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​Chapter 1: The Ghost in the Mirror
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It usually happens on a Tuesday.

It might be a Thursday or a Sunday evening, but in my experience, the realization rarely strikes during the high-drama moments of life. It does not hit you when the car breaks down on the highway or when the baby is screaming at three in the morning with a fever. In those moments, you are in survival mode. You are a soldier in the trenches of your own existence, fueled by adrenaline and that fierce, primal instinct to keep the ship afloat. You do not have time to think about yourself when the world is demanding every ounce of your capability.

No, the ghost usually appears in the quiet, stolen seconds.

It happens when you have finally ushered the children out the door for school, and the sudden silence of the house rings in your ears like a bell. It happens when you are washing your hands in the bathroom sink, the water running warm over your wrists, and you make the mistake of looking up. You look into the glass, expecting to see the person you have always known, but instead, you are greeted by a stranger.

She looks like you. She has your eyes, your nose, and the faint scar on her chin from that bicycle accident when you were seven. She is wearing your clothes, perhaps the comfortable oversized sweater you throw on when you are cleaning, or the blouse you wear to the office that never quite feels like it fits your personality. She is familiar, yes, but she is also profoundly distant. You look at her, and you realize with a sinking, hollow sensation in the center of your chest that you do not know what she is thinking. You do not know what she wants for lunch. You do not know what song she would hum if the room were completely silent.

You look at her, and you wonder where you went.

This is the ghost in the mirror. It is the version of you that has been quietly fading, transparent and silent, while you were busy being everything to everyone else.

I want you to stay in this moment with me for a second. I know the instinct is to look away. The instinct is to grab the towel, dry your hands briskly, and rush to the kitchen to tackle the pile of dishes sitting in the sink. The instinct is to pick up your phone and scroll through emails, to fill the void with noise and productivity. We are masters of distraction, you and I. We have trained ourselves to run from that reflection because looking at it hurts. It aches with a specific kind of grief that we do not have a name for in our culture. It is not depression, exactly, though it can feel heavy like rain clouds. It is not anxiety, though it can make your heart race.

It is the grief of self-loss.

When we talk about losing ourselves, we often speak in clichés. We talk about "letting ourselves go," a phrase that usually refers to weight gain or graying hair or the abandonment of makeup. But I am not talking about your dress size or the wrinkles gathering at the corners of your eyes. Those are just the maps of your life, the evidence that you have laughed and squinted at the sun and eaten birthday cake with your children. I am talking about the light behind the eyes. I am talking about the spark.

Think back to who you were before the responsibilities piled up like snow against the door. Maybe you were twenty. Maybe you were twenty-five. Close your eyes and try to picture her. What did she love?

Perhaps she was an artist who spent her weekends with charcoal smudged on her fingertips, dreaming of gallery openings and loft apartments. Perhaps she was a traveler who saved every penny to backpack through a foreign country, sleeping in hostels and eating bread and cheese on park benches. Maybe she was simply a woman who loved to read for three hours in the bathtub without guilt, or someone who danced in the kitchen to loud music until her lungs burned.

That woman had preferences. She had opinions that were sharp and distinct. She had a favorite color that wasn't "whatever hides stains best." She had dreams that extended beyond paying the mortgage or ensuring the kids got into a good soccer program.

Where is she now?

If you are reading this, chances are you feel she has evaporated. You might feel that she was foolish, or naive, and that you have "grown up" into this responsible, tired creature who runs the household logistics with the precision of a general. You might tell yourself that this is simply what happens. We grow up. We settle down. We sacrifice.

But there is a difference between growing up and disappearing.

The ghost in the mirror is the residue of that woman. She is haunting you not because she is dead, but because she is starving. She is still in there, buried under layers of obligation, compromise, and the relentless, grinding fatigue of modern womanhood. She is waiting for you to acknowledge her. She is waiting for you to say, "I see you. I miss you. I am sorry I forgot you."

I meet so many women in my line of work who feel guilty for even holding this book in their hands. They come to me with their shoulders hunched up to their ears, speaking in whispers. They tell me, "Juliette, I love my family. I love my children more than breath itself. I have a good life. We have a roof over our heads. My husband is a good man. Why do I feel so empty?"

