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Unmasked: This is Me. Without the Armor 

Chapter One: The Man in the Mirror 

I didn’t recognize him at first. 

It was a Tuesday. Late morning. The kind of 

morning that didn’t ask questions—just demanded 

movement. But I wasn’t moving yet. The bathroom 

was too quiet, the light too harsh, and the silence 

between my breaths felt heavier than usual. 

I looked into the mirror with the intention 

of shaving, brushing my teeth, maybe splashing 

cold water to wake up. But something stopped me. 

Him. 

The man in the glass. 

He looked like me. Or rather, he looked like 

someone who used to be me. Familiar, but 

changed. His face was tired in a way sleep couldn’t 

fix. His jaw a little more clenched. His eyes a little 

more hollow. It was the kind of tired that comes 

from pretending for too long. 



Pretending to have it together. Pretending 

not to hurt. Pretending the weight wasn't real. 

There was something haunting in the way he 

stared back. Not aggressive. Not accusatory. Just 

present. As if he had been waiting for me to finally 

stop long enough to notice him. 

I stared longer than usual. There were lines 

I didn’t remember earning. Or maybe I had. Maybe 

I had earned every single one, not through age 

alone, but through every compromise, every silent 

scream, every swallowed feeling that had nowhere 

else to go but inward. 

Each crease was a moment I hadn’t 

processed: The argument I avoided. The apology I 

never gave. The grief I pretended didn’t matter. 

There was a time I used to meet the day with 

hope. Now I was meeting it with resistance. With 

reluctance. With armor that had rusted from the 

inside out. Armor that had once made me feel 

invincible, now made me feel claustrophobic. 

I leaned closer. He didn’t flinch. 



His eyes—they weren’t dead. They were 

weary. They were still watching, still searching. But 

they held something else, too: a question. 

Do you see me? 

Not the man others saw. Not the mask. Not 

the title, the posture, the performance. But me. 

The eyes were mine. But they felt older than 

me. Like they had seen things I hadn’t yet found 

the words to speak. Like they had watched my life 

play out while I was too busy running it. Like they 

remembered the child I used to be. The boy who 

wanted to be brave, to be good, to be loved. The 

boy who never planned on building a fortress 

around himself just to survive. 

Lines on his forehead weren’t just signs of 

aging. They were roadmaps. Carved out by years of 

silent disappointments, lonely nights, whispered 

prayers, and morning-after guilt. They held 

stories—ones I hadn't told anyone, maybe not even 

myself. 



His cheeks were drawn tighter. The skin 

beneath his eyes slightly bruised with exhaustion. 

But the look on his face was neither defeated nor 

aggressive. It was... resigned. 

A kind of calm surrender. 

Not the peace you find after battle. The quiet 

you feel when you realize you never left the 

battlefield at all. 

The silence in the room became sacred. Not 

heavy. Not empty. But sacred. Like I was 

witnessing something holy. The unraveling of a 

myth I had been living too long. 

I studied his face for so long, I forgot to 

blink. 

Was this what becoming a man looked like? 

Not the version we were taught. But the real one. 

The one forged not in applause, but in unanswered 

questions and quiet ache? 

Not the man at the center of the room. The 

man on the edge. Not the one who commands 



attention. But the one who carries weight in 

silence, who doesn’t ask to be seen—but still hopes 

to be. 

I touched my own cheek, gently, like I was 

making contact for the first time. The skin was 

rough. Not from age. From neglect. 

When did I stop tending to myself? When 

did I become the caretaker of everyone else but 

abandon my own soul in the process? 

I thought back to the promises I made as a 

young man. To never become bitter. To always stay 

soft. To stay open to love. Somewhere along the 

way, those promises got buried beneath 

expectations, achievement, ambition, survival. 

There was a time I would have covered this 

up. Splashed some water, stood tall, put on the 

smile. But not today. 

Today, I stood there. Just breathing. 

No performance. No pretending. Just me 

and him. 



A man, finally meeting himself again. 

And I remember thinking—as clearly as a 

thunderclap in a still sky: 

When did I last look at myself without 

flinching? 

 

We all wear masks. 

Some we inherit. Some we create. Some we 

duct-tape on just to get through the next hard 

thing. 

And if you wear them long enough, you 

forget they’re there. You start to believe the mask is 

you. 

I had one for every role I played. 

The Provider. The Husband. The Father. 

The Leader. The Man-Who-Can’t-Fail. 

Each one crafted carefully. Polished until 

believable. Reinforced by compliments, paychecks, 



and nods of approval from people who didn’t know 

I was slowly unraveling underneath. 

The problem isn’t the mask itself. It’s what it 

costs to keep wearing it. 

Because masks are heavy. And they don’t 

breathe. 

They muffle your voice. They shield your 

heart. They protect the illusion—but at the cost of 

connection. 

Mine didn’t come off all at once. Most don’t. 

It started with small fractures. 

A sigh I didn’t mean to let out. A missed 

meeting I couldn’t blame on anyone else. A 

moment with my kids where I snapped for no 

reason. 

Each one a crack in the façade. Each one a 

whisper: This isn’t working anymore. 

But I ignored it. Like many of us do. Because 

unmasking feels like failure when all you've ever 

known is performance. 



It took me years to understand that 

unmasking isn’t weakness. It’s the beginning of 

strength. It’s the moment you stop pretending and 

start living. 

Not for applause. Not for validation. Not for 

survival. 

But for truth. 

And once you taste truth, you can never 

settle for performance again. 

It was only in losing control that I began to 

regain my soul. 

It was only in letting the masks fall that I 

began to see my own face again. 

And for the first time in a long time—I didn’t 

look away. 

 

The breakdown didn’t arrive with fireworks. 

It didn’t shatter a window or scream down the 



hallway. It came disguised as success. Camouflaged 

in confidence. Wrapped in routine. 

