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			Evanna Lynch is an actress and writer. Her professional career began at the age of fourteen when she played the role of quirky misfit Luna Lovegood in the Harry Potter film series. She lives in London, where she divides her time between acting, writing and animal-rights activism. The Opposite of Butterfly Hunting is her first book.

		

	
		
			About the Book
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			As a child, Evanna Lynch played freely in the realms of her imagination, and spent her days painting, drawing and dreaming, secure in the warm embrace of her loving family. Until one day, she began to notice a looming threat in the distance. Womanhood was coming for her, and it didn’t feel safe. Observing from the safe corners of childhood the messiness, pain and imperfection inherent in growing up, she decided to resist. 

			 

			Evanna has long been viewed as a role model for people recovering from anorexia and the story of her casting as Luna Lovegood in the Harry Potter films has reached almost mythic proportions. Here, in her extraordinary memoir, Evanna confronts all the complexities and contradictions within herself and reveals how she overcame a serious eating disorder, worked to conquer her self-hate and began to confront her fear of leaving the neatness and safety of girlhood for the unpredictable journey of being a woman, all in the spotlight of international fame.

			 

			This is a story of the tragedy and the glory of growing up, of mourning girlhood and stepping into the unknown, and how that act of courage is the most creatively liberating thing a woman can do.

		

	
		
			

			For Simon –

			a fearless writer, passionate storyteller and an irreplaceable friend

		

	
		
			

			Man builds on what he has known in the course of the first months of his life: if he has not felt hungry, he will be one of those strange elect, or those strange damned souls who refuse to build their lives around a lack.

			– Amélie Nothomb, The Life of Hunger

		

	
		
			A Note From The Author

			‘Is this perhaps a bit cruel?’

			This was the note that repeatedly cropped up in the margins from everyone who read or worked on the early drafts of this book – from my friends, family, editor, copy-editor, lawyer, doctor and also, very often, from myself. The cruelty of the words I’d written unsettled me but did not surprise me. And despite my own and my editor’s most mindful and considered efforts, this book remains, at times, kind of mean. So, I wanted to prepare you for that.

			I knew it would be impossible to write a memoir about my journey towards self-love and acceptance without also writing an in-depth exploration of my self-hate. Too often in life – and in stories – we rush to find the happy ending, even if that ending is an artifice. We have this compulsion to turn every story into a fairy tale. People want to believe in fairy tales, I get that, and that childlike insistence on believing good things will happen is beautiful, and the ability to find the light in the midst of darkness is the mark of a truly resilient spirit. Absolutely, there is something admirable about our capacity to smile and present a brave face even when we are hurting. But I think there is also something else going on here, something a little bit sinister and concerning about our refusal to admit to anything other than perfect happiness, and I think it’s because we’re afraid of our own darkness. We’re afraid that if we fully surrender to our darkness, we’ll never come back from it. We’re afraid our darkness will go on and on and on, that there is no end to it and that we will get lost in it. We’re afraid that if we show these ugly, unpalatable parts of ourselves, it will be too much for others; that nobody will love and accept us, and we’ll be left alone with only the worst parts of ourselves for company. So, we don’t let ourselves get too deep into self-hate – at least, not in public. We hurry to slap on the happy ending and construct a heroic tale before the healing has even begun. 

			The thing is, I don’t believe this coping mechanism is the healthiest way of dealing with darkness. I’ve read articles depicting my life as a fairy tale even as I sat at home consumed by darkness, and those stories only compounded my feelings of isolation and disillusionment. And what I’ve found out is that darkness is not infinite, that you do actually get to the other side of it, but first you have to submerge yourself in it. You have to stop skating above the surface of your depths. You have to confront and accept this darkness in order to heal from it. This is why there are parts of this book where I had to submerge myself and the reader in moments of utter desolation. Why I had to be honest about the moments where it felt like every light had gone out.

			I know that stories of eating disorders – such as the one I’m sharing in this book – can seem unendingly bleak, and therein lies our frenzied need to truncate the long road to recovery and rush to a place of positivity, a hearty commitment to self-love, but I think in doing so we gloss over the intense cruelty inherent within them; after all, the cruelty of eating disorders can literally starve a person to death. I’ve found, when reading other stories similar to mine, that the book often ends at the point where the person dissociates themselves from their disorder. They create a distance and step back, attributing all those dark, hateful thoughts neatly to this thing that’s been identified as a sickness. But personally, I found that even after my fixation on food and controlling my body had gone away, that darkness was still present – and, indeed, it had been there long before the eating disorder ever took residence in my mind. In so many ways, the anorexia was just a distraction. And – both in my healing journey and in writing this book – I wanted to get to the bottom of that darkness. I wanted to unpack it and understand what really was beneath this compelling distraction: an addiction not to thinness, but to negative thinking, to safety, to staying small in all ways so that I wouldn’t have to deal with the terrifying reality of fully living life. I wanted to submerge myself in this darkness for this book and find my way through it, because, ultimately, I do actually believe in fairy tales. Not the shallow, saccharine sort peddled by tabloids and short-lived self-help manifestos. I believe in the kind of fairy tales that have depth, complexity, profundity and moments of darkness that birth a fiercer belief in light; the kind where the endings are not endings but breakthroughs that lead to the next adventure. And my intention with this book was to shed light on a darkness that is most often obscured by myths, misunderstanding and sensationalism. 

			In order to tell the story with integrity, I had to discuss moments and thoughts that provide insights into the mind of someone with an eating disorder, and, certainly, many of these parts could be triggering to readers. That’s why, before you read any further, I need to highlight that this book explores a variety of sensitive topics, including eating disorders, self-harm, suicide, fat-phobia and self-hate in various other guises. I would advise any reader to use their personal discretion when reading this book, and to step away from it if it triggers unhealthy thoughts. I’m of the belief that when struggling with mental-health issues or the early stages of recovery, virtually everything is triggering, and the onus is on the individual and on their support system to identify the things that are disproportionately triggering, and to take precautions to avoid being bombarded by these things. I would advise you to do whatever feels best to you, and to keep reading only as long as this book feels eye-opening, inspiring or comforting, which I hope it is.

			I was determined from the start that this book would not become a ‘how-to’ manual for eating disorders. For this reason, I’ve decided to omit any specific details of weight, calorie counting, and health statistics. I don’t feel they are relevant or necessary to tell this story, and any urge to include these details in any conversation around eating disorders is actually the voice of the eating disorder, which wants to provoke horror and awe, to be identified by a series of numbers and statistics, and to distract its audience from the deeper issues. I would go further and say that any publication or book that reveals the weight and calorie count of a person with an eating disorder does not serve the reader’s best interests, and personally I would avoid them. We need to stop playing so neatly into the hands of eating disorders by measuring people’s sickness and health by the numbers on the scale. That’s a belief I stand by. There is mention of specific foods, the concept of ‘safe foods’ and ‘fear foods’, and descriptions of eating, but I have tried to keep these vague and have only included these details where they were relevant to telling the story. Once again, I hope you will use your discretion and skip any part that is triggering to read.

			On a separate note, I’d like to mention that all names and identifying characteristics of doctors, nurses, hospital staff and of other young people I encountered in hospitals and clinics have been changed to protect their privacy. The hospital and clinic I attended have been given pseudonyms. All of the stories recounted are true, but a few times I have deliberately given a certain anecdote or moment to a different person in the story. This was done to further protect privacy. I’ve endeavoured to tell the story chronologically but, as you will see, the road to recovery is a difficult one to track, and there were a few times where it made narrative sense to alter the timeline of the actual events, though this was only done in a couple places. 

			 

			Ultimately, this is a story of choosing creativity, love and a positive outlook on life, so I promise, however dark it gets at points, not to leave you in that place. I hope that by submerging readers in my darkness at times when it really felt like my situation was hopeless, this story will inspire in you the courage, vision and determination to confront your demons. More than anything else, I hope this story helps you find the lighted path out of your own darkness.

		

	
		
			1

			‘What’s rape?’ I pipe up from my spot on the floor, craning my neck around to peer at my mother. It feels like the kind of subject that warrants eye contact and careful scrutiny of her micro-expressions.

			‘Hmm?’ she asks. Her expression is frozen, her widened eyes fixated on the TV screen as her hands pass absent-mindedly over a pillow slip on the ironing board.

			‘Rape,’ I enunciate clearly, as the newsreader continues on in a sombre monotone in the background. ‘What does he mean by that, exactly?’

			I see her eyes dart to my dad in his armchair, but his gaze is fixed determinedly on the TV, his mouth pressed into a stern line. She is going to have to take this one.

			‘Ahhhhm . . .’ She deliberates, returning to her ironing, but then answers plainly: ‘It’s when a man forces a woman to have sex with him.’

			My hands freeze in mid-air, and a few of the beads I am stringing together drop to the floor in front of me. There’s no denying that my mother has just uttered a rare and spicy word, one uncommonly breathed within the four walls of our living room. Its sudden, shocking presence is felt in the silence of my parents, a silence that is bursting with the tension of things held back. The iron releases a sensual, throaty exhale. I see Mum is steadily avoiding my gaze, but the ‘sex’ word has ignited a spark in the room, and I know I must pounce before it goes out and we all fall back into a comfortable inertia.

