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Author's Note

The events in this book are real. The therapist is not.

Dr. Rena Lopez is a fictional character, created as a vehicle to tell a true story. She is not based on any person, living or deceased. Every session, every memory, every breakdown in this book reflects something I actually lived and felt — but the room, the couch, and the woman across from me are invention, built to hold a truth I needed a way to tell.

Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of others.

— Gregory Garrett
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SESSION 1

January 8, 2026 · 6:00 PM


I softly tapped on the door.

"Come in," a soft voice answered.

I walked in. She had her back toward me at first, but I noticed her immediately. Black suit jacket, hair pulled into a bun, and I could smell her perfume before she even turned around.

Then she turned. Prettiest teeth I'd seen in a while. A smile that lit up the whole room.

She motioned toward the couch.

"Please, have a seat."

I sat, and now that I was facing her, I couldn't help but notice the Gucci heels as she crossed her legs.

Professional, but with an edge underneath it. On a scale of one to ten, her presence was through the roof.

And that was the problem. If I was busy noticing her, I didn't have to think about why I was actually there.

I looked around the room. No pictures. No degrees on the wall. No plaques. Not even family photos. Just basic artwork.

Her office wasn't what I expected. And neither was she.

I was expecting some short, overweight woman — or maybe a man. Somebody not even in a relationship themselves, here to tell me how to be in one.

So much for expectations.

Then she spoke.

"Mr. Garrett, hello, and thank you for choosing me. I'm Dr. Rena Lopez."

She ran through her credentials — how long she'd been a relationship therapist, where she graduated. Honestly, I couldn't get past her voice. That accent. Brooklyn, a little edge to it, mixed with something I couldn't place.

My focus slipped for a second.

"Mr. Garrett."

I didn't respond.

"Mr. Garrett?"

I snapped out of it.

"I'm sorry. What did you say?"

She picked up her pen and started writing, the tip scratching soft and steady against the paper. I glanced at the reflection in her glasses, trying to see what she was writing.

She lifted her head. "What brings you to my practice today?"

Firmer this time. A little snarky.

"Well… my ex-girlfriend." I paused. "Well, ex-fiancée. If I want to get back with her." I leaned back. "She told me I needed to see a therapist."

Her pen didn't stop moving. "So what do you think?"

"Think about what?"

She never looked up from the page. "Coming to therapy." Nonchalant. Like she already knew the answer.

"I'm here, ain't I?"

I could feel my energy shift. I think she felt it too. She didn't say anything — just sat there while my eyes moved around the room again, landing on the blank wall behind her desk.

"I noticed you looking around my office. Is there something you're looking for?"

I smiled. "I noticed there aren't any plaques or family pictures hanging up. Like a real therapist." Sarcastic.

She smiled back. She knew exactly what I was doing.

"If I had all the things you just named, sometimes they can be a distraction." She paused. "And sometimes they can be intimidating to the patient." Patient. She threw that word in on purpose. "And as far as my family pictures — that's my personal business." She leaned back slightly. "Key word: personal."

Point taken.

She dropped her eyes back to the notepad, changing the subject fast. "You're the first person who's ever asked me that." She wrote something else down, then looked up again. "Why do you think she wants you to go to therapy?" A pause. "Better yet — do you think you need therapy?"

"She only says that when we get into an argument."

My eyebrows pulled together as soon as it left my mouth.

"Give me an example," she said.

"An example of what?"

"An argument you two had."

I sat back, the leather cool against my neck. "It's not the number of arguments. It's how we argue that irritates the hell out of me." I paused. "Like when she tries to tell me what I was thinking. Or tells me what I should do." I shook my head. "I'm a grown man. Fifty-three years old. I don't need nobody telling me what to do."

My mind kept going even after I stopped talking. Yeah, I know a man's job is to provide and protect, but it's like people forget we have feelings too. If we express them, suddenly it's a problem. Her favorite line: "I don't want a whining man." It's whining when I'm telling you how I feel. I'm not saying men need to hear it all the time. But damn, once in a while wouldn't hurt. At least let me hear "I'm proud of you." "Good job." "Thank you." Because when you downplay what I do — like paying all the bills — the response becomes, "That's what you're supposed to do." No. All I'm supposed to do is stay black and die.

