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Trauma Face

A Poem

The lesson etched itself into me: wear a face of stone

Before experience taught me to tie my shoes,

before I knew the words for what

was being taken, what I’d lose.

The lessons came without a teacher,

without a book, without a name—

just fists and silence, cold indifference,

and the slow extinguishing of flame.

A boy in pyjamas at the window,

breath fogging the window in small clouds that appeared and vanished like small ghosts rising,

watching for headlights that never came,

learning the first lesson: hope is unwise.

Four years old and already fluent

in the language of the still,

in the grammar of the hidden,

in the syntax of the nil.

My face became a fortress wall,

a drawbridge pulled forever closed,

where feelings knocked but were not answered,

where nothing entered, nothing showed.

The muscles learned what words could not—

that tears bring beatings, joy brings scorn,

that safety lives in giving nothing,

in making yourself small, unworn.

They said “cheer up,” not knowing

it already had—the thing they feared.

They read my stillness as coldness,

not knowing warmth was locked in here.

I watched the other children laugh,

their faces moving, bright, alive,

and wondered what was wrong with me

that I could feel but not arrive

at that place where feeling shows,

where inside matches out,

where the face says what the heart knows

without hesitation, without doubt.

I practised smiling in the mirror,

teaching a face that had forgotten how,

learning the language others spoke from birth

like a foreign tongue I am still learning now.

The body keeps the score, they say,

and mine kept tallies I could not read—

tensions that would not release their grip,

a sentinel that would not concede.

Years passed. The boy became a man.

The mask remained, though life moved on.

Through schools and jobs and loves and losses,

the fortress stood; the face, withdrawn.

But here is what the silence taught me:

that underneath the frozen mask,

a heart still beat, still hoped, still dreamed,

still dared—at last—to ask:

What if the stone could learn to move?

What if the fortress found a door?

What if the child who learned to hide

could learn that hiding serves no more?

The answers came not all at once

but slowly, through the years,

through therapy and love and work,

through facing down the fears.

I did not burn the village down.

I left. I built. I learned to stay.

I found the warmth I was denied

and give it now to those who stray

into my room with their own masks,

their own still faces, their own walls—

and I say: I know. I see. I was.

The mask protected. Now it falls.

The trauma face remains with me,

a scar where once there was a wound.

But scars are proof of healing done,

of damage survived, of life resumed.

I am the boy who waited, watching.

I am the man who stopped, and chose.

I am the face that learned to hide

and learned, at last, to show what shows.

This is my face. This is my story.

The stillness speaks what words cannot:

I lived. I stayed. I found my way.

I am still here. I am not forgot.

— Jayden Josh James, 2025

TRAUMA FACE An Autobiography by Jayden Josh James “The child who is not embraced by the village will burn it down to feel its warmth.”

— African Proverb

Dedication

For every child who learned to make their face a mask. For every adult who still carries that mask, wondering why connection feels so difficult. For those who were never embraced by their village and found other ways to feel warmth. You are not alone. Your face tells a story of survival, and survival is nothing to be ashamed of.

Understanding Trauma Face

“The face is the mirror of the mind, and eyes without speaking confess the secrets of the heart.”

— St. Jerome

Before I tell you my story, I need to explain the title of this book.

Trauma Face is not merely a metaphor I have chosen for literary effect.

It is a documented psychological phenomenon with substantial research support. Clinically, it refers to a blank or blunted emotional expression—a flatness in facial reactivity, a stillness where movement should be—that results from disrupted attachment and developmental trauma. Researchers call it expressive suppression: a form of emotion dysregulation strongly associated with early adverse experiences.

This is not, as many people assume, a sign that the person feels nothing. On the contrary, it is often a highly active, automatic defence mechanism learned in childhood to survive an overwhelming or unsafe environment. The face learned to be still because stillness was safer than expression.

I carry this face. I have carried it for as long as I can remember. It is a mask forged in fire, cooled in the silence of unanswered cries, worn so long it has fused with the skin beneath. The research literature on developmental trauma speaks of this phenomenon with clinical precision, but the lived experience defies such neat categorisation. What the textbooks describe as "affect dysregulation" and "impaired emotional expression" translates, in daily life, into a face that does not move as other faces move, that fails to communicate what is felt within, that creates barriers in relationships and misunderstandings in professional contexts. The mask becomes both protection and prison, shielding the vulnerable self from further harm whilst simultaneously preventing genuine connection with others. Other children learned to smile; I learned to disappear behind a wall of stillness, my features becoming a fortress no emotion could breach from within or without.

In quieter moments of reflection, I have come to understand that the mechanism works like this: an emotion is felt internally—the full physiological and psychological response to a situation, complete with changes in heart rate, muscle tension, and neurochemical activation. The emotion is real. It exists. It courses through the body with all the force that emotions carry. But then something happens. The expression is inhibited. The person actively, though often unconsciously, vetoes the outward facial and bodily expression of that feeling. The internal experience continues; only the external communication is blocked. The emotion remains unprocessed, unexpressed, contained within a body that has learned to hold everything in.

The origins of this pattern lie in early childhood. In environments where emotional expression is met with punishment, neglect, or danger, children learn quickly that showing feelings is unsafe. A child who cries and receives comfort learns that emotional expression leads to connection and relief. A child who cries and receives a beating learns that emotional expression leads to pain. A child who cries and receives nothing—no response at all, just the terrible indifference of a parent who does not care—learns that emotional expression is pointless, a waste of energy that changes nothing.

These early lessons become encoded in the nervous system, in the muscles of the face, in the automatic responses that govern how we present ourselves to the world.

I learned these lessons before I had words for them. By the time I was four years old, my face had already begun its long education in stillness.

Writing this has been more difficult than I had anticipated. I have felt compelled to airbrush history throughout, sanitise or even omit parts that invoke shame. I have resisted this urge to avoid this becoming a story I do not recognise.