			‘Why would he want to do that?’ I ask, not managing to mask the excitement in my voice. My dad’s frown flickers over to me from beneath bushy eyebrows and then back to the telly. He will probably work on feigning sleep in a moment. Mum looks anxious and deeply uncomfortable as she strains to articulate the inner motives of your average rapist to a ten-year-old.

			‘Well, it’s because . . . I suppose . . . he wants the woman so much that he decides to just . . . take her.’ She grimaces as she props the iron upright and starts to fold the pillow slip.

			‘And the woman doesn’t want it?’ I press her, the string of beads stretched taut between my hands, my attention rapt with my mother’s discomfort.

			‘Well, no, she doesn’t . . . that’s what rape is. The woman doesn’t want it.’ She wrinkles her nose as she spreads the folded pillow slip on top of her pile of ironing and pats it. ‘Not very nice,’ she summarises, and then plucks a school shirt from the pile of laundry, starting on the sleeves.

			‘THE TAOISEACH HAS ANNOUNCED A REFERENDUM WILL BE HELD—’ the newsreader blares, rudely interrupting my thought spiral, and I see my dad pressing down hard on the remote control volume button.

			‘Whissht!!’ he says to the room, his glasses glinting. ‘I want to hear this.’

			I steal another glance at Mum, who is serenely working on the collar now, all trace of sordid sex words wiped from her face. Ostensibly, I return to my beadwork, where a neat little fairy is taking shape, but my mind lingers stubbornly on rape. Not very nice, I think, puzzled. I snip a fresh length of wire and start on a wing, threading three iridescent seed beads and weaving them into a point. Her assessment of rape is at odds with my understanding of the mechanics of sexual intercourse. Everything about the context of this conversation suggests rape is something not to be coveted: something dark, unspeakable, serious. Something thematically similar to sex, but worse. I turn the words and images of unsolicited sex over in my mind as I weave another row of beads that shimmer with rainbow reflections. Wants the woman . . . so much . . . he just takes her. Wow! I think. How flattering! Imagine being so beautiful, so attractive, so irresistibly desirable that someone can’t help themselves from having you! Fabulous, I think enviously, trying to picture these mythically intoxicating women whose bodies turn men into slavering sex-thieves. I couldn’t understand the reactions of my parents to the mention of rape – the look of disturbed anguish that crossed Mum’s face, along with an unmistakable hint of reproval, as if the newsreader had thoughtlessly implicated her in this all-too-sordid affair; the sudden stiffness in my dad’s crossed arms as he stared owlishly at the TV screen, his chin seeming to retreat into his collar in distaste – but their body language, and the fact that this was on the national news, told me that rape was serious. The police were looking for a man of about twenty-five, the newsreader had said, who’d raped an unnamed schoolteacher at her home one evening. He’d described it with the same sober tones applied to other violent crimes, making it clear that rape was illegal. I could imagine how it would be a bother to be put upon, when one wasn’t expecting it, quietly making beans on toast on a school night. I could see that it might even be unpleasant. But sinful? Illegal? My understanding of the finer logistical details of sex was limited, certainly – I’d had no desire to sink my mind into the wormholes of humanity’s lowest, most perverse instincts, and my curiosity had been satisfied by an understanding of the absolute basics – but even I had heard tell that sex was something every adult wanted and sought, something natural, something inevitable, something that was possibly – allegedly – even pleasurable. Hadn’t we all got here, many of us accidentally so, by an act of sex? But, playing devil’s advocate, my mind flicked through a series of men I wouldn’t like to be put upon by. The dopey-eyed boy who sat beside me in class, who always had a stream of toxic-green snot dripping from the nostril I sat nearest to. The freckly farm boys who would hiss graphically violent threats from behind his pile of books, detailing how he was going to run down my cats with his dad’s combine harvester. No, thank you. The tendrils of my mind even snaked their way to the image of a hairy-nostrilled, elderly neighbour, who I imagined had a sort of dense, moss-covered mass rather than a naked body beneath those sleeveless wool jumpers and pressed slacks. I suppressed a shiver. I’d most definitely prefer to be left to my own devices. But even with the bad breath, musky man-stink and suffocating bulk, I couldn’t help but feel a wave of magnanimous sympathy towards these poor, pathetic male specimens, mollified as I was by the overriding sentiment of being, above all things, flattered by their hypothetical feverish desire. The idea that someone could crave and admire your very flesh so much that they would commit a criminal act was impossible to grasp, and I wondered how special you had to be to be so desired. And, after all, wasn’t sex otherwise commonly known as ‘love-making’? Nobody really got hurt, did they? No harm, no foul. Wasn’t the simplest solution to just lie back and accept the love? Shake it off and take the compliment? There was something else intriguing lingering within this interesting new concept of rape and uncontrollable sexual urges: something the woman in this news story seemed to possess that the man clearly didn’t. Something the female body had that drove men into a wild, primitive frenzy; something so precious and rare that, with it, womankind had an aura of something greater than her sex or her flesh or her beauty: she had power.

			 

			Later that evening, I sit in my piano teacher’s hallway, my religion homework open on my lap, my mind absolutely teeming with scandalous visions of rape. My older sister is dutifully plunking her way through her Grade 6 sonatas in the next room. She is a grade ahead of me, playing dizzyingly complex pieces with inscrutable time codes and an unfathomable number of extra notes crammed into the bars. I always catch up a year later, her passing me the now slightly yellowed and creased songbook, and learn the very same pieces she’d mastered – but, somehow, by the time I learn them, they don’t sound impressive anymore, or even difficult. She falters and slips up far less than I did half an hour previously, and now I hear her finish the piece to the end of the phrase, and the muffled trill of praise my teacher gives her. My sister practises more often than I do, but she is also more naturally talented, which makes her inclined to practise more, and me less. I sigh, frustrated, and strain my mind to focus only on my religion homework, my religion homework, my religion homework, but all I can think about is rape, rape, rape. If, as legend had it, every man who gets married has sex, and if, as my teacher explained it, they’re not having sex until they get married . . . do they all want to rape the rest of the time? Are all unmarried men . . . rapists? Are they all gasping thirstily in secret at the unbearable, tantalising sensuality of womankind?

			In the Gospel of Matthew, my textbook enquires, why would nobody approach the leper?

			Possibly because he was a rapist? my mind provides. Being a single man with a flesh-eating disease who nobody would touch, let alone sleep with, it seems inevitable he would also become a rapist – and, based on my studies in Catholicism so far, that would be even worse than the leprosy. Was Jesus . . . a rapist? my mind dares. Images of the Stations of the Cross at our local church, where mournful, hooded women draped themselves sorrowfully at the foot of a scantily clad Jesus swim to mind. But then I think of how much my dad admires Jesus, and how he recoils at the very mention of sex, and the incongruous nature of a sex-having Jesus. No, I think, impossible, that’s why he’s Jesus.

			My mind is working overtime, rapidly attributing the sins of mankind to this vital, previously unknown piece of the puzzle of life. It suddenly seems an impossible task to complete my religion homework without the mention of rape.

			At that moment, as though overhearing my train of thought, the TV in the kitchen pipes up with the same fateful story. It’s just after 9pm (early bedtimes are not a concept my family understands so yes, absolutely, piano lessons ’til 9pm on a school night), so of course RTE news is on again. This is one thing you must understand about Irish culture: RTE news is always on. Daily life is built around RTE news. Dinner is served after the 6pm news, and homework is done before the 9pm news. ‘That’s desperate,’ my mother would say almost daily while watching the 6pm news, her right hand paused in the action of chopping carrots, her left hand clutching absent-mindedly at her chest. ‘Terrible. Yeah. Yeah,’ my dad would agree, nodding solemnly in perfect chorus with dads across the country at the story of a middle-aged woman who’s burned down her family home with her three sleeping children inside. And though they may appear increasingly distressed and horrified at each grim news story, though they watched the same depressing stories three hours ago and nothing has improved since, let me assure you, they fucking love the news. It makes them feel simultaneously grateful for and ashamed of their own humble, comfortable lives. I think it even makes them feel like they’re doing good – that virtuous, charitable, kind people sit down at the end of a long working day and stoically subject themselves to all manner of real-life horrors that are occurring in the lives of strangers, rather than relaxing and enjoying their own evenings too much, like godless hedonists. In Ireland, you can always rest assured that when you’re going through a painful period in your life, there is, at any moment, a sea of people in armchairs all across the nation who are so racked with guilt and embarrassment at their own nice lives that they will attempt to psychically shoulder the burden of your personal trauma. Your suffering is never in vain in Ireland; it’s almost like you’re providing a service.

			I am sitting very still, barely breathing, trying to glean any further texture on the rape story that the 6pm news may have glossed over, when the kitchen door snaps open. A plate of biscuits emerges, followed by Sheila, my piano teacher’s mother.

