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INTRODUCTION
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Life is going to fuck you. It's inevitable.

You work hard. You pay your bills. You show up when you're tired.

And somehow, it still feels like you're losing.

I've been there. I'm there now, as I write this. Twelve-hour night shifts. No social life. Never enough money but plenty of debt—and too many "pay in threes" just to cover the real debt. It feels like you're fucked.

You aren't alone.

You know the stories: Heating or eating. NHS waiting lists. Homelessness. And those are the massive issues—never mind your milk doubling in price or your boss being a prick or your back screaming from that shift.

All those struggles are real. This book isn't the fix for them.

I'm not selling you a miracle here. Your problems won't disappear. Money will still be tight. Work will still be hard. That's reality.

But here's what I noticed while drowning in the same stress, I was making everything worse.

Not on purpose. But every time something shit happened, and shit happened , constantly, I'd pile on extra suffering that didn't need to be there.

Boss snapped at me? "They hate me. I'm getting fired. I'm worthless."

Mate cancelled plans? "Nobody cares about me. I'm always alone."

Got written up at work? "This is personal. They're out to get me. I'm fucked."

The actual events were bad enough. But I was adding imaginary bullshit on top that made everything ten times worse.

Then I started asking a different question: "What if there's another explanation?"

Boss snapped at me? Maybe they just got bollocked by their boss. Shit rolls downhill. Has nothing to do with me. My job isn't actually any harder because they were rude, it's still the same job.

Mate cancelled plans? Probably overwhelmed with their own shit. Not a rejection.

Got written up? They have to enforce policy. It's not personal.

Same events. Different interpretation. Completely different experience.

Let me be clear: This isn't about accepting abuse. This isn't about making excuses for people who treat you like shit. This isn't about becoming a doormat.

If your boss is genuinely abusive, you need to address it, or leave if you can.

If someone's consistently disrespectful, you need boundaries.

If a situation is intolerable, you need to change it.

This book is about the OTHER stuff.

The daily grind of small annoyances that your stressed brain turns into catastrophes.

Boss was curt in one email? Don't spend three days spiraling about how they hate you. They're probably just busy.

Colleague didn't say good morning? Don't conclude nobody likes you. They probably didn't notice you.

Customer was rude? Don't take it home. They're probably having a shit day.

These small things aren't worth suffering over. But your brain treats EVERYTHING like a crisis. That's exhausting. This book shows you how to separate small shit from big shit, so you can let go of  the small stuff and save your energy for what actually matters.

Your brain evolved to scan for threats. It's doing exactly what it's supposed to do, keeping you alert. Boss? Threat. Bills? Threat. Monday? Threat.

Problem is, it doesn't just spot the threat. It invents a story about what the threat means. And that story is usually, "You're fucked. Everyone hates you. Nothing will ever get better."

None of that's real. It's just what your stressed brain adds on top. You're not unlucky. You're not cursed. You're not "one of those people who just gets a rough deal." You're just making bad situations worse by assuming the worst possible explanation for everything.

This book shows you how to stop.

Not by pretending your problems don't exist. Your boss IS difficult. Money IS tight.

Life IS hard.

But you can stop adding imaginary suffering on top of real suffering. Once you do that the same life, same problems, but without the toxic stories, everything shifts.

You won't be fixed. Your back will still ache. (Sorry.)

But you'll handle it differently.

And that's everything.

So let's stop drowning in our own bullshit and start breathing through the actual Storms.

Some people call this "pronoia"—the opposite of paranoia. Instead of assuming everything's out to get you, you assume there's probably a benign explanation.

Boss was rude? Paranoid response: "They hate me. I'm getting fired."

Pronoia response: "They're stressed. Shit rolls downhill."

I call it "Assuming the Position."

Not that kind, Cheeky. The mental kind.

When life's fucking you (and it will), assume the position that causes you the LEAST additional suffering.

Same event. Different position. Way less suffering.

And here's the lucky part: When you stop inventing reasons to feel terrible, life actually starts feeling... luckier. Not because the universe changed. Because you stopped making everything worse.

It's time to get lucky—not by winning the lottery, but by finally catching a break from your own catastrophizing brain.

Ready? Let's go.

