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Introduction


This book might never have happened if my sister and I had not had a conversation that went something like this: 


ME: I’m thinking of writing a self-help book called How to Be a Doormat – one that, on the face of it, advocates being a pushover, and describes what will happen to you if you are one. The real aim, of course, will be to show that it’s not a great idea to be a doormat. It’ll be a reverse psychology self-help book.


HER: You definitely shouldn’t write that book.


ME:  Why not? 


HER: Because you’re not a doormat, or a pushover. Any book on the subject should be written by a true doormat. 


ME:  And … I’m not one?


HER:  No.


ME:  Oh. Then what am I?


(Don’t I sound so much like a doormat at this point?
 Asking to be told what I am? I mean, who does that?)


*Presses rewind*


ME:  Oh. Then what am I?


HER: You’re someone who holds grudges.


ME: Ha! Well, obviously. Who isn’t? Everyone holds grudges.


HER: Not the way you do. You devote more care and attention to the collection, analysis and maintenance of grudges than anyone I’ve ever known.


ME:  Hold on – I always give second chances, though. I never cut anyone out of my life, no matter what they’ve done. Remember Dillon from Indianapolis, who kept attacking me on Twitter? I ended up suggesting that he and I do an event together at a literary festival, where we could discuss in front of an audience whether I was okay or a horrendous person. 


HER: Did that happen? I didn’t know about that. Did you really suggest that?


ME: Yup.


HER: Well … that was fucking stupid of you. Are you seriously denying that you hold grudges?


ME:  No, I definitely do, but … not in a bad way. I hold good grudges.


HER:  Is there a difference?


ME:  Of course.


HER:  What is it?


ME: Is that a serious question? Do you honestly not know? Maybe I should write a book called How to Hold a Grudge – though there are probably dozens already. Let me look online …


Guess what? Before I wrote this one, no book on the specific subject of grudges existed. Nobody, it seemed, had ever undertaken a thorough analysis of grudges as a psychological phenomenon, or suggested how we should handle and think about them, or examined the role they play in our lives. Can you believe it? I couldn’t. Grudges are so universal, such an important and fascinating part of human experience. They inspire songs, movies, books, political careers and even architecture (see Chapter 5 for details!). We’ve all held a grudge, tried to shake one off or discovered that someone we know is holding one against us. 


It was January 2016 when I had the above conversation with my sister, and the world urgently needed a book on the subject of grudges. Since I was surrounded on all sides by lazyboneses who weren’t showing any signs of producing that book, I decided to write it myself. 


In these pages, you’ll find everything you need to know about the many different types and themes of grudge, how to grade a grudge, the difference between a grudge and not-a-grudge (which isn’t as obvious as it seems), when we should let a grudge go, how to manage your Grudge Budget (or Grudget), and how to honour your grudges and distil lessons from them that will turn you into a better, happier person, for your own good and for the sake of spreading good and limiting harm in the world. You will also find plenty of my grudge stories, and many sent in by other people. In nearly all of these, minor changes have been made to the details that don’t matter. Dillon from Indianapolis, for example, might in real life be Garry from Helsinki. (He isn’t, of course. I don’t want to be sued by Garry from Helsinki either.) A niece might have been turned into a sister-in-law; a pet rabbit might have become a pet hamster; a story might be moved from Basingstoke to Boston or Barcelona. I will sometimes refer to people no longer in my life as if they are still around.


The opinions, advice and theories offered in this book, unless attributed to others, are mine and mine alone. I am not a psychotherapist and not a trained counsellor or mental health expert of any kind. I’m someone with forty-seven years of active and regular grudge-holding experience (remember: ‘You devote more care and attention to the collection, analysis and maintenance of grudges than anyone I’ve ever known’ – Sophie’s sister) and a strong interest in the subject, and you are welcome to disagree with me about any or all of it! I’d love to hear from you, whether you agree or disagree, and you can contact me via the ‘Contact’ button on the home page of my website: www.sophiehannah.com or at grudgescanbegood@gmail.com.


I asked two experienced therapists whom I admire and trust to read an early manuscript and send me their thoughts and responses. They are Helen Acton and Anne Grey, and I’ve included some of their insights in the text. You can find more information about Helen and Anne at the back of this book.
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Grudges Can Be Great!


‘People believe that in order to live a happy life that they enjoy, they have to be delusional and sugar-coat everything. They pretend that bad things aren’t bad, that mean things aren’t mean, that people are good for them who really aren’t. It’s better to be realistic, and find a way to cope with the negative stuff. Don’t sugar-coat anything – recognise the problem and deal with it. People think that to forgive and forget is the healthiest thing. It’s not.’ 