And don't get me started on that love language test she made me take. Sitting there like I'm the problem while she's in her glory, trying to label me like I'm a project. "Your love language is touch and words of affirmation." Yeah right — I haven't heard a single encouraging word in months.

"Mr. Garrett. Mr. Garrett."

Her voice cut through it. She could tell something was building just by my knee bouncing.

She asked about therapy again. I could hear myself getting worked up, so I forced it down. Answered softer.

"Yes. I want the therapy — especially if it's going to help my relationship."

She set her pen down. "Before we end today, I want you to do some homework."

"Homework? What am I, back in school?"

She ignored that. "I want you to write down the pros and cons. One list — what it looks like being with her. Another list — what it looks like being without her."

I didn't say anything. Just sat there.

"Well, that about does it for today." She reached for her appointment book, flipped through the pages, wrote something down, then handed me the card with my next date on it.

I stood up and headed for the door.







SESSION NOTES — Client: G. Garrett
Session 1  |  January 8  |  6:00 PM

Subjective: Client presented for initial intake, self-referred at the urging of his ex-fiancée, who suggested therapy following recurring conflict in their relationship. Client was initially resistant to framing his presence as his own choice ("I'm here, ain't I?") and expressed skepticism about the therapeutic process itself. When asked why his ex-fiancée wanted him in therapy, client minimized the pattern, attributing it to "how we argue" rather than identifying any specific behavior of his own. Client reported feeling dismissed for expressing emotion in the relationship and described a perceived double standard around emotional labor — feeling his contributions (financial, practical) were expected rather than acknowledged.

Objective: Client's affect shifted noticeably when discussing his ex-fiancée's characterization of him as "whining" — knee visibly bouncing, tone sharpening, though verbal responses remained clipped and controlled. Notable incongruence between client's outward composure and described internal experience; client self-reported "getting worked up" internally that was not fully evident in his verbal presentation, suggesting a practiced habit of regulating outward affect that may mask escalation from both others and, at times, himself. Client was observed scanning the office environment repeatedly, appeared to test boundaries by commenting on absence of personal items in the room — likely an attempt to redirect focus away from himself.

Assessment: Client presents with a defended posture common in early sessions, particularly among men socialized to equate emotional disclosure with weakness. His deflection (humor, redirecting attention to my office, minimizing the presenting problem) is consistent with discomfort in the vulnerable position of being observed and assessed. Underlying the deflection is a clear, unprompted grievance around feeling unappreciated and unheard — voiced with more emotional charge than anything else in the session, despite client not identifying it as the "point" of coming in. This may be the more clinically relevant material going forward, more so than the stated presenting issue (reconciliation with ex-fiancée).

Plan: Assigned homework: pros/cons lists (with her vs. without her) to assess client's own clarity around the relationship, separate from his ex-fiancée's framing of the problem. Will use next session to explore the appreciation/acknowledgment theme directly, and to observe whether client's guardedness softens as rapport builds.







SESSION 2

January 15, 2026 · 6:00 PM


It felt like Groundhog Day. Or déjà vu. Same soft knock, same soft “come in.”

As soon as I walked in I noticed something different — a plant, and the curtains pulled back, letting more of the natural sunlight fall directly over it.

She was sitting in the same chair, directly across from me. She motioned toward the couch.

“Have a seat,” she said.

“Well, thank you,” I said. Feeling like we was getting off to a great start.

Once again I noticed her perfume. Baccarat, or Chanel. She never looked up — all I heard was the click of the pen and scribbling across the paper. She didn’t have her glasses on, so I couldn’t catch nothing in the lens this time. But damn, when she finally looked up, she had the prettiest pair of—

“Mr. Garrett.”

Shutting my train of thought down right off. It was like she was in my head.

I responded softly. “Yes.”

“Glad to have you back. You know, only about 66% of people return for their second session. Most believe they have it figured out after the first.”

I didn’t say a word. Just shook my head.

She asked did I have my homework.

Here we go. She think we didn’t do it. We about to prove her pretty ass wrong.

I handed her both lists. She took them and put them straight in her folder. Didn’t unfold them. Didn’t read a word.

My eyes got big
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