			‘Hello, love,’ Sheila coos as I quickly scan the biscuit selection, mentally planning which one I’ll have: custard creams, bourbons and plain digestives, a humble but satisfactory array. Sheila often visits me on my stool in the hallway between lessons for a chat, asking about school and piano exams, though the biscuits are a rare perk. ‘Will ya have a biscuit?’ She proffers the plate and I try my luck, clumsily grasping a bourbon and custard cream together in the one fist. I think I have done so covertly until Sheila chuckles in amusement.

			‘How’s school, love?’ she asks kindly.

			‘Yeah, fine.’

			‘And how was your lesson?’

			‘Yeah, it was good,’ I reply, hoping she hadn’t overheard me playing while passing through the hallway.

			‘And you’re doing your homework, good girl.’ Her eyes light up as they fall on my religion copybook. ‘Did you do these?’ she says, picking up the copybook and gesturing to the coloured-pencil drawings of Jesus and his disciples.

			‘Yes.’ I shrug, quietly pleased by her tone of exaggerated awe. I’ve worked particularly carefully to give each of Jesus’s twelve disciples a differently patterned robe, accentuating their individuality. They are a stunningly characterful bunch, who I hope will earn me a gold star the next day at school. Sheila flicks through the pages of my copybook, ‘ooh’-ing and ‘aah’-ing at my artistic interpretations of the New Testament, and it gives me a chance to contemplate her, with her cream-coloured, candy floss hair and knee-length wool cardigans. She is approximately seventy-five, maybe a fit-looking eighty. In the kitchen, Sheila’s shy husband Jack is glued to the news, the yellow glare of the overhead strip light glancing off his shiny pate. I stare at the back of his head and wonder if his mind is also pulsing with the scandalous news story. I look back at Sheila, my mind whirring as I contemplate this sweet, wholesome couple. If they had sex, at some point or another had he only wanted sex a sensible amount, a procreative amount? Sheila hands me back my copybook, calling me a good girl once again. I smile back, warily though, as she returns to the kitchen, shutting the door behind her, and I feel more confused than ever by these sordid adult secrets wriggling their way into my daily life like worms from damp earth.

			And then – I can’t help it – later that evening, I ponder my parents’ relationship in the kitchen as I chew on some leftover pasta bake. I size up my dad as he reads the paper and munches a large handful of almonds. No – I strike him off easily. There just isn’t enough passion there for any swell of sexual fervour – it’s all siphoned into his hurling team. Jesus and my dad are both characteristically unsuited towards those carnal proclivities. But everyone else . . . I wonder at them all.

			What would it take to be so wanted that someone couldn’t help but have you? That night before bed, I scrutinise my flesh in the bathroom mirror, this mirror that has seen far too much of me and my family, all these private, unpleasant moments, witnessed and reflected back. But now I’m ten years old, and for the first time I’m looking beyond the glitter-spangled jeans that I begged Mum to buy, or the candy-coloured clunky friendship bracelets crowding my wrists. I am pink and blotchy, not white, not all that unlike a pig. There are compression marks from the waistband of my jeans, which remind me of the lines on a boiled ham when it’s been wrapped in string. I am sort of shapeless, nothing remarkable, but overall I am functional, sufficient. My body has never stopped me from doing anything I’ve set my mind to. But to be wanted? I think of the women whose flesh is so desirable that rather than having to put on an attractive and showy display of their best assets, they have to fight off the attentions of men, who want them so much it is actually an inconvenience, an encumbrance to their lives. Maybe someday, someone will desire me that fiercely, I think dreamily, spinning and posing like a model. But then I stop, and fixate on an angry-looking allergic rash covering my upper arms, and it seems absurd, absurd to imagine that anyone could ever want me, even a little bit, even a legal amount. Looking back at my nondescript form, I’m not sure I would even want me – but then I’ve never had to. My body has always just been there. I have used, inhabited, and sprung about in my body my whole life, seemingly unconsciously, because at the end of the day, it’s just . . . me. Up until this moment I hadn’t realised I could view it objectively as a separate entity, one that I can choose to love or hate, decline or accept. And though, in this moment, I don’t love or hate it, because it just is what it is, the more I look, the more ridiculous it seems that anyone else would ever admire and want this flesh vehicle. So silly, I think, deflating from my poses, giving my body one last cursory scan. Mine just isn’t the kind of body people want. But no matter, I think, easily shrugging it off and flicking off the bathroom light. It doesn’t matter that I’m not beautiful, that nobody will ever want to take or have or even borrow my body. I don’t need to be desired! I certainly don’t need a man! I have far bigger and more beautiful dreams for me and this perfectly average body that has, I now realise, been foisted upon me.

			 

			It didn’t matter that I didn’t possess any beauty of my own, because my body was a conduit for beauty! Beauty and creativity. Its energy flowed through me and off my fingertips like rainwater. I was, as the rest of my family referred to me, when casting around for that indistinct defining trait of the third daughter, ‘the artistic child’. I had eyes that roved hungrily for beautiful, sparkly, intricate details, and hands that grasped for crayons, markers, pencils, flowers, ribbons, printed fabrics, beads and blank white pages on to which I could pour the images that crowded my mind. Whatever it was that caught my imagination – the princesses in fairy tales, the glittery eyeshadow my teenage cousins wore, or an impossibly intricate origami rose in an arts and craft book – I had a need to touch it, gaze at it, feel it, capture it. And I was content as long as I was drawing pictures, or dressing up dolls, or crafting tiny, delicate things out of paper and beads. It was a restless, curious energy, a near compulsive need to create and beautify my surroundings, and I wasn’t too concerned with whether the product of these explorations was good or not; it was just the way I showed up in the world each day: the way I existed. It kept me busy, too. I was always hunting for precious and unlikely new materials to help realise my latest art project. Pipe cleaners. Tights. Jeans. Jewels. The slippery reel from the inside of a cassette tape. Many shoeboxes. Empty toilet rolls were a particularly precious entity in our household. A devotee of Art Attack, an iconic publication for artistic children of the nineties, I would tot up the number of empty loo rolls required for my chosen works in my journal, and then announce over dinner that everyone must please use toilet roll very liberally this month, and that we should also exercise our most comely charms on our teachers in exchange for the classroom’s empty toilet rolls – if, that was, we were to have the new papier-mâché Spooky Dolls Haunted House project in time for Halloween. I would loiter in the shadows of our hallway when anyone made a bathroom visit and elfishly scamper in after them to monitor the loo roll status. It boded well for my aspirations when I saw my dad enter the bathroom with a newspaper. At times, I would have sold my own hair for toilet rolls, there were simply never enough. Fuck’s sake, I would think a few weeks later when Mum brought home the newest issue of Art Attack and I realised I would need another thirteen loo rolls to construct my towering and majestic new jewellery holder. Who was this Neil Buchanan character with his bottomless supply of toilet-roll-less tubes? It was clear a career in the arts was for the affluent.

			But toilet roll poverty aside, life was good as long as I could spend my time making beautiful things with my mind and hands and words. Making things was how I communicated with the world around me. Though I was shy around strangers, reserved even, I forgot myself when I had a project, becoming bossy and ultra-focused, seeing myself as some kind of child-auteur who had a culturally important and extremely significant story to direct/paint/light/write/act. At Christmas, everyone received a handmade card. Then there were birthday cards, Easter cards, cards when there was no occasion – just for something to do with my hands. Everything was an opportunity for creativity. Nothing was left in its original state: it could always be enhanced, brought out and made shine. Jeans were turned into shoulder bags, flesh-coloured tights into dolls, newspapers into papier-mâché fruit bowls and, each Christmas, still more toilet rolls were painted to become Jesus, Mary and Joseph in their shoebox manger.

			There was also the feeling of how, after spending three hours on my bed, head bent over my box of beads, a strange, gangly little creature would take shape and be realised limb by limb, a spindly leg, a rainbow wing, then another, and two bright little beady eyes, until, finally, it was a magnificent bird! How it felt to race down the stairs to Mum in her usual spot by the cooker, elbows raised in chaotic direction of a choir of mismatched steaming saucepans, and plant the spangled creature, already starting to sag and droop sadly in places – not like the pictures in the book – in the centre of the palm of her hand. How my little gift would light up her whole face.

			‘Beautiful, pet! Did you make this all by yourself? That’s amazing! I think it’s even nicer than the one you made last week!’

			She would perch it on the dresser, be it a beaded bird, a card, a doll, a fairy, and there it would sit, clumsily made, curling and crumpling awkwardly, but still beautiful. More beauty I’d brought into the world. The beauty I made filled our kitchen walls and mantelpieces and dressers, and it made Mum beam.

