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​​​​the mystery woman
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You idiot!” the Child whispered as she stared at herself in the school’s bathroom mirror. A lone tear rolled down her cheek, and she angrily wiped it, feeling as though she didn’t have the right to be upset. 

Today was a rough day for her. The popular girls had called her a whore, and unfortunately, she knew the meaning of that word. Her shirt wasn’t buttoned properly, and the popular crew had a field day with it. They told her that she was begging for attention from the boys in the class and that she was a disgusting freak. 

The Child didn’t know that she had incorrectly buttoned her shirt. It wasn’t until she asked to go to the bathroom that she realized her mistake. She cried and berated herself in the mirror. 

The Child was used to her imperfections being picked on, so she made it a point to always be prim and perfect. Not a hair out of place. 

You can’t pick on perfection, or so she thought. 

Somehow, they always noticed the smallest details and used them as the subject of their jokes. And they were never discreet about it. Their voices were always loud and booming, ensuring that the entire class got in on the joke. 

The Child had a complicated relationship with her bullies. Sometimes they felt like friends; other times, they showed their true colors and reminded her that she would never be enough for them. 

Everything had been going fine for a while, and the Child felt like she was finally being accepted by the very group she would die to be a part of. But once again, her eyes flooded with tears that threatened to spill over. Tears she masterfully hid from everyone. 

She couldn’t tell anyone what was happening because she felt she would be blamed. 

Everything was always her fault, even when it wasn’t her doing. 

She sat on the swing in the school playground during recess, watching the other kids playing tag or racing each other. She knew she could join in on the fun if she wanted to, but after what happened earlier, she didn’t have the energy to try to win over anyone anymore. 

Looking off to her left, she noticed a woman. She’d never seen this woman before, but for some reason, she felt familiar. 

The stranger smiled at her, with an emotion in her eyes the Child couldn’t quite place. She had an impossible-to-miss glow, like an aura made of pure stardust.

A light breeze caressed the Woman’s curly hair, beckoning the Child to move in her direction. Without a second thought, the Child jumped off the swing and began walking toward the Woman. 

“Hi, sweetheart,” the stranger said, stooping down to eye-level. She swallowed and looked past the Child with heartbreak in her eyes. “Why aren’t you playing with the other kids?” 

The Child shrugged. 

A lone tear slipped down the Woman’s face before she quickly swiped it away and gave a wan smile. “You don’t know me, but I know you. I think about you every single day, and I love you so, so much.” 

The Child tilted her head. “Who are you?” 

The Woman smiled a beautiful, brilliant smile. “You’ll find out one day. But honey, I need you to stay strong, okay? I know how you feel. I know you’re upset, but I want you to know that feeling pain is better than feeling nothing at all.”

“That’s not true,” the Child argued. “I wish I didn’t have feelings so I didn’t have to cry all the time when those girls talk about me and then have to hide those stupid feelings from everybody.” 

“I know,” the Woman said softly. Gently, she brushed the Child’s hair from her face, fingers lingering on her cheek. “You know, I’ve experienced what it feels like to have no emotions.” 

“Really? Was it awesome?” the Child inquired with curious excitement. 

The Woman giggled. “No. You see, what you wish for is not real. At least not for us. We were made to feel deeply. It’s our superpower. Even when we feel numb, there’s still a storm brewing within that we must eventually face. You can’t run from pain, sweetheart. It will always find you.”

But I don’t want to be in pain. It’s not fair!” the Child cried, folding her arms across her chest and pouting. 

“You’re right, it’s not fair,” the Woman said gently, “but it’s what we have to deal with. The reason we experience so much pain is because we have the strength to handle it. The more darkness we experience, the more light we hold. You’re a warrior, and you don’t even know it.” 

“What’s the point?” the Child asked. 

The Woman took a deep, contemplative breath. “There’s no simple answer to that. Sometimes, the meaning doesn’t matter as much as we like to think it does. Sometimes, all we can do is use what we’re given as tools to become better.”

“How do I do that?”

The Woman gave a wistful smile. “You’ll see,” she simply stated. 

“C’mon, kids! Time to get back to class!”

The Child looked toward the teacher, who was waving the students inside. But the Woman’s eyes stayed on her. 

