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Session Date: September 12th

Assignment: Initial documentation of therapeutic goals and personal context

Duration of session: 50 minutes

Overall mood: Cooperative

—-
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THIS DOCUMENT EXISTS because Dr. Feldman asked me to keep one. Not demanded—she doesn't seem the type to demand—but suggested, in that particular way therapists have of making suggestions that aren't quite optional. She said it might help to write things down between sessions. A way of tracking progress, she said. A method of establishing continuity.

I told her that sounded reasonable.

I want to be clear from the outset: I'm not here because anything is wrong, exactly. I'm functional. I hold down a job—communications coordinator for a mid-sized nonprofit, the kind of organization that does good work quietly, without making a fuss. I have an apartment. I pay my bills on time. I maintain friendships, or what I understand friendships to be: regular text exchanges, occasional dinners, birthday acknowledgments. I sleep adequately. I eat enough. I do not harm myself or others. By most measurable standards, I am fine.

My primary care physician recommended therapy during my annual physical. Not because I mentioned anything concerning—I didn't—but because when she asked the standard depression screening questions, I apparently paused too long before answering. She said the pauses were "notable." I told her I was just being thorough, making sure I gave accurate responses. She smiled in that practiced way healthcare professionals do and said perhaps it would be helpful to talk to someone anyway. Just to check in. Just to make sure.

I didn't want to seem difficult, so I agreed.

Dr. Feldman's office is on the third floor of a converted brownstone. The waiting room is painted a color I would call "therapeutic beige"—warm but not invasive, present but undemanding. There are magazines, but they're art magazines, the kind no one actually reads in waiting rooms. A small fountain burbles in the corner, presumably to mask the sound of crying from the office beyond. I appreciated this thoughtfulness. I sat very still and did not cry.

When she called me in, I was careful to make appropriate eye contact. Not too much, which can seem aggressive or romantic, but enough to signal engagement. I've read about this. The optimal amount of eye contact in professional settings is roughly sixty percent of the conversation. I try to be optimal.

The office itself is exactly what you'd expect: a couch (which I did not lie on—that feels outdated, theatrical), two chairs, a desk she doesn't sit behind, diplomas on the wall testifying to her credentials. Boston University. A postgraduate certification in trauma-informed care. I scanned them quickly, gathering evidence that she was qualified, that I hadn't wasted anyone's time by coming here.

She's younger than I expected. Early forties, perhaps. Dark hair pulled back. Minimal jewelry. The kind of put-together that suggests competence without vanity. I found this reassuring. I told her so. She asked why I felt the need to reassure her.

I didn't have an answer to that immediately, so I moved on.

"What brings you here?" she asked, which is the question they always start with, I think. I've seen enough television to know the script.

I explained about the physical, the pause, the recommendation. I was very clear that this was more of a formality than a crisis. I didn't want her to worry that I was taking up a slot someone more urgent might need. She wrote something down. I wondered if it was about me specifically or just the time stamp, a note that the session had officially begun.

"And what are you hoping to get from therapy?" she asked.

This is where I should have had an answer ready. I'd thought about this question on the walk over. I'd prepared. But sitting there, in the actual moment of being asked, I found the question strangely difficult to hold in my mind. It kept sliding away, like trying to look directly at something in your peripheral vision.

"I suppose," I started, then stopped. Started again. "I think I'm here to make sure everything is... in order."

"In order," she repeated. Not a question, just an echo. A mirror.

"That I'm managing things appropriately. That I'm not... missing something."

"What might you be missing?"

I didn't know. Isn't that why people come to therapy? To find out what they're missing? I didn't say this out loud. It seemed circular, somehow. Instead, I told her what I definitely wasn't here for.

I wasn't here because of my childhood, which was fine. Suburban. Two parents, still married. A sister, older, successful in her own right—something in finance, the details of which I've never fully grasped but which seem to make her happy and solvent. We exchange texts on holidays. Our parents are healthy, retired in Arizona, playing golf, attending book clubs. Normal. Unremarkable in the best possible way.

I wasn't here because of romantic difficulties. I haven't been in a relationship for a while—three years? Four? But that's by choice, more or less. I've dated. Casually. Nothing dramatic ended. Nothing traumatic occurred. People just... drifted. And I let them, because it seemed unkind to cling when someone was clearly ready to move on. Better to make it easy for everyone.

I wasn't here because of work problems. My performance reviews are consistently positive. "Reliable," they say. "Easy to work with." "Great team player." I've never been written up, never had a conflict with a supervisor. When there are disputes about project direction, I'm the one people come to for mediation, because I can see all sides. I don't have a horse in the race, as they say.

