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			Foreword

			It feels as though humanity is living twice as long but for half the time. The double pace of modern life strips meaning and memory from our experience through its relentless onslaught of content.

			Some days, I feel my generation lucked out. We came of age alongside the internet, witnessing an evolution from three TV channels and dial-up tones to endless viewing and the all-knowing tide of AI. We went from being lost in our own neighbourhoods to finding our way anywhere in the world.

			All that pace and pressure, with its demand to keep up and forge ahead, gradually overloaded my mind. Despite a lifelong appetite to learn and understand more, it was all getting too much.

			I remember when my encyclopaedic father would deflect my childhood questions with, “Look it up.” I thought he was teaching me to be resourceful. I didn’t yet realise I may have stumbled across something he didn’t know. I didn’t yet realise he was autistic, like me. That understanding did not come until I was well into my forties, still trying to decode a confusing world without a key.

			Even after more than a year away from work, I kept searching for meaning in my collapse. What was the lesson? How could I make it count?

			

			But I kept standing in my own way. Afraid to be seen. Lacking the confidence to believe anything I had to say might matter. Shrinking away from having my thoughts reflected back at me.

			Then something shifted. A sense that my relentless search for meaning had arrived at its source. The moment I uncovered autism, I began to wonder how many others were suffering silently, not understanding why they felt the way they did.

			The internal voice still returns. Who do you think you are? What could you possibly offer?

			The answer, quietly and stubbornly, was genuine insight. Unfolding ignorance. Resonance with others.

			So I chose anonymity as a workaround. A way to speak freely without crumbling under public scrutiny. I began documenting a mind that had hit a wall, burnt out, and changed.

			What followed was a series of essays, drawn from different stages of breakdown and healing. Each one a way to understand how I got here, and where I might be going.

			If you have ever felt out of step with the times, if learning to be human felt far from innate, or found yourself delicately navigating society’s expectations through self-censorship and mimicry in an attempt to blend in, this might resonate.

			If you’ve ever wondered what was slightly off about the enigma who was kind yet shy, compassionate yet unenthusiastic, confident yet awkward, and thoughtful but far too honest, this may be enlightening.
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			Introduction

			These essays weren’t written with an outcome in mind. They weren’t planned. They follow no model. They emerged as fragments of clarity after unravelling.

			When everything came undone, I had no idea what would follow. All I knew was that I was no longer in charge. I had to stop, piece together some semblance of recovery, and look at life anew. What surfaced instead were deep and difficult questions about selfhood, society, work, connection, memory, and meaning.

			At the time of my breakdown, I didn’t know I was autistic. That knowledge arrived in the aftermath of therapy, where my mind lived in a kind of internal dichotomy.

			It helped explain a lifetime of confusion, but it came too late. That time had gone. My job had gone. The me I thought I knew was lost. What it did offer was insight: to look back without shame and forward without illusion.

			This collection is not chronological. It moves as my mind does: in loops and shifts, detours and returns. It follows the thread of recovery, not the art of reinvention.

			You might see parts of yourself here. Or people you know. Or simply find quiet reassurance that someone else has wrestled with the same strange contradictions you’ve carried privately. This is simply one perspective, and an attempt to understand.

			

			

			The Myth of Functioning


			Autism, Perception, and the Cost of Appearing Fine



Fluent in the Act

			There was something especially confronting about walking out of work. No one saw it coming. Not even me.

			I knew I was depressed, briskly averting any gaze as tears welled with increasing frequency. My thoughts looped incessantly: success was a scam, I was a sham, and everyone was recycling each other’s ideas and congratulating themselves for it.

			I felt trapped in a cage of insincerity, among parrots mimicking one another’s call. I’d talked myself out of everything: skill, confidence, even life.

			Like a ghost in the machine, I spun the cogs unseen, trying not to break the mechanism. The inner voice grew louder behind the veil of coping. It was not just agitated but cruel. Being human felt exhausting and unnatural.

			Outwardly, I was functioning: quieter, more withdrawn, a little less patient, but dependable. 

