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I didn’t have a big, dramatic collapse. No spectacular breakdown on the bathroom floor. No teary confessions. No sudden epiphany in a therapist’s office.

I just... stopped.

Stopped caring.

Stopped feeling.

Stopped eating. Stopped reaching out. Stopped returning messages.

Stopped showing up to life the way I always had: over-prepared, over-functioning, over-everything.

People didn’t notice. Why would they? I still made it to work. I still answered emails. I still smiled when someone passed me in the hallway. I still cracked a joke when someone needed to feel less awkward. I was still dependable. Still capable. Still “fine.”

But I was gone. Checked out in every way that meant anything.

I didn’t melt down. I didn’t scream.

I just canceled plans or ignored the messages asking to make them.

Skipped meals. I wasn’t hungry anyway.

Stopped laughing.

Let the texts sit unread until the people who sent them stopped trying.

No one noticed. Not really.

And that kind of silence cuts deeper than confrontation ever could.

And the worst part? I didn’t even realize it. Not at first.

When you’re high functioning, you can keep moving along after your soul has exited the building.

Let me be blunt. This isn’t about how I found a five-step plan to manifest my best life. This isn’t a guide to drinking green smoothies while journaling about gratitude. This is about how I realized I was the only one who could drag myself out of hell. Because those five-step programs and green smoothies are for people who have touched true burnout. It’s for the ones who’ve scratched the surface of hell, but haven’t actually seen it.

I started to wonder when I became so angry all the time. Why I couldn’t cry anymore, but still got dizzy at stoplights from holding my breath too long. Why I always had to readjust how I was sitting because I kept catching myself bracing for impact. I found myself setting more alarms every morning just to give myself a fighting chance of making it to work on time.

I was the definition of exhaustion, and I didn’t know why.

There was one point where I had six alarms set, ten minutes apart. Extreme became necessary.

And I know how that sounds. I had to be depressed. Broken. Sick.

There had to be something medically wrong with me.

It’s called burnout.

Or more specifically, I was burnt the fuck out.

I wasn’t lazy.

I wasn’t being dramatic.

I was well past being “overwhelmed.”

I was emotionally, physically, and spiritually bankrupt from carrying too much for too long in silence.

I don’t even know when it started. It could have been any number of points in my life. The PTSD. The years behind the 911 console. The awful boss. The constant workload.

Maybe it was all of it. Years of grief stacked on trauma, with no room to breathe.

I struggled to hold myself together from a very early age, but it wasn’t until I was much older that I realized someone had been turning down the volume on my life, one click at a time, until I couldn’t hear myself anymore.

I worked 911 for almost fifteen years, and I can barely remember a single call. Not the screams. Not the silences. Not even the ones that ended in death. Yes, a few still stick with me. But a handful out of thousands? That’s how good I got at forgetting. At filing trauma away like incident reports.

Like the woman who couldn’t stop screaming. Her voice filled my headset for minutes. Just raw, continuous panic. I dispatched officers to the general location based on her phone, because she couldn’t speak. Couldn’t tell me where she was. Couldn’t tell me what happened. Just screamed until she finally choked out three words.

He shot himself.

It isn’t that I don’t feel anything.

It’s that I couldn’t afford to.

That’s what people don’t tell you about high-functioning burnout. The best performers are the ones most likely to crack in silence. And no one hears the fracture until it’s already done.

I was functioning by every metric people love to praise. Still getting things done. Still organized. Still funny. Still showing up.

People love to praise that kind of functioning.

No one cares if it’s hollow.

No one cares if you’ve checked out.

Worse, when I finally started to say something, people didn’t believe me.

“You always have it together.”

“You’re just having a rough patch.”

“Take a bubble bath.”

Screw your bubble bath. I hate baths.

I didn’t need eucalyptus. I needed a map out of the dark.

So, I made one. Out of panic attacks. Out of naps that felt like comas. Out of sharp, small rituals that made the world stop spinning just long enough for me to breathe again. Out of emergency grounding techniques I could do at my desk while pretending to listen to someone talk about synergy.

And no, I’m not giving that map to you.

Because it won’t work for you.

We all have our own map. I was lucky I found mine.

I have no silver linings here.

I have calloused truths and the kind of exhaustion that makes brushing your teeth feel like a goddamn achievement.

But those calloused truths kept me here.

I’m not thriving. But are you?

Most days I only need to set two alarms now. Sometimes three.

I’m not healed. Healing ebbs and flows like the tide. It is never complete.

I washed my face. Brushed my teeth.

I’ve done more than just survive.

That has to count for something.

This book isn’t a solution. It’s a flare. A signal fire for anyone who’s been walking through hell with a smile on their face and collapse tucked neatly behind their eyes. If you found yourself nodding through any part of this, the journey to finding your map starts here too.
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How to Use this Book in the Real World
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This is not a workbook.

