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I would like to dedicate this to my wife and children, without whom this wouldn’t be possible.




Introduction

You feel desperately alone. You know something in your life isn’t right, but you dare not speak it aloud. Deep within, you know that the relationship with the very person who is supposed to love you unconditionally is the one that makes you feel unlovable. You struggle to be truly present with your loved ones. You often feel like life is one big show and that you are just going along with it.

Sound familiar?

Picking up this book is the first, most important and perhaps the hardest step in your life, as you discover that you have the power to truly break free from your toxic parent and reclaim your story.

Somewhere down the line, whether you knew it or not, because of your relationship with a parent, both parents or a carer, you invented versions of yourself simply to survive. And today, you’re still living out those characters to get by.

Maybe you play certain roles to make sure everyone else is happy, but have no idea how to get your own needs met. Does this dynamic sound familiar?

Perhaps you’re a ‘people-pleaser’ because you’re constantly afraid of letting others down. Even in moments when you’re supposed to be happy and fulfilled, you’re only ever performing for those around you. There are parts of you that you hide deep inside of you, even keeping them from the closest people in your life. You desperately work hard to avoid an internal ‘darkness’ within yourself but you know it’s always there. You have tried self-help work, you have read the books, signed up to the courses or followed the latest wellbeing trend to try and ‘fix’ what you believe is broken. Eventually, you resign yourself to the belief that ‘it’s just the way I am’. You might have convinced yourself that you are broken and beyond repair. After all, this is what most of society is telling you in one way or another.


BUT YOU ARE NOT BROKEN. YOU ARE NOT BROKEN, AND YOU DO NOT NEED TO BE ‘FIXED’.



What you need to do is to stop abandoning yourself to protect the family dysfunction. It’s time to stop making excuses for all the things that weren’t right in your relationships as you were growing up, and those that still aren’t right now that you’re an adult. This is where you will find the truest understanding of yourself. And then once you know how your past informs you, you can truly begin to champion your future self.

WHO AM I?

I have faced my own struggles. I was in a lot of darkness for most of my younger life. There were fun times and good memories during it too, so it wasn’t easy to see at first. With the darkness, I simply took it as part and parcel of life. I didn’t know any different and didn’t know how to navigate it, so I just ignored it. I thought that I was broken, and that the dark parts of me were to be bypassed and avoided at all costs.

I began my healing journey over 11 years ago and, through it, I have learned that this ‘way that I am’ is the very thing that gives me the power to explore my darkness, to heal and to ultimately come to love what I always ran away from. I have dedicated the last decade to this work. At first for myself, but then to help others explore their healing journeys. I’ve been inspired by some incredibly wise people, and have explored many dead-ends along the way too. I have found all too often that what’s offered is a quick fix or rapid transformation, where enlightenment and healing are promised, but which only leaves you stuck in your head.

This is where my practice and what you’ll learn in this book will depart from the usual wellbeing practices you may be used to. Often, self-help borrows ideas from intellectual thinkers, without a focus on the most important person: you, the reader, and the person on this healing journey. It may feel that it’s working for a bit, but it won’t last. The truth is that you can’t ‘outsource’ your healing by adopting someone else’s quick fix.

I was once on a very different path and, following in the footsteps of a long family history of addiction and early death, was destined to become another statistic. In 2012, my life changed drastically when, at the age of 24, I decided to stop drinking alcohol, and embarked on a new journey of healing. In the years that followed I turned within and worked extensively on myself, and I continue to do so today. As a result of this work, I have become passionate about helping people in similar situations. Having learned how much my childhood has impacted who I am today, I realise I want to share the things that have helped change my life in such a drastic way.

Getting sober aged 24, I thought all my problems would disappear, but I quickly realised that quitting alcohol actually left me with my problems. I had convinced myself that all my struggles were born from my alcohol use, but sobriety quickly taught me that I had been using alcohol to supress all my difficult feelings. Without it, I was just left with them – and with no way to escape. That is where the journey to really understanding who I am began. It showed me why I’d acted the way that I had, and when I saw my experience in its entirety, so much of it made sense. I had grown up with an alcoholic father who I lost when I was very young, and I still have a close relationship with my mum, who has been a constant throughout my entire life. My knowledge of the struggles of living with a toxic parent come mainly from supporting other people in their experience, including people in my life that I have loved. Through my work that involves supporting people in a number of different ways, including as a helpline counsellor at Nacoa UK, the charity for whom I remain an ambassador to this day, to online programmes and over a decade of work within the healing space, I understand that blanket solutions of forgiving and forgetting don’t work when trying to heal from toxicity and abuse within a family system. Through my thousands of online interactions, I clearly see that many people feel completely alone in this struggle. Most of them are forced into silence and feel they can’t talk about it anywhere. I want this book to be the voice for people who have grown up in that toxicity, as well as help them find true healing.

