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  To my daughters, Andrea & Catalia, my heart; to Aunt Denise, Sean, Darren and Bee, my anchors; to survivors, supporters, and you, the reader—thank you. May these words remind you: storms refine, fires strengthen, and dawn always comes.







  Foreword



There are books that entertain, and then there are books that awaken. *The Real Me* is the latter. It is not a tale written from comfort, but from the fire of lived experience.

When I first encountered Tilly, I was struck by her quiet strength—the kind you don’t notice at first glance, but feel deeply when she speaks her truth. She is not simply an author; she is a survivor, a teacher, and a mirror for every woman who has ever wondered if she was enough.

This book is raw. It does not shy away from pain, betrayal, or the long road of healing. Yet within its pages is a fierce beauty: the kind that comes from scars worn openly, and battles fought with faith and grit.

*The Real Me* is more than Tilly’s story—it is an invitation. An invitation to shed shame, to rise above the labels placed on us, and to embrace the resilience we often underestimate in ourselves.

To the reader holding this book: you will find yourself here. Between the storms and the triumphs, you’ll hear echoes of your own battles, your own healing, your own strength waiting to be claimed.

This is not just Tilly’s journey. It is a testimony for us all.







  Preface



This book was not easy to write. Every word carries a piece of my truth—sometimes heavy, sometimes healing, but always real. I did not write *The Real Me* to dwell on pain, but to show that even in the darkest seasons, light can break through.

My journey has been jagged, marked by heartbreak, resilience, and the relentless pursuit of freedom. For years, I felt silenced—by fear, by shame, by the weight of what others thought of me. But silence never sets us free. Telling our stories, does.

If these pages do anything, I hope they remind you that you are not alone. That brokenness is not the end of your story. That strength is born not from perfection, but from choosing to rise—again and again.

This is my truth. I offer it to you in the hope that it awakens something in yours.




*Tilly*
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  Prologue

  
  




There are stories we choose to tell, and then there are stories that demand to be told. Mine is the latter.




This is not a tale wrapped in perfection or painted with glossy filters. It is jagged. It is messy. It carries bruises—some hidden, some still tender. It speaks of heartbreak, of battles fought in silence, of risks taken, and of resilience discovered in the ruins of broken dreams.




For years, I carried storms inside me. I endured what I thought would crush me—divorce, betrayal, abuse, and the endless ache of watching my daughters, hurt by circumstances I could not always shield them from. I bore the weight of being both mother and protector, of holding the pieces together when everything else was falling apart. I endured, not for myself alone, but for them.




There were days when I felt invisible—when my sacrifices went unseen, when my pain was dismissed, when my worth was questioned. And yet, I survived. Not just survived—I rebuilt. With each scar came a lesson. With each setback came a chance to rise stronger. With each risk came wisdom that no loss could take from me.




This book is not written from the mountaintop, but from the climb. It is not the story of someone who had it all figured out, but of someone who stumbled, fell, and still chose to rise. Again and again.




If you are holding these pages, perhaps you too know what it means to fight silent battles. To question your strength. To feel unseen in a world that demands you smile through the struggle. This book is for you.




It is my truth, my journey, my scars, and my triumphs laid bare—not for sympathy, but for solidarity. To remind you that storms do not break us, they shape us. That fire does not consume us, it refines us. That the realest version of ourselves often emerges from the ashes.




This is not just my story.

This is survival.

This is healing.

This is transformation.

This is *The Real Me*.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The morning air carried a heaviness that I couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t just the weather, though the clouds did hang low and gray, like they were waiting for something to break. It was something inside me. I looked at myself in the mirror that day, really looked, and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t recognize the woman staring back.




Her hair was neat, pinned the way everyone expected it to be. Her face wore a mask of composure, one that had been practiced so often it seemed almost natural. But her eyes—my eyes—told a different story. They looked hollow, tired, too old for the young woman I was supposed to be. That’s when the thought came like a whisper I couldn’t silence: Who are you, really?




I had spent years trying to be what others wanted me to be—dutiful daughter, respectable wife, devoted mother. On paper, my life should have looked perfect. A husband. A child. A home. But perfection is a cruel illusion. Behind the curtains of that picture-perfect life, my world was cracking.




The walls of our house heard it first. They held the sound of slammed doors, muffled cries, and arguments that started over nothing but never really ended. If walls could talk, mine would have screamed. They would have begged someone to notice.




“Why do you always make things so difficult?” Gerard’s voice would slice through the quiet. It wasn’t always a shout, but it was sharp, like a knife drawn too close to the skin.

And I would reply with silence, because silence was safer. Silence didn’t spark the flame. Silence, I thought, could protect me. But inside, the silence was killing me.




That morning, while brushing my daughter’s hair, I felt the weight of it all pressing down. Her tiny body leaned against me, trusting, innocent, unaware of the storm raging inside her mother. She smiled at me in the mirror and said, “Mommy, you’re pretty.”




Her words should have warmed me, but instead they pierced me. Because I didn’t feel pretty. I felt broken. And I wondered, What kind of mother am I if I can’t even see what my own child sees in me?




Later that day, while Gerard sat across from me at the dinner table, I caught myself staring at the way he chewed his food, the way he avoided looking at me. I thought about how far we had drifted. We used to talk about everything, even nonsense. Now, we were strangers bound by paperwork and a child we both loved in such different ways.




He noticed me staring. “What?” he asked, his tone already defensive.




“Nothing,” I lied, shaking my head quickly. But it wasn’t nothing. It was everything. It was years of holding my breath, waiting for him to change, waiting for me to change, waiting for something—anything—to feel right again.