I wasn't here because of friend drama. My friendships are low-maintenance and mutual. We support each other. When someone needs space, I give it. When someone needs presence, I show up. There's a balance to these things, and I'm good at finding it.

I wasn't here because I couldn't sleep, because I could. Usually. Mostly. Sometimes I wake at 3 a.m., but doesn't everyone? And when I do, I don't spiral into anxiety. I just lie there quietly until morning comes. It seems better than thrashing around and disturbing the silence.

I listed these things for Dr. Feldman—all the reasons I wasn't here, all the problems I didn't have. She listened without interrupting. I appreciated that. So many people interrupt.

When I finished, she was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "You've told me very clearly what you don't want from therapy. But I'm still curious about what you do want."

I felt something flicker in my chest. Not quite discomfort. More like... static. The feeling of a question that doesn't have a clear answer, or perhaps has too many answers, or perhaps has an answer I'm not supposed to give.

"I want to make sure I'm doing everything right," I said finally.

"Right according to whom?"

"Just... right. Generally. Correctly."

She wrote something else down. I wished I could see what. Not out of paranoia, but out of a desire for accuracy. I wanted to know if I was representing myself clearly, if the data I was providing was being correctly recorded.

"Tell me about your typical day," she said, shifting approaches. This felt safer. More concrete.

I wake at 6:30. This gives me time to shower, dress, prepare breakfast—usually oatmeal with fruit, sometimes eggs if I have the energy—and still arrive at work by 8:30. I'm not required to be there until 9, but I like the quiet of the office before everyone else arrives. It feels like a gift to myself, that empty hour. Though gift isn't quite the right word. More like a buffer. A padding between sleep and obligation.

Work is work. Emails, meetings, project updates. I coordinate communications for the organization, which means I'm the one who makes sure everyone's message aligns, that we're not contradicting ourselves publicly, that the tone is appropriate for the audience. It's detail-oriented work. I'm good at it. I'm good at anticipating what people need before they ask.

Lunch at my desk, usually something I've brought from home. Salad. Sandwich. Leftovers. I don't mind eating alone. The breakroom is often full of conversations I don't have strong opinions about—weekend plans, television shows, minor workplace grievances. I can participate if needed, but it feels effortful in a way I can't quite articulate. Like translating in real-time from a language I'm fluent in but not native to.

Afternoons are more meetings. I take meticulous notes. I send follow-up emails confirming action items, timelines, responsibilities. People tell me I'm very organized. I think they mean it as a compliment.

I leave at 5:30, sometimes 6 if there's a deadline. The commute home is thirty minutes by train. I read on the train, usually novels, though I have a hard time remembering their plots afterward. Not because they're bad, but because they seem to evaporate once I close the book. Like dreams.

Dinner is simple. I'm not much of a cook, but I'm adequate. Pasta. Stir-fry. Sometimes I order in, but not too often—it seems wasteful. After dinner, I might watch something on television, or read more, or clean. The apartment is small enough that cleaning doesn't take long. I'm tidy by nature.

Bed by 10:30, 11 at the latest. I set an alarm even though I usually wake before it sounds. It seems responsible to have a backup.

"Do you enjoy any of that?" Dr. Feldman asked when I finished.

The question startled me. Not because it was invasive, but because it had never occurred to me to ask it of myself.

"Enjoy?" I repeated.

"Yes. Is there any part of your day that brings you pleasure? That you look forward to?"

I thought about this carefully. Pleasure seemed like a strong word. Looking forward to something implied anticipation, a reaching toward the future. I tried to locate that feeling in my daily routine and found mostly... neutrality. Not displeasure. Not suffering. Just a kind of steady, manageable sameness.

"I don't dislike it," I offered.

"That's not the same thing."

"No," I admitted. "I suppose it's not."

She asked about hobbies. I told her I read, which I'd already mentioned. I used to take photographs, I said, back in college. I had a decent camera. But I stopped at some point and I'm not entirely sure when or why. It just seemed to... fall away. Like something I'd been carrying that I set down and forgot to pick back up.

"Do you miss it?"

"I don't know. I don't think about it much."

"What do you think about?"

This question was harder. What did I think about? I thought about work, certainly. About tasks and deadlines and making sure nothing was forgotten. I thought about logistics—grocery lists, bill due dates, whether I needed to do laundry. I thought about other people, what they might need, whether I'd responded to their messages promptly enough.

