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    To the friends who encouraged me to keep going.

      

    


Normality was the first lie I perfected.

I laughed and smiled with the best of them. My eyes lit up with what I knew was the expected response to positive stimuli. A surprise birthday party? My worst nightmare. No time to prepare and perfect my response, a crash course in improv on the spot. I would manage to thank the host and endure the party with an expression that mimicked enthusiastic cheer after a fleeting moment of panic. Then I crashed in bed for a solid day when it was over.

The people around me thought they kept me engaged and social, but I forced myself to perform that routine whenever my eyes opened to a new day. It had nothing to do with whoever was around me. I wore the mask of humanity well. It was easy to belong beneath a disguise. But it was temporary. Lasting only as long as the company of the person I was faking it for.

I didn't want to fake it; I wanted to know that the people around me wanted to be around me. To know that they weren't just my friends because I behaved in a particularly acceptable way? That was my dream. Being flawed? Imperfect? It terrified me, and that fear was affecting every aspect of my life. I sought help because I didn't trust anyone. I couldn't get close to anyone. Therapy seemed like the only path forward as I felt I was being backed into a corner by people who wanted to rip my mask off of me in order to learn who I really was beneath the forced smiles and politeness.

That's not a way to live.

~
[image: ]


"YOU ARE NOT IN THE past. You are here, Lena—in the present, far removed from those you left behind and those who harmed you," my therapist said.

I twisted my hands around each other. Fear. My foot began to bounce. Discomfort. My masks weren't up. Anxious. My faults were out in the open and on display. Vulnerable.

I wasn't shielded from everything I kept inside once I sat on the couch in his office. And that was by choice. It was scary, raw, and real. It was painful and it was healing. I hated it, but I also needed it.

Ben had just taken me through why I felt so alone even when surrounded by people who tried to make me feel included. Why I struggled to connect to those I genuinely liked. Why I didn't trust them. This led to him asking if they'd given me a reason to believe they were untrustworthy. They hadn't. 

People from my past had, though. They'd made it difficult for me to feel safe with anyone. Everyone was a potential danger. No one could be relied upon. Lies I'd been led to believe turned into lies I used to keep myself sequestered from the risk of harm from someone I might care about. I was excluded from that of course. I could harm myself better than anyone could.

Couldn't let friends see my mask slip. Trusting them made it too likely to get comfortable with them. Getting comfortable meant they would see the flaws and they would distance themselves from me on their own anyway. So, I cut out the ache of lost closeness and never let them get close in the first place. Easy, but lonely.

I was beginning to trust my therapist, but I'd been seeing him for months. I forced myself bare for him. He'd never knowingly seen the mask until well after he saw the rawness beneath. So I didn't mask in front of him. I didn't filter my thoughts. Didn't hold back in my confessions of weekend hookups that left me feeling disgusting come Monday morning. He knew me at a base level that no one else ever saw.

I wanted help. Needed help. The only way I could get that was to let someone in. A paid someone was safer than a friend. It was transactional. No withheld affection if I messed up or showed him something he didn't like. He was paid to see me at my worst, so I let him see my absolute lowest points.

~
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BEN'S SMILE COULD BE so gentle while pushing his glasses further up the bridge of his nose. "You are going through life by living it the way you think people expect you to want to live it. That's not healthy. That's not sustainable, and you know it. Whenever I ask what you want out of life, you don't know, or you dismiss it with a wave of your hand and a comment about adopting the 'local strays', as you call them."

He could hit a trigger point every now and then, and I'd have a reactionary moment where I was confident because the mask slid so easily into place. Defensive. With my shoulders back and head raised with a sly half-smirk and arched eyebrow, I said, "Well, it's not like I'm neutering them before releasing them back into the wild."

He shook his head then stifled a chuckle. The nervous way he adjusted his position in his chair didn't go unnoticed by me. My mask made him uncomfortable in the same way the slip of that same mask made my friends uncomfortable. But, in those moments of confidence, my charm and sexuality became evident in my body language. Lustful, deviant, aching for sensuality in each mundane word I chose and careful expression I offered. Calculated. A little cold, yes, but powerful.

We both knew my pet name had nothing to do with cats and dogs in the neighborhood. He hadn't picked up on that initially until he asked about my affair with a married man. I'd laughed as I said, "If he had a home, his owner shouldn't have let him wander. It's dangerous out there. I gave him warmth, safety, and even a bite to eat, which he seemed to really enjoy. Clearly, his person needed to feed him more. Maybe he wouldn't have strayed if she had."

The emphasis was when it clicked, "Oh. OH. Okay, well, that makes much more sense now," he'd cleared his throat and adjusted in his seat before changing the subject. It was cute when he got flustered.

In those moments, I believe he found me as endearing as I was difficult. But I was honest with him even then. The only lie I'd ever indulged in while in his office was the ease of slipping into the confident display when he set off my defenses. Yet, it was also temporary; confidence became uncertainty with little more than a breath and a blink. The seductress wilted, and the delicate flower resumed her natural state. He said he didn't get that out of many patients. They were there to better themselves although they couldn't face the truth of having made the mistakes that brought the need for a therapist.

I readily admitted to my mistakes with gut-wrenching detail. And it all started with a challenging first appointment. The way he observed me and allowed me to sit there quietly for the first half of our time had made me uncomfortable. I'd nearly made up my mind that I wouldn't be back.

The only thing he said initially was, "Good morning, Lena. I'm Ben, and it's nice to meet you." Then, he simply watched and noted. I couldn't make eye contact with him or stop fidgeting with my hands. It got worse each
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