audit: Re-read this chapter and see if anything has changed. Add proof.
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I don’t know if these small rebellions will be enough. But they’re more than I’ve ever given myself. And if tomorrow regret shows up with more exhibits, I’ll add them to the file—not as evidence of failure but as coordinates on the map back to me.

I turned off the bathroom light, watched my reflection vanish into the dark, and whispered the only promise I could keep:

> “I will learn to introduce myself before I die.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Hand-Me-Down Dreams

I don’t remember the first dream I ever had.

Not the wild ones about flying or falling or being chased by something I couldn’t name.

I mean the first dream someone handed to me.

The ones that weren’t mine, but sounded beautiful enough to try on.

Like a secondhand jacket passed down from a cousin I barely knew: a little tight at the shoulders, loose around the chest, but everyone said I looked good in it. So I kept wearing it. Until I forgot I had a body of my own underneath it.

My father once said, “A man is nothing if he has no direction.”

But he never asked where I wanted to go.

He pointed, and I followed.

And when I hesitated, it was called disrespect.

So I learned to be agreeable.

Not curious.

Just... acceptable.

I wore the dreams they gave me like school uniforms.

You couldn’t complain about the fabric.

You just tucked in the pain and carried on.

The Script That Raised Me

Somewhere in my teens, I realized I was auditioning for a role I hadn’t written.

Not just son.

Not just student.

But product.

A list of good manners.

A future someone could be proud to mention at church.

Something that wouldn’t bring shame to a family name they rarely used when speaking to me.

Nobody asked if I wanted to be gentle.

They were just glad I wasn’t loud.

Nobody asked if I wanted to lead.

They just praised me for following without a mess.

And so I learned to dream responsibly.

Small.

Safe.

Respectable.

A house.

A job.

A partner who wouldn't leave.

Children who wouldn’t ask hard questions.

But those weren’t dreams.

Those were insurance policies against abandonment.

What I Inherited Without Consent

Let me tell you what I inherited:

A fear of failure wrapped in polite ambition.

“Do well” was always louder than “Be whole.”

An instinct to apologize for needing help.

As if struggle was a sign I hadn’t prayed enough.

A blueprint for manhood that didn’t include softness.

Just durability, like tires or kitchen counters.

I kept collecting these hand-me-down dreams and tried to make them fit.

I wore a career path like it was designed for me.

I pursued relationships that looked healthy on paper.

I even tried to enjoy the applause that came with being the one who has it together.

But late at night—when no one was grading my performance—

I’d lie awake with a single question scratching at my throat:

> “Whose life am I living?”

The Fracture

One day, it all cracked.

Not with an explosion, but with silence.

I woke up and realized I couldn’t tell you what I wanted to do that day.

Not what I had to do.

What I wanted.

There was no answer.

Only recycled goals.

Only people to please.

Only duties wearing the faces of purpose.

I sat in that silence
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