“You’re stronger than you think,” she said. “All the pain you have and will experience will play a role in molding you into who you’re destined to be. It’s not always this painful. You’ll experience love, joy, and success as well, but they will come at a cost. I promise you, it will all be worth it. Hold on to that playful spirit within you. It will make the journey easier.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been through it all. I love you. We’ll meet again, don’t worry.” 

The Woman wrapped the Child in her arms and held her tight, shoulders shaking with her sobs. She kissed the top of the Child’s head then slowly stood up. 

“Kids, let’s go!” 

The Child looked back at her teacher again. When she turned back around, the Woman was gone. There was no sadness left behind, only courage. Something about the mystery woman filled the Child with confidence, something she’d never experienced before. 

The Child vowed she would grow up to be exactly like the Woman. But she had no idea about the darkness that would consume her along the way. 
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Unwanted. That dreadful feeling that seems to creep in at the worst moments. It doesn’t find me when I’m alone. It finds me when I’m surrounded by loved ones. 

It finds me when I’m supposed to feel comfort and warmth. It causes me to rush into the bathroom and hide so I can leak some of my tears down the sink and then suppress every emotion until I’m numb. 

Only then am I able to walk out into a love-filled room with my head held high. 

The laughter, the bantering, people playing with babies and enjoying a refreshing drink. Everything that screams joy and peace makes me feel like a rotting corpse. 

I used to believe in “fake it till you make it,” feigning happiness and belonging among others. Eventually, I realized you can’t fake a feeling you’ve never experienced. 

The feeling of being unwanted has followed me since I was a child.

My parents have always provided me with everything I needed. They weren’t exactly there for me emotionally in the way I wanted them to be. But materially, they gave me everything, even though I rarely asked for anything. 

We weren’t rich. We didn’t have an abundance of money to spend leisurely, but they made it happen anyway, and for that, I am eternally grateful. 

But this has me wondering: why do I always feel like a burden if no one has ever treated me like one? 

Perhaps it’s because I’ve never had someone tell me otherwise. 

I’ve never felt good enough for a variety of reasons, and no one has ever objected to that belief. Is it because I’ve never showcased my insecurities enough for them to see? I am a pretty private person, but I believed the emotions I felt were strong enough to be picked up by those around me. 

I don’t speak much verbally, but my face does. I could’ve sworn my expressions gave away my true feelings and thoughts. Maybe they did, and people just didn’t understand... or didn’t care. Or maybe I need to be more open and share my true feelings. 

But then again, what good is that going to do? Give them ammunition to drag me even deeper into my own personal hell?

I don’t know how to be of use. I don’t know what people want from me. 

I know they have high standards for me, but I don’t know what exactly that means or how to reach them. 

As much as I hate to admit it, I want to please others. I want to feel seen and appreciated. I want to be in a place where I’m able to help others, and I don’t just mean those closest to me. I want to help the world in massive ways. 

But I can’t.

I can’t do anything besides be a burden to those around me. 

How can I soar when I’m the reason the ones I love most are too weighed down to fly themselves?
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​​​the glass case
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After getting dressed for the day, it was time for the Woman to put the finishing touches on her look. 

She walked over to the large glass case in her closet and gazed at the hundreds of masks staring back at her. 

They were all her face, but made to look different. One wore so much makeup it would melt off in the summer heat. Another smiled wide, a grin she’d perfected over years of faking it. A third had painted-on tears, used to show sympathy for people she couldn’t care less about.

But the one that stood out to her now had a professional smile. Not dramatic like the others, but still considered acceptable in most settings. 

She reached for the mask but then hesitated as she glanced at one with a wider smile. 

I suppose they would want to be around me more if I seemed joyous, she thought. Or maybe they’d get suspicious about what has me feeling so happy and try to steal it. But then again, they can’t take something that doesn’t exist, can they? 

As her eyes swept across the collection, she noticed one was missing. The other night, she went out with her study group and her mask accidentally slipped, showing her real face. They seemed to enjoy the shy smile she made and thought it was cute how awkward she got sometimes. 