They wait for me to scold them. They wait for me to tell them to practice more gratitude, to write down three things they are thankful for, to stop complaining when there is so much suffering in the world. And while gratitude is a beautiful tool, it is often weaponized against women to keep us quiet. It is used to shame us into accepting the erasure of our own needs.

So let me tell you what I tell them, and let me say it clearly so you can hear it deep in your bones: You are allowed to be more than a mother. You are allowed to be more than a wife. You are allowed to be more than an employee, a daughter, or a caretaker.

Loving your children does not mean you have to cease to exist as an individual. In fact, I would argue that the most loving thing you can do for your family is to reclaim that woman in the mirror. You cannot pour from an empty cup, as the saying goes, but it is deeper than that. You cannot teach your children how to be vibrant, whole, passionate human beings if you are walking around like a hollow shell.

The ghost is not a sign of your failure. It is a sign of your humanity. It is a signal, like a "check engine" light on the dashboard of your soul, blinking red to tell you that something is critical. You have been running on fumes for too long. You have been giving away pieces of yourself until there is almost nothing left for you to keep.

Let us trace how this happens. It is rarely a sudden event. You do not wake up one morning and decide to abandon your identity. It is a slow fade. It is the erosion of a cliff face by the steady, rhythmic beating of the ocean.

It starts with the small "no."

You say no to the art class because it conflicts with bedtime. You say no to the trip with your girlfriends because the budget is tight and the kids need braces. You say no to reading your book because the laundry is piling up and the house feels chaotic. You say no to your own hunger, your own sleep, your own desire for stillness.

And simultaneously, it starts with the automatic "yes."

You say yes to the bake sale. You say yes to the extra project at work because you need to prove you are still dedicated despite being a mother. You say yes to hosting the holiday dinner even though you are exhausted. You say yes to everyone else’s needs because you have been taught, from the time you were a little girl, that being a "good" woman means being an accommodating one.

Over years, these thousands of tiny decisions accumulate. They form a sediment that covers the vibrant, colorful woman you used to be. You begin to wear the uniform of the invisible woman. Maybe it is the yoga pants you wear not because you are going to yoga, but because they are the only thing that doesn't restrict your movement while you clean. Maybe it is the messy bun that isn't a style choice, but a necessity because you haven't had twenty minutes to blow-dry your hair in three weeks.

You stop looking in the mirror because you know what you will see. You will see the fatigue. You will see the service. You will see the love you have poured out, etched into the lines of your face, but you will not see you.

I remember a client of mine, let’s call her Sarah. Sarah was forty-two when she came to me. She was a mother of three boys, worked part-time in administration, and was the kind of woman who remembered everyone’s birthday. She was the glue of her family. If you asked her husband or her friends to describe her, they would use words like "saint," "machine," and "rock."

Sarah sat on my couch, clutching a cup of tea with both hands as if it were the only thing anchoring her to the earth. She told me about her panic attacks. She told me that she would drive to the grocery store, park the car, and just sit there for twenty minutes, staring at the steering wheel, unable to make herself go inside.

"I don't know who I am anymore," she whispered, tears leaking out of the corners of her eyes. "If I'm not driving someone to practice, or cooking dinner, or fixing a problem... I don't know what to do with my hands. I used to play the piano. Did you know that? I played the piano for twelve years. I haven't touched the keys in a decade. The piano is in the living room, but it's covered in framed photos and stacks of mail. It’s just a table now."

Sarah’s piano is the perfect metaphor for what happens to us. The instrument is still there. The capacity for music is still there. But it has been buried under the clutter of daily life. It has been repurposed to serve the household rather than the soul.

This book, "Reclaiming Her," is about clearing the mail off the piano.

It is about looking in the mirror and inviting the ghost to step forward and take solid form again. It is about recognizing that the version of you that never got a chance—the writer, the dancer, the thinker, the adventurer—is not dead. She is just dormant. She is hibernating, waiting for the winter of your self-neglect to thaw.

