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Before We Start

What You’re Holding

It’s ten at night and you’re still replaying it. Someone said one word at dinner, or sighed while you were talking, and the whole evening tipped over. You know it was small, but your body hasn’t caught up. This is a book about shadow work. In plain words, that means looking at the parts of yourself you put away a long time ago, usually because someone made it clear they weren’t welcome, which is why those parts can still keep you awake at ten at night over one small word.

I’ve read a lot of the books on this shelf, and I have opinions about them. I have no use for the journal with a hundred prompts and no order, where you open to a random page and get asked about your deepest wound before breakfast. It rushes you, and for the same reason I don’t trust the “love and light” version that hurries past the part that hurts. My last opinion pulls the other way. Sometimes the other person really was rude, so I don’t buy the idea that everything that bothers you is your projection. I think you can look inward without taking the blame for what someone else did, and this book is built so you can do both at once.

Think of the junk drawer in your kitchen. Years ago you shoved things in there to get them out of sight, and now you go through it and find what you’d like back. The drawer is where the house keeps what it lost track of, which is why I call this the Lost and Found Method.

The main move is small, and you’ll use it in every chapter. After a moment that stings, you go back over it gently. You separate what a camera in the room would have seen from the story you added on top. Say you’re at a corner table in a diner on Fourth Street, telling your friend Dana about the week you’ve had, and she glances at her phone. The camera saw a woman look down at a screen for two seconds and look back up. The story said you’re boring, that you always were, that people only put up with you. By the time she looked up, you had already cut yourself off mid-sentence and changed the subject. Once you can see the gap between the camera and the story, you can tell which part belongs to her and which part is yours, and you can practice a better answer for next time.

Chapters 1 to 6 are the core path. Each one builds on the one before, so read them in order. Chapters 7 to 9 take the same moves into couples, into women’s lives and into men’s lives. Read the one that fits your life, in any order. Chapter 10 covers the thirty days after the chapters, spent keeping the small daily moves and watching what changes, so save it for last. Most of the practices are things you say to yourself, quietly, in ten minutes or less. A few you’ll eventually say out loud to someone, and you choose when, though no line in this book is worth saying to a person who frightens you.

You’ll follow one person through the whole book. Lena Ortiz is an office manager who fixes things and keeps the peace so reliably that people at work call her “the adult.” Like everyone in these pages, she is a composite, built from many people’s stories. Names and details are changed. Her brother Tom is in here too, and he is in no hurry to talk about any of it.

This book is meant to sit beside a doctor or a therapist, especially if your lows arrive with no sting to explain them. Read “When to stop” near the end of Chapter 1 before you go deep.

Start with Chapter 1 when you’re ready. The rest will keep.




Quick Start


	
In the moment: the three-breath wait. When something stings, notice where your body went first. It might be heat climbing your neck, a freeze where the room goes quiet and far off, or the sudden itch to fix it. Point to the spot silently. You don’t need a word for it. Then take three ordinary breaths. If the reply you had loaded still fits after the third, say it. Sometimes the toast really is on fire. (Chapter 2)



	
Tonight: the sting word. Write the one word that stung on a sticky note or the back of a receipt. If nobody said anything and it was a mood you carried home, write the word for the moment instead, like ignored. Then do something ordinary with your hands, like filling the kettle, and leave the note where it is. You don’t have to explain it tonight. (Chapter 1)



	
Later this week, when you’re calm: camera and story. Set a timer for ten minutes. Write what a camera in the room would have recorded, then the story you added on top. Then answer one easy question: Where did I feel it first? When the timer goes, stop, even mid-sentence. (Camera and story is in Before We Start, and the timer and the easy questions are in Chapter 5.)



	
Every day: the daily check-in. Write one word for how you actually are today, and more if it comes. Fine is allowed when it’s true. If your jaw disagrees, look underneath it for the plainer word, like tired or cornered. On Sunday, read back your sting words and see which one keeps coming back. (Chapters 9 and 6)



	
On a hard day: the floor version. The sting word is enough. If even that is too much, today still counts. Don’t start your count over. (Chapter 10)





If someone frightens you, skip all of this and leave first. When to stop is near the end of Chapter 1.




Chapter 1
Shadow Work for Beginners and the Word That Stings

The call was supposed to be about Mom’s birthday.

It was a Sunday, a little after four. Lena Ortiz had her phone wedged between her ear and her shoulder while she folded towels on the bed and her sister Carla talked about a restaurant. Lena pointed out that the place Carla wanted was loud, that Mom always ended up shouting across the table, and that last year she’d gone home with a headache and pretended she hadn’t.

Carla laughed. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

That was it. Four words, said lightly, the way you’d flick a crumb off a table, and Carla had already moved on. “Should we split the cake? Count Tom in for a slice.” (Her brother Tom, who fixes everything and says nothing, will turn up for dessert as usual.)

Lena’s face went hot. She felt it climb from her collar to her ears without the faintest idea why, and she heard herself say, “Sure, fine, book it,” in a voice that sounded completely normal. She said she had to go, she said love you, and she hung up.

Then she went into the kitchen and cleaned it.

The kitchen was already clean, because she had cleaned it that morning. She wiped the counters anyway, then the front of the fridge, and then she took the toaster apart to get the crumbs out of the tray, which nobody in the history of toasters has ever needed to do on a Sunday afternoon. All the while a voice in her head kept arguing with her sister. Dramatic. I organized the last three birthdays. I’m the one who remembers the gluten thing. I’m the least dramatic person in this family.

Sam, her partner of four years, came back from the hardware store with a bag of screws and stopped in the doorway. The toaster lay across the counter in pieces.

“What did it do to you?” he said.

She kept scrubbing. An hour later the toaster was spotless and the word was still there. Standing at the sink with a sponge she no longer needed, Lena said something out loud to the empty kitchen that she had never quite admitted before.

“That was way bigger than it should have been.”

She put the toaster back together and returned the drawer’s one useful screwdriver to the spot where it belongs, at the front, by the batteries. Then, because the word was still buzzing, she pulled a sticky note off the pad by the phone and wrote one thing on it.

Dramatic.

She didn’t write why. She didn’t write a page about Carla or their childhood or every birthday dinner since high school. She wrote the word, stuck it on the fridge under a magnet, and went to watch television.

It felt a little silly. It also felt like the first time in years she had looked straight at the thing instead of wiping around it.

The calm one

If you met Lena at work, that word is the last one you’d reach for. She runs the office at a mid-sized accounting firm. When the printer jams before a client meeting, people go looking for Lena. When the partners double-book the boardroom, it’s Lena who sorts it out, with a smile and a spare room nobody knew existed. Her nickname at work, said with real affection, is “the adult.”

She is thirty-eight and has been the calm one for as long as she can remember. Growing up, Carla was the loud one, the one who slammed doors and cried at weddings, while Lena kept things smooth (and she was good at it). She still is.

So why could one small word from her sister wreck an entire Sunday? Her point about Mom and the loud room was a fair one. What came after was the strange part. Four light words cost her a whole afternoon and left a toaster in pieces on the counter.

What shadow work actually means

Shadow work sounds like something that needs a full moon and a velvet pouch. It needs no candles, no crystals and no special vocabulary. What you need is a bit of honesty and a way to stop when you’ve had enough.

The plain version goes like this. When you were small you learned which parts of you went down well and which didn’t. Maybe being loud got you laughed at, wanting things got you called greedy, or crying got you sent to your room. Then you
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