

    
        
          Paper Armor

        

        
        
          Ja'Shaun Coley

        

        
          Published by Ja'Shaun Coley, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      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.

    
    

    
      PAPER ARMOR

    

    
      First edition. July 29, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ja'Shaun Coley.

    

    
    
      Written by Ja'Shaun Coley.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER 1: Gilded Armor

CHAPTER 2: The Arena

CHAPTER 3: Glass Crown

CHAPTER 4: Redline

CHAPTER 5: The Scaffold

CHAPTER 6: Short Circuit

CHAPTER 7: The Drawbridge

CHAPTER 8: Thin Ice

CHAPTER 9: The Unclenching

CHAPTER 10: Solid Ground

Sign up for Ja'Shaun Coley's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 1: Gilded Armor
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If my grades are perfect, nobody asks me if I’m okay.

That was the realization I had in sixth grade, and I held onto it like a life preserver in a storm. I realized that if you get top marks on every test, submit every paper three days early, and keep your handwriting neat and precise, adults stop looking at your eyes. They look at the numbers at the top of the page instead. They smile, sign the report card, and walk away.

A hundred percent is an impenetrable wall. It tells the world: Nothing to see here. Move along.

Self-help literature always talks about perfectionism like it’s a bad habit - like wanting your room too clean or being overly picky about fonts. They treat it as an annoyance, a quirk of high achievers who just need to "chill out." But they don't understand what perfectionism actually is when you’re living in survival mode.

For me, perfectionism wasn't a choice; it was a defense strategy. It was weaponized competence.

Because the alternative - letting the mask slip, getting an average grade, showing up unprepared, or admitting that my head felt like an overfilled balloon about to burst - felt dangerous. If I let my grades drop, people would start asking questions. They’d ask why I looked so tired. They’d ask why I wasn't talking much. They’d wonder if something was "wrong" with me. And the absolute last thing I could afford was for anyone to label me as broken, sick, or fragile.

So I made myself bulletproof. Or at least, I made myself look bulletproof.

I turned school into an absolute war zone. Every test wasn't just an evaluation of material; it was a trial on my right to exist without being scrutinized. I sat at my desk with my jaw clenched so tight my teeth ached, reviewing flashcards until the letters blurred into nonsensical lines. My hands were freezing, my heart was doing irregular gymnastics against my ribs, but my desk was organized down to the millimeter.

My classmates thought I was just "smart." They’d laugh when I gasped over losing two points on an essay, rolling their eyes like I was just being dramatic for attention. "Must be nice to worry about a 98," they’d whisper.

They didn't see the terror behind those two lost points. They didn't understand that to my brain, a 98 meant a leak in the boat. A 98 meant I was getting sloppy. A 98 meant that maybe I wasn't as untouchable as I pretended to be, and if I slipped down to a 90, or an 85, the whole illusion would shatter and everyone would see the panicked, exhausted kid underneath.

Nobody talks about the weird, hollow isolation of being praised for the very thing that is destroying you. Teachers loved me. My parents held me up as an example. "If only everyone was as focused and self-motivated as you," they’d say with genuine pride. And I’d smile, nod politely, and say thank you, while internally feeling like a fraud floating inside a hollow suit of armor.

They weren't praising me. They were praising my anxiety. They were praising my absolute inability to give myself a break. They were cheering for the fire that was slowly consuming everything inside me, because from the outside, the light looked impressive.

That is the ugly truth about weaponized perfectionism: it works too well. It tricks everyone around you into thinking you’re thriving at the exact moment you are closest to drowning. You build a prison out of gold stars and blue ribbons, and then you realize you’re the only one trapped inside it.
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​CHAPTER 2: The Arena
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High school hallways don't smell like learning; they smell like floor wax, lukewarm coffee, and collective anxiety.

Somewhere around sophomore year, the school stopped feeling like an educational institution and started feeling like a gladiator arena. It wasn't explicitly stated, but the rules were carved into the atmosphere: your value was determined by your output, and rest was a sign of weakness.

We created a culture where exhaustion was the ultimate status symbol.

I remember sitting at a cafeteria table before first period, watching my peers trade sleep deprivation flexes like rare trading cards.

"I only got four hours of sleep last night because of the AP Chemistry lab," someone would say, holding their iced coffee like a trophy.

"You got four?" someone else would counter, almost triumphantly. "I was up until 3:30 AM finishing the history outline. I got two and a half."

And the terrifying thing was the quiet flash of jealousy I felt. Two and a half? My brain would whisper. Why did you sleep five? You could have spent those extra two hours reviewing vocabulary. You’re slacking.

We had gamified suffering. If you were well-rested, it meant you weren't trying hard enough. If you had free time on a Sunday afternoon, it meant you were forgetting an assignment, missing an extra credit opportunity, or falling behind in an invisible race that nobody knew the finish line for.

I learned to adapt to the arena. I trained myself to treat my own body as an inconvenient vessel that required annoying maintenance like food and rest. I squeezed studying into the five-minute passing periods, reading Quizlet decks while dodging kids in the hallway. I studied on the bus home, my eyes bouncing across printed PDF readings while the shock absorbers squeaked beneath my seat.

In the arena, every classmate is simultaneously your friend and your metric. You catch yourself glancing sideways at their screens during quizzes, not to cheat, but to check their pace. Are they on page three already? Why am I still on page two? Did they write more for the short answer?

It ruins relationships in a subtle, poisonous way. You start viewing people not as human beings with stories, but as competitors in a curved grading system. When a friend gets a lower score than you, a dark, hidden part of your brain feels a momentary, disgusting flash of relief: Good. My place at the top of the curve is secure. And then immediately, a wave of self-loathing follows. What kind of monster thinks like that about a friend?

The arena does that to you. It strips away empathy and replaces it with survival instincts. It turns education into a zero-sum game where someone else's success feels like your personal failure.

The worst part of the arena is that there are no referees. Nobody steps in to say, "Hey, you've been running for six hours straight, take a break." Instead, every time you cross a finish line - a good mid-term score, a high test grade - the reward is simply a higher bar for the next round. You never actually win; you just qualify for harder battles.
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​CHAPTER 3: Glass Crown
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When you’re labeled as "gifted" at nine years old, nobody tells you that it comes with an expiration date.

They give you the label like a shiny plastic trophy. Teachers nod at your parents in parent-teacher conferences, smiling brightly as they say phrases like high potential, reads at an advanced level, and comes naturally to them. You internalize it. You build your entire identity around the idea that you are the smart kid. It’s warm, comfortable, and safe.

Then high school arrives, and the glass crown begins to fracture.

Because eventually, the material gets hard enough that "naturally smart" isn't enough anymore. Suddenly, everyone around you is bright, the concepts require actual study strategies you never learned how to build, and the effortless high scores vanish.

For a normal student, struggling with a difficult subject is just part of learning. But for a former "gifted kid," struggling feels like an identity crisis. It feels like evidence that you were a fake all along.

I remember the first time I hit a wall in AP Physics. I looked at a page of kinematic equations, and for the first time in my life, my brain didn't instantly translate the symbols into answers. The page remained a jumble of random lines and variables.

A cold panic flooded my chest. It wasn't just "I don't understand this problem." It was: I am losing the only thing that makes me valuable.

If I wasn't the smart kid, who was I? I wasn't the
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