			I remember a lot of my childhood from the vantage point of corners. Wherever there was a quiet corner of the living room, the kitchen, the bedrooms, I would claim it, stationing myself at a small craft table or pouffe and unhurriedly unpacking my shoebox of beads, paints, glitter and glue, piece by piece. There I would spend the rest of the evening bent over patterns, notebooks or a tottering papier-mâché castle. It was absorbing, intricate work, drowning out my surroundings, my eldest sister’s screechy violin practice or my second sister and younger brother tearing about the house with hurley sticks and ping-pong balls. I never really thought beyond my current project; my creations demanded my full attention and anchored me to the present moment. It was an idyllic way to spend a childhood, my inner muse free, as soon as homework was done, to run riot across the endless reams of blank paper supplied by my very loyal, long-suffering patron: Mum. As long as she kept me in string, beads, paints, and yes, of course, toilet rolls – which she always did – I didn’t care about tomorrow or the next day or the next. I didn’t know who or what or why I was, but that was always the furthest thing from my mind when I was working on a project. If only the world had just let me be, weaving and scribbling and stitching in my crafts corner. But gradually, I noticed that people wanted to know who I was, the enigmatic artist behind the Christmas cards and beaded birds. That was the thing, though. She wasn’t enigmatic. Or interesting, or memorable, or particularly charming. She certainly wasn’t a conversationalist. But they persisted. Who are you? What do you like? What are you going to do with your life? they demanded. They looked at me expectantly, as though I had the answers.

			‘And what do you want to be when you grow up?’ a friend of Mum asked one day in my early childhood, bending down at my crafts table, where I was energetically scribbling my way through a Disney colouring book. I looked up at this enquiring face, curling a protective arm around a picture of one of the seven dwarfs. Clíodhna, Mum’s best friend, had transparent eyelashes and invisible eyebrows. She never let her three children have sugar, not even the odd Penguin bar, and her household’s bedtime was at the unthinkably early time of 8.30pm sharp, an hour when the younger generation of our household was usually still noisily mucking about in the back garden. I saw her rosy complexion and preternaturally pale eyebrows as evidence of her peerless virtuosity.

			‘Hmm?’ she probed gently, as I continued to stare at her eyebrows.

			This was an easy question when people had first started asking it. What didn’t I want to be! I had an inexhaustible list, one that lengthened every time I read a new fairy tale. But for the purpose of brevity in social situations, I had narrowed it down to my three most profound callings in life.

			‘I’m going to be a blue butterfly with patterns, or a pink stripy cat or a white pony with purple hair,’ I told Clíodhna with complete sincerity, carrying on with my colouring.

			Mum laughed lightly from the couch and, after a moment of puzzlement, Clíodhna joined in, chuckling uncertainly. ‘Ohhhh,’ she said. ‘Fabulous! Aren’t you going to be very busy!’

			Yes, I thought, I am. I was glad somebody could empathise with the sheer enormity of my dreams. But I can handle it, I thought, smiling as I imagined my purple pony hair unfurling behind me and rippling in the wind as I cantered joyfully in the wilderness, my powerful flanks propelling me across a dazzling meadow of wild forget-me-nots.

			Clíodhna and Mum continued chuckling light-heartedly on the couch with their cups of tea and biscuits. This was the usual reaction when I shared my lofty life plans, and I couldn’t really work it out. Jealousy, presumably. They’d not meticulously planned out or thought through their own metamorphoses and had ended up as mere ladies on couches drinking a murky, flavourless beverage rather than dancing – childless, jobless, carefree – amid flowers and over cabbage patches: a gorgeous, periwinkle-blue winged flake, being carried where the wind takes her. They had hair that ranged only within the colour spectrum of mushy piles of autumn leaves, from dull brown to russet red, and sometimes, for a brief hot fortnight of summer, to a pale blonde – but never candy-pink or violet-purple. They had not thought creatively enough about their potential and now they were trapped in their lady-bodies. I pitied them deeply.

			But as I got older, people didn’t laugh so merrily at my dreams. One day, sometime later, my relatives came to visit and I obliged everyone once again by reciting my future feline ambitions for an audience. My mum smiled fondly as my cousins giggled in the background, but a small frown creased her forehead as she explained to me that I couldn’t actually be a cat or a pony or a butterfly. I was a girl, and that meant that I’d grow up to be a woman. Woman. I let the word pass quickly and inconsequentially over me like a bad smell. Caterpillars grow into butterflies, she explained. Foals grow into ponies, kittens grow into cats – and none of those cats, regrettably, had ever been pink.

			‘But why?’ I still couldn’t really see the issue. Who’s to say one of them couldn’t just turn into something else if they really felt like it? I reasoned. What daft law of nature insisted we must all live such dull, segregated lives?

			‘That’s just science,’ Mum answered. ‘That’s just our biology; it’s not something we get to choose.’

			I decided, in that moment, that I didn’t like science. It forced brutal, uncompromising restraints on my imagination that there was no coming back from. I held fast to my dreams for a while, becoming more defensive of them the more adults insisted on science, but slowly I started to worry that given that every human girl on the planet and in the history of human evolution had never matured into anything beyond the scope of Homo sapiens, it was unlikely that I was going to be the first. Apparently, out of the 8.7 million forms of life on earth, I’d been born into the most mundane of them all. Eventually, reality set in and I stopped answering their questions, annoyed at their insistence and heartbroken by the dullness of my furless, magic-less, flightless future. What are you going to be? all manner of strangers probed. I don’t know. I would shrug evasively, uncomfortable. They wanted to know what kind of woman I’d be: a teacher-woman, a singer-woman, a lawyer-woman, a spacewoman? You can be any of those things! They beamed, wearing expressions of bountiful enthusiasm that suggested they thought themselves very generous. Sometimes I would mumble that I was going to be ‘an actress’ to shut them up, because it was perhaps the least tragic alternative to my previously fixed plans. Actresses could be trees, cats, teapots, princesses. But not really . . . It didn’t matter what kind of guise she came in, and that was where everyone misunderstood me: I didn’t want to be any kind of woman. I wanted to be a mermaid. I wanted to be a Jigglypuff. I wanted to be a hand-drawn cartoon fairy. I wanted to be a singing pony with magic rainbow hair. I even wanted to be a girl in glittery jeans and a butterfly top. I just could not see myself becoming a woman.

			Women. I didn’t hate them yet. I admired them. I was in awe of them. Women made a room safe. They had long sweeping skirts behind which I could hide from strangers, and warm, perfumed necks I could nestle into. They had pockets that jangled with the promise of warm car interiors and kitchens filled with the familiar aroma of shepherd’s pie. They had tidy ponytails and conical heels that clicked elegantly in their wake. They were the unassuming gatekeepers of beauty and colour – hidden rose gardens, face-painting studios, delicatessen cake shops – and they possessed an internal radar that guided them to these treasure-laden enclaves. Wherever women were, men loitered greyly, blurrily in the background, in shapeless, heavy flaps of material that folded their blocky bodies into plain, unexciting right angles. And everywhere they went, women left traces. Blurry little lip prints on wine glasses, stained faintly in rose hues of red or pink. Citrus-scented silk neck scarves hanging over the backs of chairs. Delicious brown paper packages of food they’d made with their hands. Mysterious yellow wrappers discreetly tucked into the corners of bathroom bins. Handwritten notes in curly, cursive script, with clear instructions, and kisses. Everywhere they went, they made their presence seen and felt. Women were not inclined to sit in corners monosyllabically deflecting questions from passers-by, and watching life flicker past, hoping no one would notice them. Women were front and centre, running the show, feeding everyone, doing several things at once. Women had opinions, and large bosoms, and they took up plenty of space with both. But even though everyone told me I’d grow into one, inevitably, soon, I didn’t believe them, feeling that I had much more in common with the inanimate dolls I filled my bed with at night, or the tabby cat sleeping peaceably, passively at the end of it. But I studied women from my corner, fascinated, finding them interesting, powerful, large. Remote.

			Elsewhere, the question of who I was persisted, and I’d begun to ask it myself. Who was I when I left my crafts corner? What could I say? What could I offer? I was drawn to loud girls, confident girls. They knew exactly who they were and they filled all the silence with it, while I sat there feeling paralysed, empty, wishing someone would hand me a script. I was drawn to beautiful girls too. I liked to loiter around them. They just made the air nicer. I knew I wasn’t one of them, but I didn’t begrudge them that. By now, I knew it was useless questioning my place in the world; that in the same way some of us were born lumpy children and some of us sleek, agile cats, there were beautiful girls and there were girls with limp, lifeless hair and utterly forgettable faces. It was all just scientifically ordained. So I worked around them, gave them the space and respect their prettiness demanded, and sometimes, when they let me, I would bask in their glow.

			One July, my parents sent me to a local summer camp to learn badminton and play rounders and get in water balloon fights. I know I went to this summer camp five days a week for two weeks a year, but I don’t remember any of it. I do, though, remember the beautiful girl who sat on my bus on the ride home every day, and I remember how, for that summer, because there were only five other kids – a group of rowdy boys and a younger girl who grilled us for lists of our favourite things before turning back around and lapsing abruptly into silence – she became my friend. She had a high forehead and a pixie-like upturned nose. Her thick raven hair was gathered tidily back into a glossy ponytail that had an unrealistic buoyancy to it. And she always seemed, any time I saw her, to be sucking on some kind of hard-boiled sweet, which pursed up her lips in a way that gave her a perennial expression of mischievous smugness. She was friendly, too, and chatty. I sat in the seats opposite hers, tentatively, deferring to her to strike up the conversation if she so wished, and she did. We talked about summer camp and school. About our hobbies and the activities we were most looking forward to each day. I felt the warm glow of being singled out for company by someone who was clearly, visibly wonderful. On the second day, I was cautious, tentative again, waiting for her to resume conversation or to decide to rescind her warmth. But she was chattier still, and we talked about our love of Pokémon and Sabrina the Teenage Witch. By the third day, I strode confidently up the aisle and sat beside her. We chatted animatedly and made some Pokémon card trades, ones that worked far better in her favour, but that I made happily. At the end of the two weeks, we waved our goodbyes and I asked her eagerly was she planning to start tennis lessons at the local club, which she had expressed a passing interest in. She gave a vague ‘maybe’ and a noncommittal shrug, but I clung to this one wild hope for cementing our friendship. As country children of the nineties, we didn’t know about any such modern custom as ‘keeping in touch’. After summer camp, you all just toddled back to your respective sleepy corners of the earth, substituting new friends for old dolls.

