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Here is an unsettling idea: We are not who we think we are.

Most of us go through our entire lives wearing a series of masks. We have 
different ones for different occasions. The mommy mask, all-smiling and 
eternally patient; the expert mask that we put on when teaching or advising; the 
agile and energetic mask we adorn when selling our skills or flogging our wares. 

These masks become so comfortable that we lose awareness of the real-life, sentient 
being beneath all those layers. If you want to see a human unmasked, spend some time 
with little children. They laugh loudly and frequently. They delight in the smallest of 
things, and they will tell you, in no uncertain terms, when what you are asking doesn’t 
suit them. At some point, early in our development, we are given signals – signals 
that being jealous of a sibling is not appropriate; that crying when we are hurt is being 
dramatic – and bit by bit, we layer our authentic self with more socially acceptable masks.

Thankfully, our authentic selves have enormous strength, and when we try to stuff them 
down, they reward us with depression, physical illness, insomnia and anxiety. I say thankfully 
because when these coping mechanisms break down, we are often led to our greatest 
insights about them and ourselves. 

The people I know who are fully and authentically themselves, have been led there 
by difficult events – by crises that shook their world; by insights that have 
loosened their masks long enough to reveal the person underneath 
waiting to breathe and live life fully.

If all this sounds a little hokey to you, think about 
something really difficult you have experienced, 
like the loss of a loved one, the loss of a job, 
the end of a primary relationship. Often in 
these times of extreme crisis, we make 
deep connections with others – the 
friends who support us, the sister 
who holds our hand by a parent’s 
deathbed. In crisis, people can 
drop their masks and simply 
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reach out for one another, human to human. There is something so magical and refreshing about 

this connection, that often people never come back fully to their mask-wearing afterwards. Life 
has new meaning, and the desire to live connected, and live authentically becomes a motto for 

moving forward.

My divorce was my crisis point. Although it was a decade ago, it remains the single 
most transforming event of my life. In an instant, any ideas that I had that 

the life I had created was going to be forever were blown to smithereens. 
I saw with glaring clarity how the married person I had become was 

a role I was playing. For years, I had been editing my behaviour, 
my ideas, my dreams and my vulnerabilities. Keeping up that 

charade was incredibly exhausting. When the marriage blew 
up, even through the worst of the pain, I was infused with a 

renewed energy. Suddenly, I was painting in the evenings, 
writing articles and working out again, and taking risks 
in my career. I was launched on a difficult and wonderful 
journey to become who I was meant to be. I am still on that 
journey today. 

I used to be so afraid of the opinions of others.  
When I was younger, what other people thought of me 
had a huge influence on everything from the opinions  
I verbalized to the emotions I expressed, and to the way 
that I spent my time. Ironically, I hung out with people 
who were quick to judge and were critical of the world 
around them. As I changed, my friendships changed.

Being authentically me meant I let go of a 
large number of people.  I didn’t want this to 
happen, but it did.  Some relationships based on 
convenience, immediately fell away, as I became 
incapable of superficial relationships. Other 
relationships which I thought were more lasting, 

shocked me with the speed of their unraveling.  
Some people are not ready to take off their mask, and when 

they are around another person who is living authentically, 
they become uncomfortable and often highly critical. Today,  

for me, the idea of hanging out with people who are still  
playing their roles is not an option. I simply don’t have the energy 

to put on a mask or to be with others who haven’t yet figured out 
how to take theirs off. I have developed a deep need for authentic 

relationships and now choose to spend more time with fewer people. 
Letting go of people is painful, and at some level it feels like a failure. 

My own self-doubt has at times caused me to run back to these 
relationships to feel better about myself. It never works, 

because my deeper self knows these relationships are 
no longer fulfilling.

Living authentically to me means that I have to  
be still enough on a daily basis to connect with 
myself. If I spend the entire day rushing and 
frenetically getting through my to-do-list,  
finding task after task to fill each crack in my 
schedule, I lose track of my authentic self. 
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Thankfully, she is waiting for me, each time I 
am sensible enough to roll out my yoga mat, 
and every morning when I stop to be grateful 
for my life and all its blessings. When I am 
taking care of myself, I find it far easier to be 
authentic. Staying connected to that person 
seems to be the trick for me. The yoga mat, that 
mediation, the journaling and the quiet times 
of just being, are what keep me guiding my life 
in a way that respects my deeper self and her 
plans for how she lives.

