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How to use this Handbook

You did not stop being capable. You stopped being visible. That is the whole problem this Handbook sets out to solve, and it is worth saying first because almost everything written for people in your position gets it backwards — it treats the years away as a hole to explain away, when the years away are work you did and a case you have not yet learned to make. The gap is a label other people use. The work is yours to translate.

The reading takes about ninety minutes the first time through. You will come back to it — before you send the first application, before the interview where the question is coming, on the afternoon you decide to start again — and on those passes it runs closer to forty. The book is built to be read in order. Each chapter produces the artefact or the answer that the next chapter draws from. Chapter 3 builds the translation that Chapters 4 and 5 both rely on. Reading out of order works for a second pass; on the first pass, the sequence is the method.

Three voices carry the book, and you will feel them shift. One sits beside you and names the hard parts honestly — the form that reads your gap before it reads your name, the question you have been dreading, the quiet worry that you have been gone too long. One steps back and reads you the structure, because what is happening to you is usually structural and not personal. And one rolls up its sleeves and walks you through the work, line by line, until the date column is written, the cover-letter paragraph exists, and the answer to the question takes ninety seconds instead of a nervous five minutes. The voices change because the job changes. You will always know which one is speaking.

Every chapter ends with one action — the single thing that chapter exists to set in motion. Treat those actions as the spine of the return. The reader who works them through finishes with an honest, recruiter-readable account of the years away, a paragraph they can use in every cover letter and every conversation, a ninety-second answer to the absence question, and a thirty-day plan that fits the rhythm of the life they are returning from.

The cross-cutting Interview Handbook is the book to read once the return turns into interviews. If you are returning and changing field at the same time, the Career Pivot Handbook is your companion read, and Chapter 8 will point you to it. The Full Edition carries this Handbook plus the four cousin Handbooks — First-Role, Rebound, Internal Move, and Career Pivot — bound together for the reader who wants the whole library.

Turn the page when you are ready.






A note on who this Handbook is calibrated for

This Handbook is for one archetype with five faces: the worker returning to the salaried workforce after a deliberate or imposed time away. You may be returning after parenting — the years at home that no payslip recorded. After caregiving — for a parent, a partner, a child, through illness and sometimes through its end. After your own illness or recovery, now well and ready. After military service and the stretch it took to work out what came next. Or after a sabbatical or a period of study you chose on purpose. The work of returning is the same shape across all five, and the book is written to hold them at once. Where it speaks to your situation specifically, you will see it named.

There are also two readers the book makes room for explicitly. The one whose time away did not produce anything they can point to yet — convalescence, a long stretch of looking, a season they are still climbing out of. Chapter 3 was written for you, and it does not leave you behind. And the one who is returning and reaching for different work than before — a change of field on top of the return. Your translation stacks two problems, and Chapters 1 and 8 say so plainly.






About this Handbook

The Handbook Co. is the publisher that understands the customer in the moments that matter. Researched. Audited. Crafted. Made to work — at the price the moment can carry.

Every Handbook we publish is built the same way. We read the primary sources. We hold the evidence to a fact-checked, peer-reviewed, quality-controlled bar. We write by craft and design by restraint. We release when the work is ready, with zero defects.

This is the Return-to-Work Handbook. It is short, dense, and built to be re-read — because the return is rarely a single event, and the method compounds across the weeks between deciding to go back and signing the offer. It is not a self-help book and it is not a script you read aloud. It is the publisher's calibrated answer to one specific question: what does a capable person, returning after time away from an audience that reads the gap first, need in order to make that audience see the work and not the hole?

The answer is in the eight chapters that follow.




Chapter 1 — Are you in the right book?

This Handbook is for one specific situation, so the first job is to make sure it is yours. Two minutes here saves you an hour of reading the wrong book well.

This is the book for you if you are returning to paid, salaried work after time away from it — and the people who will decide do not know you, have not seen you work, and will encounter the gap in your dates before they encounter anything else you have done. That last part is the defining feature. In most job searches the candidate chooses when to reveal the hard part. You do not get to. The gap is in the date column, near the top, and it is read first. Your whole task is to make sure the audience can pass through it quickly, with a frame you gave them, to the work underneath. If that is your situation, you are home. Read on.

The return wears five faces, and the book was built with all five inside it. You may be returning after parenting — the years as a primary carer for your children. After caregiving for someone else — a parent, a partner, a sick or ageing family member, sometimes through the end of their life. After your own illness or recovery, treatment finished and well again. After military service and the civilian transition that followed it. Or after a sabbatical or a period of study you chose deliberately. The method in this book is the same for all five; the worked examples in Chapter 4 are written one per face, so the translation you need is on the page in your own situation's language, not a neighbour's.

This is not the book for you if your move is a different shape, and three of those are worth naming because the cousin Handbooks were built for them.

If you are changing field or function and have been working continuously — no gap, just a pivot into unfamiliar work — that is the Career Pivot, and the Career Pivot Handbook is the book. The Doctrine is the same; the variation there is the unknown audience without the gap to translate.

If you were displaced — redundancy, layoff, a role eliminated — and you are searching from a standing start without a deliberate gap, that is the Rebound, and the Rebound Handbook is the book. The line can blur: a layoff that became a long, chosen pause edges toward this book. If the time since became deliberate, read here; if the wound is fresh and recent, start with Rebound.

And if you are moving inside your current employer — a promotion or a lateral where the deciders already know you — that is the Internal Move, and the Internal Move Handbook is the calibrated read.

A free "Which Job Seeker Are You?" diagnostic at thehandbookco.com will settle it in under a minute if you are unsure.

Two readers inside this archetype need a word before we begin, because the standard method has to bend for you — and the book bends for you on purpose.

The first is the reader whose time away did not produce anything you can point to yet. No volunteer treasurer role, no course, no portfolio project — the years were convalescence, or a long search, or a season you are still climbing out of. The translation chapters assume you have evidence to translate. You may not, yet. Chapter 3 names this directly and gives you a ninety-day floor — the smallest real things that put recent, pointable capability back on the page. You are not left behind in this book.

The second is the reader who is returning and changing field at the same time — going back to work, but to different work than before. Your translation stacks two problems: the gap and the pivot. This book carries the gap half; the Career Pivot Handbook carries the other. Chapter 8 will hand you off cleanly when you reach it. For now, read this book as your spine.

Wherever you are standing, the work is the same shape: give the audience a frame for the years away that they can read in seconds and trust, so they spend the rest of their attention on what you can do. That is the whole book. Let us begin with why the gap reads the way it does — because the reason is structural, and it is not about you.


The one action

Name your face of the return — parenting, caregiving, post-illness, service, or sabbatical/study — and write it at the top of a page, with the rough dates of your time away beside it. Everything in the next seven chapters builds out from exactly that line.
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