​
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​PART 1
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Why Your Brain Is Fucking You Over

You’re not broken. You’re not weak. You’re not failing at life.

Your brain is doing exactly what it evolved to do: keeping you alive by scanning for threats and assuming the worst.

The problem? Your brain evolved to spot tigers in bushes. Now it’s trying to apply the same alarm system to emails from your boss, texts from your partner, and every ambiguous situation in your daily life.

That system is exhausted. And so are you.

This section explains what’s actually happening in your head when you catastrophize. Not therapy talk. Not abstract neuroscience. Real explanations for why you can’t seem to stop turning small annoyances into imaginary disasters.

Chapter 1 explains the evolutionary wiring that makes catastrophizing automatic. Your brain isn’t malfunctioning—it’s running outdated software designed for a world that no longer exists.

Chapter 2 reveals how your brain turns every situation into a story, and why those stories are usually worst-case scenarios that feel true but aren’t facts.

Chapter 3 shows you what this constant catastrophizing is actually costing you: sleep, energy, relationships, and years of unnecessary suffering.

Understanding the problem is the first step to fixing it.

Once you see how your brain is fucking you over, you can start interrupting the pattern. Not by force. Not by positive thinking. By actually understanding the machinery and learning to work with it differently.

Ready to meet your overprotective, catastrophizing brain?

Let’s begin.
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CHAPTER 1
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You're Not Paranoid, You're Just Trained Wrong

The Email

Your phone buzzes. It's 3:47pm on a Tuesday. You glance down.

From: Your Boss

Subject: Quick chat

"Can we talk when you get a minute?"

And just like that, your stomach drops.

You read those seven words again. Can we talk when you get a minute? No context. No hint. No smiley face. No "nothing urgent" or "quick question." Just... that.

Within seconds, your brain starts running scenarios. What did I do wrong? That report from last week, did I fuck it up? Was it the thing I said in the meeting? Did someone complain about me? They're going to fire me. I knew this was coming. I've never been good enough for this job. How am I going to pay rent? The mortgage. The kids' shoes. That direct debit that's due Friday. The credit card that's already maxed. I'll have to tell everyone I got sacked. Mum will be disappointed. Dave will do that sympathetic head-tilt thing at the pub. Sarah will say she "always knew" something was wrong. This is it. This is actually it.

Your heart rate has increased. Your palms are slightly damp. You've completely stopped paying attention to whatever you were doing before. Your entire body is now oriented around those seven words on a screen. The spreadsheet you were working on might as well be on fire, you couldn't focus on it if your life depended on it.

You try to act normal. You try to keep working. But your brain won't stop. It's playing the same scenarios on loop, each one worse than the last. The redundancy conversation. The packing of your desk into a cardboard box while everyone pretends not to watch. The awkward goodbye to colleagues. The drive home rehearsing how to tell your partner. The job centre appointment. The slow drain of savings. The bills piling up. The eventual, inevitable moment when you have to admit that you couldn't hack it.

You check the time. It's been four minutes since the email arrived. It feels like an hour.

You decide to just get it over with. Better to know than to sit here spiralling. You stand up. Your legs feel slightly weak. You walk to their office, the longest walk of your life, somehow, past colleagues who don't seem to notice anything wrong, which makes it worse because shouldn't they know?

You knock. Your boss looks up from their screen. They smile. They smiled. What does that mean? Is that a "sorry I'm about to ruin your life" smile or a normal smile?

"Hey, quick thing, do you know where we keep the spare printer paper? Sarah's looking for it and I've got no idea. Thought you might know."

Printer. Paper.

You've just spent twelve minutes absolutely certain your life was ending, and it was about printer paper.

"Bottom shelf in the supply cupboard," you hear yourself say, your voice surprisingly steady. "Behind the envelopes."

"Brilliant, cheers. You're a lifesaver."

And that's it. You walk back to your desk, adrenaline still fading, feeling slightly ridiculous and very, very tired. The crisis that consumed your entire being for twelve minutes has evaporated. It was never real. It was always just printer paper.

Your hands are still slightly shaky. You might need a tea. You definitely need a minute.

Sound familiar?

Maybe it's texts. "Call me when you can" from your partner. "We need to discuss something" from a family member. Maybe it's the letter with an official-looking logo—HMRC, the council, a solicitor's office. Your heart's already racing before you've opened it.