			I made a passionate plea to my parents to sign me up for tennis lessons, citing a newfound interest in ‘keeping fit’ and ‘getting out there’ more, and my perplexed mother assented. My older sister, Emily, was already a member of the tennis club, so I went along with her. For the next few weeks, I tried to like tennis, but my new friend never showed. By the end of term, I was still missing most of the balls and my forearms seized up in protest after just a few minutes’ play. Emily whipped serves of terrifying velocity over the net, and at home she studied her favourite players’ movements in forensic detail. I might as well not be here, I decided, thinking my new friend had probably long forgotten me.

			A year later, I returned to the same summer camp. I held my breath as I got on the bus, thinking she wouldn’t be here, but that she might. She was sitting in the exact same spot, halfway down the bus on the right and gazing out the window. She was still sporting that glorious shiny ponytail, but now she had two poker-straight, deliberately placed pieces of hair framing either side of her face, and she’d traded in her hard boiled sweets for chewing gum, her jaw working mechanically. I walked awkwardly down the bus aisle, sort of wishing she wasn’t there, because it had been a year, and the feeling of emptiness had worn me down further, and I knew there was no way she’d possibly remember me, and I just didn’t have the energy anymore to find words to introduce myself. But just as I was about to slide into a seat near the front of the bus, she looked up, and caught my gaze, so I had to approach.

			‘Hi . . .’ I said, stupidly, stumbling down the aisle with my two shoulder bags swinging wildly at my hips, like some sort of graceless, lopsided camel. ‘I . . . I’m Evanna . . . we used to talk on the bus . . . about Pokémon and . . . and . . . tennis,’ I finished feebly, desperately reaching for words to define me that just weren’t there, anything I could cling to that she might remember me by. I was about to start describing the bright pink denim jacket I used to wear, which was far more distinctive than my personality, when she laughed, apparently amused, and said, ‘Yeah, I know who you are. I remember.’ She was chewing and smiling bemusedly like I must be a bit daft.

			‘Oh,’ I said, flummoxed, falling into the seat opposite hers. ‘Yeah. Cool.’

			We chatted about what we’d done at summer camp that day, about how much we were dreading going back to school and about our favourite TV shows. She was still friendly and sweet, but she didn’t watch Pokémon anymore, and the chewing gum was giving her an intimidating air of sophistication, that of someone who is going to thrive and become more confident the more she grows up. After a while, we both fell silent. She gazed dreamily out the window, her profile cartoonishly perfect. I sat staring at the headrest in front of me, my mind working, wondering, desperately searching for who I was, for what about me she could have possibly remembered.

			 

			But all of these feelings – the stress, the anxiety, the growing existential dread – evaporated the moment I opened the kitchen door and set eyes upon my mum. Five-foot-nothing in heels, with slender freckled arms and delicate wrists, she had always been a petite woman, but she might as well have been Mother Earth for all the warmth and love that seemed to emanate from her compact frame. She has a kind smile and fine, curly hair framing her heart-shaped face, and she favours a charmingly mismatched ensemble of bright wool jumpers, printed blouses and loose cotton trousers patterned in dizzying paisley or a maze of swirls that you could get lost in, absent-mindedly tracing them over and over with an index finger. Whether I came from a fight with one of my siblings or having fallen off a bike and skinned both knees, she’d be there at home, decorating buns in bright yellow or pink icing, or deftly knitting a hat for a friend’s new baby, or darning a neat patch over the hole in someone’s trousers. She’d stroke my hair and dissolve my sadness with an icy bun and a colouring book. Whatever had happened, she’d hug me, say that it didn’t matter anymore, and then she’d ask me to help her with her baking, or to run upstairs and get my art supplies so we could make some Halloween decorations. She’d nudge me back into the sanctuary of my imagination, where I didn’t need to be anyone, where there were just endless exciting patterns to uncover, and where I was too busy digging for treasure to remember why I’d been sad a few moments before. And she was right. It didn’t matter. As we sat there, snipping, cutting, pasting, painting, it didn’t matter that I wasn’t very good at tennis or piano, that I wasn’t super smart or quick-witted, that I didn’t have fairy-tale prettiness or a disarming charisma. All that mattered was that we could sit down at this colourful, quiet space at the kitchen table, and that there was something to create.

			Mum’s love was the centre of my whole universe. It was strange, then, to see the same quiet disappointment cross her face when she met her own reflection that I was beginning to feel when I met mine. Her eyes would skate quickly over and look past the surface of any mirror. She’d tuck her curls behind her ears, smooth her blouse, straighten her necklace, and then sometimes her lips would press together in a half-hearted attempt at a smile before she’d drop her gaze down and quickly turn away from the mirror to whichever one of her four children was tugging at her trouser leg. She never really talked about herself, never mentioned her weight or her clothes, and she never shared what she wanted or dreamed about, so I didn’t really know what she thought of herself, but I saw it in the way she acted. She was shy, agreeable, and apologised profusely for being in the way of people. She was a competent driver but could never drive to the airport alone, her nerves so shot by the fear of ‘getting in the wrong lane’ and provoking the ire of more confident drivers. A devoted learning support and resource teacher, she didn’t push back or defend herself when colleagues or parents of students made criticisms of her work. She’d come home wringing her hands, anxiety etching new lines on her forehead because of some subtle snub made by another teacher, and she’d wrack her brains all evening, combing through their interactions of the past week for any microscopic detail, any small way by which she might have offended them.

			‘Maybe,’ my dad would say, with a shrug and an air of finality, grinding a corner of butter into his mashed potatoes, ‘that fella is just a pain in the arse.’

			But my mum could not accept this. There must have been something she’d said, something she’d done, something about her that she needed to apologise for, if only she could identify what it was. She was quick to forgive everyone but herself, whenever she discovered that the source of a colleague’s irate mood was due to some external factor and not actually because of an innate fault in her personality.

			‘Do I?’ she’d ask, her eyes brightening, when one of her daughters said she looked pretty in her new floral dress as she got ready for a cousin’s Holy Communion. But then she’d look at herself in the mirror again, a look of sad resignation clouding her expression.

			‘Well, it’s a good thing this dress hides my varicose veins.’ Then she’d smile. ‘Have to try and keep up with all those Glamazons outside the church.’

			We were just different, Mum and I, I was beginning to realise. There was just something the matter with us , something we couldn’t escape. It was nothing obviously discernible, nothing that stuck out too much, and nothing you’d notice from a quick, cursory glance. And though it was nothing tangible, nothing that could be put into words and easily remedied, other people were beginning to see it too.

			 

			‘What’s wrong with me?’ I mumble sadly to my mum as I trudge after her around the local supermarket one day after drama class. The drama classes are a new thing, my thing. My sisters have no interest in performance, and nobody can really imagine me – shy, retiring and increasingly awkward me – standing on a stage under bright lights and reciting monologues to total strangers. But there is something so appealing about finding my own private feelings reflected in a character who lives worlds away, and being given the space to stand up and share these pernicious feelings under the guise of someone else – their clothes, their story – someone who people want to look at. The relief of it is too great to resist. I love these classes, and I eagerly wait for 4pm on Wednesday to roll around again each week, but it has only taken a few weeks of the classes for the loud, cheeky, popular boy to sniff out the thing about me I’ve been trying to stifle, and to make a point of reminding me that, try as I might, there is something inherently embarrassing about me that cannot be hidden. He is stealthy in his methods of torment, whispering taunts in my right ear as the teacher calls the roll from the other end of the room. He is well liked by students and teachers alike, and cannot afford to become a public bully, so he does it quietly, with finesse.