Now, standing in front of the mirror, she stared at her neutral expression, eyes cold and lifeless. Slowly, she shifted her face into the same shy smile she’d worn that night. 

She wondered why they liked it enough to comment on it. There was nothing beautiful or endearing about the timid look staring back at her. 

But they approved of it, so she memorialized it for the next time they came around. 

She gripped the edges of her face and began to slowly peel it off, placing it carefully in the case beside the others.

Just like that, she stood bare in her closet. She stared at her face, covered in a red mass of muscles, tendons, ligaments, and other parts of her anatomy—exposed and vulnerable. 

Every time she created a new mask, she lost a part of herself. She sacrificed the face she had spent years cultivating to create a new one others would admire. 

This time, at least, the mask wouldn’t slip, because there was no face left beneath to reveal. 

Her skin would grow back as others fed her ego. But until then, she would keep hiding her ugliness behind masks deemed acceptable by others. 
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​​​what is this feeling?
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Failure is my biggest fear. No—scratch that. Disappointing others because of my failure is my biggest fear. 

And today, that fear came true. 

I failed at something I should’ve passed. 

How do I know I should’ve passed? Because it was the only option. 

I never took failure into consideration because I never expected to fail. Maybe I was stupid for not expecting the unexpected, but this is not something I often experience. 

There are, of course, occasions where I fail, but never at something so significant.

I don’t know what to do or how to process the emotions I feel. I don’t even know what emotions I am feeling. 

I think I’m in shock. 

Failure for me is not as casual as it is for many other people. I can’t just pick myself up and move on. I dwell on it and beat myself up to the point where my self-esteem takes years to build back up. 

I feel the defeat in my soul. 

The wounds aren’t a scratch on the surface; they’re a gaping hole in my heart.

I grew up seeing failure as a devil. I was trained to strategically avoid it like the plague and fight till my very last breath to prevent it from consuming me. 

Failure is the monster in my nightmares that has now come to life. 

I can’t feel the true effects of this loss yet because it’s still settling in, but when I do, I’m certain it will leave a mark on my soul. 

I feel the need to weep, but I can’t produce any tears. 

I want to scream, but my voice is stuck in my throat. 

I wish to crawl into a hole and hide for eternity. 

The problem is, I’m surrounded by vultures—people who genuinely pray for my downfall. They don’t want me to succeed, and any inkling of my failure will have them throwing a party to celebrate. 

There’s the fake sympathy and the classic pouty face they give everyone who’s going through a tough time, but the eyes don’t lie. They can’t mask the joy they feel about my failure.

I often wonder: if I hadn’t grown up under so much pressure, surrounded by fake people, would I see failure differently?

I know there are people out there who are open to failure, and that blows my mind. But maybe they were raised differently. Maybe they were surrounded by supportive people who could offer them love and care when they failed, rather than tearing them apart even more. 

I wonder what that feels like. 

I can’t express the plethora of emotions that are eating away at me. It ranges from anger to disappointment, but I can’t put an exact name to it. I’ve never experienced such a massive failure before, and I don’t know how to handle it. What do I do to make the pain go away? 

Why can’t I escape pain? Why does it seem to follow me everywhere I go? 

I haven’t even made a dent in healing my past wounds, and now I have more to add to the list. 

Does it ever end? 

Will it ever get better? 

What am I even fighting for? 
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​​​the attack
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Today, I had my first ever panic attack, and I thought I was going to die. The worst part was that thought didn’t scare me. 

There I was, doing my work, feeling the pressure to be perfect build within me. I don’t know why it all seemed to strike at that very moment. Maybe it’s because I’ve been hiding from my emotions these days. 

The depression is too much to face, and I don’t have the energy to pretend, so I’ve essentially been a walking corpse for the past couple of weeks. 

It started with a terrible migraine. I felt so dizzy, and a great pressure made my head feel like it was about to explode. Then I had this weird dropping sensation in my stomach, and my heart began to uncontrollably race for seemingly no reason. 

I was losing control of my body. 

I didn’t know what was happening, and this made me panic even more. I began gasping for air.

Then, the dam finally burst. 

I began screaming at the top of my lungs. I didn’t know what I was screaming about, but I couldn’t hold it in. I wasn’t in pain. I was actually so detached from my body, it was terrifying. 

