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Hyper Independent

Author's Note

I did not sit down one day and decide to write a book about
hyper-independence. I sat down one day and realized I had a
problem — and then spent a while pretending I didn't, and then
spent a bit longer researching it obsessively at midnight like the
well-adjusted person I am, and eventually something that
looked like a book showed up.

The problem, in its most embarrassing distillation, was this: I
had spent years becoming someone who could handle
everything — and in the process, had quietly lost the ability to
let anyone actually be with me. I had a life I had built entirely
by myself. I was proud of it. I was also, underneath the pride,

running on empty in a way I didn't have language for yet.

This book is what I found when I went looking for that

language.

It is not a self-help book in the five-steps-and-a-morning-
routine sense. I have no program to sell you, no protocol, no
promise that you'll be transformed by chapter twelve. What I
have is a careful, honest examination of a pattern that affects
far more women than talk about it — a pattern of self-reliance
that begins as something genuinely admirable and, over time,

quietly becomes a kind of prison with excellent furniture.

Throughout these pages you'll find the voices of other women
— their stories drawn from online forums, personal essays, and

comment threads where people say things at 2 a.m. that they'd
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never say out loud. Their names have been changed. Their

experiences have not.

You'll also find me. My thinking, my history, my particular
brand of slow-learning. I've tried to make this book feel like a
conversation — the kind you have with someone who has been

through the thing and isn't pretending otherwise.

If you've ever been called strong so many times it started to feel

like a cage, this is for you.
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PARTI:

HOW IT BEGINS

The Making of a Woman Who Needs No One



Part One

Chapter 1:
The Day | Decided | Needed Nobody

"The most common form of despair

is not being who you are."

— Sgren Kierkegaard
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I want to start with a confession: I cannot give you a single day.
I cannot point to a Tuesday in a specific month of a specific
year and say, that was when it happened. It didn't work like

that. It never does.

What I can tell you is that somewhere between my early
twenties and the years that followed, I made a decision — or
rather, the decision made itself inside me, quietly, without my
explicit consent — that I was going to be fine. Not fine in the
ordinary sense. Fine in the sense that I was going to need
nothing that I could not supply for myself. I was going to be so
capable, so self-contained, so thoroughly sorted, that the
question of whether anyone else would come through for me

simply would not arise.

It seemed, at the time, like the obvious solution to a problem.

Looking back, it was the beginning of a much larger one.
What Hyper-Independence Actually Looks Like

Here is the thing about hyper-independence that nobody tells
you at the start: it doesn't feel like a problem. It feels like a
superpower. You handle things. You figure things out. You don't
need to wait for anyone to rescue you, because you've long
since stopped casting for the role of rescuer. You are the person

other people call in a crisis. You are the one who shows up.

What you are not — and this is the part that takes longer to see
— is someone who can be shown up for in return. The
receiving end of things has been quietly, systematically

dismantled. Not dramatically. Just... decommissioned.
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Gradually. Over time. Until one day you realize you've built a

gorgeous, impressive, highly functional one-way street.

Hyper-independence is not simply being capable or self-reliant
in the healthy sense of those words. Those things are worth
having. Hyper-independence is the compulsive, often
unconscious refusal to depend on others even when dependence
would be completely reasonable, useful, and kind to yourself. It
is self-sufficiency that has stopped being a choice and started

being a compulsion.

It looks like declining help moving apartments because asking
feels like an imposition — even when three people have
offered. It looks like saying "I'm fine" when a friend asks how
you are, because what are you going to say, the truth? It looks
like choosing the hard way, alone, over the easier way with
someone beside you, so automatically that you don't even

register it as a choice.

It looks like being genuinely surprised when someone wants to
take care of you. Not suspicious — surprised. As in: wait,

people do that?

"My car broke down on the highway and I sat there
for forty-five minutes trying to solve it alone. I have
five close friends. Any of them would have come
within twenty minutes. It literally did not occur to me
to call one of them until I'd exhausted every solo

option. When I realized that, I sat there for another
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ten minutes just thinking about what that meant
about me." — Sarah, 34

There is a particular texture to this kind of self-sufficiency that
separates it from ordinary independence. The ordinarily
independent woman can receive help gracefully. She doesn't
need it all the time, but she can take it when it's offered. The
hyper-independent woman experiences something closer to
low-grade alarm when help appears. She deflects it. She
minimizes the need. She thanks you and then doesn't use what
you gave her, or uses it and immediately tries to pay it back in
kind, before the debt has time to settle.