Maybe it's seeing your manager talking to HR and immediately assuming it's about you. A read receipt with no reply. A partner who seems quieter than usual. A pain in your chest that Google helpfully informs you could be seventeen different terminal conditions.

Whatever your version is, the pattern is the same: small trigger, massive response, imaginary catastrophe, and then, eventually, the realisation that it was nothing. Or at least, not the disaster you'd convinced yourself it was.

And then you do it again next time. Because your brain hasn't learned. Your brain can't learn, not without deliberate effort, because it's running on software that's 200,000 years old.

You're not broken. You're not dramatic. You're not "just anxious." You're not weak or pathetic or any of the other things you've probably called yourself in those moments.

Your brain is doing exactly what it was designed to do. The problem is, it was designed about 200,000 years ago. And it hasn't had an update since.

Stone Age Software, Modern Problems

The human brain hasn't fundamentally changed in over 200,000 years. The same basic hardware that helped your distant ancestors survive predators and navigate tribal politics is now trying to navigate spreadsheets, passive-aggressive emails, mortgage applications, performance reviews, and the self-service checkout that never bloody works.

Your brain evolved for the savanna. It's stuck in an open-plan office.

It evolved for small tribes of 50-150 people where everyone knew everyone, where reputation was everything, where social rejection could mean death because you couldn't survive alone. It's now trying to process a world where you interact with hundreds of strangers, get news from across the globe every few minutes, and carry a device that can summon infinite information and anxiety at the touch of a finger.

And here's the key thing: back on that savanna, your ancestors faced one very specific problem that shaped everything about how your brain works today.

Missing a positive thing—like a patch of sweet berries or a good fishing spot—meant they were a bit hungry. Annoying, but survivable. They'd find food tomorrow. No big deal.

Missing a negative thing—like a hidden predator, a poisonous snake, or a rival tribe waiting in ambush—meant they were dead.

Dead people don't have children. Dead people don't pass on their genes. Dead people don't contribute to the next generation's brain wiring.

So evolution did what evolution does: it selected for the humans who were really, really good at spotting threats. The paranoid ones. The ones who jumped at shadows. The ones who assumed the worst and ran first. The ones whose brains screamed "DANGER!" at every rustle in the grass, every snapped twig, every subtle change in the environment.

Those humans survived. Those humans had children. Those children inherited the same hypervigilant brains. And so on, for thousands of generations, until we get to you and me.

You and I? We're the descendants of the most worried, paranoid, threat-obsessed humans in history. We're the children of the catastrophisers. The optimists? The relaxed ones? The ones who assumed everything would be fine?

They got eaten.

The Rustling Bush Test

Imagine two of your ancestors walking through tall grass on the African savanna, maybe 100,000 years ago. They hear a rustle in a nearby bush.

Human A (the optimist): "Probably just the wind. Maybe a rabbit. Lovely day, isn't it?"

Human B (the catastrophiser): "TIGER!" Runs away immediately. Heart pounding. Legs pumping. Doesn't look back. Doesn't stop to analyse. Just moves.

Now let's play out the scenarios.

If it was just the wind: Human B looks a bit silly. Has a laugh about it later round the fire. "Remember when Dave thought that bush was a tiger? Classic Dave." A moment of embarrassment, quickly forgotten. No real cost.

If it WAS a tiger: Human A doesn't have a "later." Human A is lunch. Human A's relaxed, optimistic genes don't get passed on to the next generation.

See the asymmetry? The cost of a false alarm (looking silly, wasted energy) is tiny. The cost of a missed threat (death) is infinite. There's no coming back from being eaten. There's no second chance.

Because the cost of being wrong about a threat was death, our brains learned a simple rule: it's safer to assume the worst.

Better a thousand false alarms than one real fire. Better to run from a hundred bushes that turn out to be wind than to casually stroll past the one that's actually hiding a predator.

This isn't a bug in the system. This is the system. Your brain is designed to overreact to potential threats. It's designed to see tigers that aren't there. It's designed to catastrophise.

And in the world your ancestors lived in, this made perfect sense. False alarms were cheap. Missed threats were fatal. Your brain optimised for survival, not happiness. It optimised for keeping you alive long enough to reproduce, not for making you feel calm and comfortable.