I have moved house more times than I can count, in search of a home. I have accrued debt and made many bad choices on impulse, driven by emotion—a common human failing.

I also felt a pang of conflict as to whether my story was sufficiently compelling or merely self-indulgent navel-gazing. I recoil from overly gushing ‘survivor’ rhetoric, yet here we are. I am not a victim. I do not feel a victim. I do have a story to tell.

My story is atypical in the sense that, as a society, we rarely consider the harm of neglect and the absence of love and input. Many people speak of abuse, physical or sexual, and the aggressive perpetrating of physical harm. What harm comes from the absence of love, I will contend, is greater and more corrosive. Physical wounds heal more easily. How do you learn to be something you have never experienced?

Tranmere, 1986. I am four years old, standing at the window in my pyjamas, watching for my mother’s car. She left three days ago—or was it four? Time moves strangely when you are small and waiting. Each hour stretches like taffy pulled by invisible hands; each night is a small eternity that the morning does not quite dispel. The window has become my station, my post, the place where hope performs its daily vigil despite all evidence that hope is foolish here. My father is somewhere in the house behind me, but I have learned not to draw his attention. I have learned to be quiet, to be still, to take up as little space as possible.

The streetlights flicker on. Another evening without her.

The glass is cold against my forehead, cold enough to leave a temporary mark, a small circle of numbness that matched the numbness spreading inside. The streetlight casts orange shadows across the pavement, turning every distant movement into a possibility, every car headlight into a hope that sputtered and died as the vehicle passed by.

I do not cry. I stopped crying sometime in those first days, when I realised that tears changed nothing, that no amount of sobbing would bring her headlights around the corner. My face, even then, was learning its first lessons in stillness. I did not know it had a name; this blankness I was teaching myself. I did not know that decades later, I would understand it as a survival mechanism, a defence against a world that had already proven itself unsafe.

All I knew was that showing my feelings was dangerous. Those tears could earn a beating. That hope visible on my face could be mocked until it withered.

So I stood at that window with a face like stone, a four-year-old boy already practising the expression that would follow him through life.

The Trauma Face. My trauma face.

I still carry that face. It has been with me for as long as I can remember, though for most of my life I had no words for what it was or why it existed. ‘Cheer up, it might never happen,’ strangers have said throughout my life, not knowing that it already had—years ago, in ways they could not imagine. ‘You look so serious,’ colleagues have remarked, when inside I might have been content, even happy. ‘Why are you so cold?’ partners have asked when I was burning with feelings I simply could not show.

The comments have taken many forms over the years, but they all carry the same sting. People see my still face and draw their conclusions.

They think I am miserable when I am not. They think I do not care when I care deeply. They see coldness where there is only a barrier I did not choose and cannot fully remove. There is a gap between what I feel inside and what my face shows the world. It has been a barrier throughout my life—one I did not choose and cannot fully overcome. I have learned to compensate, to consciously arrange my features into expressions that match my feelings. But this requires effort that other people never have to expend. For them, faces move naturally, automatically, in harmony with their hearts. For me, my face must be directed, managed, forced into shapes that do not come naturally. It was not until 2011, when I began training as a psychotherapist, that I finally understood what had happened to my face. Reading about attachment and trauma, I found my own life described in words I had never heard. Someone had mapped the territory I had been wandering lost in all my life.

The understanding was both liberating and painful. Liberating, because I finally had a framework for something I had always seen as a personal failing. Painful, because it showed me how early and how deeply I had been damaged.

My trauma face was not a choice. It was not a personality trait. It was evidence, written across my features for anyone to read—if only they knew the language.

Learning to Hide

“Children learn to smile from their parents.”

— Shinichi Suzuki

Something happens—a moment of joy, a flash of fear, a surge of anger—and I feel it, fully and completely. My heart races, my stomach clenches, and the emotion courses through me with all the force emotions carry. But then something else happens, something so automatic I barely notice it anymore. The feeling reaches my face and stops. The muscles that should move, that should tell the world what I am experiencing, remain still. The emotion is authentic, is present, is alive inside me—but it does not reach the surface. It stays hidden, contained, locked away, where no one can see it and use it against me. The internal experience continues; only the external communication is blocked. The feeling stays trapped inside, unexpressed, unprocessed, locked in a body that learned long ago that holding everything in was the only way to survive. I know exactly where this pattern began. In my house, showing feelings was dangerous. Some children cry and are held, comforted, and told that everything will be alright. For them, tears bring relief. I cried and was beaten. I cried and was told to stop, or I would be given something real to cry about. My tears brought pain, not comfort.

Sometimes I cried and received nothing at all—just silence, just the terrible indifference of people who did not care whether I suffered or not. That was its own brutal lesson. These lessons wrote themselves into my body—into my nervous system, into the muscles of my face, into reflexes so deep I cannot reach them with conscious thought.

What the Body Remembers

“Traumatic stress is not stored as a narrative with an orderly beginning, middle, and end.”

— Bessel van der Kolk

I learned years later, when I trained as a therapist, that trauma does not live only in the mind. It lives in the body too—in the tissues, in the muscles, in patterns of tension that never quite release. My face is one part of this bodily memory—muscles that learned to stay still, to give nothing away, to present a blank surface to a world that would use any emotion against me. This is why knowing I am safe does not always help. I can tell myself a thousand times that the danger has passed, that no one here will hurt me, that I do not need to hide anymore. But my body has its own memory, its own logic. It does not listen to reason.

Decades of training do not dissolve because my mind has decided to relax. The muscles have learned their lessons too well. The body keeps the score. The body does not easily forget. I feel this in so many ways beyond my face. There is chronic tension in my shoulders that no amount of massage or stretching fully releases. There is the familiar hypervigilance—that constant inner sentry scanning for danger—which keeps part of my attention always scanning the environment for threats. There is a difficulty I have in fully relaxing, even in situations that are objectively safe and comfortable.

