
​Survival Mode

​A Brutally Honest Guide to Faking It ‘Til You Make It

By

D. M. Gross



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      SURVIVAL MODE: A BRUTALLY HONEST GUIDE TO FAKING IT ‘TIL YOU MAKE IT

    

    
      First edition. July 19, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 D. M. Gross.

    

    
    
      Written by D. M. Gross.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​INTRODUCTION

[image: ]


​The Art of Holding It Together with Duct Tape and Delusion

There’s a specific moment that defines the modern adult experience, and no, it’s not the day you get your first “real job” or figure out how health insurance works (spoiler: you won’t). It’s the moment you find yourself standing in the middle of your kitchen at 11:48 p.m., staring at a pile of dishes you’ve been ignoring for four days, holding a spoon in one hand and your sanity in the other, muttering something like, “I cannot do this. I literally cannot do this,” while still, somehow, doing it. Not well. Not gracefully. But doing it anyway. That’s survival mode, baby. And if that image resonates with you—if it makes you feel seen, attacked, comforted, or all of the above—then congratulations: you’ve already earned your honorary membership in the Society of Barely Holding It Together. No dues, no meetings, just a collective understanding that modern life is less about thriving and more about patching leaks while the boat’s still moving. This book is not here to teach you how to become your best self, reach your full potential, or manifest your dream life. Frankly, I don’t trust anyone who uses words like “manifest” without irony. This is not a roadmap to joy, nor a blueprint for balance. What you are holding—or digitally thumbing through while pretending to work—is a permission slip to be a little bit messy, a little bit tired, and a whole lot more honest about the fact that being human right now is basically a full-time job with terrible benefits and no PTO.

We live in a world designed to make us feel like failures. That sounds dramatic, but it’s true. Everything is engineered to remind you of what you haven’t done. Your phone pings at 6:03 a.m. with notifications about five people who’ve already run a half-marathon, reorganized their pantry, and launched a podcast, all before you’ve finished your first coffee. Social media feeds are filled with filtered faces, fake perfection, and motivational quotes that feel like passive-aggressive attacks. “You have the same number of hours in a day as Beyoncé,” they say, conveniently ignoring the fact that Beyoncé has personal assistants, chefs, choreographers, and an army of glitter consultants. You have stress acne, overdue bills, and a nervous system that thinks a group text is a credible threat. And yet you still showed up. You still get up. Maybe not early. Maybe not enthusiastically. But here you are. And that’s what matters. This book isn’t going to ask you to fix yourself, because you’re not broken—you’re just trying to function inside a broken system while gaslighting yourself into believing you’re lazy for needing rest. You don’t need a full-on life makeover. You don’t need to optimize your mornings, reinvent your personality, or start drinking mushrooms in your coffee. What you need is someone to tell you that surviving is enough. That some days, not screaming at the void is a win. That doing your best doesn’t mean doing everything. And that it’s okay to be a little weird, a little off, and a little bit done with everything, all at once.

Let’s be clear: “Survival mode” doesn’t mean you’re failing. It means your brain has acknowledged the insanity of modern existence and decided to stop pretending that everything’s fine. It’s not fine. You know it, I know it, the cat sitting on your keyboard knows it. We’ve been sold the lie that a “normal adult” is someone who juggles a full-time job, a thriving social life, a healthy relationship, a perfectly curated apartment, an engaging hobby, a side hustle, a meal plan, a gym regimen, and seven hours of sleep—every single day. And if you can’t do that, well, maybe you just don’t want it badly enough. Maybe you need to try harder. Maybe you need to wake up at 5 a.m., drink lukewarm lemon water, and journal about your goals with pastel markers. Or maybe—and hear me out here—maybe that entire model is absolute, flaming, industrial-strength bullshit. Maybe the real issue isn’t your lack of discipline, but the fact that you’re trying to play a rigged game while dragging three decades of emotional baggage behind you like a wheel-less suitcase full of bees. This book isn’t here to fix you because you’re not the problem. The problem is a culture that rewards burnout, worships efficiency, and treats exhaustion like a badge of honor instead of a warning sign. We need less advice and more honesty. Less hustle porn and more human connection. Less “here’s how I made a million dollars working four hours a week from a beach in Bali” and more “here’s how I didn’t cry in the break room today and that’s good enough.”

I’m not here to inspire you. I’m not your guru. I’m not standing on a metaphorical mountaintop dispensing wisdom like some caffeinated Yoda. I’m down in the trenches with you, throwing sarcastic grenades and occasionally yelling “same” at strangers on the internet. I’ve had anxiety attacks in grocery store parking lots. I’ve doomscrolled at 2 a.m. while comparing myself to people I actively dislike. I’ve called it “self-care” when I really meant “shutting the world out with snacks and spite.” I’ve faked confidence in job interviews and pretended to understand my taxes and stayed in friendships long past their expiration dates because confrontation makes my pancreas twitch. If you’ve ever looked at your life and thought, “This wasn’t on the brochure,” you’re in the right place. If you’ve ever quietly resented morning people, if you’ve ever tried to meditate and ended up rage-cleaning your kitchen instead, if you’ve ever wished there was a handbook for how to be functional without being fake, this book is your handbook. It’s a middle finger to toxic positivity, a group hug for the overwhelmed, and a reluctant love letter to the flawed brilliance of being a human just trying to make it through.