My parents, who were in the room with me, were startled by my screaming bloody murder and began panicking themselves. 

I heard them asking me, “What’s wrong?” I could hear the fear in their voices. I had only ever heard of panic attacks, never met anyone who had one, nor had I ever looked into them. But in that moment, I somehow knew exactly what I was experiencing. 

Through my screams and cries, I barely managed to choke out the words “panic attack.” My parents were clueless. I come from a very old-fashioned family where mental health simply does not exist. 

They didn’t understand anxiety. They didn’t know what panic attacks were, and they certainly didn’t know what to do to help me with mine. So, they both came around and hugged me—my mom on my right, my dad on my left. I eventually stopped screaming and began gasping for air. 

I pushed them off because I felt like I couldn’t breathe. My mom told me to take deep breaths, and I did. 

I don’t know how long the entire ordeal lasted, but it felt like ages. When I settled back in my body, I was exhausted. It felt like a bus had run me over. My dad closed my laptop, my mom tucked me under the covers, and I fell into a deep slumber. 

I don’t remember dreaming that night, and I’m thankful for that.
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​​​empty vessel
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The panic attacks have become a daily occurrence. Oddly enough, I actually find myself looking forward to them. The feeling of dread and anxiety follows me all day until it explodes out of me, and only then, for those few moments after the attack, do I feel some semblance of peace. 

My head is clear. My emotions feel regulated. 

I feel... normal. 

But the feeling doesn’t last long. They say your body is a temple and you should worship it. But no one ever has a cute, catchy saying for what to do when your mind and body team up against you. 

I feel like an empty vessel. The only time I truly come alive is when those panic attacks take over. It feels like a possession. Like my demons hijack my body and make my nervous system go haywire. 

I’ve begun taking Ashwagandha, per my parents’ recommendation, after all the research they’ve done—bless their hearts. But I don’t think it’s helping. I’m not sure what will help me anymore. I’m exhausted all the time. From the moment I wake up to the moment I go to bed, I’m tired. 

Normally, I’m a pro at masking my emotions, but I can’t mask how drained I feel these days.

I feel hopeless. 

I recently had what I would consider my worst panic attack thus far. I was crying in bed. I don’t even remember what I was crying over, but I couldn’t stop. My parents found me and tried to get me up so that I could be active and take my mind off whatever was going on in my head.

They tried to forcibly pull me up, but I was kicking and screaming while repeatedly saying, “I want to die. I want to die. I don’t want to live anymore.” 

This shocked all of us. Well, I was too far gone in the moment to really process what I said. Later that day, I reflected on the experience and left myself stunned. 

My dad told me to stop saying things like that, a terrified look on his face, while my mom sat there quietly. A mother’s intuition never lies, and I knew that she knew that I was serious about it, even if I didn’t want to admit it. 

I brushed off my statements as being in the heat of the moment and told them it wasn’t true. 

“Who, me? Kill myself? Yeah, right!”

I doubt they believed me. I didn’t even believe myself. But I felt like I had to neutralize the situation. I didn’t want my parents to feel even a fraction of the stress and misery I was feeling. 

So, I began pretending again. 

I put on the fake smiles, laughed a little too hard at things that weren’t even funny, and made corny jokes. 

I put my mask back on because I didn’t want to burden anyone with my pain. 

But if anyone looked closely, they would see the emptiness behind my eyes. The way I’ve aged ten years in the past couple of months. The way my normally wild, curly hair no longer had personality. 

There were certain things I couldn’t hide, and I’m not sure if I would even want to. I think deep down, I want someone to see the real me and guide me back to sanity. 

But who would ever be up for that challenge? 
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​​​my chat with an angel
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The Woman hopped into bed, ready to escape her reality with a good night’s rest. 

She closed her eyes and began taking deep breaths, slipping into a meditative state that merged with her slumber. 

She did this often as a form of manifestation. She would conjure up a short scenario in her mind’s eye and replay it until her dreams swept her away. 

But tonight was different. Tonight, she had an odd gut feeling within her. Energetically, she could feel someone reaching out. There was a strange itch inside her being that she could not scratch. A calling she did not understand. 
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