Phoebe Jones, age 16


Secretly we all hold grudges, but most of us probably think we shouldn’t, and many of us deny that we do. To bear a grudge is too negative, right? Instead, we should forgive and move on?


Wrong. 


Actually, it’s not exactly wrong. It’s kind of right, but in the wrong way. Confused? Then read on and you’ll soon understand what I mean.


Of course it’s essential to think positive if you want to live a happy life, but even more crucial is how you get to that positive. Denying your negative emotions and experiences in the hope that they will disappear from memory and leave you feeling and thinking exactly as you did before they happened will lead only to more pain, conflict and stress in the long term. 


So what should you do instead? The short answer is: you should follow the Grudge-fold Path. 


‘What the hell does that mean?’ I hear you ask. Read on and you will soon know. For the time being, though, I’ll give you a different short answer (which is actually the same answer but expressed normally rather than in weird jargon I’ve invented): you should hold a grudge, and then forgive and move on, while still holding your grudge. Does that sound like a contradiction? The mission of this book is to explain why it’s not, and to lay out in simple steps what it means to follow the Grudge-fold Path.


Am I seriously going to encourage you to hold grudges? Yes, I am. And I’m going to start by asking you to consider these questions: what if everyone who has ever told you, ‘Don’t hold grudges because it’s bad for you and not very nice’ was wrong? What if our grudges are good for us? What if they’re the psychological equivalent of leafy green vegetables that nourish and strengthen us? What if we don’t have to accept the traditional definition of the word ‘grudge’ – the one with negative connotations – but can instead create a better and more accurate definition that takes into account the full power of grudges? What if grudges can ward off danger? What if we could use them to help ourselves and others?


I’ve got some great news! It’s not a case of ‘What if?’ All of these things are true. Holding grudges doesn’t have to fill us with hate or make us bitter and miserable. If you approach the practice of grudge-holding in an enlightened way, you’ll find it does the opposite: it makes you more forgiving. Your grudges can help you to honour your personal emotional landmarks, and you can distil vital life lessons from them – about your value system, your hopes, needs and priorities – that will act as a series of stepping stones, pointing you in the right direction for the best possible future.


Read on if you’d like to learn how to hold great grudges for a happier and more enlightened life … or even if you think my theory is probably wrong (I’ll convince you by the end of this book – you see if I don’t!) but you still quite fancy reading some entertaining and occasionally jaw-dropping true grudge stories. 


The Grudge-holding Type


Some people admit, proudly and happily, to being the grudge-holding type. Others don’t. When I announced on Twitter that I was writing this book, the reactions were varied and fascinating. Author Joanna Cannon said, ‘I feed and water my grudges as if they were small, exotic plants, and I CANNOT WAIT to read this.’ Another woman, Jules, said, ‘Me and my sister specialise in “hold againsts”. Our hold againsts are legion.’ 


I suspect that Joanna, Jules and I relate to our grudges in a similar way: we enjoy them and are proud of them and, since we feel that they have positive value for us, we see no reason to pretend we don’t have them or to try to get rid of them. Personally, I don’t believe it’s possible to mix with other human beings on a regular basis and not collect some grudges – and it’s not desirable either, unless you’re one of those lucky people like Rachel, who responded online to the news of this book with the comment, ‘I am a hopeless grudge-keeper. I struggle on for an hour at most. I think I’m basically too lazy. I hope this isn’t a life-threatening condition.’ 


My son shares Rachel’s laziness in relation to grudges. If someone is horrible to him, he just wants it to be over – not only because it’s unpleasant but also, and mainly, because any kind of problem, anything that’s made him angry or upset, is something he’s fundamentally not interested in. All he wants is to stop thinking about it – not in a denial kind of way but in a ‘who even cares? Just go away’ way. Unpleasantness, the second it’s over, rolls off him like raindrops off the waxed bonnet of a car. 


I’m different. I’ve always wanted any present-moment meanness or poor treatment of me (or anyone else) to stop so that I can start thinking about it – because what could be more gripping, right? Is the person who did me this particular wrong dangerous, or was it a one-off? What should I think about them from now on? How should I treat them? Every time, it’s a mystery that needs to be solved, and I’m a mystery addict. (This probably explains why my day job is writing crime fiction and my hobby is reading it.)