I’ve worked to support individuals and groups of people looking to embark on their healing journey. From online community spaces and programmes to in-person workshops and one-on-one coaching, I now hold the belief that so many people’s distress and struggle make absolute sense when you’re willing to hold space long enough for them to explore their full experience.

I see clearly that there is a complete lack of space within our culture for people with a toxic parent to explore the difficult experiences that they have endured throughout their entire life. In fact, in nearly every case, most people either force children of toxic parents into loving and accepting their parents just as they are, or at best coax them onto a path towards forgiveness at the expense of themselves.

I am passionate about validating people’s experiences, however difficult they are to hear. I run a programme for people from all over the world who have grown up with either a toxic parent or family dysfunction, aimed at beginning to help them heal from that childhood. I have seen countless people have life-changing experiences and truly begin to heal, understand exactly who they are in the world today and build a loving, nurturing and integrated relationship with themselves. I have discovered that reflective work, coupled with validation and an understanding of who you are in the world today, taken alongside somatic breathwork practices, can bring about life-changing experiences. I have witnessed it help thousands of people learn to love every single part of themselves and to recognise the power they already possess within them.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

My aim with this book is to first give you the validation that you both need and deserve, having grown up your whole life with a parent who shows up as toxic, and to take you through the healing process. I can help you do some of the true internal work that’s needed in order to be able to heal from something that society still has no real understanding of.

I will talk about my healing journey only to help you understand what is possible, but with this book, my mission is to support you to discover your own healing power through your own authentic journey. I have supported thousands of people on their journey and have heard so many stories of people who have spent a lifetime desperately trying to hold on to a relationship with a parent who is consistently toxic. As a result, these people lose themselves.

I need you on my side. Once I’ve gained some of your trust and have helped validate your feelings by showing that I understand the situation that you’ve been through, I need you to put the work in. I will be asking you to do a lot of self-reflective work with pen and paper, as well as some breathwork exercises. As you work through this book, please ensure that you do the work that is listed here. I want to highlight that reading about the work is not the same as doing the work. I myself spent a lot of time as a falsely empowered person. I would read everything that I needed to read, listen to the podcasts, watch all the videos, and, because I knew I had all of the knowledge of what was needed, I could talk a good talk. I could share what people needed to do, but I hadn’t done the work on myself. Thankfully, albeit through pain, I woke up to this fact and embarked on a journey with the work. Everything I ask you to do in this book is work that I have done and continue to do on myself.

Explore and be gentle with yourself, but do the exercises when you’re able to. Someone once said there’s a door that takes us to paradise and a door that takes us to read about paradise, and we’re all stood at the door waiting to read about paradise. So many of us want the knowledge without doing the work but, if you are willing to do the work, you will get the outcomes from this book.

The breathwork practices will set this apart from any other journey you have been on and will make up a large part of the work that you will do throughout this book, specifically conscious connected breathing. For so many, this can be the missing piece of the puzzle. At the end of each chapter, you will see a QR code that will take you to a video guiding you through a breathwork experience that will end with a visualisation designed to conclude the work you do within that chapter. People have life-changing experiences after just one session, and I believe that with an open mind this can happen for you too. This part of the work is vital to the journey that you will go on. Though you may be thinking this is not for you, I will introduce it in a way that feels reachable to you and again ask that you keep an open mind and invite the potential of the breathwork in for you. At the end of each chapter, you will need to create space in your life to lie down and do this breathwork. I encourage you to do these exercises in the order they are laid out, as so much of the integration work that’s needed comes with the breathwork experience. I hope that you’ll keep an open mind and lean in to it as much as possible.

You’re probably wondering how you heal from a toxic parent. This book will take you on that journey. I have taken countless people through this method over the years; it allows you to access your inner a child and become their champion.

Yes, inner child work is going to be a big part of this process, but not in the way you may have experienced before. Perhaps you’ve dabbled with inner child work in the past? Maybe you had positive experiences with it? Maybe it simply didn’t work for you? Or maybe you even had experiences that were really negative and left you feeling worse than when you originally started? Most inner child work makes the mistake of diving straight back and trying to build a relationship with your inner child, and this completely ignores why you have disconnected from them in the first place. This is why the journey will start with who you are today and then journey backwards.