I notice as I have gotten more in touch with 
who I really am, decisions become easier 
to make. I have been blessed with a life of 
ample opportunities. The challenge though 
is to chart my own course in these abundant 
waters.  If I say “yes” to everything, I will be like 
a ship without a compass, going a mile in one 
direction, only to cut back and have do a mile 
in the other. How do I keep myself charting 
toward my true north? I have this fancy 
navigation system called my gut. I just check-in 
and I can discern quite quickly whether I am 
heading in the right direction. 

Last week I had to make a decision quickly, one 
that required a great deal of clarity around who 
I was and where my personal integrity lay. I was 
called by a speakers’ bureau that I work with 
and offered a job for that very same afternoon. 
The money was great and I immediately said 
yes, not yet knowing who the client was. Then 
I moved into high gear, organizing rides for my 
kids after school and clearing a couple of hours 
in my schedule to prepare my notes. I asked 
my assistant to set up a call with the client 
and then I moved to my desk. When I checked 
the email contract, I discovered the client was 
a company that owns tobacco companies. My 
heart just sank. The speech was internal and 
nobody would have known, but I knew. It took 
three minutes, but I picked up the phone and 
told my bureau I just couldn’t do it, and then I 
moved on. 

I make better decisions these days because I 
am connected to my authentic self. I don’t have 
to cross oceans to find her; she is right there at 
the surface.  I don’t spend hours deliberating 
what I should do. I don’t make lists comparing 
one path to another. I check in with myself; I 
ask myself for deep honestly, and an answer 
appears. Inner conflict has lessened ten-fold, 
as I don’t intellectualize the path I am taking; I 
either do or I don’t.
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This is not to suggest that I always act on my gut. Sometimes fear overtakes 
my inner knowing; sometimes greed tempts me two steps in the wrong 
direction; sometimes ego gets in the way of what I know is the best course; 
and sometimes insecurity surfaces and I say “yes” to something that clearly 
felt like a “no”.

My girlfriend organized a 40th birthday party for me and its invitation held 
a lovely future promise.

It would take me several more years to fully understand what 
this meant in my life.
Today, I heard myself say it in a radio interview: “I take full responsibility 
for who I am today – the decisions I make and the consequences of those 
decisions.” What a liberating place to be in! Even when there is a difficult 
outcome from a decision I have made, I accept it. I take ownership. Just 
because something feels right doesn’t mean there will be no fallout that 
maybe won’t feel good. Being available to deal with the fallout without 
terrorizing myself about negative outcomes has been a big part of living 
authentically. If my actions have hurt you, I can say I am sorry, but it doesn’t 
mean I would have taken those actions differently. This is the challenge 
with living authentically, is that you lose the ability to pretend and therefore 
begin to act on what feels right – charting your course based on what 
expands you, what challenges you to live in the world more courageously. 
Chances are you are going to rub the occasional person the wrong way. The 
alternative to me is unthinkable: hide under a rock and pretend because it 
is less stressful and less risky. That is like dying one breath at a time. 

For better or worse, authenticity is the path that expands our life, it is 
where the power, the energy and the creativity lies, and it is a joy and a 
surprise to discover all that lies underneath the masks we wear. Like the 
Derek Walcott poem says, when all is unearthed we can “feast on our life.”

It takes
courage
to grow up and become
who you really are.

e.e cummings

Love After Love 
by Derek Walcott

The time will come
when, with elation

you will greet yourself arriving
at your own door,  
in your own mirror
and each will smile  

at the other’s welcome.
 

and say, sit here. Eat.
You will love again the stranger 

who was your self.
Give wine. Give bread.  
Give back your heart

to itself, to the stranger who  
has loved you

 
all your life, whom you ignored

for another,  
who knows you by heart.
Take down the love letters  

from the bookshelf,
 

the photographs,  
the desperate notes,
peel your own image  

from the mirror.
Sit. Feast on your life.

A promise is a cloud; fulfillment is rain. –Arabian Proverb