I want to be clear about something before we go any further. This process is not about blowing up your life. I am not going to tell you to leave your husband, abandon your children, and move to an ashram in India. If that is what you are looking for, there are other books for that. I know you have responsibilities. I know you have people who rely on you. I know that your life is a complex web of commitments that cannot simply be severed with a pair of scissors.

This is not about walking away from your life; it is about walking back into it.

It is about occupying the space you take up. It is about integrating your needs, your desires, and your personality back into the ecosystem of your family. It is about teaching the people around you that you are a person, not just a function.

This journey requires courage. It sounds soft—self-care, baths, journaling—but it is actually a rebellion. In a world that profits from your exhaustion, resting is an act of defiance. In a culture that relies on women’s unpaid emotional labor, setting a boundary is a revolutionary act. When you decide to reclaim yourself, you disrupt the status quo. People might be confused at first. They might even be resistant. When the machine suddenly stops working the way it always has, people tend to bang on the sides to get it moving again.

But we will handle that. We will handle it with grace, with firmness, and with love.

The first step is simply this: acknowledgement.

I want you to put the book down for a moment after you finish this chapter. I want you to go to a mirror. It can be the one in the hallway, the bathroom, or the small compact in your purse. I want you to look at yourself. Not at your pores, not at your eyebrows, not at your hair color. Look into your own eyes.

It is uncomfortable. It feels vulnerable. You might want to cry. If you do, let the tears come. Tears are just the body’s way of melting the ice.

Look at her and say, silently or out loud, "I see you."

Acknowledge the ghost. Acknowledge the gap between who you are and who you feel you were meant to be. Acknowledge the tiredness. Acknowledge the fear that maybe it is too late.

I promise you, it is not too late. As long as there is breath in your body, there is time to reclaim her. We are going to do it together, chapter by chapter, layer by layer. We are going to peel back the guilt, the busyness, and the noise. We are going to find out what you like to eat when no one else is complaining about the vegetables. We are going to find out what you like to wear when you aren't worried about being practical. We are going to find out what makes your heart race with excitement, not stress.

We are going to find the version of you that never got a chance, and we are going to give her that chance now.

But for today, for right now, just look in the mirror.

Hello, you. It has been a long time. Welcome back.
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​Chapter 2: Mourning the Road Not Taken
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There is a specific kind of insomnia that tends to strike women in their middle years. It is not born of caffeine or a spicy dinner, nor is it the result of a crying child, though we have certainly had enough of those nights to last a lifetime. This sleeplessness is different. It is quiet. It is heavy. It arrives at 2:00 AM when the house is finally still, and the only sound is the rhythmic hum of the refrigerator or the soft breathing of a partner sleeping soundly beside you.

In this silence, a movie projector turns on in the back of your mind.

It does not play memories of the past, at least not the ones that actually happened. Instead, it plays the scenes from the life you did not live.

In one scene, you are walking down a cobblestone street in Florence, a portfolio of sketches tucked under your arm. You are wearing a scarf that catches the wind, and you are alone, but you are not lonely. You are stopping for espresso at a small cafe, and you have nowhere to be for the next four hours. In another scene, you are in a high-rise office building in Manhattan, commanding a boardroom with a confidence that shakes the glass walls. You are wearing a tailored suit, and your phone is buzzing with important calls, not notifications from the school portal about lice outbreaks or permission slips.

These are the phantom lives. They are the roads not taken.

We all have them. Every choice we make in life is, by definition, a rejection of a thousand other possibilities. When you chose to marry, you chose not to stay single. When you chose to have children, you chose not to remain childless. When you chose to stay in your hometown to care for aging parents, you chose not to move across the country for that promotion.

The problem is not that we made choices. The problem is that we are rarely given permission to mourn the options we left behind.

Society tells us that if we love our children and our families, we must be completely satisfied. We are told that motherhood is the ultimate fulfillment, the highest calling, and that to look back at the path not taken with anything other than relief is a betrayal of the life we have now. We are taught that gratitude and grief cannot coexist in the same heart.

But I am here to tell you that this is a lie.