Chapters 1 to 4 will get you ready for the process. In Chapters 1 and 2 I’m going to help you understand exactly what a toxic parent is and how that relates to you. I will also give you some recommendations for managing your life today with a toxic parent. This will include getting clear on your boundaries. This is because the rest of this book will focus on dealing with the deeper internal wounds that have been created after a whole life at the hands of a toxic parent. It is about working on yourself and all of the things that you have some control over so that you can reclaim your power and live the life you were always meant to.

In Chapters 3 and 4 there are a couple of things that I want you to do in order to be fully ready for this process. Though Chapters 1 and 2 contain some reflective work, these are the chapters where you will truly begin to stretch outside of your comfort zone. From Chapter 5 the internal work truly begins, and what follows is developing self-compassion through some uncomfortable but meaningful reflective work. As you meet all of the versions of yourself, you are going to gain self-understanding beyond the realms of what you thought possible. Even before healing your relationships with the people that caused you so much of this distress. Finally, this journey will come to a close as you become your inner child’s champion. Setting yourself free from the internal prison created by your toxic parent, you’ll begin a new journey of reparenting yourself as a whole and connected person.

The work within this book is specifically designed to be done in chronological order. The tasks within each chapter will always build on your learning from the previous ones. As such, the exercises will not make sense as stand-alone pieces. Each chapter contains a range of reflective exercises to complete, from visualisations to journalling and breathwork. Once again, I encourage you to put your best effort into these. Some of them may feel new or outside your comfort zone – that is to be expected, but don’t let it deter you from giving them your all. The temptation here is often to read each exercise, get a sense of its aim, brush over it in your head and then continue reading. Instead, be sure to pause at each exercise and gently encourage yourself to fully engage with it.

You’re going to need to be gentle with yourself, too. This isn’t a race, and this book is not a test in which you have to ‘perform well’. It’s something that will require you to create space in your life to do at a pace that suits you. There may be times when the work begins to feel overwhelming, in which case you can put the book down and come back to it later. It’s OK to be nervous, it’s OK to be scared and it’s OK to sometimes push through both of those things, but we all have a limit. Life can feel overwhelming, particularly when you have suffered a dysfunctional upbringing, so look after yourself.

This is more than just a book; it is journey home to yourself. In writing it, my hope is that you will see and speak your truth, allowing yourself to be the centre of your world for a moment. Through that, you will discover how your life can change. I am simply here to cheer you on and show you that you can do this. But here’s my warning: you will have to put in the work. You will go to places that you may have buried deep or didn’t even know existed. I will communicate all my valuable learnings and research over the years, together with my experience doing this work with real people in the world. I hope the book will serve to both deepen your understanding of yourself and act as a practical guide if you are seeking some transformation in your life. With this book, I will help you to find some peace among the chaos that your family dysfunction continues to create.

I sincerely hope that you’ll see new possibilities for yourself, open pathways to connect with things that are important to you, and learn to love every single part of yourself without the need to ‘fix’ anything.

I truly believe that deep within you, you know exactly what you need to reclaim your innate power – and this book will help you discover that!




1.

What Is a Toxic Parent?

‘Toxic parent’. The term alone is enough to make some people feel uneasy. Most can accept that there are toxic people, but the idea of a toxic parent is a step too far. This keeps those living with one alone and silent, all too aware of how unwilling or incapable people are to hear their truth.

‘You only get one mum and dad.’

This commonly deployed sentence can cut short a conversation that, for so many, would shine light on a lifetime of suppression. It’s also a sentence that prevents children of toxic parents from looking at their experience and making sense of their pain. For those who say it, it epitomises the inability to look truthfully at what causes so much of our distress. When people see or hear the truth of other people’s pain, it holds a mirror up to their own – a mirror they would rather not face. Instead, people often opt for silver linings and fixed ideals about how we all should view our parents. It can seem like everyone is an expert at this, so terrified by the thought that a parent could be toxic that they prefer to reject the idea completely and instead offer ‘perspective’.

All parents have failings; they all behave in ways that could be labelled as toxic. This makes people uncomfortable, even though it is a reality. So, rather than explore this painful reality, they will avoid it at all costs.

‘Some people in the world have it way worse than you!’

Sound familiar?