			‘Big fucking Nike Maxes on ya,’ he’d hissed in my ear, laughing. ‘Hear you coming a mile off.’ I’d looked down at the Nike shoes, that were indeed almost two sizes too big for me. They came in a blue-and-white striped canvas bag, filled with hand-me-down clothes from my impossibly trendy older cousin. My cousin, who is always five steps ahead of everyone else in the fashion game, and who drops so many obscure musical references it is like she is speaking a foreign language. I am in awe of her. These bags arrive maybe twice a year, and I unpack them with the same delicacy and care you might employ trying to fix an antique clock. Her clothes are always bright – exotic colours, expensive fabrics, nothing faded – and decorated in fine strings of beads or embroidered with obscure French words. I can’t believe I am related to her, let alone that I am lucky enough to be the benefactor of her seasonal cast-offs. If she’d worn them, they were cool, no question, and so I would wear them too. I’d pulled on the Nike runners eagerly, ignoring Mum’s protests that they were far too big, and that I already had a brand new pair of runners that fit me perfectly. But that day, sitting on a black painted wooden box in my drama class and listening to the jibes of this snide boy, I’d been reminded that I am not my cool, trend-setting cousin, and I look silly. Hot tears clouded my vision as the boy started taking thunderous, full-bodied steps across the room, in what was clearly meant to be a cruel parody of me in my too-big shoes, while his long-haired, Slipknot-T-shirt-wearing mates sniggered in the corner.

			‘Maybe he fancies you,’ Mum suggests, grinning mischievously at me as she lightly fingers the crumpled top of a bag of potatoes. ‘Maybe he doesn’t know how to talk to you, so he teases you instead.’ Her hand is now clutching the bag of potatoes hesitantly. I can tell she is considering buying them, wondering will she get away with passing them off as my dad’s homegrown spuds, which this year are small, green-tinged and covered in knobbly growths that look like clusters of warts, but are still a source of enormous pride to my dad. She throws a fearful glance over one shoulder, as though expecting to see his crestfallen form framed by the vegetable aisle.

			‘No way!’ I tell her, blood rushing hotly to my cheeks. I find myself glancing around self-consciously as she had done a moment ago. ‘That’s not what it is,’ I insist. ‘He doesn’t even like me. Why would he ever fancy me?’ I hate myself for even asking the question.

			‘Well, it certainly sounds like he’s paying a lot of attention to you,’ she says, still grinning and shrugging her shoulders. ‘Now, you won’t tell Dad I’ve bought these potatoes,’ she tells me, hoisting the bag of potatoes on to her hip like an unruly toddler. ‘He’s not the one who has to peel them.’

			All week long, I quietly ponder Mum’s theory, which makes me equal parts uncomfortable and intrigued. Why does he pay me so much attention, I wonder. Why does he spend so much time pestering me? I’m not sure I could like him, though: he is mean and arrogant and not the kind of blue-eyed, curtain-haired soulful boy I’ve started to admire from afar. But I’ve felt considerably warmer towards him ever since Mum posited this unlikely scenario, and I decide to keep an open mind. I dress carefully before drama class the next week. I ignore the big Nikes, along with the leopard-print faux-fur jacket I’d worn a few weeks previously, and which he’d immediately spotted, announcing to the class: ‘Make way for the Queen of England.’ I’d bowed my head, mortified, as he’d accompanied my journey across the room to the theatre seats with an imitation trumpet rendition of ‘God Save the Queen’, and the entire class had erupted in laughter. I leave off anything boldly printed or statement-making that he could single out for ridicule. (In retrospect, and in fairness to him, I have to admit that my sartorial choices were eyebrow-raising, and I didn’t have the bold personality to back them up. But I was trying to show up as the person I wanted to be. It just so happened that this boy saw right through this pitiable facade to the lost, empty space I was trying to fill.)

			That day, I dress like everyone else: no studs, no faux fur, nothing cat print, and well-fitted flat shoes. I wonder what he’ll find to mock about me today, or if we might instead have a proper conversation. He ignores me, though. He doesn’t say one word, or glance my way, or make any jokes at my expense. He spends all his time in the far corner, making the shiny-haired, glossy-lipped girl gang laugh and twirl their hair coquettishly at his wisecracks. I feel mostly relieved as I make my way up the street after class to where Mum has parked, but also a small, secret bit disappointed.

			‘Hi, pet,’ Mum says, as I get into the car. ‘How was class?’

			‘It was good, thanks. We’re working on new monologues next week.’

			‘Oh, fantastic!’ Mum exclaims. She’s about to turn the key and start the car, when she looks up and pauses. ‘Isn’t that girl very pretty?’ she remarks, and I turn to follow her gaze, which is fixed on one of the shiny-haired girls from class, who is standing amid the attractive, loud or rich kids that make up the popular group. She is undeniably beautiful. Her hair is like sunlight that’s been woven into a sheet of silk, and she has a smiling, symmetrical, open face: the kind of beauty that invites people in and makes them feel lighter. She’s the best dancer in the school, and her natural grace and ease in her own body is evident even in the way she leans casually against the wall. The mean boy is chatting to her now, his hands in his pockets, his whole body facing her, talking quickly in a manner that suggests he wants to keep her there, laughing at things she says. He doesn’t have to slyly communicate with her through barbed comments from the side of his mouth. He doesn’t ignore her on certain days and jeer at her the next, depending on her outfits, depending on the strength of the whiff of insecurity and self-hate he is getting off her. He just likes her.

			For a long moment, I study my mother’s profile as she admires this attractive girl, that gentle, unselfconscious smile of looking at something that is simply and unfairly aesthetically pleasing playing about her lips, and I wonder, with a stab of longing, what she sees when she looks at me. If this girl is ‘very pretty’, what am I? Am I nice to look at? Do I have some more subtle charms? Would Mum ever have chosen me if she hadn’t been landed with me? I am too afraid I know the answer to venture the question. I turn my gaze back to the girl as she laughs sunnily and tosses a few strands of hair over her shoulder, and I feel like I’m dissolving, like I don’t know where any of my edges are, as indeterminate as water that’s been poured from its container. The constant feeling of faint desolation that has noiselessly crept into my life over the past year seems to corkscrew its way a little deeper into my bones as I look at the girl. It might as well be a metaphor for the whole of our lives, because this was how it always felt: Mum and I sitting quietly and looking out at other girls and women who were more beautiful, more interesting, more witty, more worthy. More, just more.

			But it doesn’t matter, I tell myself firmly, later that evening as I sit on my bed and cry over things that I know don’t matter. A mean boy who I don’t even like. A pretty girl who I’ve barely spoken to. It doesn’t matter. I don’t need to be any of these things, be it cool, or pretty, or super smart or gifted – all of that is just stuff other people have, and none of it matters so long as I stay torso-deep in the dressing-up box looking for my fairy wings, or on my bedroom floor unpicking flakes of glitter glue from all the way up my arms, or in my corner, designing alternate worlds I’d like to step into. In my corner, I am busy, self-reliant and content. They can all grow into buxom women and make their desperate bids for power and husbands. They can grow up and leave me be. Lock Rapunzel in her tower and bury the key.

			 

			Try as I might to keep my eyes averted, to stay determinedly the same, I could see that things were changing around me. Change was happening to my sisters as they grew up just ahead of me, and I watched at a safe but ominous distance. It was becoming clear that girls didn’t simply blossom one day into smooth-legged, clear-skinned, graceful women. Women weren’t born, sliding easily in a cloud of perfume and pollen from the inside of a flower; they were sculpted: by life, by their mothers, by misfortune, but mostly, pathetically, by the stupid, hapless girls they had been before. I was starting to see that it was an ugly and ungainly process, and there was absolutely no guarantee that one would emerge from the whole awful, gut-wrenching process somehow more proficient at womanhood than she had been at youth. The unspoken, horrifying truth was that so many girls were actually worse off as women, contending with all sorts of new, inescapable afflictions that you didn’t see in magazines. Innocent young girls went to Pleasure Island picturing themselves morphing into long-necked swans, but returned dazed and stumbling about as swollen-bodied, fleshy-necked turkeys. Emily, my eldest sister, the piano/tennis/everything prodigy, was not taking as naturally to womanhood as she did academia. She was bullied badly at school and would come home sobbing and disconsolate. She’d take to her bed, burying herself beneath her duvet, and Mum would follow her in, sitting on the edge of the bed, stroking her hair and crooning loving words in a routine that became so frequent it came to be known collectively by the entire family as ‘counselling sessions’. My other sister, Mairéad, and I would creep silently to the bedroom door and crouch outside to eavesdrop. Why were the other girls so bitchy to her, Emily would beg of Mum. Why couldn’t she find a boyfriend? And honestly, truthfully, was she fat?

			‘Nooooo,’ Mum would cry, in a gentle, soothing tone. ‘You’re LOVELY.’

			‘Lovely,’ Mairéad informed me, a wicked grin lighting up her freckled face, ‘is just the diplomatic word for “fat”.’

			Mairéad embraced the changes a lot more willingly. A stubborn, hot-tempered tomboy since childhood, an unexpected and disconcerting wave of feminine energy seized her in her early teens, and she positively gloated to Emily and me about the suddenly noticeable curves she triumphantly (and generously) called ‘C-cups!’. One day after school, she returned home late with Mum, swinging a brown paper Tully’s bag from her fist, the contents of which remained a mystery for approximately three seconds before she proudly whipped out two pristine pink-and-white polka-dot bras that were lined with a frivolous lace trim. She wasted no time in stepping into her new bra-clad self, refusing to take it off even at night (‘My friend Aoife says if you don’t wear your bra, your boobs will grow into your armpits’), and every evening that week she paraded around in the bedroom we shared in just her bra and pants, admiring her figure from every angle.