[KEEP the Smoke Detector section - it's a perfect analogy]

The Smoke Detector Analogy

Your brain's threat-detection system works like a smoke detector. And like any good smoke detector, it's deliberately oversensitive.

Think about your smoke detector at home. It doesn't wait until your house is fully engulfed in flames before it starts screaming. It goes off when you burn toast. When you use the grill. Sometimes when you're just having a hot shower with the bathroom door open. It's annoying as hell.

But here's the thing: you wouldn't want a smoke detector that only went off when there was a real fire. Because by the time a fire is undeniably a fire, it might be too late. The oversensitive smoke detector that goes off for burnt toast is doing exactly what it's supposed to do. It's biased toward false alarms because the cost of a false alarm (you wave a tea towel at it for thirty seconds and reset it) is tiny compared to the cost of missing a real fire (you're homeless, or dead).

Your brain is the same. It goes off for burnt toast all day long.

Email from boss: ALARM!Unexpected bill: ALARM!Partner seems quiet: ALARM!Physical symptom: ALARM!Unknown number calling: ALARM!

Most of these alarms are false. Most of the time, there's no fire. The email is about printer paper. The bill is manageable. Your partner is just tired. The symptom is nothing. The call is spam.

But your brain doesn't know that yet. It can't know that. So it treats every potential threat as if it might be the real thing. Because in your ancestors' world, the one time they didn't treat it seriously could be the time that killed them.

This is why you can intellectually know that your boss's email is probably fine, that your partner's quietness probably isn't about you, that the pain in your side probably isn't cancer—and still feel that surge of panic anyway.

Your brain isn't listening to your intellect. Your brain is doing threat assessment, and threat assessment doesn't wait for evidence. It assumes the worst and sounds the alarm.

Neural Pathways: The Dirt Roads in Your Brain

Here's another way to think about what's happening in your brain.

Imagine a field of long grass. The first time you walk across it, you have to push through. It's slow. It's difficult. You're making a path where there wasn't one before.

But if you walk the same route every day, something changes. The grass gets trampled. A path appears. Eventually, it becomes a dirt track. Then, if enough people use it, it becomes a road. A well-worn route that's easy to follow, that your feet naturally find even when you're not paying attention.

Your brain works the same way. Neurons that fire together, wire together. Every time you have a thought, you're strengthening the neural pathway for that thought. Every time you follow a particular pattern of thinking, you're making that pattern easier to follow next time.

Your catastrophic thinking isn't happening because you're broken. It's happening because you've walked that path so many times that it's become a motorway. Your brain defaults to it because it's the path of least resistance.

Email from boss → panic about job loss.Unexpected bill → spiral about financial ruin.Partner seems quiet → certainty that relationship is over.Physical symptom → Google → cancer.Unknown number calling → something terrible has happened.

These paths didn't appear overnight. They've been worn in over years of practice. Thousands of repetitions. Every time you had the trigger and followed it to the catastrophic conclusion, you made that path a little deeper, a little easier to follow next time, a little more automatic.

The good news? The brain is plastic. It changes. It rewires itself throughout your entire life. You can wear new paths.

The less good news? It takes time and practice. You can't just decide to think differently and have it happen overnight. The old paths are deep. They're the path of least resistance. When you're tired, stressed, or caught off guard, your brain will default to the familiar route.

But every time you deliberately choose a different path—every time you pause, question the catastrophe, and consider an alternative explanation—you make that new path a little deeper. A little easier to find next time. A little more automatic.

That's what the rest of this book is going to help you do. Wear new paths. Create new defaults. Train your brain to pause before it panics.

The Good News (Yes, There Is Some)

You're not paranoid. You're trained.

Your brain isn't malfunctioning. It's not broken. You're not doing something wrong. You're running ancient software that was perfectly designed for a world that no longer exists. The negativity bias, the catastrophising, the way bad news sticks and good news slides off—all of that was survival equipment. It kept your ancestors alive long enough to become your ancestors.

But here's the good news: while you can't upgrade your amygdala, you can change how you respond to its alarms.

You can learn to pause when the alarm sounds.