You can love your children with a ferocity that terrifies you and still grieve the silence of an empty apartment. You can adore your partner and still mourn the thrill of first dates and the autonomy of sleeping alone in the center of the bed. You can be grateful for your safe, suburban home and still feel a pang of loss for the dangerous, unpredictable adventure you turned down twenty years ago.

This chapter is about that grief. It is about the mourning process that no one brings you a casserole for.

I want to introduce you to the concept of "The Unlived Life." Psychologists and philosophers have spoken about this for centuries, but it feels particularly poignant for modern women who were told we could "have it all." The reality, of course, is that we cannot have it all at the same time. We have to choose. And in choosing, we have to kill off other versions of ourselves.

Let us sit with that for a moment. It is a violent image, I know. But it is accurate. To become the mother you are, the woman who traveled the world with a backpack had to step aside. To become the stable provider, the reckless artist had to put down her brush. We carry the ghosts of these women inside us, and because we never held a funeral for them, they haunt us.

I worked with a woman named Elena who was a brilliant example of this haunting. Elena was fifty when she came to my workshops. She was a lawyer, successful by any metric, with two teenage daughters who were thriving. But Elena had a secret sadness that she carried around like a heavy stone in her pocket.

Before law school, Elena had been a dancer. She had been accepted into a prestigious company in Europe, a dream she had worked toward since she was four years old. But her father fell ill that same summer, and her mother needed help. Elena stayed. She went to law school because it was practical, because it was local, and because it promised the kind of financial stability that would help her family.

"I have a good life," Elena told me, twisting a ring around her finger nervously. "I help people in my practice. I can afford to send my girls to good colleges. But sometimes, when I hear classical music on the radio, I have to pull the car over. I physically cannot breathe. I feel like I murdered the girl who wanted to dance."

Elena felt that acknowledging this pain was a betrayal of her parents and her children. She felt that if she admitted she missed the dance, she was saying she regretted her family.

This is the binary trap we fall into. We think it is either/or. Either I love my life, or I regret it. But human emotion is vast enough to hold contradictions. You can be happy and sad. You can be fulfilled and wistful.

When we suppress the mourning of the unlived life, it comes out sideways. It leaks out as irritability with our spouses. It manifests as a sudden, inexplicable rage when the dishwasher isn't loaded correctly. It shows up as a deep, unshakable exhaustion that sleep cannot touch. We are tired because we are using so much energy to hold the door shut on our grief.

So, how do we open the door without letting it destroy the house?

First, we must stop romanticizing the road not taken.

When you imagine that parallel life—the one where you are the artist in Florence or the CEO in Manhattan—you are likely imagining the highlight reel. You see the espresso and the sunsets. You see the power suits and the applause. You do not see the loneliness of the artist who hasn't spoken to another human in three days. You do not see the stress of the CEO who hasn't slept in a week and has an ulcer from the pressure.

The unlived life is seductive because it is perfect. It has never been tested by reality. It has never had to endure the flu, or taxes, or a leaking roof. It remains suspended in amber, forever golden and flawless.

The life you are living right now is messy because it is real. It has friction and texture. The unlived life is smooth because it is a fantasy.

Once we accept that the other path would have had its own suffering, its own boredom, and its own heartbreaks, we can begin to take it off the pedestal. We can stop worshipping it as the "perfect life that got away" and start seeing it simply as "a different set of problems."

However, stripping away the fantasy does not mean the grief disappears. The grief is real because the talent was real. The desire was real. Elena really was a dancer. That was not a fantasy; that was a part of her soul that she had to amputate to survive her circumstances.

We need to honor that amputation.

I encourage you to try a ritual that feels strange at first but provides immense relief. I want you to write a eulogy for the version of you that you didn't become.

Find a quiet hour. Maybe light a candle. Treat this with the solemnity of a funeral. Take a piece of paper and write to her.

"Dear Author Self," or "Dear Traveler Self," or "Dear Child-Free Self."

Thank her. Tell her that you loved her. Acknowledge what she gave up. Apologize for the fact that she couldn't exist. Tell her that you made the best choices you could with the information and resources you had at the time. And then, tell her about your life now. Tell her about the way your son laughs. Tell her about the garden you planted. Tell her that her sacrifice purchased something beautiful.