			I watched from the top bunk with a kind of detached, reluctant fascination. It was shocking how suddenly a bra had taken a bruised-kneed, jersey-wearing, sweaty-faced girl and turned her into a pouting, preening shapely young woman. The bra seemed to imbue her with a special confidence, too, that she channelled towards the boys around her. The furry toy dogs that had filled her bed and threatened to smother her to death each night were relegated to the plastic storage boxes in the corner, and instead of planning our future animal shelter or scheming what kind of bird to convince our parents to get us next, I’d lie wordlessly, blinking up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling, as she rhapsodised from the lower bunk, long after the lights had gone out, about the quiet boy with the number-two haircut who excelled on the football pitch and who possibly wasn’t aware of her existence. She’d scour the local newspapers for mention of him in the sports section, and happily relay to the family how she envisioned their fairy-tale romance would play out, fully convinced by the strange power her new bra had lent her that this was an assured eventuality. And though she’d always been cheeky, the naughty one who told bold jokes and took risky dares, that cheekiness had a danger and a prominence to it now. She was no longer inconsequential, and the little woman she’d become embarrassed and alienated me. She caught my eye in the mirror as I peered warily at her in her bra over the top of a new Art Attack.

			‘Don’t worry, Van-van,’ she smugly told me, choosing one of her deliberately condescending nicknames, as she mistook my expression of blank horror for envy. ‘You’ll get one someday.’

			The realisation hit me like a bus. Womanhood was coming for me, too, far, far sooner than I’d anticipated. And with it, all the horrible things that couldn’t be hidden: the breasts, the bras, the bleeding, the blotchy skin, the body hair, the responsibilities, the exams, the expectations and the mounting, debilitating pressure to figure out exactly what kind of woman I’d be. What are you going to be when you grow up? What kind of woman-shaped specimen would I assume that would forgive me the litany of flaws and sins inherent in being a woman? I needed to figure this out, to come up with the answer soon, because beneath all this was the gnawing, terrible fear that someday, someone who wasn’t my mother would have to love me, and I wasn’t sure they ever would. And this was no longer an abstraction in the distance that I could muse at my leisure, as Mairéad, beaming from the mirror, had abruptly reminded me. It was an incontrovertible fact: whatever I did, whether I willed it to or not, proudly snapping on a bra like bronzed armour plates as Mairéad had done, or retreating to my duvet where I wouldn’t have to look at myself like Emily, I was going to turn into a woman. My body would grow up – there was no point denying it anymore – but would I?

			 

			And then one day, amid this fervent search for myself, this growing existential dread, the sense that womanhood is about to come and claim me and make everything worse, I hear something that interests me. It’s Sunday afternoon and all four siblings are crammed into the backseat of my dad’s Toyota as we make our way home from Mass. Mass is a non-negotiable part of the week. My dad is the only sincere Catholic of the family, the rest of us having been lured there by marital duty or the promise of sweets or pocket money. A lifelong Catholic, my dad made it through seven years of ‘priest college’, right up to the vow of chastity, whereupon he realised his true, honest dream was to become a dad, not a ‘Father’. Elated by his newfound freedom, he left to travel the world, then came back, became a teacher, met Mum and started a family, but the guilt of leaving the seminary followed him, and for many years after, we all paid for his transgressions against God by sacrificing our Sunday mornings to the mind-numbing ritual of Mass.

			I’m studying a teenage magazine in the backseat while Emily extracts the tennis news from the Sunday paper, while Mairéad and Patrick (my curly-mopped little brother, the youngest of the clan) are swapping Maltesers for red Skittles. I’ve switched to Mizz and Elle Girl lately, leaving behind poor, pure Neil Buchanan in his post-box-red jumpers and his papier-mâché world with the same ruthless decisiveness my dad demonstrated when he turned his back on the priesthood. I’ve started to take my urge to colour in and beautify closer to myself. It’s like I’m suddenly aware I have a body, a face, hair – and they’re all my responsibility. They are the things people look at to see me. So I paint tiny flowers on my nails and place shiny gemstones along my lash line. I pore over the hair crimping tutorials in these magazines that seem to have all the answers, taking notes as I go,. But oddly, I just can’t get the parts of myself to adhere to the images in my head with the same ease and dexterity with which I could manipulate wire and string and coloured pencils. Whatever way I braid my hair or paint my eyelids, I still see me poking out. I just can’t seem to cover her up or colour her in, but it is comforting to read there are ways and products and myriad tips and tricks to help me work on this. I’m examining an article on how to achieve the perfect zig-zag parting that promises ‘a funky and original new hairdo in less than five minutes!’ when I detect my parents conversing in sombre, weighty tones that speak of drama and things they hope won’t meet our ears.

			‘. . . just dreadful,’ Mum is saying, her brow furrowed in concern in the mirror of the passenger seat.

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ my dad agrees, nodding solemnly, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

			‘Poor Darina,’ Mum continues. ‘Anorexia is a terrible disease.’

			They fall silent for a moment, letting an aura of inevitable tragedy settle on their conversation. I look sideways at Emily, who is nodding sagely along with Mum’s statement, the worldly eldest child, and at Mairéad and Patrick, entirely oblivious to the discussion as they dig each other in the ribs, trying to snatch each other’s sweets.

			‘What is . . . an-or-exia?’ I enquire, feeling an odd satisfaction at sounding it out. There is a danger and exoticism to the word that I enjoy. My parents remain silent, but I can feel Mum’s mind working carefully and my dad concentrating more intently on the road, tuning out of a question that is better left to mothers. Then Mum turns around and looks at me with a curious expression that is at once conspiratorial and sympathetic.

			‘It’s an illness, pet. It’s when someone refuses to eat and gets extremely thin. Doireann O’Sullivan, Darina’s daughter, has it and she’s very unwell.’ Mum speaks without breaking eye contact, as though trying emphatically to warn me away from a place no one should ever go. She turns back in her seat, but I’m not satisfied by this tidily sanitised explanation of a secret that is evidently dripping in darkness and I’m tired of being dismissed as a child and told not to peer too far down into the cavernous depths of this darkness when I can already feel it seeping its way into the edges of my own mind, and I just want to know what it is, because maybe then I’ll be able to manage it.

			‘How thin does she get?’ I probe, hungry for details and determined to get a proper answer from my mother this time. ‘Doesn’t she get hungry?’ The car is quiet now and saturated by an atmosphere of discomfort, the sense that there is something horribly perverse about my curiosity.

			‘I’m sure she does get hungry,’ Mum replies in a strained voice, not turning back to meet my eyes this time. ‘But she’s afraid of getting bigger, so she represses her appetite. It’s a horrible disease,’ she says firmly. ‘People can die from it.’

			‘Does she want to die?’ I blurt out in shock, but Emily rustles the paper noisily in agitation, and Mum murmurs that we shouldn’t be gossiping about other people’s private lives, and everyone lapses into contemplative silence for the rest of the car journey.

			We all pile out at home, Patrick sprinting towards his football nets, Mum loading her arms with shopping bags, with Emily helping. I quietly slip away to the top left corner of the house where my bed is. I sit on the bed, the magazine laid out in front of me as I leaf through articles about hair chalk and nail-art transfers and quizzes that tell you how well you know your best friend, but I can’t concentrate on anything. I keep thinking of the girl that my parents were whispering about. Questions plague my mind, which is crowded by the enigmatic presence of the girl with the strange problem. Who is she? Why does she want to be thin so badly? Is she a supermodel? What was that in my parents’ voices when they spoke of her? Was it pity, concern, horror, shame, envy, awe or reverence? Was it all of those things? But most of all, what does she want? It seems to be thinness, but there is something else beneath that, something deeper, because apparently she can never be thin enough. There is seemingly no end goal other than death – is that what she wants? And yet, there is something sparkling in her iron resolve, her gritty determination and brutal stubbornness that suggests a fierce, burning energy for life. She is obsessed with and yet defying her own body, the force of change, nature itself. She sounds like nobody I’ve ever heard of before and yet somehow she is also familiar, somehow deep down I understand her quest. ‘She’s afraid of getting bigger.’ I hear Mum’s words repeating, and a spark of recognition seems to ignite within me. This girl has stepped neatly sideways, removing herself entirely from the unrelenting cycle of life that is pulling the rest of us forwards without resistance. She isn’t a woman or a child or beautiful or ugly or desirable or anything at all except Thin.

			My gaze drifts to the floor, where a saucer filled with beads and a half-started rainbow bird lie. I think I already know that I’m never going to finish this bird. I don’t know who I am or what kind of woman I’ll be or how to stop it, and I don’t know how to do a fucking zig-zag parting in a way that looks ‘trendy and original’ rather than unkempt and mildly demented, but I know with absolute certainty that I no longer have time to hunt down toilet rolls or make Christmas cards for second cousins or weave tiny rainbow-patterned feathers on to ornamental birds that aren’t even very good. There is too much about me I need to fix. And all these creations, the birds and the bugs and the toilet-roll people, they are all so silly and they are wasting my time. Maybe Mum will always treasure and celebrate each beaded bird in turn, but other people make birds and fairies far more fabulous and intricate, better than mine. It seems that, day by day, the older I get, the more people I meet, the more abundantly clear it is that I have nothing special, nothing exceptional, nothing that anchors me to life and love. Nothing for which anyone would want me. And creativity, which has always been my sanctuary, my way of communicating to the world all the images whirling around my mind, now frustrates and haunts me. It is all just teeming with imperfections I can’t abide. The birds could always be more beautiful: I will never and can never be finished with them. Everywhere in my creations, I see mistakes rather than beauty, expressions of my innately flawed interior. What is the point in spending my life on things that can never be done, on something that won’t save me from my inherent unworthiness? I need something more concrete, more worthy: something impenetrably perfect.