She has, in some essential way, lost the ability to receive.

I know because I was this woman. I am, in many ways, still

learning not to be.



Part One
Where It Comes From

You were not born this way. This is the first thing to
understand, and also possibly the most important. Hyper-
independence is not a personality trait you came into the world
with, even if it now feels as natural as your eye color, even if
people have been calling you "so independent" since you were
seven. It is a learned response. It was smart, once. It is a

solution to a problem.

The problem, usually, was some version of this: you needed
something, you looked for it in the direction of other people,
and it wasn't there. This doesn't require dramatic trauma — no
single catastrophic event is necessary. Sometimes it's a parent
who was physically present and emotionally somewhere else
entirely. Sometimes it's a family culture that treated stoicism as
the pinnacle of character and emotional expression as a mild
embarrassment. Sometimes it's a series of relationships —
friendships, romantic partners, early family dynamics — where

being open got you nowhere good.

Sometimes it's structural. Girls, in most cultural contexts, get a
specific kind of socialization: be attuned to others, be
cooperative, don't make scenes, don't be too much. The reward
for doing this well is approval. The punishment for failing at it
is subtle but consistent. Over time, many girls learn to be
extraordinarily skilled at reading and tending to other people's
inner lives, while becoming increasingly unpracticed at tending

to their own.
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Add to this the cultural narrative of female independence —
which was, and is, politically important and genuinely
necessary — and you get something interesting. Women who
might have internalized the message "you can do things for
yourself" instead absorbed the message "you should do
everything for yourself." These are not the same message. The
distance between them is the distance between freedom and a

very well-decorated kind of solitary confinement.

"I was the oldest of four. My mother worked nights
and my father was around in the way that a piece of
furniture is around — present, not particularly
useful. I learned to cook at nine. By seventeen I was
doing the family taxes. By the time I was an adult
and theoretically free to ask for help, I had no idea
how. It wasn't that 1 was too proud. It was that
asking for help had never been in the repertoire. It
was like asking me to speak a language I'd never

been taught." — Monica, 41

And then there is the thing I noticed in my own history — the
moment that hardened a useful adaptation into something more
like a wall. There was a time when I was soft enough, open
enough, to genuinely need people. I did need them. And then, at
a certain point, the need was not met in the way I had been
counting on, and I made a decision — quietly, in the way that
the most consequential decisions get made — that I was not

going to be in that position again.
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The position of needing and not receiving.

So I stopped needing. Or rather, I stopped admitting that I
needed. Which, over enough time, starts to feel like the same

thing.

The Praise Problem

Here is what makes this pattern particularly hard to examine:

everyone around you is cheering you on.

"You're so strong." "I don't know how you do it." "You inspire
me." "What a woman." These are the sounds of a standing
ovation for a performance that is costing you more than anyone

in the audience knows — including, sometimes, you.

The praise is not insincere. The accomplishments are real. I
want to be clear about this, because one of the things that
makes hyper-independence so sticky is that it is intertwined
with genuine achievement. The woman who has done hard
things alone has, in fact, done hard things. She is not imagining
her capability. She has earned her competence.

But the praise also functions as a lock. It makes examination
feel like ingratitude. If the way I've been doing this is
problematic, does that put the things I've achieved under some
kind of cloud? The answer is no. Absolutely not. What you
built, you built — the how doesn't retroactively diminish the
what. But the fear that it might be a yes is enough to keep many
women from looking too closely at the pattern.
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Plus, honestly? The applause feels good. Let's not pretend it
doesn't. After years of learning to need nothing, the recognition
that you have, in fact, needed nothing is its own reward. It is
the dopamine hit that keeps the system going. Being impressive
is addictive. Especially for a woman who decided long ago that

impressive was the safest thing to be.

"My therapist told me that my 'independence' might
be anxiety dressed in business casual. I nearly
walked out. It took me three more months of sessions

to admit she was probably right." — Diana, 38

The question underneath all of this — the one this entire book
is circling — 1is not whether you are capable. Obviously you
are. The question is: is this the same as what you want? Is
surviving alone the life you actually chose, or is it the life that
chose you, and you've been too busy running it to stop and ask?

Because you can do hard things alone. That has been
established. The question is whether you still want to.
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Chapter 2:
When Strength Feels Safer Than Love

"We are most afraid of the very

thing we need most."

— Brené Brown
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