It happened on a stage. 

I had flown into town the night before. 

Another leadership conference. Another hotel with 

bottled water on the podium and folding chairs 

lined up like soldiers. I’d done this a hundred 

times—walked into a room full of strangers, shook 

hands like a pro, delivered what I was hired to 

deliver. 

But that morning, something felt... off. 

I remember standing backstage, smoothing 

my jacket, adjusting my watch out of habit. My 

assistant had prepared notes. I had gone over 

them. I had done my usual breath work, stood tall, 

visualized the outcome. 

Still, something in me trembled. 

I shook it off. Walked out smiling. The lights 

hit my face. The crowd leaned in. 



And for the first few minutes, I did what I 

always did—connect. Speak. Inspire. They laughed 

when I wanted them to. They nodded when I hit a 

truth. 

But halfway through, something in me went 

completely blank. 

I’m not talking about forgetting a line. I 

forgot who I was. 

I stared into the crowd, faces blurred by the 

spotlight, and felt a kind of panic that had no 

name. I couldn’t find my next words. Couldn’t feel 

the room. 

I heard myself talking—but it was just 

sound. Like an actor reciting lines he no longer 

believed in. 

Inside, I was screaming. 

What are you doing up here? What are you 

even saying? Who is this for? 

I wrapped it up. Got off stage. They clapped 

anyway. 



But it was the loneliest applause I’d ever 

heard. 

Back in the hotel room, I didn’t turn on the 

TV. Didn’t check my messages. I just sat on the 

edge of the bed, shoes still on, hands on my knees, 

staring at the dark screen of the television. 

My reflection looked back at me faintly. 

Same suit. Same tired eyes. 

And I whispered the most terrifying 

sentence a man like me could ever admit: 

I don’t know who I am anymore. 

That moment didn’t change everything all at 

once. But it cracked something wide open. 

It was the moment I realized I had been 

chasing a version of myself that I had outgrown 

years ago. A version who equated being needed 

with being loved. A version who confused 

performing with purpose. A version who had 

become fluent in success—but silent in truth. 



That night, I didn’t try to fix it. I didn’t write 

a new plan or call a coach or read a book. 

I just sat there. Still. Broken. Alive. 

And in some strange way—more honest than 

I’d been in years. 

That was the beginning. Not of reinvention. 

But of return. 

Return to presence. To breath. To the sound 

of my own voice when it wasn’t trying to convince 

anyone of anything. 

The return didn’t come easy. It still doesn’t. 

But in that moment—in the soft silence after 

the stage—I met a truth I couldn’t unsee: 

Success doesn’t mean you’re okay. And 

sometimes the strongest thing you can do... is stop 

pretending that you are. 

But in that moment—in the soft silence after 

the stage—I met a truth I couldn’t unsee: 



Success doesn’t mean you’re okay. And 

sometimes the strongest thing you can do... is stop 

pretending that you are. 

 

The road back to myself wasn’t a straight 

one. It was more like a shedding—layer by layer, lie 

by lie. 

And it started not with answers, but with 

presence. With stillness. With standing in the 

mirror and letting the silence say what words never 

could. 

I used to think healing was loud. 

Triumphant. The Rocky theme playing in the 

background as you throw punches at life. 

But healing, I’ve learned, is quieter. It’s the 

simple decision to sit with your truth when it’s 

ugly. It’s having the courage to tell yourself: I miss 

who I used to be. And I want to meet who I’m 

becoming. 



It’s forgiving the man who built the mask 

out of fear. And loving the one who finally took it 

off. 

The man in the mirror? He’s still there. But 

now, he doesn’t wait for applause. He doesn’t lead 

with armor. He doesn’t measure his worth in 

outcomes. 

He leads with breath. He stays. He listens. 

And most days now, when I look at him... I 

nod. 

Not because he’s perfect. But because he’s 

finally real. 

And real is enough. 

 

This is me. Without the armor. And for the 

first time in my life— that’s more than enough. 

 



But if you’re still reading… maybe there’s a 

mirror in your life, too. 

Maybe it’s a reflection you’ve been avoiding. 

Or a voice inside that’s been whispering, There’s 

more. Not more to achieve. Not more to prove. But 

more of you—unfiltered, unmasked, and still 

standing. 

Maybe you’re exhausted from the effort it 

takes to be “okay.” From trying to keep every plate 

spinning while feeling like you’re quietly 

unraveling underneath. 

Or maybe you’ve just paused. Long enough 

to wonder what it might feel like to stop 

performing. To put down the mask. To be met with 

grace instead of judgment. 

That’s why I wrote this book. 

Not because I figured it all out. But because 

I nearly lost everything trying to. 

I lost time I can’t get back. Moments with 

my kids. Intimacy with the woman I loved. I traded 



connection for control. Vulnerability for certainty. 

And I paid for it—in anxiety, in distance, in the 

silence of a house where laughter used to live. 

But the great mercy of life is this: As long as 

you’re breathing, there’s still time to come home. 

Home to who you are. Not the image. Not 

the role. Not the expectation. 

You. 

I’ve sat with men in boardrooms and on 

barstools who quietly admitted, “I’m tired of 

pretending.” Some of them had everything they 

thought they wanted. Others had just lost it all. But 

the thread was the same: I want to live true. Not 

just live big. 

If that’s you—this is your invitation. 

To unmask. To heal. To come back to 

yourself. 

Not with shame. With courage. 

Not with a spotlight. With stillness. 



Not by becoming someone new. By 

remembering who you were, before the world told 

you who you had to be. 

This isn’t just a chapter. It’s a beginning. 

So take a breath. Meet your reflection. 

And say it, even if your voice shakes: 

This is me. And I’m not hiding anymore. 

 

 


