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    To every person who has ever believed their worth depended on being beautiful, successful, admired, or perfect.
To those silently carrying the exhaustion of comparison, shame, insecurity, and the pressure to appear flawless while hurting inside.
This book is dedicated to the hearts learning that true healing cannot be found in mirrors, approval, or impossible standards.
May Ava's journey remind you that self-worth is not earned through perfection, and that you are worthy of love, compassion, and acceptance exactly as you are.
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Chapter 1 — The Perfect Smile
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The waiting room of Monroe Aesthetic Institute smelled faintly of lavender and expensive disinfectant. Everything inside the clinic had been designed to soothe people before they noticed the needles, lasers, scalpels, and insecurities waiting beyond the frosted glass doors. Soft instrumental music drifted through hidden speakers. White orchids sat in minimalist ceramic vases beside magazines filled with flawless women whose skin looked airbrushed into another species entirely.

At exactly 7:45 a.m., Dr. Ava Monroe walked through the clinic entrance in a charcoal-gray coat and black heels that clicked sharply against the polished marble floor. Conversations softened when she entered. Heads turned.

Ava noticed it all without appearing to notice anything.

“Good morning, Dr. Monroe,” the receptionist said brightly.

“Morning, Claire.”

“You have a full schedule today. Three consultations before noon, two laser procedures, and the Bellamy interview at four.”

Ava nodded once. “Any cancellations?”

“None.”

“Of course not.”

She removed her gloves finger by finger and headed toward her office. Her reflection followed her in the glass walls lining the hallway: tall, elegant, poised. Dark chestnut hair swept neatly behind one ear. Cream-colored skin without a single visible blemish. Sharp jawline. Perfect posture.

Perfect smile.

At least that was what people always said.

Patients trusted her because she looked like the result they wanted.

Ava stepped into her office and quietly shut the door behind her. The silence settled around her immediately. She exhaled slowly, dropped her designer handbag onto the desk, and stared at herself in the mirror hanging beside the bookshelf.

The woman staring back looked composed.

But Ava’s eyes immediately moved to the tiny crease beside her mouth.

Too visible.

She leaned closer.

Had it deepened overnight?

Her fingers brushed the skin beneath her eyes.

Tired.

You look tired.

The thought came instantly, automatically, in a voice that sounded disturbingly similar to her mother’s.

Pretty girls don’t let themselves go, Ava.

She looked away from the mirror at once.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. A notification from social media flashed across the screen.

DR. AVA MONROE’S MORNING SKIN ROUTINE — 2.1 MILLION VIEWS

Another message followed.

You never age. What’s your secret?

Ava stared at the words without emotion.

If only they knew.

She sat down and opened the first patient file of the day, though her attention drifted. Through the glass walls she could see nurses moving quickly between rooms, assistants preparing trays, clients sipping cucumber water while quietly hating themselves.

Every day they came searching for improvement.

Every day she gave it to them.

And every day the hunger returned.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts.

“Come in.”

Her assistant, Natalie, entered carrying a tablet. “Your first consultation is here. Mrs. Davenport.”

Ava nodded and stood smoothly. “Let’s begin.”

Mrs. Davenport was fifty-six years old and beautiful in the way women became beautiful after surviving difficult lives. Silver threaded through her dark curls. Fine lines framed intelligent brown eyes.

Yet she sat stiffly in the consultation chair, nervously touching her cheeks.

“I know it sounds ridiculous,” she said quickly, “but my daughter’s wedding is in six months, and every time I look at pictures of myself...” Her voice trailed off.

Ava gave the same reassuring smile she had perfected years ago.

“It doesn’t sound ridiculous at all.”

That line usually relaxed patients. It told them their insecurity was valid. That they were safe here.

Mrs. Davenport swallowed. “I just look old.”

Ava picked up the tablet containing digitally enhanced simulations. “What exactly bothers you most?”

“The sagging around my mouth. My neck. My eyes. Everything, honestly.”

Everything.

The word echoed inside Ava’s mind.

She studied the woman carefully. Mrs. Davenport’s face carried warmth and humanity. The small wrinkles near her eyes deepened when she smiled. They made her look kind.

But kindness rarely survived modern beauty culture.

Ava began discussing treatment options in a calm, measured tone. Fillers. Tightening procedures. Skin resurfacing. Small corrections. Subtle enhancements.

Not too much.

Just enough to help her feel beautiful again.

That was how Ava framed it to herself.

Not vanity.

Relief.

Hope.

Control.

By the end of the consultation, Mrs. Davenport looked visibly lighter.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You make me feel less ashamed about caring.”

Ashamed.

The word lingered after the woman left.

Ava stared down at the untouched cup of coffee beside her desk.

How much of her entire career was built on shame?

By noon the clinic buzzed with controlled chaos.

Phones rang nonstop. Nurses hurried through corridors carrying charts and syringes. Influencers filmed snippets in the lobby for lifestyle content.

Ava moved through it all gracefully, like an actress who knew every line in the performance.

“Angle your chin slightly,” she instructed a patient during a photo session.

“Relax your forehead.”

“Beautiful.”

The patient smiled instantly at the praise.

Ava noticed how desperately people wanted approval. How even grown adults straightened beneath a compliment like flowers reaching for sunlight.

Maybe everyone was still a child underneath.

Still trying to hear they were enough.