These are the physical legacies of a childhood spent in danger, written into my body as surely as memories are written into my brain. The physical toll of what happened to me shows up in ways I am still discovering—aches that have no explanation, tensions that will not release, a body that carries what my mind tried to forget. My body learned in childhood to hold everything in, to stay alert, to never truly rest. I am still paying for those lessons. If you recognise yourself in what I have written—if your face, too, has learned to hide— I want you to know something. The trauma face is not your fault.

It is not a character flaw or a failure of will or a choice you made. It is an adaptation, a survival mechanism, evidence that you lived through something that required extraordinary measures to endure. The face that learned not to move was protecting you. It was doing the best with the resources available to it. This does not mean you are stuck with it forever. With appropriate therapeutic support, with patience and practice, the face can learn new patterns. The expressive range can expand. The gap between internal experience and external expression can narrow. I have experienced this myself, in my ongoing work with therapists who understand what they are looking at when they see a trauma face. The process is slow, and it is not linear, and there are days when I still see that blank mask in the mirror and feel the old grief at what was taken from me. But change is possible. Healing is possible. The face can learn to move again. As a teenager, long before I had any clinical framework for understanding what had happened to my face, I began the painstaking work of teaching myself to express. I would stand before a mirror in private moments—bathroom doors locked, bedroom curtains drawn—and practise. I would try to make my face show happiness, sadness, surprise, and concern. I would study photographs of people expressing emotions and try to replicate what I saw. It was like learning a language in adulthood that others had absorbed naturally in infancy, a remedial course in a subject I should never have had to study. The practice helped, though it also highlighted how much had been lost. The expressions I learned to produce were never quite natural, never quite spontaneous, never quite right. They were approximations, translations from an internal experience into a facial vocabulary I had learned secondhand.

Sometimes I would produce an expression and watch people respond to it, knowing that what they saw was not quite what I felt, that there was a gap between my performance and my reality that I could narrow but never fully close.

A Therapist with Trauma Face

“Only the wounded physician heals.”

— Carl Gustav Jung

The irony of my professional life is not lost on me. I became a psychotherapist—someone whose work depends fundamentally on emotional attunement, on the ability to communicate understanding and empathy through facial expression and body language. I chose a profession that requires exactly the skills that trauma disrupted in me. This was not accidental. I was drawn to psychology and therapy precisely because I needed to understand what had happened to me, needed to find frameworks that made sense of my experience, needed to develop the emotional competencies that my childhood had failed to provide. Working as a therapist with Trauma Face presents unique challenges. Clients need to feel understood, and feeling understood often depends on seeing that understanding reflected in the therapist's face. When a client shares something painful, they look to the therapist's expression for evidence of empathy, for the micro-expressions that signal I hear you, I am with you, your pain matters. A therapist with trauma face must work harder to communicate these things, must rely more heavily on words and tone to convey what the face does not automatically show. But there is also a gift in this. Having had to learn consciously what others know intuitively, I understand emotional expression in ways that natural expressers do not. I can teach what I had to teach myself. I can recognise trauma face in my clients, can name it for them, can offer them the framework I wish someone had offered me decades earlier. The wound became, paradoxically, a source of illumination. My disability has become, in strange ways, a professional asset. I recognise trauma face in my clients more often than you might expect. It is there in the stillness of their features when they describe horrors, in the flat affect that clinicians sometimes mistake for lack of feeling, in the disconnect between what they are saying and what their faces show.

When I see it, I feel a kinship that I rarely express but that informs my work. I know what they are carrying because I carry it too. I know how hard it is because I know how hard it has been for me.
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​PART ONE: The Making of a Mask
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1982–1999

The years of formation, damage, and survival—the long crucible of childhood that would shape everything that followed.

“We are not what happened to us, we are what we choose to become.”

— Carl Gustav Jung

“The wound is the place where the Light enters you.”

— Rumi
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​Chapter One: Tranmere
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“Home is where one starts from.” — T. S. Eliot

I was born on the 9th of October 1982, in Birkenhead, on the Wirral Peninsula.

The Wirral sits between the River Mersey and the River Dee, a stubby finger of land pointing northwest into the Irish Sea, its landscape shaped by centuries of maritime history and industrial endeavour. To the east, across the Mersey, its grey-brown waters carrying the industrial history of a century, lies Liverpool—close enough to see on a clear day, close enough to feel culturally adjacent, yet separated by water in a way that has always given the Wirral its own distinct identity. Birkenhead is the largest town on the peninsula, a once-thriving industrial port that grew up in the shadow of its more famous neighbour, forever defined by its relationship to the city across the water. The specific neighbourhood of my birth and early childhood was Tranmere, a working-class area in the southern part of Birkenhead, nestled between the docks and the more prosperous suburbs to the west. Tranmere in the 1980s was a place defined by its economic struggles—unemployment offices and UB40 forms were as familiar as the corner shop with its jangling doorbell and sweet smell of sherbet and liquorice. Densely packed terraced streets housed men who had worked in the shipyards that had once thundered with the industry of empire, now falling silent or on the docks, of women who managed households on tight budgets and knew every neighbour by name. The community had the insular quality common to such places—everyone knew everyone else’s business, gossip travelled faster than any newspaper could print, and reputation was something you carried with you like a second skin. The economic context of those years matters for understanding the world I was born into. The early 1980s were a time of profound and devastating industrial decline in the northwest of England. The shipyards that had once employed thousands of skilled workers were closing or contracting, their great cranes standing idle against the grey sky.

Unemployment was endemic and seemingly permanent, whole streets where no one had regular work, where the dole queue had become a way of life.

The Thatcher government’s policies, whatever their merits elsewhere, fell heavily on communities like Tranmere. The safety nets were fraying, the opportunities narrowing, and families already struggling found themselves pushed closer to the edge. This was the backdrop against which my childhood unfolded—a community under economic stress, with all the social consequences that such stress brings.