Maybe it is true that there will always be someone who has it worse than you do, but that doesn’t mean that what you feel right now isn’t valid or as difficult as it feels. Don’t get me wrong – I am fully aware of how useful perspective can be, but that isn’t what we are talking about here. Perspective delivered in this way removes all context from your experience and says that your struggle is not valid simply because someone, somewhere, has it worse.

Life with a toxic parent runs deep. It seeps into every corner of your life, and it can be all-consuming; it goes beyond words. This isn’t accidental, either. Toxic people are experts at ensuring that most of the control goes on just below the surface, making it almost impossible for you to communicate without seeming like the one ‘overreacting’. Thus, you stay quiet, and so the cycle of control continues.

‘Toxic parent’ is not a fixed label. It doesn’t come with a checklist whereby if your parent scores high enough, you can officially diagnose them as ‘toxic’. In many ways it is a label unique to your own experience, and only you can decide if it is a term that you would want to use. If you believe that what you are experiencing is a toxic person, then that is your true experience. Nobody else gets to define that, and your view is also allowed to change, grow and evolve for you to see things in a new light just as you grow and evolve.

However, when I use the term ‘toxic parent’, I do so purposely because at the extreme end of the sliding scale sits a type of parent who for many is beyond comprehension. This is a type of parent that is worryingly more common than most would wish to believe. I am going to spend the next few pages highlighting some of the traits of your parent or parents when you were growing up and when you were a child. You will begin to recognise that it is almost as if they learned from the same textbook.

TRAITS OF TOXIC PARENTS

Controlling your emotions

‘Don’t be so ridiculous, you have no reason to feel upset!’

A toxic parent places themself at the centre of the universe and this is where they believe everybody else should place them as well. Their belief is that you exist simply to serve them. It may not be as conscious as that and they may not directly say this, but it is the reality of what they believe. As a result, the way that you express yourself will have been forced to fit exclusively around their needs. As a child, you were not allowed your feelings because your parent experienced those feelings as a direct attack on them, as if the existence of your feelings was a declaration that theirs didn’t matter. It wasn’t just the things your parent said, either. In fact, it may have been the way they were said, often accompanied by subtle changes in tone or in facial expressions that were almost impossible for you to vocalise. This would have added to your confusion. Your inability to articulate what you were sensing would have made you feel like you were making it up altogether.

This could happen with any and all of your emotions. In most cases it was impossible to tell how your parent would react to any emotional expression, but they would often have certain ones that they never allowed. For example, anger is one of the most common emotions that children of toxic parents are not allowed to express. Joy is another common one. It is certainly not limited to these two emotions. As I have said, most emotions expressed put you at risk of being shamed. Whenever your feelings did come up, it will have felt like you were burdening your parent as a result. Emotions were smothered and then shame was forced onto you for having such feelings, teaching you to hide them at all costs.

If you are wondering which emotions were most strongly contested by your parent, then reflect on those emotions you find most difficult to express in your life today – or even ones that you can’t remember ever fully expressing. The emotions highlighted by this reflection will point to the feelings you were most fearful of expressing.

Even today you still feel that shame, as if you shouldn’t feel the way you do. It could be because your parent is still in your life and still using their same tactics, or simply because the resulting internal wound is still there and you are still forced to drive your feelings back down into your body rather than expressing them authentically. You may feel that you have become completely detached from your feelings, making communicating your own needs impossible. This is something you will carry into all your relationships, believing that love means abandoning yourself to ensure that everyone else is OK. In fact, you may have built a whole personality on how useful you can be for others because that was the only way to experience love growing up.

Oversharing

‘You are so mature for your age.’

You were likely told this as a child. Strangely, it is still seen as a compliment. You were forced to grow up fast for many reasons, not least because of some of the things your parent would tell you. It wouldn’t have felt unusual at the time, but when you should have been lost in fairy tales you were already being pulled into adult drama.

At a very young age your parent will have begun sharing their life problems with you. They may have talked down about your other parent, citing how awful they were and listing all the ways they had been hurt by them, irrespective of whether they were still in a relationship with them or not. It will have made you feel a deep sense of responsibility for the parent imparting this information to you. You will have been desperate not to burden them with any of your worries. You will have felt torn about how you should behave to the other parent, feeling that if you expressed any positive feeling towards them you will have betrayed your toxic parent. They may even explicitly label you as a ‘traitor’ or ‘two-faced’ for showing the other parent any attention. This can have a huge impact on the family system, creating conflict that often only plays out below the surface.

