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I

went to a therapist for the first time in my twentieth
year. Her name was Dr. Connor. She told me to call
her Janice, or Janet—something with a J. I was too
distracted with my thoughts. I just needed someone
to talk to.
She had a home office. The chairs and couches
were comfy but not welcoming enough for me to
forget my reasons for being there. I was anxious—
sickeningly. She determined I had food anxiety—
Janet (Janice) asked about that, the whys of that, and
asked when it started. I could feel her beginning to
trap me into telling her things I didn’t want to tell
anyone.
I don’t know, I said.
Yes, you do, she said.
I guess I was younger.
How young?
Thirteen, maybe.
And what happened when you were thirteen?
She knows what she’s doing. I started middle
school, I said.
And? How was it?
It wasn’t good.
Why not?
Because I was alone.
What do you mean by that word, ‘alone’?
Exactly that. Are you stupid? I was alone. I had
no one. I sat by myself constantly, every class, every
place—I had no one. No friends.
Did you eat alone?
Yes.
And how did that make you feel?
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Alone, I said, and as the words left my mouth,
those feelings I thought I had abandoned filled me
again.
Do you think maybe that has something to do
with the way you feel when you are in a situation
that requires you to eat around other people?
I don’t eat around other people, I said.
And is that because you’re afraid?
It’s because I don’t like to. I’m not hungry, I said.
Maybe we can work on that, slowly. Maybe over
this next week, you could try to put yourself in a
situation with a friend and share a meal. Could we
try that?
I don’t think I can, I said.
I would like you to try.
It’s not like that’s the only thing that gives me
anxiety, I said. Everything gives me anxiety. I am
always worried or nervous or stressed. Always.
Why do you think that is?
Obviously I wouldn’t fucking be here if I knew
why. I don’t know, I said.
What’s your earliest memory? she asked.
What does that have to do with anything? I’m not
sure.
Let’s start from the beginning. What was the first
thing that brought you emotions like that—what
brought you sadness or anxiousness or stress? Can
you remember?
Yes, I said. I remember.
What was it?
When my dad left, I said.
Oh? Tell me about that.
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I can’t.
Why not?
Because I don’t like talking about him.
And why is that?
Because he left.
Do you have a man in your life now?
Are you kidding me, lady? No.
Why not?
Isn’t that your job? To tell me what the problem is?
I don’t know, I said.
I think what we need to work on is putting
yourself out there more.
Uh, okay. Okay, I said.
I also would like you to consider telling someone
about your dad.
Huh?
Well, whatever it is that you don’t want to talk
about with me. I think it might be good for you to
tell someone your feelings. Don’t you?
No, I said. I don’t know.
Maybe you could try to tell someone. Do you
have someone you trust?
Yes, I guess so.
Try and tell them, then. I want you to become
more comfortable with telling people things. And
then become more comfortable being around
people, and if you can do that, you’ll be much less
anxious and afraid.
No, I won’t. Okay, I said.
So, you know what to work on for the week?
Yes, I said.
Eating with a friend, telling someone about your
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father, being more open about yourself, she said.
Dammit. Yes, I said. Okay.
All right, then. Shall we set up a time for next
Tuesday? How about 4:45?
I drove home afterwards, my left hand sat at
ten o’clock on the steering wheel and my right was
balled tightly into a fist on my lap. I didn’t want to do
any of the things Janet (Janice) wanted me to do—I
wanted to be okay again. I wanted to be different.
But I didn’t want her to ask me about him.
After I pulled into my driveway, I looked at the
fence and saw my dogs sitting patiently, waiting for
me to come inside. I smiled at them, holding up a
finger as if they’d understand. I picked up my phone
from the center console and opened my email. I
pressed New Message.
To: Janet Connor. (That is her name. Janet.)
Subject: Next Week’s Session
Body:
Dr. Connor,
I’m sorry but I do not think I am going to be
able to make it to next week’s session. I don’t think
I’m emotionally ready to do this. I need more time.
Thank you for meeting with me.
Madison
She told someone about her father for the first
time during the end of her first year of grad school.
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It was during a hundred-word prose exercise
in a short story class. The prompt was the
word “Cake.” She read it aloud to the class on
a Tuesday evening in March and choked on
the thirteenth word:
“Cake symbolizes the eighteen missed
birthdays. It reminds me of my first mistake:
three year-old hands slipping from a glass
jar, shards around tiny toddler feet. It’s a
memory: a fuming hand in the air, fingers
tightly gripped around my youthful arm. It’s
the final words that spewed from his mouth,
the ones I can’t seem to forget. It’s a question:
did he leave because of me? It’s anxiety, it’s
wondering if another mistake will cause me
to break from the inside out, once again. It’s
his shadow I live in: fearful of being a cause;
fearful of failing again.”