Here’s what you won’t find in this book: steps, formulas, charts, or plans. There will be no “Five Pillars of Resilience” or “Seven Habits of Highly Overfunctioning People.” This isn’t that kind of book. This is a book about truths. Ugly ones. Funny ones. Deeply relatable ones that no one says out loud because they don’t fit into a pastel-colored Canva quote. This book is going to tell you that sometimes, your best friend is your group chat and your worst enemy is your own brain. That sometimes healing looks like crying in your car and sometimes it looks like yelling at your laundry pile. That you can be deeply grateful and still completely exhausted. That you can love your life and still want to yeet yourself into the sea once a week. That there’s no single “right way” to be okay—and that pretending otherwise is what’s making all of us secretly insane. Survival mode is not a weakness. It’s a strategy. It’s the body’s way of keeping you afloat when everything else wants to pull you under. You don’t owe anyone a smile, a silver lining, or a success story. You just owe yourself enough grace to keep going—even if your version of “going” looks like crying in the shower and texting your therapist memes.

If you came here looking for permission to stop pretending you’re fine: granted. If you came here hoping for someone to tell you that you’re not lazy, you’re overloaded: done. If you came here because you’re tired of being told to “just breathe” when your to-do list is taller than your rent: welcome. You’re not broken. You’re just awake. And awake is hard. Awake means you see the cracks. You notice the noise. You feel the weight of everything nobody warned you about. And yet you’re still showing up. Still laughing at memes. Still buying bananas with the misguided optimism that this time you’ll actually eat them. Still trying, even when trying feels like screaming into the void with jazz hands. That’s not failure. That’s fight. That’s proof that something in you refuses to give up, even if you don’t know what the hell you’re holding onto. Even if all you’ve got left is duct tape, delusion, and one working brain cell clinging to a coffee-stained Post-It note that says “don’t die.” You’re here. You made it to this page. That’s enough.

So here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to spend the next fifteen chapters dismantling the myths, rules, and expectations that have been whispering “you’re not enough” into your tired ears. We’re going to tell the truth about burnout, overthinking, emotional exhaustion, and why everyone’s coping mechanisms are just fancier versions of giving up slowly. We’re going to reclaim the words “fine,” “functional,” and “okay-ish” from the jaws of perfectionism. We’re going to laugh, swear (lightly, tastefully, as one does), cry a little (maybe), and collectively exhale. I won’t tell you how to become bulletproof. I’ll tell you how to be soft without collapsing. How to rest without guilt. How to exist in a world that demands more than you have and still find joy in absurdity. Because that’s what survival mode really is—it’s the sacred, stubborn art of staying alive in a world that wants you to stay productive. It’s not sexy. It’s not glamorous. But it’s real. And it’s yours. So let’s embrace the mess, the chaos, the cracks, and the weird beauty of a life held together by caffeine, memes, occasional naps, and a deeply inappropriate sense of humor.

Let’s survive together. Not perfectly. Not gracefully. But honestly.

And maybe—just maybe—laugh while we do.
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​Welcome to the Sh*tshow, Population: Us

There comes a moment—maybe several, maybe daily—when you look at your life and think, “This can’t be it.” Not in the philosophical, coming-of-age, ‘I’m-searching-for-purpose’ kind of way, but more like standing in the middle of a Walmart at 10:47 p.m. wearing pajama pants and buying nothing but Pepto-Bismol, AA batteries, and six types of frozen potatoes while wondering if you’ve quietly entered the part of your story where the laugh track turns into a nervous cough. Welcome to the sh*tshow. You didn’t buy a ticket. You didn’t sign up for it. You just woke up one day and found yourself neck-deep in bills, deadlines, dental cleanings, internet outages, and unsolicited life advice from people who think kombucha is a personality. You’re doing your best, even when your best looks like avoiding emails like they’re landmines and reheating the same coffee three times before eventually forgetting it in the microwave. The truth is, nobody prepares you for adulthood. Not really. They tell you to get good grades, land a decent job, floss daily, and maybe save for retirement if you’re lucky. But they don’t mention the soul-crushing monotony, the existential dread that shows up uninvited while you’re folding laundry, or the emotional labor of pretending to be functional when all you really want is to scream into your couch cushions until the neighbors file a noise complaint. They don’t talk about the quiet panic of watching everyone else seemingly thrive while you’re just trying not to forget your own birthday. They don’t warn you that one day you’ll feel immense pride for unclogging your own sink, and that’ll be the high point of your week.

This chapter isn’t here to shame you for the mess—it’s here to name it. Because let’s be real: everything is a mess right now. The economy? On fire. The climate? Boiling like Satan’s crockpot. Politics? A reality show nobody asked for. Your job? Probably demanding too much for too little. Your body? Aging in weird directions. Your mental health? Hanging on with a middle finger and a granola bar. Even your free time feels like a performance. You can’t just sit in silence anymore; you have to meditate mindfully and track it with an app that reminds you of how poorly you’re doing at relaxing. Rest isn’t rest. It’s strategic recovery for more productivity. Joy isn’t joy. It’s content for a TikTok you might post later if the lighting’s decent. Meanwhile, the rest of us are out here with back pain from mysterious sources, emotional trauma with no villain, and a vague sense that we’re supposed to be somewhere else, doing something better, with someone smarter, while somehow also being more grateful for what we already have. This is the sh*tshow we’ve inherited. It’s not your fault—but here we are, dancing
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