You can learn to recognise the alarm for what it is—ancient software, not accurate prediction.

You can learn to ask "Is this actually a tiger, or is it just printer paper?"

You can learn to Assume the Position—the benign one, not the catastrophic one.

And every time you do that, you wear a new path. You train your brain. You build a different default.

It won't happen overnight. The old paths are deep. But it will happen. Neurons that fire together, wire together—and that works in your favour too, once you start deliberately choosing different thoughts.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Stories You Tell Yourself

Three Mornings, Same Event

Monday morning. You walk into work. Your boss is standing by the kettle. You say "Morning." They don't look up. They just nod slightly and walk past you toward their office.

That's it. That's the entire event. Boss. Kettle. Nod. Walk away. Maybe three seconds, start to finish.

Now watch what your brain does with it.

Story One (Bad Monday): You didn't sleep well last night. You had that dream again, the one where you're late for something important but you can't find your shoes. You woke up exhausted. Traffic was worse than usual. You're already running five minutes behind. You already feel like you're on the back foot, like the day is happening to you instead of the other way around.

The boss walks past without speaking and your brain immediately fires up: "They're annoyed with me. What did I do? Was it that email I sent Friday? I knew I shouldn't have been so direct. They definitely think I'm slacking. This is it, they've finally noticed I'm not good enough. Everyone else here is better than me and they're starting to see it. I'm going to get pulled into a meeting. I knew this job was too good to last. I never should have thought I belonged here."

By the time you reach your desk, a journey of maybe thirty seconds, your stomach is tight, your mood is destroyed, and you're already mentally preparing for the conversation where they tell you it's not working out. You spend the morning distracted, jumpy every time someone walks past your desk, unable to concentrate properly on the work in front of you. Your productivity tanks. You snap at a colleague who asked an innocent question. You feel like shit, and the day has barely started.

Story Two (Neutral Tuesday): Same event. Exactly the same. Boss. Kettle. Nod. Walk away. Three seconds. But today you slept okay. You're not stressed about anything in particular. Your brain processes the moment and says: "Huh. They seemed distracted. Must be busy. Probably got a lot on."

You make your tea, sit down, and get on with your day. You've forgotten about it within five minutes. It was nothing. It meant nothing. It affected nothing. Your morning proceeds exactly as it would have if the interaction had never happened.

Story Three (Good Wednesday): Same event again. Boss. Kettle. Nod. Walk away. But today you got a decent night's sleep for once, your partner said something affectionate this morning that made you smile, and you're feeling relatively okay about life. Your brain processes the moment and says: "Poor sod, they look absolutely knackered. Probably got a million things on. Meetings all day, I bet. Glad I'm not management. Rather be me right now."

You feel a flicker of sympathy for them. Maybe even a bit of gratitude for your own position. You go about your day unbothered, perhaps even slightly more productive because you're not carrying around that anxious weight that dragged Monday into the gutter.

Three mornings. Identical events. Three completely different experiences. Three completely different days.

What changed? Not your boss. They did the exact same thing all three times. Not the kettle. Not the quality of the nod. Not the temperature in the room or the lighting or any external factor you could measure.

The story changed.

And here's the thing that took me far too long to understand: the story isn't reality. The story is something your brain adds to reality. Your boss walked past without speaking. That's the fact. That's all that actually happened. Everything else—the meaning, the interpretation, the prediction of what it means for your future, the certainty that it's about you—that's fiction. That's your brain making stuff up.

And it makes stuff up constantly. Automatically. Without asking your permission. Without giving you a chance to review its work before releasing it into your consciousness as if it were established truth.

Your Brain Is a Story-Making Machine

Here's something neuroscientists discovered that sounds almost too strange to be true: there's a part of your brain whose entire job is to make up stories to explain what's happening.

It's called the "left-brain interpreter," and it was discovered through studies on people who'd had the connection between the two halves of their brain surgically cut (usually to treat severe epilepsy). Researchers could show something to only one half of the brain and watch what the other half did with no information to work from.

What they found was remarkable. When the left hemisphere, which controls language, didn't have access to the real reason for something, it didn't say "I don't know." It didn't admit ignorance. It made up a plausible-sounding explanation and presented it with complete confidence.