			Still thoughtful. 

			Still doing the work. I would plug into my headphones, get the job done, occasionally slip an ear out to join a conversation. To the untrained eye, nothing much had changed.

			

			Those who had known me longer might have sensed it. The shift. The invisibility. The shutdown. The discomfort.

			I searched for meaning in podcasts, in self-help, in strategy. But I felt stuck in a company culture that relied on my output long after I had lost the love for it.



The Hidden Price

			People want to believe others are fine. That a little nudge will do. Straighten up. Smile. Carry on.

			Even I believed it.

			“Fake it till you make it,” someone said in a meeting about my silence. But when you already feel invisible, that advice cuts deep.

			Add undiagnosed autism and a raw dislike for forced cheer on company chat threads, and it was only a matter of time before the cracks began to show.

			Despite that, I tried. I ticked the boxes and said the hellos. Played the part until they were full of praise.

			“Oh, it’s so lovely. We’ve got the old you back.” But I was not any better. I had simply proved that insincerity wins the day. That was when it all fell apart. I was functioning exactly how they wanted me to, so they believed I was fine. Because I made them feel fine in the most meaningless of ways.



Beyond the Performance

			That moment exposed the problem with my entire life.

			They did not know me. I would not let them. They liked the version of me that made them comfortable, the one I had mastered performing. The internalised shame of my unspoken thoughts only fuelled the fire.

			Worthlessness and ridicule swirled in my mind. I ran silent simulations, theorising my way out of the dark.

			They wanted Monday morning memes to boost culture vibes. I wanted meaning.

			The office family had spoken. Shape up or ship out. My shape-shifting had lost its incentive.

			The whole thing condensed into something crushing and bitter. The myth was exposed. The performance cancelled. I refused to play.

			I would rather lose everything than get back on stage.

			Perception places blame where it can see it. Nothing visible was broken, not on the outside. I tried to speak up, but my ego stepped in. It did not want to make a scene. It did not want to be a problem.

			I tried to understand that others worked differently, but why did I have to absorb their perceived shortcomings while suppressing my own?

			

			Competence became camouflage. Composure became a curse. Righteous indignation festered.

			Like my back pain, it is hard to treat what cannot be seen, or for others to appreciate what they have never felt. That sort of invisibility is how suicidal thoughts slip in.

			If I can play society’s survival game without anyone noticing the cost, am I already gone?

			I had to forego functioning to discover what I was actually feeling. To realise there is no real self unless others are allowed to perceive it. But how could I show them what I had been blind to myself? 

			

			The Quiet Collapse


			When self-awareness becomes self-harm



The Slow Drift

			For years I felt myself sliding, lacking any real sense of direction, purpose, or accomplishment. When you don’t know where you’re sailing, no wind is fair.

			I spent most of my adult life abroad, searching for adventure and experience away from the crowds, but with no real goal in mind. Quietly satisfying myself with solo pursuits and understated ambition, shaped not by attention but by curiosity and contentment.



Silent Ascent

			I’d found a niche in a business, as I had many times before, where I could play a big part while remaining low-key, balancing success with servitude.

			It was exciting to sense the possibilities that lay ahead, to feel part of something people were proud of.



The Cracks Appear in Perfectionism

			When personal vision began to butt up against demands, something shifted.

			My abnormally high conscientiousness clashed with a deep desire for autonomy, a pattern I was familiar with.

			

			Gradually, the grind of work eroded my aspirations, replacing them with critical overanalysis and self-doubt.

			I knew this was bias. On paper, I had it good.

			I kept trying to pinpoint the change in myself, but it was a way of thinking that stretched back as far as I could remember. Trying to be everything to everyone, yet too self-critical and afraid to meet my own expectations.

			My ego ideal turned my inner voice hostile, the auto-aggression seeping into everything I did.

			You could argue it drove me to try harder. But the cost was self-hate of epic proportions.



The Inner Erosion

			It became a kind of learned helplessness, an apathy that was rotting my spirit.