My daughter is exactly like me. She gets very upset if someone is mean, spiteful, neglectful or unfair to her or anybody she cares about – far more upset than my son does – but she is interested in nastiness and all the bad things people do, because they’re part of human behaviour, which is the main thing in life that fascinates her. She likes to analyse it, and to try to make it fit into a coherent overarching narrative. So do I. I think this explains why my daughter and I are dedicated and passionate grudge-holders, while my son can’t be bothered and genuinely doesn’t seem to have any grudges at all.


My son’s way of not holding grudges is, I suspect, the only healthy and harmless way to hold no grudges. In grudge-holding terms, I see my son as a tree trunk with no concentric circles in it. Those grudge rings simply aren’t there – that’s just how that particular tree has grown, and that’s fine. 


What Would a Grudge Look Like?


During the researching and writing of this book, I thought a lot about what grudges might look like if they had a physical form. I started to picture grudges as if they were concrete things. A ring in the trunk of a tree was the first image that came to mind; then a cactus (lots of spikes), then a small square box wrapped in beautiful coloured paper with a bow around it. I asked people to send me their drawings and ideas about what grudges might look like. I was sent two pictures that I loved. One was a round red ball or sphere cupped in someone’s hands. Words and phrases were dangling from the fingers of the hands: things like ‘broken hearts’, ‘forgotten birthdays’ and ‘unfair dismissal’. The other was a kind of cloud-shaped grumpy grudge creature. (You can see both on the ‘How to Hold a Grudge’ page of my website!)


I suspect that the person who drew the grumpy-little-creature grudge would feel and think differently about grudges than me, given that the image I finally fixed on was a gift-wrapped box. I didn’t ask my son to draw me a picture, but if I had, I’m sure he’d have rolled his eyes and said, ‘Nah. CBA.’ That stands for ‘Can’t be arsed.’ Of course he can’t – he is fundamentally not interested in grudges.


That’s absolutely fine. I’m not even going to cut him out of my will or accuse him of being no son of mine or anything like that. And it’s fine for my son – and anyone like him in this respect, anyone whose mind spontaneously and effortlessly ejects all bad things the moment they’re over because they find them as dull as I find anecdotes about the history of the steam engine (my fault – I’m not blaming steam engines) – to hold no grudges at all. 


But what if, like most people, you have a mind that still remembers every detail of the time your supposedly best friend told your deepest secret to the postman without permission? What if you find yourself secretly thinking ‘Fuck you’ every time your cousin comes to visit, because she once fed chocolate to your dog and made him ill? If you’re that sort of person – and I believe most of us are – then trying not to hold grudges when all your instincts are screaming, ‘No, really, I’m pretty sure this is grudgeworthy’ is a very bad idea. 


‘That sort of person’? What sort do I mean?


Why, an ordinary person, of course. A perfectly regular person of the everyday kind. Regular, ordinary people get upset when people upset us. We feel betrayed when those we trust betray us. We get angry when we’re wronged, slandered, poked in the eye with a sharp stick or unreasonably imposed upon. Denial or repression of our natural grudge-holding instinct is bad for us and it’s bad for the world. (Chapter 6 of this book explains why, but please don’t skip ahead – that’s an author–reader grudge waiting to happen right there. You need to read the book in the right order, or the arguments won’t make sense.)


Trainer, mentor and therapist Anne Grey agrees that trying to suppress our emotions is not advisable. She said: ‘It’s a natural response to feel emotions like hurt, sadness, anger. Allow the intense emotion to be there without judging it.’


Many of us have been trained from a young age to think that holding grudges is a petty, compassionless and horrible thing to do. This means that as we go through life and every so often find ourselves on the receiving end of treatment that’s somewhere on the shoddy-to-heinous spectrum, we are ill-equipped to deal with it in the best and wisest way. One of the responses to my announcement of this book was: ‘Ooh! How does this grudge-holding work?! I think of them as mean, grim obstacles to moving on and letting go!’ I loved this response, because it neatly set out for me the challenge I faced: convincing people who’ve been trained to think that holding grudges is a negative and harmful thing to do that a) it’s not, it’s the opposite, because b) they’ve been thinking about grudges, and using the word, in the wrong way all these years. The purpose of this book is to give you a more psychologically accurate definition to work with – one that will make you a) think about grudges in a different and more optimistic way for ever and b) want to start collecting your own.


Once I had committed to writing this book, I asked people to send me their grudges if they wanted to. So many people I asked looked mildly alarmed and said, ‘I’m not sure I have any. I don’t think I hold grudges.’