The class sat in silence. They had never
seen any other emotion besides laughter
come out of her mouth. She had never told
anyone of her fears surrounding her father,
never told anyone about her last memory
of him, never ever cried in front of anyone
before.
She wondered if Janet would have given
her a gold star in her file, or checked off a box
on a legal pad next to a scribbled descriptor
of “Daddy issues.”
***
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I’m sitting on a bench in the middle of my grad
school campus. It’s been two weeks since I told my
class about my father. I’m staring at a number on
my phone, needing to press call yet refusing to do
so. I have an appointment with Counseling Services
in seven minutes. I think I have to cancel. I’m ready
to cancel. The office is a phone call away—sanity or
fear lie twenty feet away in a stranger’s office who is
going to ask me why I am experiencing depression
when I’m not even sure myself. But I don’t think I
can go.
It is the middle of the day, the sun finally shining
after the worst Pittsburgh winter in years, and I
can’t bring myself to step inside the clinic. The
wind is blowing; it reminds me of home. Leaves
are blowing across the grass, and I think about the
lack of leaves back home, how there are not enough
trees to produce this many leaves. I never thought I
could sit and watch leaves toss among the grass for
so long. I want to stay on this bench forever.
But I don’t.
I walk through the clinic door. COUNSELING
SERVICES is displayed on a sign hanging above the
doorway. It is two minutes past my appointment
time.
You can feel your father in your toes, heels, in
the arch of the most ticklish spot of your foot. You
can feel the weight of his leaving. You push open the
door.
A young woman sits at a desk with a smile, What
is your name?
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Madison, you will say.
She will ask how she can help you.
I have an appointment, you’ll say.
She will ask, Is there anything in particular you
wish to discuss today?
My father.
You will be taken into a room with a welcoming
chair, cushions that smell of Febreze and are full of
others’ secrets. You will tell a woman that you’ve
never met how your father disappeared when you
were four. You’ll tell her he left while you were
visiting your grandparents with your mother. You’ll
tell her how he said, I miss you, I love you, I can’t
wait to see you, just one night before you arrived
back home. You’ll tell her you don’t understand why
he wasn’t there when you got home. You’ll tell her it
still hurts you, every day.
She’ll ask you how old you are.
You’ll say, Twenty-two.
She’ll ask you why you’ve waited so long to talk
to someone.
You’ll say you’ve never been this depressed
before.
She’ll ask why now.
You’ll tell her you’re almost in love with a man.
You’ll tell her it’s the first time.
She’ll tell you, That’s great. She’ll ask you about
him.
You’ll tell her he’s thirty-five, smart, an attorney,
an atheist. He looks like a rugged bearded man until
you see his perfectly pressed suit and tie. He loves
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his dog, his parents, and his friends. You’ll tell her
that he checks off all of your boxes.
She’ll ask you where he lives.
Texas.
She’ll ask you when you will see him again.
You’ll say, That’s why I’m here.
She’ll ask what you mean.
I was supposed to go see him last weekend.
She’ll ask why you didn’t go.
You’ll say, Because he disappeared a week before
I was supposed to be there.
She’ll mimic the way your insides feel with
the look in her eyes. Her pupils will scream
disappointment.
This is when you want to get up and run away.
She will ask you what expectations you had for
him.
You will say you knew not to have expectations.
You’ll say your only expectation was that he would
stay. You weren’t prepared for another man to leave
you.
She’ll nod.
You’ll say you don’t understand why.
She will wait.
Again, you’ll ask, Why?
She’ll shake her head and say, I don’t know.
You will put your head in your hands to bury
your breaths.
Maybe he was not the right one, she’ll say. Maybe
you can turn this into a learning experience.
You’ll say, I’ve already learned it.
She’ll stare back at you, click her pen, and flip it
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between her fingers.
She’ll say, Why?
Why what?
Why do you think he left?
You’ll ask her to clarify whether she’s talking
about your father or the man who checks off all of
your boxes.
She’ll raise her eyebrows.
I don’t know why either of them left, you’ll say.
That is why I’m here.
To find out why they left?
No, you’ll say. I’m here to not feel so empty
because they left.
So, you feel empty?
This will cause your tears to stop. You’ll wait.
You’ll finally nod.
She’ll look down at her watch and say, Why don’t
you come back next week?
You’ll nod.
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