		

	
		
			2

			I hate this chapter of eating disorder memoirs. The Descent! The melodramatic and often boastful chapter chronicling the tragic downfall of a poor young girl as she whittles herself away, disfigured by her own self-hate, becoming a mere shadow of her former vivacious self! As if we all should weep bitterly over the fact that one self-obsessed, cosseted young girl is flinging a plate of lovingly prepared lasagne out the bathroom window where the cats will slurp up the evidence. I can’t help but roll my eyes when she starts documenting the bird-sized portions of food she survived on while she ran marathons and sobbed through aerobics DVDs; when she cites the plummeting numbers on the scale, as if she isn’t swelling with pride as she tells you her most dangerously low weight; when she recalls the solemn tones of the medical professionals echoing in the background, declaring how close she is to death, how a mere cold could polish her off! Gritty scenes of her running uphill as the rain lashes her face or of a wasted, hollowed-out body scrutinising a discordantly curvaceous reflection and pinching imaginary fat deposits in the mirror are underscored with the most painfully emo songs you can think of, maybe Christina Aguilera’s ‘Beautiful’ or Radiohead’s ‘Creep’.

			I am being harsh, I know. But I am weary (and wary) of these sensational accounts of the descent into eating disorders because during my recovery, these memoirs were triggering, and during my eating disorder, they were inspiring. These books read as manuals to my worsening disorder: How to Be the Best Skinny Bitch Around and Not Get Caught by Your Parents! Others read as cautionary tales, where the determined, energetic teen is flattened by a soul-crushing series of recovery programmes: How Recovery is Just Another Word for ‘Giving Up’ and Why You Must Resist It! The problem with this chapter of eating disorder memoirs is that it’s very difficult to write about anorexia without bragging about anorexia, and an account of that specific, intense time in the grip of anorexia plays too neatly into the egoic thirst of the disorder – however long it’s lain dormant. It is a condition that is in and of itself a total submission to the ego. And what a lot of people fail to notice about recovered anorexics is that, rather than being ashamed of or horrified by their past, they are often proud. They still get a thrill out of telling you their lowest weight or how many rice cakes used to sustain them for the day, and they might even keep a secret folder containing photos of them at their most impressively sick-looking. So, while my eating disorder has been waiting for years for me to write a book to shock and impress you with her numbers, her regimen, her daily calorie count, the thrilling countdowns the doctors used to pin on her declining life expectancy, while she would love me to include her skinny pictures, I’m not going to give her that. Because this book – spoiler warning – is not about how great I was at anorexia for a while. It’s about how the relentless pursuit of perfection is a sad way to spend a life, and why you should wake up and pull yourself out of that downward spiral as soon as you possibly can. And the numbers on the scale, the diets, the shock stats, the details – they’re all just symptoms that everyone gets distracted by while the real problem drifts sinisterly by under the surface, morphing and growing into other self-destructive behaviours. The skinniness and the weight and the medical issues are all just superficial aspects that are so alarming – and, yes, intriguing – that we tend to miss the deeper layer they are masking, which is what I’d rather talk about. All that said, I’m trying to paint a detailed portrait of anorexia, a condition that is most known and sensationalised for its fixation on thinness, but is in fact fuelled by something else. I’m trying to show you what a rollercoaster it is: how satisfying, exhausting, addictive and comforting it is, all at once, so you might also understand what may be going on under the surface. In the interest of presenting a thorough insight, then, I have to sketch in some of those gory details.

			So, let’s just get this bit over with.

			 

			You don’t ‘catch’ anorexia. If I gave you that impression in the last chapter, that’s incorrect. I don’t believe you can catch it from someone else or manifest it within after reading an article about it. What is infectious is the feeling of inherent unworthiness that so many people carry with them and trail around in their wake. That dawning sensation that we are shameful, excessive, embarrassing or just innately worthless is the perfect soil in which an eating disorder can take root. In truth, I can’t definitively say where eating disorders come from, or why they affect some people so seriously, while others merely flirt with them. An eating disorder is not something that can be calculated or conjured when you feel like it. It just happens to some people.

			For me, there was no prompt or incident or moment of decision. It was more like, one day, I just sort of . . . found it. Somewhere shortly after my eleventh birthday, between being a child and knowing I wouldn’t always be, I started a diet I’d found on the back of a cereal box. I was small already, a fact people would comment on from time to time, but I’d never thought much about my weight or felt any dissatisfaction about it. But I was observant, attentive and had noticed that everywhere, people talked about how desirable thinness was, how mythical. Nobody could seem to get thin, stay thin, be thin enough. Nobody managed it. ‘Thin’ seemed a completely elusive, unattainable state, which made you want to reach for it. There was a reverence for and a fascination with thinness that nothing else in life seemed to garner. So when I started my new diet, I hoped I could learn to manage my weight, but I didn’t really believe I’d have much of an aptitude for thinness.

			I started by saying no to cake. Cake was an important feature of life in our household. Hardly an evening went by when the worktops weren’t covered with a dusting of flour, an array of cookie cutters, greased baking trays, apple peels and pots of chubby glistening glacé cherries, with Mum darting around the kitchen kneading raisin-speckled dough on one surface, before dashing back to the cooker where the dinner was threatening to boil over. And after dinner, when everyone was slumped on the couch or belly-down on the rug by the fire watching TV, she’d emerge beaming from the kitchen, laden with a tray of scones spread with butter and jam, or steaming plates of apple tart with generous dollops of cream and sugar, and she’d visit each of us in turn with these treats. After a long day at school, it was customary for each of us to make straight for the biscuit tin, where perhaps the last few chocolate-chip cookies dwindled, the ones from the batch that had disappointed her with their crispy burned edges. Even my friends at school all agreed that receiving an invitation to play at my house was a welcome occasion ‘because of the food’. But it was Mum who derived the most delight from feeding people treats, lighting up when she saw a visitor’s hand reaching for a second slice of fruit cake, or practically lunging across the table to serve them when they cheerfully accepted ‘just another sliver’ of apple and blackberry tart. Cake was my mother’s love language. But I managed to say no to seconds, and soon I began refusing it entirely. I didn’t feel that I deserved cake or love anymore, and felt a thrum of satisfaction, a faint and interesting pleasure in rejecting them. I told everyone I was on a ‘health kick’, giving up cakes for a little while, and was encouraged and praised for it. Each evening I’d announce how many days it had been of my health kick, how long since I’d eaten an icy bun or a muffin, and murmurs of admiration would follow. Mairéad joined me after a few days, studying the back of the Special K box with a sceptical expression, saying she thought we all could do with a health kick, but not two days had passed before she stormed in from school, making straight for the biscuit tin.

			‘Life is bloody difficult enough already without chocolate,’ she said, snatching up a Kit Kat. I stood rooted to the floor, staring at the biscuit tin I had no intention of opening, my insides glowing with a feeling of pride and a sense of purpose. Had I finally found something I was best at? That evening, Mum made cherry cake, my favourite, slipping into the darkening living room as Emily and I watched Friends, bearing two generous slices of cake.

			‘Here,’ she said, smiling, happily presenting me the extra-thick slice of cake on a fancy china plate. ‘You’ve definitely earned this,’ she insisted. I looked at the cake, with the bright glossy cherries poking out, the smell of warm cinnamon and sponge cake meeting my nostrils, and I almost took it from her, unthinkingly. But then I remembered how many days I’d been doing my health kick, how good I felt, how awed everyone was by it, how that would all be wiped away and forgotten, and I would go back to being an unremarkable, inexcusable heap of flesh. The moment I bit into that cake, all that effort would have been for nothing.

			‘I can’t have that,’ I told Mum firmly, looking away from the cake. ‘My health kick, remember?’ Her face fell, her hands still proffering the cake on its dainty china dish. She looked disproportionately sad, like I’d taken something precious from her. But it was nothing to be alarmed about: it could only be a positive thing to be invested in one’s health, and it’s good at any age to create healthy habits. At this stage, it was only her feelings I’d hurt.

			‘Oh, right, OK,’ she conceded, nodding glumly. I felt a sense of guilt and remorse as I watched her quietly retreating to the kitchen in her flour-spattered apron, clutching the little plate with the still steaming piece of cake. I didn’t mean to make her sad. I just liked how I was feeling, felt like I was doing something worthwhile, building towards something. She shouldn’t take cake so personally, I thought, frustration setting in as I turned my attention back to the TV. Someone else would eat the cake.
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