The House on Seymour Street

Our home was a terraced house on Seymour Street, a narrow residential lane that ran between larger thoroughfares. "The house shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace," wrote the philosopher Gaston Bachelard, but this was not that kind of house. Our house on Seymour Street offered no shelter for dreams, no protection for the vulnerable self, no peace in which a child might grow and flourish. It was a place of danger disguised as a dwelling, of threat dressed in the ordinary clothes of domestic life. The house was modest even by the standards of the neighbourhood—two rooms downstairs, two rooms upstairs, with an outside toilet in a brick outhouse that made winter visits an ordeal of chattering teeth and frozen porcelain. The walls were thin, the heating unreliable, and the damp that crept up from the foundations left patches of mould that reappeared no matter how many times they were scrubbed away. I try to remember that house now and find my memories fragmentary, uncertain. I was so young when we lived there, and the years that followed have overlaid earlier memories with later experiences. But certain images remain: the steepness of the stairs, which seemed enormous to a small child. The tiny backyard, concrete and cramped, with no grass or growing things.

The front door that opened directly onto the street, with no garden or buffer between private and public space. The sounds of neighbours through the thin walls, their arguments and laughter equally audible, a constant reminder that privacy was a luxury we could not afford. The neighbourhood around Seymour Street had its own geography, its own landmarks that structured the world of a child. There was the corner shop where penny sweets could be purchased, each choice agonised over to maximise the value of whatever small coins had been scraped together.

There were the streets where other children played, hierarchies of territory and alliance that I was too young to fully navigate. There was the route to school, walked countless times, so familiar that my feet could have found it without conscious direction.

Origins

“Parents can only give good advice or put them on the right paths, but the final forming of a person’s character lies in their own hands.” — Jan Frank

My father, Adam James, was born in 1960. He was a local man, raised in Birkenhead, one of four children—himself and three sisters: Ann, Jean, and Margaret. He worked as a driving instructor throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s, as the Major years settled into their grey torpor, teaching learners to navigate the streets of the Wirral in dual-control vehicles, a job that required patience he did not possess and a calm demeanour he could not sustain at home. By the mid-1990s, he had transitioned to work as a funeral director, a profession that seemed grimly appropriate given the emotional deadness that characterised our household. There was something fitting about a man who had presided over the death of his children’s spirits finding employment presiding over the dead. My biological mother was Sarah, born in 1964. She was younger than my father by five years, a teenager when she first became involved with him. I know very little about her childhood, her family, her life before she became my mother. The silence around her in my family was profound, a void where a mother should have been. What information I have gathered came later, pieced together from fragments and reluctant admissions, a puzzle with most of its pieces missing. They had two sons together: my brother Jason, born in 1981, and me, born in October 1982. Thirteen months separated us, close enough in age that we might have been allies, might have found solidarity in shared suffering. We did not. Jason and I never got along—not as children, not as adolescents, not in the complicated years that followed our escape from that household. The reasons are complex and probably unknowable in their entirety, but the fact remains stark: we were brothers who shared blood and trauma but little else. Whatever bond might have formed between siblings in healthier circumstances was poisoned by the environment we inhabited, by the competition for scraps of safety in a household where safety was scarce. Sarah left when I was approximately two and a half years old. I have no memory of her departure, no recollection of a goodbye that probably did not happen.

One day she was there—or so I must assume, though I cannot actually remember her presence—and then she was gone. The explanations I received, when I received any explanations at all, were vague and contradictory. She was ill. She could not cope. She had her reasons. The specifics were never provided, and asking about them was discouraged in ways that taught me early not to ask.

What I was told about Sarah came primarily from my father, and I have learned to view his accounts with appropriate scepticism. He claimed she had problems with drugs, painting her as an irresponsible addict who had abandoned her children to pursue her vices. Whether this was true or merely a slur designed to justify his own actions and poison our view of her, I cannot say with certainty. My father was not a reliable narrator; his versions of events served his purposes rather than truth. What is clear is that she left, and that the reasons for her departure remain contested territory, shaped by whoever is telling the story. She made a choice—or perhaps the choice was made for her, by circumstance or by others—to leave. And having left, she did not return.

The Boy in Pyjamas

“There is no greater sorrow than to recall in misery the time when we were happy.” — Dante Alighieri

One of my earliest memories—perhaps my earliest, though memory at such young ages is notoriously unreliable—is of waiting. The memory is set at Kelvin Road, the house we lived in before moving to Seymour Street in 1987. I am standing at the window, looking out at the street. I am wearing pyjamas. I am waiting for my mother to come, though I do not remember if I was waiting for her to come home from somewhere specific or simply waiting with the generalised longing of a child who has learned that waiting is what you do when someone important is absent.

Most contact with Sarah ended around June 1987, when my father married Tara. Whatever fragile thread still connected me to my biological mother was severed by that marriage, as if Tara’s arrival required Sarah’s complete erasure from our lives. There may have been a brief period of contact after we moved to Seymour Street, but the waiting at the window belongs to the earlier house, to the earlier time, to the years before Tara came and made certain that Sarah would remain nothing more than absence.

She never came. I know this now with the certainty of adult knowledge.

She was not coming that day or any day, had already departed or was about to depart, was already becoming the absence that would define so much of my childhood. But in my memory, I am still waiting. The waiting has no end because the memory captures only the state of anticipation, not its resolution. I stood at that window in my pyjamas and looked out at the street, my breath fogging the cold glass like small ghosts that appeared and vanished with each exhalation. The glass is cold against my forehead. The radiator beneath the sill gave off its metallic warmth, creating a boundary between the chill of the window and the uncertainty of the room behind me. Outside, the streetlights cast orange pools on the wet pavement. Cars passed occasionally, their headlights sweeping across the houses opposite, and each time my heart would lift—perhaps this one, perhaps this car—before settling back into the dull ache of waiting. Somewhere in my small mind, each cloud of vapour a prayer sent into the darkness, each clearing of the glass a hope that refused to learn its lesson. The window became my altar, the street my congregation of absent promises, and waiting became my first and most faithful religion, living the belief that if I waited long enough, watched carefully enough, she would appear. Hope is a cruel tenant in a child’s heart—it pays no rent but demands the entire dwelling, leaving nothing for the certainties that might have protected me.

