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      For every woman who is finding her way back to herself.

      You are not lost.

      You are returning.
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      This book would not exist without my husband.

      From the moment I began finding my way back to myself he made room for me.

      He bent backwards to accommodate the woman I was becoming. He adjusted without being asked. He stayed steady when things between us were shifting.

      He stayed through the confusion.

      Through the mood swings.

      Through the moments when I did not fully understand myself and could not explain to him what was happening inside me.

      He did not leave.

      He did not ask me to go back to who I was before.

      He simply stayed.

      And when I came back to myself he was still there.

      To him — thank you.

      Not only for this book.

      For making room for me too.
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      Every weekend, we watched a film.

      My boys would choose. My husband would agree or suggest another. Someone would find the remote, someone would sort the snacks, and we would all settle in together — and I would sit there, watching something I had not chosen, in a room full of people I loved, telling myself this was enough. This was family. This was what mattered.

      Nobody asked me what I wanted to watch.

      And what is harder to admit — I never said.

      Not once did I think to say: actually, I would like to choose tonight. I simply folded myself into whatever was already decided and called it love. Called it being easy. Called it not making a fuss over something as small as a film on a Saturday evening.

      But it was not about the film.

      It was about the message I was sending — to them, and to myself — every single time I sat down without being asked and said nothing. The message that said: I am not fully here. My preferences do not need to be part of this. The shape of this evening does not need to include me.

      I did not know I was doing it. That is the thing I most want you to understand before you begin this book.

      I was not unhappy, not mistreated, not living a life I had not chosen. I loved my family. I loved my home. I loved the fullness of the life we had built together.

      But somewhere inside all of that love, I had stopped including myself in it.

      And this book is about the slow, unglamorous, ordinary work of coming back.

      Not by burning anything down. Not by leaving, or raging, or becoming someone harder or louder or less tender than you are.

      By asking one honest question.

      Are you in your life too?

      Because you do not have to hollow yourself out to prove your love. You do not have to keep erasing yourself to be considered good. And you do not have to leave everything behind to come back to yourself.

      Sometimes it begins with something as small as choosing the film.

      This book is for that return.
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      The more they ask, the more I am loved.

      “James from work might come over later.”

      The spoon touched the side of the mug with a small, hard clink.

      I had not meant to grip it.

      A moment before, I had been standing by the counter, waiting to make tea, listening with half an ear as my husband spoke. Steam lifted from the kettle. The kitchen was warm. Evening moved around us in its usual sounds.

      Then his sentence arrived.

      James from work might come over later.

      He was not asking me.

      He was letting me know.

      Something in me heard the difference before I did.

      My fingers tightened around the spoon. My jaw locked. My body went still before my mind understood why.

      He kept talking.

      His voice stayed calm, unaware that one simple sentence had touched a place in me I did not yet know how to name. The words after that reached me only as sound.

      My heart began to beat too hard.

      Not fear exactly.

      Not anger, not yet.

      Alarm.

      That was all he had said.

      He had not insulted me. He had not dismissed me. He had not asked me to move aside in my own home.

      But inside me, that was how it landed.

      As if space was being made without me.

      As if my place had shifted.

      As if I was suddenly standing at the edge of a life I thought I belonged to.

      I turned to him, and my voice came out sharp.

      Too sharp.

      It cut through the kitchen before I could soften it. The words were mine, but the force behind them frightened me. They sounded heavier than the moment deserved.

      Too much hurt.

      Too much defence.

      Too much fear dressed up as anger.

      Then I saw his face.

      Confusion came first. His brows drew together slightly, not in accusation, but in surprise. He looked like someone trying to understand how a passing comment had suddenly become something else entirely.

      That look reached me more deeply than anything he could have said.

      Because I knew he had not meant harm.

      Even in the middle of my reaction, I knew that.

      The kitchen felt smaller now. The mug sat untouched. The spoon was still in my hand. My shoulders had lifted without me realising, as if my body was preparing to defend something I could not name.

      Embarrassment gathered behind the anger.

      I could not bear to stand there and watch myself become someone I did not recognise.

      So I walked away — not to punish him, but because something had opened inside me, and I had no language for it yet.

      Something in me knew this turning away, the way a hand knows a cupboard in the dark.

      I needed to be somewhere the sound of my own voice was no longer hanging in the air. Somewhere I would not have to keep looking at the confusion on his face. Somewhere the anger could loosen enough for me to feel what was underneath it.

      And when it loosened, shame came.

      Quietly at first.

      Then all at once.

      Away from the kitchen, the house did not feel peaceful.

      It felt too quiet.

      As if the noise of being needed had stopped for one small second and something I had kept behind it had rushed forward.

      I stood there with my breath uneven, still feeling the spoon in my hand though I had left it behind.

      It was never really about James coming over.

      It was what the sentence had sounded like inside me.

      Not asked.

      Not needed.

      Just informed.

      There was room for someone else, and I no longer knew where that left me.

