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T

his book was originally written as an act of catharsis for me, when things got particularly bad and it grew until it became this short book. It was written over some years and has sat on my laptop for some more, but reading it through again today, nothing changed and nothing has changed, even though my mother has been dead a while. History has a way of healing over, as Terry Pratchett had it, and I have now heard the sizzle of time mending itself as it races past me but although the past is indeed a different country, all of those who lived there and got out to tell the tale must tell the tale. For a lot of my life, I was lonely, scared and felt worthless. I was lucky and found enough people who disagreed with my assessment to persuade me that I was actually important enough – to them at least – to carry on. So, here is my story. It won’t be your story, but if you can take just one nugget away – and hopefully have a laugh as well, because keeping a sense of humour is key – then my work here is, if not done, then at least begun.

Few names are used in this book but any that are are not those of the actual person. Events and the people involved have been changed for narrative purposes, to save embarrassment to those drawn in to my mother’s orbit.

I also need to say that I have no qualifications whatsoever in mental health – these chapter headings are taken from a variety of ‘test yourself’ websites and the advice given is just a bit of common sense, with love from me to you.
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S

ince I began this book some time has passed, full of many lovely things which made this catharsis less at the forefront of my mind. So, since that beginning and in the last few weeks, my mother has died. She lasted for an almost unprecedented fifteen days on end of life pathway, showing that even in dying she could cause problems. Family feuds have erupted everywhere, mostly fuelled by the fact that few people outside me and my very immediate family (husband and to a lesser extent children) had any idea of what it has been like living my whole life under the dark umbrella of her barely veiled hatred and derision. The content of the book that I will be writing to bring it to completion after this event won’t change – unlike some people, for me she has not become a dear saintly little old lady, just because she has finally died. 
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‘T

oxic parents’ are all over the internet, how to decide whether you have one, what to do about it and so on. The bottom line is, if you have one, you don’t need to look up a website to check on it. You will just know. The lightbulb moment can come at any time – I think mine was when I was still at infants’ school, but I was a bit of a precocious kid – but when it does come, you’ll look back and click your metaphorical fingers and say ‘Of course!’ Toxic parents are not just parents (usually just one, fortunately, and usually, sadly, a mother) who are strict, who have very strong rules around the house etc. In fact, parents who know their place and yours in the world are anything but toxic as a rule. They don’t invade your space, and by space, I mean life; they give you room to grow, just gently herding you back if you stray too far. When you are too big to herd, they wait there with a big safety net to catch you before you fall too far. No, toxic parents are essentially a cancer in your world and finding them, cutting them out (which doesn’t necessarily mean cutting off all contact, see later) and healing has to be done as soon as possible.

Sadly, my ‘cancer’ has been with me all my life and despite my not loving or even liking my mother and knowing for sure she feels the same, I have always done my best to make sure she is as happy as she can be – which I suspect isn’t much – and making sure, back in the day when these people were alive, that she didn’t take out her bottomless spite on my very beloved grandparents, my stepdad (hereinafter called my dad because after all, a dad is who brings you up, in a best case scenario) and my brother. It’s too late now to test, because she has dementia, but I would guess that she has always suffered from a slew of mental issues, narcissism being just one. 

However, just recently, she stepped over the line, the line that I had drawn so far down the road I thought it would never be reached. I won't go into detail here, because others are involved, but let’s just say it was an act of disrespect, jealousy and vitriol that just made me say ‘Enough!’ When I stopped shaking, having my first and (please, Universe, let it be so) last panic attack in a supermarket, I decided that this was it. I would be civil, I would speak if spoken to, but beyond that, nothing. 

Fortunately, I have a wonderful family (I’m talking strictly non-extended here) and better friends than my mother would say I deserve, and they have backed me to the hilt. My husband has known me as near to all my life as makes no difference and he has been waiting for this day practically since the day we became a couple – it’s been a long haul and for that, I apologise. Make sure, anyone reading this, that you don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater. Your nearest and dearest matter more than the non-appeasable monster who gave birth to you – trust me, they do. 

After a near-death experience in my tiny family some years ago, I had some therapy to get rid of some aftereffects and my lovely therapist said if you can’t hold your friends in your hands – in other words, you have more friends than fingers – then you have too many. And that, in my case at least, is very true. In fact, when I count them up, my thumbs are spare and I feel happy that way. They have been the most amazing resource of love and care and I really recommend that you embrace your friends and let them know what you’re going through. Not by whingeing about what she said and what you said all the time – because that can be a bit wearing – but a short email if you don’t feel up to talking about it, explaining the situation. You will find that they are right behind you and they will understand. Because the bottom line is that they don’t see the failed, ugly, fat loser that you have been told you are – they see you. And they love what they see.
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