This image has stayed with me through all the years since. A small boy in pyjamas, face pressed to cold glass, waiting for someone who would not come. It feels emblematic of so much that followed—the longing, the disappointment, the slow education in the unreliability of those who were supposed to care for me. I did not know it then, could not have articulated it, but I was learning my first lesson about attachment: that people leave, that waiting does not bring them back, that the ache of absence is something you learn to carry rather than something that ever fully resolves.

Early Memories

My early memories of the time after Sarah left are fragmentary and impressionistic, lacking the narrative coherence that later experiences possess. This is developmentally normal—explicit autobiographical memory does not fully develop until around age three or four—but it leaves this period of my life shrouded in uncertainty.

What I remember are images, sensations, moments detached from context, floating free of the timeline that would make them into a story.

All my memories are photos that only exist in my mind; there are no actual photos from my childhood, with the exception of the photo on the cover of this book.

One memory from Kelvin Road stands out with visceral clarity, though I must have been only five years old when it occurred. I would wake in the mornings to find my eyes sealed shut, the eyelids crusted together with the dried discharge of severe conjunctivitis that plagued me repeatedly during that period. The sensation was terrifying—opening my eyes to find that I could not open my eyes, that some substance had glued them closed during the night, that the world had been stolen from me while I slept. The substance felt like superglue, hardened and resistant, sealing my eyelids together with a determination that seemed almost malicious.

I would have to navigate blindly the distance from my bed to the attached bathroom, hands outstretched, feeling my way across a familiar room that had become suddenly treacherous. The journey was terrifying for a small child—each step uncertain, each obstacle invisible, the darkness behind my sealed lids complete and disorienting. I would reach the sink and wet my eyes repeatedly, trying to soften the crusted discharge, trying to restore my sight through patient application of water and gentle rubbing. The process took time, and I did it alone, without adult assistance, without anyone coming to help or comfort me.

This was a scary experience, and it was one I navigated alone. Looking back now, I understand what that memory reveals about my early circumstances—a child of five dealing with a recurring medical condition without the parental support that should have been automatic, learning already that his needs would not be met by others, that survival required self-reliance even in situations that should never have demanded it from someone so young. The conjunctivitis itself was perhaps not unusual; the solitude in which I managed it was the true wound.

The television was on constantly. It was our companion, our babysitter, the presence that filled the silence when no adult was attending to us. Children’s programming blended into adult programming as the hours passed, the screen a flickering constant in rooms that might otherwise have felt empty. Jason and I would sit before it, passive recipients of whatever images it offered, our attention captured by default rather than choice.

I remember being in the kitchen unsupervised, reaching for things that were dangerous, experiencing the kinds of near-misses that responsible parenting is supposed to prevent. There was an incident involving a kettle, with the flex within reach of small hands, the potential for catastrophe was narrowly averted. There were other incidents too, the details blurred but the pattern clear: we were too often left to fend for ourselves, too young to understand the dangers that surrounded us, protected more by luck than by care.

I remember hunger, though whether this was the ordinary hunger of childhood or something more concerning, I cannot say with certainty. Food was provided, meals appearing at predictable times, yet despite this, I crept downstairs when everyone had gone to bed to steal food from the fridge, moving with remarkable stealth and being very selective about what to take, keeping in mind what might be noticed. The food I stole was fairly random; it could be cheese triangles or my dad's chocolate digestive biscuits.

Hunger became my constant companion, a hollow ache that taught me early that needs were inconveniences to be endured rather than requirements to be met. My stomach was a clock that told time in growls and cramps, but the deeper hunger—the hunger for love, for safety, for a mother’s arms—that hunger had no schedule, no satiation, no relief. It gnawed at something beneath the stomach, at the very foundation of the self, leaving a hole that no amount of food could ever fill, marking hours that the adults around me seemed not to notice or care about. We ate what was available when it was available, developing habits around food that I will describe in more detail later. Reflecting now, I see this behaviour was about being deprived of any treats, not about being deprived of food. We had food, regular meals, but there was never any sweets, treats, desserts, snacks or the usual joys of childhood. The absence of these small pleasures might seem trivial in the context of more serious deprivations, but childhood is built from such moments—the excitement of a treat, the comfort of a favourite snack, the simple joy of something sweet. These were denied to us, not through poverty alone but through a particular kind of withholding that characterised our household. What was given to Tara's biological children was withheld from Jason and me, creating a constant reminder of our lesser status, our unworthiness of even the smallest indulgences that other children took for granted.

The Shame That Soaked Through

“Shame is the lie someone told you about yourself.” — Anaïs Nin

I wet the bed until I was twelve years old; it may have even occurred intermittently until slightly later. This is not an easy thing to write, even now, even with the clinical understanding that bedwetting is common in children who have experienced trauma and that it carries no moral weight. The shame of it remains, a residue that decades of professional knowledge have not fully washed away. Shame, I have learned, is like water damage in an old house—you can paint over it, repair the visible signs, but the stain seeps through eventually, appearing in unexpected places long after you thought the damage was contained. The cold, wet sheets were merely the surface evidence of deeper damage. Like water damage in an old house, the damp spreads through the foundations, weakening structures you cannot see, until one day a wall gives way and you discover that the rot has been spreading all along, patient and persistent, waiting for its moment to reveal the damage that was always there, weeping what my eyes were forbidden to release during waking hours. I would wake to cold, wet sheets and the sinking realisation of what had happened. The distinctive smell, the morning ritual of discovery and despair—these were regular features of my childhood, a nightly humiliation that I could not control and could not explain. The clinical term is nocturnal enuresis, and its association with childhood stress and trauma is well established. The developing bladder and the developing nervous system are interconnected in complex ways. Children under chronic stress often experience delays or disruptions in developing nighttime bladder control. The body that is flooded with stress hormones, that never fully relaxes into the safety that sleep requires, is a body that may not send or receive the signals that prevent bedwetting. I did not know any of this as a child. I knew only that I woke up wet, again, and that this was shameful, and that I could not make it stop. The household response to my bedwetting made everything worse. Rather than understanding, I received punishment and derision. The wet sheets were treated as evidence of some moral failing, some laziness or deliberate provocation, rather than the symptom they were. I was made to feel disgusting, defective, fundamentally wrong in some way that I could not correct. Children my age should not wet the bed; the responsibility was mine. The shame became layered—shame at the bedwetting itself, shame at being shamed for it, shame that seemed to seep into my very sense of self. I was a child who wet the bed, and that fact defined me in ways that extended far beyond the literal reality of damp sheets.