But my own thoughts, separate from function or obligation? I couldn't locate them easily. It was like searching for something in a familiar room and realizing it had never been there to begin with.

"I'm not sure," I said, and felt a strange shame admitting it.

Dr. Feldman didn't look concerned exactly, but something shifted in her expression. She leaned forward slightly.

"I'm going to ask you something, and I want you to take your time answering. There's no right or wrong response."

I nodded, preparing myself to be careful, to be accurate.

"What do you want?"

The question so simple. Three words. The kind of thing people ask each other constantly in casual contexts—what do you want for dinner, what do you want to watch, what do you want to do this weekend. But stripped of context, presented as its own complete inquiry, it became enormous. Unanswerable.

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Tried again.

"I want..." I started, then felt the sentence dissolve before it could form. "I want to not be a burden."

"To whom?"

"To anyone."

"Is that the same as wanting something for yourself?"

"I... I think so? If I'm not a burden, then things are good. Then I'm doing it right."

"Doing what right?"

"Existing, I suppose." The word came out smaller than I intended. I hadn't meant to say something so bare.

Dr. Feldman was very still. "Do you believe existence requires justification?"

"Doesn't it?"

She didn't answer that. Instead, she asked, "What would happen if you were a burden? If you asked for something difficult, or were inconvenient, or took up space in a way that others had to adjust to?"

I felt my throat tighten. Not with emotion exactly, but with something preemptive. A closing off.

"I don't know," I said. "I've never tried."

We sat with that for a moment. The fountain in the waiting room burbled faintly through the wall. Someone walked past in the hallway outside, their footsteps muffled by carpet.

"I'd like you to try something this week," Dr. Feldman said eventually. "I want you to notice—just notice, not change—when you have a preference about something. Anything. What you eat, what you wear, which route you take home. And I want you to write it down. Not why you should or shouldn't have that preference. Just what it is."

This seemed manageable. Observable. Data-driven.

"I can do that," I said.

"I'm also going to ask you to write summaries of our sessions. Like this. Your impressions, what stood out, what you're thinking about. It'll help us track patterns."

I nodded. I'm good at summaries. I do them at work all the time.

As I gathered my things to leave—bag, jacket, phone—Dr. Feldman said something that caught me off guard.

"You apologized four times during this session."

I froze, mentally rewinding. Had I? I couldn't remember any of them specifically, which meant they must have been reflexive. Automatic.

"Did I? I'm—" I stopped myself before the fifth apology could complete itself. "What was I apologizing for?"

"Existing," she said gently. "Taking up time. Having thoughts I might have to wait for. Being here."

I didn't know what to say to that. It seemed dramatic. But I also couldn't argue with the data. If she'd counted four apologies, there must have been four apologies.

"I'll work on that," I said, which maybe wasn't the right response, but it was the only one I had.

Walking home, I tried to remember the apologies. Where they'd occurred. What had triggered them. But they were already gone, absorbed into the general texture of the conversation, invisible as breathing.

I stopped at the grocery store and stood in front of the produce section for a long time, trying to have a preference about dinner. Pasta or stir-fry. Pasta or stir-fry. Both seemed equally acceptable. Neither called to me with any particular urgency.

I chose pasta because it was closer.

At home, I made the pasta—penne with marinara sauce from a jar, a handful of frozen vegetables stirred in for nutrition. I ate it at my small kitchen table, alone, and tried to notice if I liked it. The task felt impossible. It wasn't unpleasant. It was food. It was fuel. Beyond that, I couldn't access an opinion.

Later, before bed, I opened a new document on my laptop and titled it "Session One Summary." I intended to write something thorough, detailed, reflective. Instead, I sat staring at the blank page for twenty minutes, my hands hovering over the keyboard.

What had we talked about? I could remember the questions but not my answers. Or rather, I could remember the words of my answers but not what they meant, not what they revealed. It was like looking at a photograph of myself and recognizing the person but not understanding who they were.

I wrote: First session completed. Dr. Feldman seems competent. She asked what I want from therapy. I couldn't answer. Assignment: notice preferences, write session summaries. Will comply.

I reread it. It sounded like an incident report. A police statement. Just the facts, nothing beneath them.

I added: I think I apologized too much. I don't remember doing it.

Then I deleted that second line, because it seemed like I was making excuses, and saved the document.

As I lay in bed that night, not quite sleeping, I tried to do the preference exercise in my head. What did I want? Right now, in this moment?

To sleep, I thought. But that was a need, not a want. Wasn't it?
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