This is not morbid. It is integration. By acknowledging her, you stop fighting her. You stop trying to shove her into the closet every time she appears. You give her a seat at the table, not as the driver of your life, but as an honored ancestor.

When Elena did this, something shifted. She didn't quit her law firm to join the ballet—her body couldn't do that anymore, and she had a mortgage. But she started attending the ballet again. For years, she had avoided it because it was too painful. After she wrote her eulogy, she found she could sit in the audience and weep, not from bitterness, but from beauty. She eventually started a program that offered legal aid to struggling artists. She found a way to weave the threads of her lost self into the tapestry of her current life.

That is the goal. We are not trying to go back and change the past. We are trying to rescue the essence of who we were and bring it into the present.

If you miss the freedom of your single years, you cannot divorce your family and move to a studio apartment (well, you can, but that is likely not the solution you want). However, you can ask yourself what "freedom" meant to that version of you. Did it mean solitude? Did it mean spontaneity? Did it mean eating cereal for dinner?

How can you give yourself small doses of that medicine now?

Maybe it means taking one weekend a year to go away by yourself, with no phone and no schedule. Maybe it means designating Thursday nights as "Mom is off duty" nights where you go for a long walk and eat dinner at a diner alone with a book. You are not abandoning your life; you are oxygenating it.

We often fear that if we feed these old desires, they will grow into monsters that devour our families. We think, "If I start painting again, I'll realize I hate my job and I'll be miserable." We think, "If I take a solo trip, I'll realize I hate being a mother and I'll never want to come back."

This is fear speaking. It is the fear that your life is a house of cards that will collapse if you breathe on it too hard.

But your life is sturdier than that. Your love for your family is deeper than that. Taking a breath for yourself does not break the bond; it strengthens it.

When you allow yourself to mourn the road not taken, you release the resentment that has been building up in your subconscious. Resentment is the poison that kills relationships. It is the whisper that says, "I gave up everything for you people." It is the martyr complex that feels righteous but leaves everyone cold.

When you process the grief, the resentment dissolves into clarity. You realize, "I chose this." Even if the choice was hard, even if it was made under pressure, you are choosing it again every day. And if you are choosing it, you can stop feeling like a victim of it.

You are the architect of your own existence. You may have had to use materials you didn't ask for. You may have had to build on a foundation that wasn't your first choice. But the structure you have built—this life, these people, this home—it is yours.

The ghost of the unlived life will always visit. She will come when you are tired. She will come when you see a photo of a friend living a life that looks radically different from yours. But now, when she arrives, you do not have to be afraid of her. You do not have to shut your eyes or run to the laundry room.

You can invite her in. You can pour her a cup of tea. You can say, "I know. I miss it too. It would have been a beautiful life."

And then, you can look around at the messy, loud, imperfect living room where you are sitting, and you can say, "But this is a beautiful life, too."

This acceptance is the foundation of reclaiming yourself. We cannot reclaim a self that is fractured by regret. We must heal the split. We must gather all the versions of ourselves—the ones we became and the ones we didn't—and hold them in a single, compassionate embrace.

As we move into the next few chapters, we are going to start looking at the specific myths that keep us trapped in feelings of inadequacy. We are going to dismantle the idea that you are supposed to be everything to everyone. But before we can do that, you needed to make peace with the you that isn't here.

She is at peace now. She is part of you. She is the wind in your sails, not the anchor dragging you back.

Rest in that knowledge tonight. When the insomnia comes, tell the projector to turn off. Tell the ghost she is loved. And then, go back to sleep. You have a big life to live tomorrow.
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​Chapter 3: The Myth of the "Have-It-All" Woman
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If you grew up in the late twentieth century, or if you were raised by a woman who did, you likely remember the image. It was everywhere. It was in the margarine commercials, the perfume ads, and the glossy pages of magazines that sat on your mother’s coffee table.

She was the Superwoman.