There was also the sausage roll. Every night, after the chaos subsided and I was finally alone in bed, I would wrap myself in my bedding as tightly as possible, cocooning every part of my body until only my face remained exposed. I called it my sausage roll—though the name came later, when I could look back and recognise what I had been doing. At the time, it was simply what I needed to survive the night. The wrapping was precise, almost ritualistic. I would tuck the duvet under my body on one side, then roll across the bed, pulling the fabric taut around me until I was completely encased. The pressure of the bedding against my skin was essential—it had to be tight enough that I could feel it everywhere, a constant, even compression that held me together when everything else felt like it was falling apart. Looking back now, with everything I know about trauma and the nervous system, I understand what I was creating: a form of proprioceptive regulation, deep pressure input that activated my parasympathetic nervous system and provided the containment I desperately needed. My body knew what my mind could not articulate—that I needed to feel held, bounded, safe in a way that no one in my environment could provide. The sausage roll was not comfort in the conventional sense. It was survival. It was my small body's attempt to create physiological safety in a home where danger could arrive at any moment—through a slammed door, a raised voice, the sound of footsteps in the hallway. Wrapped in that tight cocoon, I could finally let my guard down enough to sleep, knowing that at least my physical boundaries were intact even if my emotional ones were being violated daily. I still need the pressure of bedding to sleep, all these decades later. The sausage roll has evolved—a weighted blanket now, the comfort of being held by my husband—but the underlying need remains. That child figured out something essential about regulating an overwhelmed nervous system long before anyone taught him the words for it, and his body remembers what his mind has worked so hard to process.

Kelvin Road

Before we moved to Seymour Street, another address features in my earliest memories: Kelvin Road. The details of this earlier home are hazier, the memories less formed, but certain moments from that time have etched themselves into my consciousness with unexpected clarity. It was at Kelvin Road that I first became aware that our household was different from others, that the dynamics within our walls did not match the cheerful family scenes I saw on television or glimpsed through the windows of neighbours’ houses. One memory from Kelvin Road stands out with particular vividness, though I must have been very young when it occurred. Jason came to me one day with a plan—a plan that, even in my child’s understanding, seemed momentous and terrifying. He had been thinking, he said, about what to do about our father. About the beatings. About the fear that had become our constant companion. And he had conceived a solution. Our father kept a hammer under his bed. I do not know why—perhaps for self-defence, perhaps simply because that was where it had ended up and no one had thought to move it.

But Jason knew it was there, and Jason had formulated a scheme. He spoke of it in whispers, his young face serious with the weight of what he was proposing. We would wait until our father was asleep. We would retrieve the hammer from beneath the bed. And then hit him over the head. The plan never came to fruition. I do not know whether Jason truly intended to carry it out or whether it was simply the fantasy of a desperate child searching for any escape from unbearable circumstances. I do not know whether he lost courage, or came to his senses, or simply forgot as children forget even their most urgent preoccupations. What wickedness drives a child to conceive of such brutality?

What I know is that the conversation happened, that my brother—himself barely more than a small child—had been driven to contemplate such extreme measures by the conditions in which we lived. From the vantage of adulthood with adult understanding, the memory illuminates something essential about our situation. Children do not fantasise about harming their parents in homes where they feel safe and loved. The fact that Jason had conceived such a plan, had shared it with his younger brother, had thought through the logistics of retrieving a weapon and approaching a sleeping man—this speaks to the depth of fear and desperation that characterised our early years. We were children who saw no way out, children for whom even unthinkable solutions seemed worth considering because the alternative was simply continuing to endure what we were enduring. The hammer remained under the bed, a metaphorical witness of our childhood, one which could testify in moments later in life, when one questions whether it was really that bad, or whether it really did happen. What I remember most is not the plan itself but Jason’s face as he spoke it—the terrible seriousness of a child who had been forced to think thoughts no child should think, the calculation in his eyes that should have been filled only with cartoons and playground games. In that moment, I understood something I was too young to articulate: we had been pushed beyond the boundaries of childhood, into a territory where even the unthinkable seemed preferable to continuing as we were. We would wake each morning unharmed, and life went on in its terrible patterns.

But I have never forgotten that whispered conversation, that moment when my brother revealed the darkness of his thoughts, and I understood, in whatever way a very young child can understand, that we were living in circumstances that could drive even children to contemplate the unthinkable.

Another memory from around the age of seven carries its own terrible weight. I had been beaten—hit in the head so hard that the impact reverberated through my skull and down into my stomach. The violence was severe enough to make me vomit repeatedly, my body rejecting not just the physical trauma but perhaps the entire situation in which I found myself. The nausea and sickness that followed were symptoms of something beyond ordinary illness; they were the physical manifestations of damage done by hands that should have protected rather than harmed.

My father took me to the hospital. This much was necessary—the symptoms were too severe to ignore, too visible to hide, too potentially serious to risk leaving untreated. But before we went, I was given instructions. I was told what to say if anyone asked how I had been injured. I was told to say it was my brother who had done it, that Jason had been the one to strike me, that the violence had come from a child rather than an adult. At seven years old, I was being recruited into the conspiracy of my own abuse, taught to protect my abuser by lying to the very people who might have helped me.

