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For as long as I can remember, I’ve been homesick for a mother who
never existed.


Not homesick for my childhood. I wouldn’t go back there for
anything. Homesick for the one I saw in other people’s houses. The
one who sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her daughter’s hair
when she was upset. The one who played in the garden and laughed
too
loud and made you feel like the best thing that had ever happened
to
her. I used to watch that mother on television, or catch a glimpse
of
her at a friend’s house, and feel something I couldn’t name. It
took me a long time to realise it was grief. Because how do you
grieve something you never had?


People will tell you, and maybe you’ve told yourself, that if you
had a roof over your head and food on the table, you had it fine. I
used that line against myself for years. Every time the sadness
surfaced, I’d shut it down. You weren’t abused, I’d tell
myself. You weren’t starving. What’s your problem, Liz? And I’d
push it back down inside of me, go about my day, and wonder why I
still felt like a frightened child the second someone raised their
voice or I heard a loud bang in the next room.


If you’re reading this, I’d bet you’ve done the same. Collected
evidence against yourself in a way; Reminded yourself of the school
uniform that was always clean, of the birthday presents you were
given each year, of the roof over your head… Used those things to
talk yourself out of what your body has known for years.


Here’s the truth: being kept alive is not the same as being loved.
Blunt but honest. Growing up in a house where you had to read
someone
else’s mood before you could take a sigh of relief, where you
weren’t a child so much as a small, exhausted watcher of an adult’s
emotions, that does something to you. 



Maybe your mother never left a mark on you. Or, maybe she did, and
you were taught it didn’t count. It doesn’t matter; The damage
runs quieter than bruises, and it runs deeper.


I know this because I lived it.


I know what it’s like to stand in your own hallway and brace
yourself before you walk further into the house. To hear dishes in
the sink and feel your stomach drop, because that sound never just
meant the washing up was getting done. The sound of cleaning meant
you needed to make yourself invisible, fast. I know what it’s like
to sit in rigid silence after saying something wrong in front of
guests, waiting for the door to close so the punishment could
begin.
To cry yourself to sleep and do it quietly, because you already
knew
that your tears would be met with irritation, not comfort.


I know what it’s like to try to earn love. To draw pictures for
her, to keep your room spotless, to try to be pretty and easy and
good, and to still feel, in your bones, that you were too much and
never enough simultaneously.


I know what it’s like to watch your mother be warm and funny and
patient with other people’s children, and to stand at the edge of
that and feel the shame of knowing that the person who was supposed
to love you most found you the hardest to love at all.


By the time I was seven, I was so withdrawn that my school sent me
to
a child psychologist. They thought something was wrong with me. But
nothing was “wrong” with me. I was just a child who had learned,
very early, that the safest thing to do was disappear.


This book is for the adults who are still disappearing.


I’m not here to tell you to forgive her, or to do the work, or to
practise gratitude for the things she did right. I’m here to walk
back through that house with you and say plainly what happened
there,
because most of us were never given that. We were given confusion,
and silence, and the instruction to be grateful. We were never
given
the truth. So here it is, from someone who knows: you were never
“too
sensitive”, you were never a burden, you were never “too
needy”... In short, you were not the problem.


That was never in any doubt. This book is here to help 
you
finally believe it. I’m going to tell you about my childhood, and
if you see parallels of this and your own childhood, then you’re in
the right place. This book has two aims: firstly, I want to let you
know you’re not alone in feeling how you feel about your upbringing
or your mother. The experience you had was not isolated and it was
not your fault. Secondly, I want to validate those feelings. 



If you’re ready, let’s begin.
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Some children walk through their front door and just… arrive. They
put their bag down, kick their shoes off, and the tension of the
day
starts to leave their body. Home, for them, is where the day ends,
where fun can often begin; playtime, fun activities with parents,
helping them cook dinner, turning on videogames or playing carefree
in the garden. That wasn’t my experience. And if you’re reading
this, I don’t think it was yours either.


For me, coming home from school wasn’t a warm welcome, it was a
time to be rigid. I'd stand at the front door with my key in the
lock
and pause before I turned it. Just for a second. Long enough to
listen. Then I’d open the door as quietly as the hinges allowed and
stand in the hallway, school bag still on my shoulder, reading the
atmosphere, feeling the temperature of the house, listening for the
sounds coming from the kitchen. Whether the television was on or
off.
Was music playing and glasses clinking? Whether any silence was the
calm kind or the loaded kind. I got very good at this, very young.
I
had to.