She wore a sharp, tailored suit with shoulder pads that signaled authority. She held a briefcase in one hand and a baby in the other. She was smiling, of course. Her hair was blown out to perfection, her makeup was flawless, and she looked entirely unruffled. The implication was clear: This woman had just closed a multi-million dollar deal, picked up the dry cleaning, cooked a gourmet meal from scratch, and was now heading home to be a sensuous, available partner to her husband, all without breaking a sweat.

We absorbed this image like a sponge. We drank it in with our morning cereal. We were told that the battles for equality had been won and that the prize was the ability to do everything. We were told that we could have the corner office, the perfect marriage, the honor roll children, and the size six waistline.

We were told we could have it all.

But there was fine print on that bill of goods that nobody bothered to read to us. The fine print said: You can have it all, but you will have to do it all, and you will have to do it alone, and you will be exhausted every single day of your life.

I want to state something controversial right at the start of this chapter. I want to relieve you of a burden you have been carrying for decades.

The "Have-It-All" woman does not exist.

She is a marketing construct. She is a lie designed to sell you anti-aging cream, convenience foods, and organizational apps. In reality, trying to be her is not a path to fulfillment. It is a one-way ticket to a nervous breakdown.

When we try to have it all, what we usually end up with is a diluted, frantic version of everything. We are present in body but absent in spirit. We are at the board meeting, but we are worrying about the permission slip we forgot to sign. We are at the dinner table, but we are checking emails under the table. We are everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

I call this the "Diffusion of Self."

Imagine you are a pitcher of water. You have a finite amount of liquid inside you. This liquid represents your energy, your focus, your patience, and your love. Every day, you have to pour into the cups of your life. There is the work cup, the child cup, the partner cup, the house cup, the friend cup, and the aging parent cup.

If you try to fill every single cup to the brim, you will run dry before you even get to the halfway point. But the myth of the "Have-It-All" woman tells you that your pitcher is bottomless. It tells you that if you just tried harder, if you just woke up an hour earlier, if you just meal-prepped on Sundays, you could keep pouring indefinitely.

So you try. You wake up at 5:00 AM. You drink the green smoothie. You answer emails while you blow-dry your hair. You run the household logistics like a military operation. And yet, at the end of the day, you feel like a failure. You lie in bed and catalog the things you missed. You didn't call your mother back. You snapped at your daughter for spilling the milk. You forgot to defrost the chicken.

This feeling of inadequacy is not because you are flawed. It is because the math doesn't work.

You cannot fit forty-eight hours of expectation into a twenty-four-hour day.

I had a client named Rebecca who embodied this struggle perfectly. Rebecca was a high-powered executive at a tech firm. She was also the mother of twins and the president of the PTA. She came to me because she had started having what she called "pantry episodes."

"I come home from work," she told me, her voice tight and controlled. "I greet the nanny, I hug the kids, I ask about homework. And then I go into the walk-in pantry, I close the door, I sit on the floor next to the dog food, and I cry for exactly seven minutes. Then I wipe my face, fix my mascara, and go out to make dinner."

Rebecca thought the problem was that she needed better time management skills. She wanted me to help her optimize her schedule so she wouldn't have to cry in the pantry.

"Rebecca," I said gently. "The crying is not the problem. The crying is the only sane reaction to an insane lifestyle."

Rebecca was trying to be the CEO of a company and the CEO of a household simultaneously. She was trying to be the 1950s housewife and the 1980s business tycoon in the same body. She was fragmenting.

We have to stop looking at "having it all" as the goal. Instead, we need to look at "having what matters."

This requires a painful audit. It requires us to look at the cups on the table and decide which ones we are going to fill and which ones are going to have to stay half-empty, or perhaps even empty, for a season.

I like to use the analogy of glass balls and rubber balls. This is a concept that has floated around the corporate world for years, often attributed to Brian Dyson, the former CEO of Coca-Cola, but it applies beautifully to the domestic sphere as well.

Imagine you are juggling five balls. You can name them: Work, Family, Health, Friends, and Spirit.

You have to keep all of them in the air. But here is the secret: some of the balls are rubber, and some are glass.

If you drop a rubber ball
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