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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      There are things you used to notice that you don’t notice anymore.

      

      You didn’t decide to stop. It happened slowly — the way a photograph fades on a wall you walk past every day. One morning the colors are different and you can’t say when they changed.

      

      This is not a book about what went wrong.

      

      It’s about what stopped moving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE

          

          
            THE SMALL HABITS

          

        

      

    

    
      You prepared your response while they were still talking.
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        * * *

      

      You gave advice before you understood the problem. It was good advice. It was the wrong conversation.
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        * * *

      

      Someone cried in front of you and your first thought was what to do about it.
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        * * *

      

      The silence in the conversation felt like failure. You filled it. What was forming in the silence disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Someone asked what you were feeling. You told them what you were thinking about what you were feeling.
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        * * *

      

      Your teenager said something real. You heard it as attitude.
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        * * *

      

      You watched your child struggle and your hands moved toward fixing before your eyes finished seeing.
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        * * *

      

      Someone touched your arm while you were talking and the whole speech dissolved. For a second you were just there. Then you picked the speech back up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART TWO

          

          
            THE PEOPLE YOU THINK YOU KNOW

          

        

      

    

    
      You haven’t been surprised by your partner in years. You assume this means you know them well.
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        * * *

      

      Your friend changed. You can see it. You still brace for the version that used to show up.
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        * * *

      

      Your child did something that surprised you. You explained it using something you already believed about them.
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        * * *

      

      You were right about them. You’ve been right about them for years. Being right has cost you the chance to see who they actually became.
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        * * *

      

      Your parents visit. Within an hour you are fourteen again. You notice this. It doesn’t help.
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        * * *

      

      You describe your father to other people in a way he wouldn’t recognize. Neither version is wrong. Neither version is him.
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        * * *

      

      Someone did exactly what you expected. You felt vindicated. You didn’t notice the sadness underneath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART THREE

          

          
            THE PERSON YOU THINK YOU ARE

          

        

      

    

    
      You describe yourself the same way you did at twenty-three. You are forty-one.
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        * * *

      

      Someone describes you accurately and it feels like an attack.
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        * * *

      

      You keep saying “I’m not an angry person” while everyone around you adjusts to your anger.
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        * * *

      

      Someone saw something in you that you hadn’t named yet. You corrected them to match the version you already had.
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        * * *

      

      Your therapist said something that didn’t fit your self-explanation. You spent the drive home explaining why they were wrong.
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        * * *

      

      You read something that contradicted your worldview. You felt the flicker. Then you found the flaw in the argument.
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        * * *

      

      You are still hurt by something someone said eleven years ago. Not because it was cruel. Because it was accurate and you have never let it update anything.
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        * * *

      

      You have a theory about yourself that explains everything. It’s airtight. Nothing gets in.
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        * * *

      

      None of this means you are wrong. It means something stopped updating.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART FOUR

          

          
            THE STORY THAT REPLACED YOUR LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      You told the story of your childhood so many times it doesn’t hurt anymore. It also doesn’t mean anything anymore.
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        * * *

      

      You said “I’ve done the work on this” about something you explained but never sat with.
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        * * *

      

      You said “I know myself” with the same certainty you say “I know the way home.” Both involve not looking anymore.
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        * * *

      

      You described your life to a stranger at a dinner party. It sounded right. It didn’t sound like yours.
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        * * *

      

      You have a reputation. It was earned. It is also a cage that everyone — including you — now maintains.
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        * * *

      

      The friendship ended and you knew exactly why. You’ve known why for every friendship that ended. The explanations are flawless. Nothing about the pattern has changed.
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        * * *

      

      The song used to make you feel something. Now it makes you feel like the person who used to feel something.
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        * * *

      

      The story is not false. It is complete.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART FIVE

          

          
            THE LIFE THAT BECAME FURNITURE

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ve been saying “I should leave” for three years. The sentence has become furniture.
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        * * *

      

      You moved to a new city to become someone different. Within six months you had rebuilt the same life.
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        * * *

      

      The job was fine. The people were fine. The work was fine. You couldn’t locate what was missing because nothing was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The marriage isn’t bad. It isn’t anything. You both interact with the version from the year you stopped looking.
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        * * *

      

      The book said something you needed to hear. You agreed with it. Nothing shifted.
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        * * *

      

      The grief should have been enormous. Instead it was predictable. You’d been rehearsing the loss for so long that when it arrived, it was already archived.
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        * * *

      

      You love them. You also interact with the story of loving them more than with the actual person.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART SIX

          

          
            THE FLOOR

          

        

      

    

    
      You tried meditation. Within four minutes you were organizing your thoughts about meditation.
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        * * *

      

      A moment of genuine tenderness arrived. You narrated it to yourself while it was happening. By the time you finished narrating, it was gone.
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        * * *

      

      You sat with a dying person and your mind produced commentary. You couldn’t stop it. You grieved the commentary more than the moment.
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        * * *

      

      They asked what you wanted. You said what you thought you should want. You didn’t notice the substitution.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere between thirty and now, you stopped being confused by things. You miss it. You don’t know that you miss it.
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        * * *

      

      You don’t dislike your life. You’ve just stopped encountering it.
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        * * *

      

      You wonder why your life feels flat. Everything in it is exactly what you chose. The choosing is the thing that made it flat.
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        * * *

      

      You admire people who seem free. You study their freedom. Studying it is exactly the thing they’re not doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART SEVEN

          

          
            THE CRACK

          

        

      

    

    
      The stranger on the train said one sentence that rearranged something. You couldn’t explain what. By Thursday you had neutralized it.
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        * * *

      

      Someone held space for you without trying to fix anything. It was so unfamiliar you almost couldn’t tolerate it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      You can sense when someone is performing. You can’t always sense when you are.
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        * * *

      

      You describe yourself as self-aware. The description has become a way of not looking further.
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        * * *

      

      You noticed the pattern. Noticing has become the pattern.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      You’re reading these and sorting them into ones that apply to you and ones that don’t.

      

      That sorting is the thing.
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        * * *

      

      The question was never whether these describe you.

      

      The question is which ones you almost skipped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLOSING

          

        

      

    

    
      None of this happened because you failed.

      

      It happened because you learned to survive by knowing. By explaining. By arriving ahead of the moment so the moment couldn’t arrive first.

      

      That worked for a long time.

      

      It costs more now.
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