That night, after he went to bed, I stayed awake, lying on the couch with only the hum of the refrigerator for company. The darkness felt safer than the bedroom. I thought about leaving, but where would I go? How would I survive? And what about my daughter? The questions felt like chains, heavy and unbreakable.

But beneath the fear, beneath the exhaustion, something else stirred. It was faint, like the flicker of a candle in the wind, but it was there. A stubborn, defiant voice whispered: There has to be more to life than this. There has to be more to me.

And in that moment, for the first time, I dared to believe it.







**Reflection**

I didn’t know it then, but that night wasn’t just about Gerard’s rage — it was the moment my illusion shattered.

I had built my life on the belief that if I gave enough love, loyalty, and sacrifice, I would be safe. That marriage would mean shelter. That kindness would protect me. But Gerard’s hands on my throat showed me a truth I couldn’t ignore: love without respect is just a prison.

I thought I was losing everything when I said, “I want a divorce.” In reality, it was the first time I claimed my own life.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Child Who Grew Too Soon




At seven years old, I had already learned the rhythm of responsibility. While most children were still curled beneath warm blankets, dreaming of playgrounds and picture books, I was expected to be up and dressed by six o’clock sharp. The world was still half-asleep, its streets cloaked in the quiet gray of early morning, when I would begin the walk to the corner shop.

The bread run was not a choice, nor a favor—it was a ritual. A daily obligation to keep school lunches packed, my grandfather and father’s work meals ready, and our household turning. The shop was not just around the corner; for a child’s legs, it felt like miles. I remember the cool sting of dawn air on my skin, my small hands gripping coins wrapped in tissue, the faint fear of walking alone. Yet I did it without complaint, because that was what was expected.




Responsibility had become my second skin.

At home, my aunt Sandy—my father’s youngest sister—taught me lessons most girls only learned much later. She was patient but firm, and the first thing she decided I should master was spaghetti and mince. At eight years old, I could barely reach the stove. I had to drag a chair and balance on a little wooden box to stir the pot, the wooden spoon heavy in my hand. The steam would fog my face, but with aunt Sandy’s voice guiding me, I learned to season, stir, and taste. It was messy and magical, the beginning of a love for cooking that would stay with me.




Baking followed soon after. Sandy showed me the secret joy of flour-dusted counters and the smell of sweetness rising from the oven. My grandmother, too, played her part. She taught me how to brew proper tea, a skill that in her eyes was a badge of womanhood. Granny was strict, yes, but she carried a gentleness that softened the edges. Wise, unyielding, but deeply loving, she was the kind of woman whose presence anchored a household.

Children were never allowed to linger when visitors came. “Children don’t sit in big peoples company,” she would say. “Go play outside. Don’t sit and count teeth.” But she would always call for me. I was the tea girl. Boil the water. Brew it just right. Set the tray. Serve it with a quiet smile. It was my small ticket into the grown-up world, if only for a moment, before I was sent off again. And I never resented it. In my young mind, it wasn’t a burden—it was simply life, and I accepted it.

That was how responsibility settled into me: not through lectures, but through habit, ritual, expectation. Washing the dishes before bed was not negotiable. Cooking when my father leaned on me more heavily—especially after my mother disappeared—wasn’t questioned. I adapted, because adaptation was survival.




But childhood slipped through my fingers like water.

By the time I entered high school, the cracks began to show. I still laughed with my friends, still wore the uniform, still acted like a normal girl. But beneath the surface, I was slipping, zoning out without realizing it. Teachers noticed what I couldn’t: the drop in my marks, the faraway look in my eyes, the dulling of the spark I once carried.

They called my parents in. “Something is wrong with your daughter,” they said. “She isn’t herself. If there are problems at home, please take her to a social worker. She needs help.”

And so they did—once. I remember little of that visit, just a blur of words that did not fix anything. Nothing changed. On the drive back home, I stared out the car window, the world smeared and gray, tears carving quiet rivers down my cheeks. My parents’ voices clashed, sharp and relentless, arguing over why I was not myself—each one blaming the other, each one shouting at me to speak if I had problems.




And I thought, Why? Why would I say anything when this is what happens? You argue in front of me. I hear everything. You blame me for your misery. For “stealing” the attention that once belonged to you. I hear it. Every word. Every echo. Every crack in the walls of my childhood. So why would I say anything at all? Silence became my armor, my secret language.




So I went back to school, back to walking the tightrope between home and childhood, pretending all was well, while the weight pressed on my shoulders—silent, relentless, a shadow I carried alone.

Thankfully, I graduated. Not top of the class, but not failing either. I surprised myself actually. 

But my dreams—those vivid, sparkling plans of what I once thought my life would be—had already started to wither. It became clear that life had its own designs for me, and I would have to adjust. Planning, I decided, was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Plans never seemed to survive in my world.

I learned instead to live moment by moment, adapting to whatever shape life forced me into. I told myself it would be a long journey, and that I had no choice but to keep walking.

What I know now, but couldn’t name then, is that my childhood had been traded for responsibility. I didn’t regret it—it made me strong, resilient, capable. But it left marks. There was pain. There were aftereffects. Nights where I wondered why. Days where I wished for softness.

Still, I chose not to let bitterness win. That choice, I realize now, was a rebellion in itself. I had every reason to harden, to resent, to turn away from love. But instead, I clung to it.

Perhaps it was my grandmother’s influence, or the warmth of my congregation brothers and sisters who checked on us, who shielded my spirituality even while my home life cracked. They made sure I was seen, encouraged, uplifted.

It was enough to keep me from breaking.

Enough to remind me: even a child forced to grow too soon could still carry light.







**Reflection**

Family is meant to be a safety net, but mine often felt like a web — sticky, tangled, and impossible to escape without tearing pieces of myself away.
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