The sound of cleaning meant danger. I know how strange that sounds.
Most people associate a clean house with calm, with someone on top
of
things, with order. For me, the sound of the vacuum, or dishes
being
done with that unmistakable aggressive energy, was a warning
signal.
The crockery hitting the drainer a little too hard. The cupboard
doors meeting their frames with force. It meant she was in a mood.
It
meant something had gone wrong in her day and the energy of it was
looking for somewhere to go. I learned to make myself very small on
those afternoons. I’d slip upstairs, close my bedroom door so
gently the latch barely clicked, and wait.


I never knew if I’d be to blame for the source of her bad mood; had
I left my dirty bowl on the counter again? Had I left an unfolded
sweatshirt laying on the floor again? Had I forgotten to do
something
she’d asked me to do? Had the school rang home and told her I’d
forgotten my P.E kit? If so, I’d be in big trouble, since that
would make her look like a “bad mother.”


If I went and stayed in my room, I was "avoiding helping out.”
If I came out to help, I was in the way or doing it wrong. There
was
no correct answer for me - I had to pick my poison each time.
That’s
the thing nobody tells you about growing up in a house like this.
It
isn’t that you kept making the wrong choices, because the choices
were never actually the point. The point was that she was
overwhelmed, or angry, or worn down by her own life, and you
happened
to be there.


You were small, and you were available, and you didn’t have
anywhere else to go. Sometimes, your days were fueled by a single
project: get through this without becoming the target.


I spent hours on the edge of my bed when I sensed hostility in the
air. Not playing, not reading, just sitting, running simulations in
my head. If I go down now and offer to dry the dishes or help
around
the house, will that help or make it worse? If I ask what’s for
dinner, is that an innocent question or a provocation? Even if I
was
starving, sometimes I’d be too fearful to ask for food. I would
rehearse the sentences before I said them, testing each word for
hidden dangers, and half the time I’d decide the risk wasn’t
worth it and say nothing at all. I’d just stay upstairs, hungry or
thirsty or needing something, and wait for the atmosphere to pass
like weather.


If your stomach has already tightened reading this, because you
know
exactly what that rigidness felt like, stay with that recognition
for
a moment. Not because I want you to feel bad, but because a lot of
people who grew up this way have spent decades convincing
themselves
it wasn’t that bad, that they’re exaggerating, that other kids
had it worse. Maybe they did. That’s not the point either. The
point is what it did to 
you. The point is that you learned, at
an age when you should have been learning how to ride a bike or
fall
out with your best friend over something small and forgettable,
that
the most important skill you could have was the ability to read
another person’s mood and adjust yourself accordingly.


That’s not a childhood quirk, that’s a survival skill no child
should ever need.


My dad was an alcoholic. His moods and his drinking shaped the
atmosphere of our house in ways I’m still unpicking as an adult,
and my mother bore the weight of that. I’m not dismissing that at
all. But what I know now, and what took me a long time to see
clearly, is that his pain and her pain were not mine to carry. I
was
a child. I didn’t create any of it. And the fact that the house was
already volatile before you factor in her moods toward me meant
that
I was navigating two unpredictable adults in the same small space,
with no safe corner to retreat to. That’s a lot for a small person
still finding their feet in the world, still trying to make sense
of
it.


The tension lived in my body. I was a rigid child, physically tense
in a way that I could tell other kids didn’t seem to be. I held my
shoulders up near my ears. I moved carefully, quietly, always
conscious of the noise or mess I was making. I didn’t sprawl on the
sofa or take up space or shout across the house the way kids do
when
they feel at home somewhere. I contracted, I made myself as compact
and unobtrusive as possible, because experience had taught me that
being noticed wasn’t always safe.


You might recognise this in yourself now, as an adult. The way you
apologise before you’ve done anything wrong. The way you read the
room before you speak in a group. The way someone’s silence can
send you into a spiral of trying to figure out what you’ve done.
These aren’t personality quirks. They’re the leftovers of a
childhood spent in a house where the emotional climate was the
responsibility of a child who had no business carrying it.


And underneath all that fear there was a sadness I couldn’t have
named at the time. The place that was supposed to be my soft
landing
was the place I most needed to brace myself. All those afternoons
spent sitting on the edge of my bed waiting for a mood to pass. I
could have just been a kid in those hours. I should have just been
a
kid.


You deserved a front door that felt like coming home.


The fact that yours didn’t is not a reflection of your worth. It’s
a reflection of what was happening in that house, and that had
nothing to do with you, even though you were the one who absorbed
it.


                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    