      That frightened me more than I wanted to admit.

      One simple sentence had found the wound.

      I had not lost my place in that kitchen.

      But for the first time, I felt how much of me had been built around being asked.
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      It was a Tuesday evening. Or a Wednesday. The day does not matter as much as what was in my hand: a book. My book. The one I had been meaning to return to for three weeks. I had made the tea. I had found a pocket of stillness. I had sat down.

      Then his voice came from upstairs.

      Mum. Have you seen my PE socks?

      I put the book down. I went upstairs. I looked in the drawer, the washing basket, behind the radiator where things somehow always end up. I found them. He said thanks and went back to whatever he was doing. I came back downstairs.

      The tea was cold. The quiet had closed over. And I did not pick the book back up.

      Not because I was not allowed. Not because anyone told me to stop. But because somewhere between the drawer and the radiator, the reading mood had left me — and I let it go so easily it frightened me, later, when I thought about it. Not the socks. Not the interruption. But the ease of the surrender. How I did not even pause. How I answered before I had finished my own thought.

      How it looked, from the outside, like love.

      How it felt, on the inside, like something I could not yet name.

      That is what this part is about.

      Not the dramatic losses. Not the big surrenders. But the small, daily, almost invisible giving-away that happens while you are being good. While you are being needed. While you are being everything to everyone, and slowly, without announcement, becoming a little less to yourself.

      It does not happen all at once. No one marks the moment. But somewhere inside the answering and the caring and the quiet pride of being the one everyone turns to, a woman can begin to disappear.

      And because it looks like love, she does not question it.

      Not yet.
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      The mirror did not show me a stranger.

      It showed me something more painful.

      A woman I had stopped noticing.

      Later, when the house was still again and the sharpness of that moment had settled into a heavy silence, I found myself standing in front of the bathroom mirror.

      Not glancing.

      Not checking.

      Looking.

      The light above the mirror was too bright, showing everything without softness. The tiredness under my eyes. The dullness in my skin. The face that was mine, but somehow felt as though I had only been passing by it for years.

      My hands rested on the edge of the sink.

      I could still feel the echo of my own voice from earlier. The sharpness of it. The way it had filled the kitchen before I could pull it back. I could still see the confusion on my husband's face.

      But now, standing there, I was no longer looking at him.

      I was looking at myself.

      My face was familiar. Of course it was.

      I knew its shape. I knew the eyes looking back at me. I knew the mouth that had spoken too quickly, too sharply, too full of something I had not yet understood.

      Then I noticed it.

      A fine crease at the corner of my mouth.

      Small. Quiet. Almost nothing.

      But it stopped me.

      I leaned a little closer. It had not always been there. Or maybe it had been coming slowly while I was busy moving through my days.

      I touched it gently with my finger.

      That tiny line seemed to hold more than age.

      It held the words I had swallowed. The smiles I had given when I was tired. The moments I had said, "I’m fine," because it was easier than explaining what I did not understand myself.

      It held mornings when I got up before I was ready. Evenings when I carried on because stopping would have meant feeling too much. Years of moving through life so quickly that I had stopped meeting my own eyes.

      From the outside, nothing about me would have looked broken.

      That was the strange part.

      I was still doing the things I was supposed to do. Still answering. Still remembering. Still moving from one task to the next. Still appearing in all the places where people expected to find me.

      But in the mirror, I saw something I could not explain away.

      I looked again at the crease beside my mouth.

      A line on the face.

      A hand gripping the sink.

      A woman standing in silence after a reaction she could not explain.

      For the first time, I did not rush away from what I saw.

      My hand reached instinctively for the toothbrush sitting behind the mirror — the small, familiar routine waiting to pull me back. But I did not take it.

      I stayed.

      The woman in the mirror did not accuse me.

      She did not ask me to explain everything at once.

      She simply looked tired of waiting.

      And that tiredness reached me.

      Not as shame.

      As recognition.

      I see you.
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      There was a girl who did not know how to be small.

      She had not yet learned that particular skill. Nobody had taught her the usefulness of making herself quiet, of pulling herself back before she took up too much room, of waiting to see whether the world wanted her before she walked into it.

      She had not yet needed to learn those things.

      So she walked in anyway.

      Into every morning as if it had been made for her. Into every room without checking first whether there was space. Into every dream with the absolute certainty of a child who has not yet been told what is and is not possible.

      There was a girl who lived next door.

      We played together the way children play when the world is still entirely theirs — without rules about what was realistic, without anyone standing at the edge of the game to tell us we were reaching too far.

      We were teachers. We were doctors. We were mothers and patients and explorers and everything else we could think of before the afternoon ran out.

      I was the doctor one day and the patient the next. I was the teacher standing in front of an imaginary class, certain that every child in the room was listening, certain that I knew things worth teaching. We moved between the roles the way you move between rooms — easily, without hesitation, without asking whether we were qualified.

      That was the thing about being a child.

      No one
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