Her stomach tightened unexpectedly.

No.

Not everyone.

Some people learned very early that enough was impossible.

At 1:30 p.m., Ava finally stepped into the staff lounge for a short break.

Natalie sat at the counter scrolling through her phone while eating salad.

“You’re trending again,” she said casually.

Ava opened the refrigerator and grabbed sparkling water. “For what?”

Natalie turned the screen toward her.

A clip from Ava’s recent interview played silently. The comments streamed rapidly beneath it.

Literal perfection.

I would kill for her skin.

She’s what every woman should age like.

God, imagine looking like this at thirty-two.

Ava forced a laugh. “The internet is dramatic.”

“You should be proud,” Natalie said. “Women trust you because you represent confidence.”

Confidence.

The word almost amused her.

If Natalie could see the collection of anti-aging creams hidden in Ava’s bathroom cabinet.

If she knew Ava sometimes woke at 2 a.m. terrified about losing her looks.

If she knew how long Ava spent analyzing photographs of herself before allowing them online.

Confidence was often just fear wearing expensive clothing.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time it was a text message.

MOTHER

Dinner Sunday. Don’t cancel again.

No greeting.

No affection.

Ava stared at the message for several seconds before locking the screen.

“You okay?” Natalie asked.

“Fine.”

But suddenly she wasn’t hungry anymore.

The afternoon passed in a blur of appointments.

One patient cried with happiness after lip enhancement.

Another complained that her jawline still wasn’t sharp enough despite three procedures.

A wealthy businessman requested treatment because his younger girlfriend said he looked “tired.”

A college student wanted injections to resemble a celebrity influencer.

Every insecurity arrived wrapped differently.

But underneath them all lived the same fear:

If I become beautiful enough, maybe I’ll finally deserve love.

By four o’clock, Ava’s exhaustion sat heavily behind her eyes.

She prepared for the Bellamy interview in her office while a makeup artist lightly powdered her face.

“You barely need anything,” the artist said admiringly.

Ava smiled automatically.

“You’re lucky.”

Lucky.

She remembered being fourteen years old at a department store makeup counter while her mother pinched the flesh around Ava’s waist.

“If you gain weight now,” her mother had whispered sharply, “you’ll struggle your whole life.”

Ava remembered starving herself for nearly two months afterward.

Lucky.

The makeup artist stepped away. “Done.”

Ava stood before the mirror again.

Polished.

Elegant.

Untouchable.

Empty.

A knock sounded at the door.

“Dr. Monroe?” Claire’s voice carried unusual tension. “There’s... a situation in Room Three.”

Ava frowned. “What kind of situation?”

Claire hesitated.

“The patient is upset.”

Room Three smelled faintly of antiseptic and tears.

When Ava entered, she found a teenage girl curled tightly in the examination chair while a frightened-looking woman stood beside her.

The girl couldn’t have been older than sixteen.

Mascara streaked down her cheeks in black lines. Her lips trembled violently. One side of her face was swollen and irritated.

Ava immediately switched into professional mode.

“What happened?”

The mother spoke quickly. “Her name is Sophie. She attempted some online challenge involving chemical exfoliants and injections. We took her to urgent care last night, but she begged me to bring her here.”

Sophie refused to look up.

Ava pulled a stool closer gently. “Hi, Sophie.”

No answer.

“I’m Dr. Monroe. Can I take a look?”

Slowly, Sophie lowered her hands from her face.

The skin around her jaw and mouth was inflamed from harsh products. Tiny bruises marked areas where she had apparently attempted self-injections.

Ava’s chest tightened.

“How long ago did you do this?”

Sophie whispered something inaudible.

“I’m sorry?”

“Three days.”

Her voice cracked apart on the last word.

Ava kept her tone calm. “Why did you try it yourself?”

Silence.

Then suddenly Sophie burst into tears.

“Because I’m ugly!”

The words exploded from her with such raw agony that the room seemed to freeze.

Her mother closed her eyes painfully.

Sophie kept crying.

“Nobody at school looks like me. Everyone edits their pictures and does these stupid trends and—” She gasped for breath. “I posted videos and people kept making fun of my chin and my skin and saying I looked disgusting.”

Ava felt something cold settle in her stomach.

Sophie’s hands shook uncontrollably.

“I thought if I fixed it maybe people would stop laughing.”

The room became unbearably quiet.

Ava looked carefully at the girl sitting before her.

There was nothing ugly about her.

She had soft freckles scattered across her nose. Honest brown eyes. Slightly crooked teeth that somehow made her face more alive.

She looked young.

Human.

Fragile.

Ava suddenly remembered being thirteen years old and overhearing her mother tell a neighbor:

“Ava could be beautiful if she tried harder.”

Could be.

If.

The memory hit so sharply that Ava nearly lost focus.

Sophie wiped at her tears angrily. “You probably think I’m stupid.”

“No,” Ava said softly.

But the word felt insufficient.

Because the truth was worse.

Ava thought Sophie was drowning.

And the world had handed her the water.

The girl looked up for the first time. “You don’t understand.”

Ava almost answered automatically.

Actually, I do.

But the words stayed trapped inside her throat.

Did she understand?

Or had she simply become better at hiding it?

After examining Sophie’s skin more thoroughly, Ava recommended treatments to reduce irritation and prevent scarring
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