I do not remember what I actually said at the hospital, whether I followed the script I had been given or whether something of the truth emerged despite my instructions. What I remember is the coaching, the preparation, the understanding that I was expected to lie about what had happened to me. This memory illuminates something essential about the dynamics of our household—not just the violence itself, but the elaborate systems of concealment that surrounded it, the way I was made complicit in hiding my own abuse, the burden of secrecy that was added to the burden of injury.

Jason: my Brother, My Witness

Jason was born in 1981, a year before me, making him the elder brother who should have been my protector but who was, in truth, as vulnerable as I was. We endured the same household, the same parents, the same patterns of abuse and neglect. Yet despite sharing the same nightmare, Jason and I never formed the bond one might expect between brothers in such circumstances. There was no alliance between us, no solidarity against our common tormentors. We were two damaged children occupying the same space, each isolated in our own suffering, unable to offer each other comfort because neither of us had learned what comfort looked like. The dysfunction of our household had poisoned even this relationship, making a genuine connection impossible, where a connection might have offered some small measure of protection or solace. Jason was the one who hatched the plan about the hammer under our father’s bed—that whispered conversation at Kelvin Road that I have never forgotten. His young mind, pushed beyond endurance, had reached for the only solution it could imagine. That he shared this plan with me remains one of the few moments of real communication between us about what we were enduring. But even this did not create a lasting connection. We were two boys trapped in the same nightmare, yet somehow unable to reach each other across the distance that trauma had installed between us.

When Jason left home in 1997, escaping to the foster system before I could manage my own escape, I felt his absence acutely. I was envious; he had escaped. He had been my companion in suffering, and now I was alone with it. His departure was necessary for his own survival, and I did not resent it, but I was envious. The household felt even more dangerous without him; the attention that had been distributed between two targets now concentrated on one. I felt more exposed. Jason could no longer act as the lightning rod for the worst of the violence. It was Jason who found Sarah, our biological mother, through the remarkable coincidence of his foster carer knowing her. He was the one who made first contact, who reestablished the connection that had been severed when we were toddlers, who then brought me into that rediscovered relationship. His role as the elder brother, the one who went first, the one who tested the waters before I followed—this pattern held even in the navigation of our complicated family history. Our relationship as adults has been marked by the particular understanding that shared trauma creates. We do not need to explain our reactions to each other, our triggers, our difficulties with trust and intimacy. We know. We were there. The shorthand communication of childhood has evolved into an adult understanding that bypasses the need for extensive explanation.

Tara

“All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” — Leo Tolstoy

Within a short time of Sarah’s departure, my father began a relationship with Tara. She would become his wife, my stepmother, and one of the central figures in the childhood that followed. The exact timeline of their meeting and courtship is unclear to me— I was too young to understand or remember such things—but by the time my memories become more reliable, she was an established presence in our lives, the woman who had stepped into the void left by my biological mother. Tara would later have two sons with my father: Leon, born in 1989, and Barron, born in 1992. What matters for this account is the family structure that emerged: my father Adam, his new partner Tara, Jason, and me—and later, the two boys whose arrival would make the differential treatment even more stark. We were a blended family, though that term suggests a harmony we never achieved. We were more like incompatible elements forced into proximity, a household held together by circumstance rather than love. I want to be careful in how I describe Tara, not because she deserves protection, but because accuracy matters and childhood memories are unreliable narrators.

What I can say with confidence is that she did not love or even like Jason and me.

We were not her children, and she did not treat us as if we were. The differential treatment between her biological children and us was stark and consistent, a daily reminder that we occupied a lesser position in the household hierarchy. We were, at best, tolerated. At worst, we were targets. The psychological literature on stepfamily dynamics, those intricate patterns of relationship and power that operate within every household, is extensive, and not all of it is negative. Many stepparents form genuine loving bonds with their stepchildren, becoming positive parental figures who enrich children’s lives. But the literature also acknowledges that step-relationships carry inherent challenges, that the absence of biological bonds must be compensated for by conscious effort and genuine commitment. Tara made no such effort. Whatever her reasons—and I am sure she had reasons, however inadequate—she chose not to love us, chose not to mother us, chose to make our lives harder rather than easier. The consequences of that choice would unfold over the years that followed.

Reflection: What the Research Would Later Reveal

Years later, studying to become a therapist, I would learn the clinical language for what that boy at the window was experiencing. The research of John Bowlby and his successors established that the first few years of life are critical for the formation of attachment patterns—the internal working models that shape how we relate to others throughout our lives. A child who loses a primary attachment figure at two and a half, without adequate explanation or support, is a child whose attachment system has been profoundly disrupted.

The child at the window was not just waiting for his mother. He was being shaped, in ways that would take decades to understand, into someone for whom waiting and disappointment would feel dangerously familiar. But I did not know any of this then. I only knew the cold glass against my face, the fog of my breath, and the street that remained stubbornly empty.
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​Chapter Two: Mersey Park Primary
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“It takes a village to raise a child, but what happens when the village fails?” — Nigerian Proverb (adapted)

“A child’s life is like a piece of paper on which every person leaves a mark.” — Chinese Proverb

My primary education took place at Mersey Park Primary School, a Victorian-era institution that served the children of Tranmere and its surrounding streets. The school building had been constructed in the late nineteenth century, during a period when Birkenhead's rapid industrial expansion demanded corresponding educational infrastructure for the children of dock workers and labourers. Its architecture spoke of municipal ambition and Victorian confidence, with high ceilings designed for ventilation, tall windows that admitted the pale Merseyside light, and corridors lined with coat hooks worn smooth by generations of small hands. The playground was a rectangle of tarmac marked with faded painted lines for hopscotch and football, surrounded by iron railings that separated the school's domain from the terraced streets beyond. By the time I attended in the mid-1980s, the building showed its age, the brickwork darkened by decades of industrial pollution, the wooden window frames softened by rot in places, but it retained a certain dignity that newer schools often lacked.