Your toxic parent will also have spoken to you like you were a peer of their own age, establishing an inappropriate bond more suited to an adult friendship. Rarely would they even acknowledge that you had a life beyond what they experienced. When they arrange time together it is for them to emotionally vomit on you. Many a time you have been left confused and angry after being on the receiving end of one of your toxic parent’s monologues. They may have come out of nowhere but are particularly bad on the numerous occasions they feel you have wronged them.

Most interactions with them will be more like a stream of consciousness that they dump on you. Conversations are not about interacting, but simply about them verbally spewing what they feel they need to. If the interaction is verbal, there will be no space for you to communicate any of your thoughts; it will be them speaking at you. If it is written, say in a text message, it is going to be very long. It will go off on a whole host of tangents, bringing up events from the past that hold no apparent relevance whatsoever. They will bamboozle you and pull you into their chaos. This is how they suck you in and, before you know it, you are tangled up in their web of dysfunction, defending things you have no need to defend. This can make laying any kind of boundary extremely difficult as it is their way of pulling you back in.

This still impacts you as an adult, and you still make decisions with your parent’s wishes in mind. How you dress, the house you live in or even the romantic partner you pick can be impacted by the fear of what your toxic parent might think.

Gaslighting

‘What’s wrong with me? Why am I like this?!’

There were times when you would sit alone in your room, confused and desperately questioning yourself. You were learning that you couldn’t trust the way you felt as your reality was always questioned or completely denied. You were repeatedly told that you behaved in a way or were feeling something that you could have sworn wasn’t true.

Gaslighting is a favoured weapon of the toxic parent and a common thread throughout all of their behaviours. Their use of it is so powerful that you will constantly question your reality. When you call them out, they will deny it. You could literally show them a message they sent you from their phone, and they will flatly deny its existence. It is incredibly confusing and debilitating, and is a powerful weapon of control that makes you constantly question your truth.

It is embedded deeply, over time. When you were very small, they will have continually told you that they know you better than anyone. They would suggest that they can read your mind in an attempt to control how you think.

It will play a huge part in why you find it so hard to trust yourself. Your parent would tell you that you had done certain things, and you will have been so confused growing up as to why you couldn’t remember doing so. They will have bent the truth to suit their narrative. Your memories of the exact sequence of certain events would be so far removed from their portrayal by your parent that trusting yourself feels impossible. For example, you may recall your parent being very stressed and angry during an event, and they will recall it as a moment only filled with joy.

With your reality so regularly denied, you will have felt stupid, defective or like a fraud. This is a breeding ground for shame. You may have felt like a ‘naughty kid’ and either played out that role or been confused as to why you felt so naughty despite not getting into much trouble outside of home. It is common for children to label themselves with words like ‘naughty’ or ‘bad’ because they simply don’t have the capacity to zoom out and see reality.

Today, you likely gaslight yourself a lot, regularly denying your own reality or questioning your own motives. Trusting yourself and others at face value is almost impossible, and so more often than not you opt to stay protected and never let people see the real you.

Jealousy and resentment

Despite your constant attempts to demonstrate your value, nothing you’ve done has ever been good enough. Not the aced exam, the successful job application or even the announcement of a new relationship could pass without a comment that would pierce through and spoil your special moment.

Your toxic parent was jealous and resentful of you. Rather than supporting you and cultivating an environment that would harbour your success, they would do the opposite unless it fell in line with exactly what they believed you should be doing. Remember, they believe themself to be the centre of the universe and so, in their mind, there was a very specific life path that you were to follow. If you deviated from that, they would become resentful or jealous. They would put you down and make you feel big-headed for even contemplating celebrating your success outside of their desired path. Even if your success was within their desired path, the put-downs would still come, though much more snidely.

So much of this was and is about how they were perceived by others. A lot of the put-downs would come from concerns about how other people would view them as a result of what you had done. You may have found that they were aware




Ulterior motives



Personal attacks



Unpredictable mood swings






Spiritual bypassing





Reactive abuse


‘See, I said you were crazy!’



The smear campaign







Victim mentality




No self-reflection




JOURNAL PROMPTS



	Which of the above traits resonated most strongly with you?

	Can you describe the physical feelings in your body as you read them?

	If you had to name the three strongest emotions that came up when reading the traits, what would they be?










‘You should feel lucky you have a parent in your life.’

‘Life is too short; you’ll miss them when they’re gone!’


‘They were only doing their best.’
















JOURNAL PROMPTS



	How does it feel to see all of this information on toxic parents laid out?

	List some feelings that you have around starting this journey.

	Do you have any worries about embarking on this journey?





Breathwork
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