This is a survival manual.

I won’t ask you for gold-star reflection pages or hand you twelve-week goals. I’m not here to help you become someone new. I’m here to help you come back to yourself, when everything in you wants to disappear.

This book is meant to be carried.

Dog-eared.

Tossed in a bag or kept under your pillow.

Read in three-minute bursts while hiding in a bathroom stall, or during long midnight stretches when you’re too tired to cry but too wired to sleep.

It’s not linear. You don’t have to go chapter by chapter.

You don’t even have to read the whole thing.

Just find the page—or pages—that speak to where you are and sit there.

And that’s enough.

At the back is Chapter 13: The Armory.

It’s exactly what it sounds like. A full kit of emergency tools. You don’t need to wait until you finish the book to use them. If you’re already in the red zone, skip straight to that chapter and pull what you need.

The rest of the book will still be here when you’re ready to come back.

There will be moments when this book makes you feel seen.

And there will be moments when you want to throw it across the room.

Both are valid.

Healing isn’t a clean arc. You might revisit the same chapter more than once and find something different each time. You might pause for weeks. You might backslide. That’s not failure.

That’s life.

This book is thin on purpose.

Small enough to not be intimidating.

Light enough to carry without weighing you down.

Easy enough to hold open when your hands are shaking.

If you’re only holding on by a thread right now—

That’s okay. Just keep holding.

You don’t need to be better.

You just need to still be here.

And if all you remember is this:

Don’t run.

That will be enough.
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Please Hold (System Failure)
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“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, many are strong at the broken places.”
—Ernest Hemingway
It was just a bad week. That’s what I told myself.

Then, it was just a bad month. Then it was a rough quarter. Then it was, “Once this project is over, I’ll feel better.”

Spoiler alert: I didn’t.

Burnout doesn’t show up the way you think it will. It’s not always a dramatic unraveling. Sometimes it’s quieter. Slower. Smarter. It wears your own face and uses your own voice to explain it away.

You tell yourself: I just need a relaxing weekend. Or I just need a vacation. Or a better night’s sleep.

Maybe a spa day. A massage. A walk in nature. A day off. Just one more coffee to see you over the midday hump. Just one more week.

Burnout is a liar, and it is persuasive as hell.

I believed it, too. I told myself all the right lies. I was just tired. I’d bounce back. I always bounced back.

Except this time, I didn’t.

This wasn’t a one-day crash. It was erosion. I didn’t collapse. I faded. Bit by bit, the pieces chipped away until I looked up one day and didn’t recognize the life I was living—or even the version of me still trying to live it.

I wasn’t surviving with style. I was just surviving. Functioning by muscle memory. Talking through gritted teeth. Filling my calendar like that would keep the hollow parts from catching up.

Here’s the part where I should’ve known better. But I didn’t. Not because I was oblivious, but because I’d normalized the grind so completely that the signs didn’t even register as warning lights.

I started snapping at minor things. The printer running out of paper. Someone breathing too loudly next to me. A Teams notification popping up at the wrong moment. It all felt like sandpaper on my brain.

I stopped laughing. Not in a tragic, poetic way. I just... didn’t find things funny anymore. Not memes. Not shows. Not the weird stuff my coworkers did. Everything just felt like noise. And when I was laughing? I was pretending.

I got everything done at work. Ahead of schedule, usually. But when I got home? I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t cook. Could barely answer a text. Couldn’t keep up with dishes or laundry. I was productive at work and absolutely nowhere else. And I hated myself for it.

The worst part? I still didn’t stop. I just pushed myself harder. Because I thought that’s what strong people do.

I ignored how often I got dizzy. How often my body felt heavy, even after sleep. How I forgot what rest felt like. I stopped singing along to music in the car, and the music that did play I barely even heard. I stopped reaching out to the people who actually cared.

The things that once gave me peace became too much work to enjoy. And somehow, I still thought I was fine.

High-functioning is a lie with good optics. People love praising high performers. The problem is most high performers are just really good at hiding collapse.

I was still cracking jokes, still making people feel comfortable around me. Still sending polite follow-ups. Still on time to every meeting.

No one asked if I was okay. And I didn’t tell them I wasn’t. Because I didn’t want to look weak. Because I didn’t want to make things awkward. Because I didn’t think I was allowed to fall apart when I hadn’t earned it publicly.

It’s a dangerous thing, being praised for how well you carry it all when no one sees the cost. High-functioning burnout gets ignored because it doesn’t often look like suffering. It looks like achievement. It looks like competence. It looks like being the one people can count on.

And it is competence. Until you can’t even count on yourself anymore.

I performed so well that I convinced myself. Even as I was unraveling internally. I kept meeting deadlines and showing up. I started defining my worth by how much I could tolerate. I wore resilience like armor, because it was all I had. But it was that armor that was tearing my skin into pieces.

The more people depended on me, the more I feared
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