In one famous experiment, researchers flashed the word "WALK" to a patient's right hemisphere only. The left hemisphere couldn't see it. But the patient stood up and started walking. When asked why, their left hemisphere, which genuinely had no idea about the instruction, confidently replied, "I wanted to get a Coke from the fridge."

The brain invented a reason. It created a story. And it believed its own story completely.

This is what your brain does all day, every day. It takes the messy, chaotic, often meaningless events of life and stitches them into a coherent narrative. The traffic jam, the rude comment from a coworker, the spilled coffee, the partner who seemed quiet this morning—your brain connects them into a story that explains why things are happening, even if it has to invent connections that don't actually exist.

"Traffic was bad because the universe is against me today."

"That comment was rude because they think I'm incompetent."

"I spilled the coffee because I can't do anything right."

"My partner's quiet because they're thinking about leaving me."

None of those connections are real. Traffic doesn't care about you. The rude comment might have been about their bad morning, their health scare, their argument with their teenager—not you. You spilled the coffee because cups are slippery and you were carrying too much. Your partner might be quiet because they're tired, or worried about work, or just thinking about what to have for dinner.

But your brain creates a story where everything connects, where everything has meaning, where everything is somehow about you. It casts you as the main character in a drama where every minor event is significant and usually threatening.

This story-making is automatic. You can't switch it off. Your brain will create narratives whether you want it to or not—it's how humans make sense of the world. We're pattern-seeking, meaning-making creatures. We can't help it.

But here's what you can do: you can learn to notice the stories. You can learn to catch yourself in the act of inventing. You can learn to ask: "Is this a fact, or is this a story I'm telling myself?"

That question, simple as it sounds, is the beginning of freedom.

The Situation-Thought-Feeling-Behaviour Loop

Psychologists have mapped exactly how this works, how the stories we tell ourselves create real consequences in our lives. It's called the Cognitive Triad, and once you see it, you can't unsee it.

Here's the loop:

Situation → Thought → Feeling → Behaviour → (feeds back to) Situation

A situation happens—your boss walks past without speaking. That's the raw data. That's the only thing that actually occurred in the external world.

Your brain instantly generates a thought about what it means—"They hate me." This thought is automatic. It arrives fully formed, without you consciously choosing it. It feels like an observation, not an interpretation.

That thought creates a feeling—anxiety, dread, rejection, a sinking sensation in your stomach. The feeling is real. It's happening in your body. But it wasn't caused by the situation—it was caused by the thought about the situation.

That feeling drives a behaviour—you avoid your boss all day, you're awkward in the meeting, you don't ask the question you needed to ask, you keep your head down and try to be invisible.

And here's where it gets nasty: that behaviour changes the situation. Your boss notices you've been weird and distant all day. They wonder if something's wrong. Maybe they wonder if you're unhappy. The atmosphere between you becomes slightly strained. Your boss, who was just tired this morning and thinking about their own problems, now actually has concerns about you.

Which confirms your original thought: "See? I knew they had a problem with me. Look how awkward things are between us now."

The loop closes. The story becomes "true"—not because it was true to begin with, but because you made it true through your response to it.

Let me give you a concrete example from the research. Psychologists call him "Terry."

Terry's unemployed and looking for work. One day he doesn't do much—just scrolls job sites without much energy, doesn't actually apply for anything, watches some TV, feels stuck. At the end of the day, his brain generates a thought: "I really wasted the day. I'm never going to get a job. What's wrong with me?"

That thought creates a feeling: heaviness, fatigue, hopelessness, depression.

That feeling drives a behaviour: he avoids the job search the next day too. What's the point? He's going to fail anyway. The thought of writing another cover letter feels exhausting. He stops seeing friends because he's embarrassed about being unemployed—what would he even say to them? He sleeps in later because there's no reason to get up.

That behaviour changes the situation: now he really isn't making progress. He really is falling behind. The gap in his CV is getting longer. His skills are getting rustier. His confidence is eroding. His worst fears are coming true—because his response to the fear created the outcome.

The original thought was just a story. "I wasted the day" could have been answered with "Everyone has slow days. I'll do better tomorrow. One day doesn't define me." But Terry believed the story. He didn't question it. He let it drive his feelings and his actions. And the story ate him.
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