In those primary school years, a teacher once read us The Magic Faraway Tree by Enid Blyton. The story captivated me utterly—this enchanted tree that led to different magical lands, each one offering escape from the ordinary world. I would sit cross-legged on the classroom carpet, transported far from Tranmere, imagining myself climbing through those branches to somewhere better. The teacher’s voice became my faraway tree, each reading session a brief journey to a land where children were safe, and adventures ended happily.

I attended Mersey Park from the age of five, starting in the reception class and progressing through the years that would take me to eleven. These six years encompassed the period of my life when everything was beginning to go wrong at home, when Tara’s presence was becoming established, and the abuse was escalating from occasional to routine. School should have been an escape, a place where I could be a child among other children, judged by my own merits rather than my family circumstances. In some ways, it was. In other ways, the dysfunction at home followed me through the school gates, visible in ways I could not control or conceal. The journey to school was too short, a walk of perhaps ten minutes through the familiar streets of Tranmere.

Jason and I walked together, two small figures making our way through a neighbourhood we knew intimately, past the same houses and shops every day, following a route that became as automatic as breathing. In the mornings, there was the rush to arrive before the bell, having left the house without affection. In the afternoons, there was the walk home, the transition from the relative safety of school to the uncertainty of what awaited us. At best, this would be nothing, meaning the absence of emotional presence or nurturing, and at worst, it would be to deal with the mood of our parents, which was more often unpredictable.

The Classroom

I was a quiet child in the classroom, neither exceptionally troublesome nor exceptionally bright in the ways that attract teacher attention. I sat at my desk and did what was asked of me, completed the worksheets and participated when called upon, became competent at reading and writing without showing the kind of flair that makes a child memorable. In a class of thirty children, each with their own needs and demands, a quiet child who causes no problems can easily become invisible. This was how I discovered invisibility early, and school was where I practised it. The work itself came relatively easily to me. I learned to read without great difficulty, discovered that I could lose myself in books in ways that made the world around me recede. Mathematics was a struggle—numbers seemed to swim and rearrange themselves on the page, a difficulty I would only later understand as dyscalculia. While other subjects came more naturally, maths remained a source of frustration and confusion throughout my schooling. I was capable, though not outstanding, achieving the middle-table results that prompt neither concern nor celebration. The teachers wrote comments on my reports about potential, about needing to participate more, about being quiet. They did not ask why I was quiet. They did not wonder what might be happening in my life outside their classroom.

I recall one particular struggle that epitomised my difficulties with numbers: learning to tell the time. Other children seemed to grasp it naturally, reading the clock face with an ease that felt almost magical to me. For them, the relationship between the hands and the hours made intuitive sense; for me, it remained stubbornly opaque, the numbers swimming and rearranging themselves no matter how hard I tried to pin them down. I did not understand at the time that this difficulty was in part due to my dyscalculia—that my brain processed numerical information differently, that the confusion I felt was not laziness or stupidity but a genuine neurological difference that no amount of willpower could overcome.

The lack of support at home compounded the problem. In households where children struggle academically, attentive parents notice and intervene—they practise with their children, seek additional help, and provide the patient repetition that learning sometimes requires. In my household, no such support existed. My struggles went unnoticed or unremarked, another area of my development left to chance rather than cultivation. The clock face that had confused me at school continued to confuse me at home, where no one thought to help me master what other children learned with ease.

The Refuge of Books

“A reader lives a thousand lives before he dies. The man who never reads lives only one.” — George R. R. Martin

Of all the escapes available to a child in an abusive home, books proved the most reliable and the most transformative. The discovery that I could leave my circumstances simply by opening a cover and entering someone else’s story was one of the most important discoveries of my childhood. While my body remained in that house, subject to whatever treatment the day would bring, my mind could be elsewhere entirely—in other worlds, other lives, other possibilities that had nothing to do with Tranmere or Tara or the constant vigilance that defined my waking hours. The library became my sanctuary.

Birkenhead Central Library was a Victorian building that seemed to belong to a different world than the one I inhabited, its high ceilings and ornate architecture suggesting permanence and order in a life that felt chaotic and precarious. I began visiting as soon as I was old enough to walk there alone, drawn initially by the simple need to be somewhere that was not home, somewhere that was quiet and safe and asked nothing of me except that I behave appropriately. The librarians were kind in the impersonal way of people who see many children pass through, stamping books and pointing toward sections without asking questions I could not have answered.

The particular smell of that library remains with me—the mustiness of old books, the polish on the wooden shelves, something indefinable that I have since encountered in other libraries and which always transports me back to those childhood visits. The building was cool in summer and warm in winter, a practical benefit that I appreciated given the inadequate heating at home. I would find a corner, settle into a chair that seemed enormous to my child’s body, and disappear into whatever book I had chosen. For the duration of my reading, I was not the boy who would return to an abusive household. I was simply a reader, lost in a story, temporarily free. My early reading tastes were shaped by what the children’s section offered and by recommendations from librarians who noticed my appetite for reading. My earliest beloved book was The Very Hungry Caterpillar, that simple story of a creature consuming everything in its path, always hungry, always striving for more, until it finally transformed into something beautiful. I did not understand then how perfectly that story would mirror my own life—the endless hunger, the constant striving, the desperate attempt to become something other than what I was. I consumed voraciously, moving through shelves with a hunger that had nothing to do with literature and everything to do with escape. The content mattered less than the immersion—any story that could take me away from my own was good. I read adventure novels and mysteries, fantasy and science fiction, anything that constructs a world different from the one I know. The genres offered different flavours of escape, but escape was always the underlying purpose.

As I grew older, my tastes evolved toward darker material. I discovered teenage horror fiction—the Point Horror series, the books that lined the shelves of the young adult section with their lurid
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