‘Oh, okay, that’s fine,’ I said. ‘So let me ask you a different question: is there anyone who you feel differently about now, because of something they once did?’ At that point, almost everyone perked up and said, ‘Oh, yes! My mother wore white to my wedding’, or ‘My stepmom bought the coat I wanted … and then never wore it’, or ‘A girl from the B team deliberately tripped me up and injured me so that she could get my place on the A team.’


Over and over again, people told me they didn’t hold grudges and couldn’t think of any at all, then went on to offer something that they claimed wasn’t a grudge but that, according to my definition, was exactly what a grudge should be. 


We’re going to look in more detail about what grudges are, aren’t and should be in Chapters 2 and 3. For now, all I will say is: if you think of grudges as ‘mean, grim obstacles to moving on’, then when someone asks you if you have any, you’re obviously not going to leap up enthusiastically, hand in the air, and say, ‘Yes! Yes, I do! Let me give you a full, walkaround tour of my grudge collection!’ Who wants to think of themselves as mean or grim? I’m going to show you that grudges are protective, life-enhancing and fun. I hope that once you’ve read this book, you will understand that sending yourself and your loved ones out into the world with a strong grudge-growing ability is as essential as putting on a helmet and not drinking four bottles of vodka before getting onto your motorbike and zooming off down the motorway. Trust me: it’s true.


And now I want to ask you a question: if someone were to ask you to name your top five grudges, could you? I could, though I’d probably come back ten minutes later to announce that I’d already revised the order, and numbers three and four had swapped places in my chart. I might also try to start a discussion (because, yes, I am that kind of weird person) about what ‘top’ means, in this context. Most serious? Most enjoyable to hold?


Wait – enjoyable? Some of you will be wondering, ‘How could holding a grudge ever be enjoyable? How could it be anything but bitter, hateful and corrosive?’ If that’s what you’re thinking, then you’ve come to the right place. You are the very person I had in mind when I first became aware of a burning urge to write this book, because you’re the person I need to convince that, handled correctly, grudges can be good for you – and not only good, but great. If, on the other hand, you’re grinning and saying to yourself, ‘Of course grudges can be fun – who could doubt it?’ then you are my kindred spirit and I’ve written this book for you too (and you, especially, will love it. Unless you enjoy your grudges for the wrong reasons, which we’ll come to in due course).


Let me start with a grudge story that will always have a special place in my heart, for a very particular reason …


Michael Upside Down in the Doorway


A few years ago, I went to Exeter in South-West England for a work-related event. It was an evening event, and there was no possibility of me getting home the same night. Luckily, I had close friends who lived a short drive from Exeter – friends I’d known for many years. They had a spare room and were only too happy to put me up for the night. My friends were a married couple with children and a dog, but both children had left home some years earlier, and only the husband, the wife and the dog are relevant to this story. I’m going to call them Michael, Linda and Hobart respectively. Hobart was a small Border terrier who liked to nestle in warm places: his bed, other people’s beds, amid piles of woolly jumpers in drawers and wardrobes. 


The whole family loved Hobart, but Michael was obsessive about him. In order to relax he needed to know, at all times, where in the house Hobart was. Even if he had no reason to fear for the dog’s safety or well-being, it wasn’t enough for Michael to know that Hobart was somewhere or other nearby; he had to know Hobart’s exact location. If he went out, the first question he would ask Linda on his return was ‘Where’s Hobart?’, and if she couldn’t give him a precise answer (‘on the blue chair in the kitchen’ or ‘sitting next to the radiator in the lounge’) he would express disapproval, as if she had been negligent in her Hobart-monitoring duties. 


I was well aware that if I spent a night at Michael’s house, there was a strong chance I would witness some Hobart-related peculiarity. On previous visits I had been asked a) if I’d be willing to give up my armchair and sit on a hard chair instead, because Michael suspected Hobart might want to sit where I was sitting, and b) if I wouldn’t mind sleeping with my door open, in case Hobart wanted to wander in and out of the guest room during the night. As charmingly as I could, and hoping I wouldn’t cause offence, I refused on both occasions, and Michael accepted my refusals with good grace. 


I had never minded any of this. I found it amusing. Michael was the first to laugh at himself and admit that he was neurotic about his dog, so I was happy to spend time at the house. I also found it fascinating that Linda, who did not share Michael’s neurosis, was willing to pander to it so comprehensively, monitoring Hobart’s movements on a second-by-second basis, so that if ever Michael were to appear and ask ‘Where’s Hobart?’, she would have an answer ready.


On this particular night, I arrived at Michael and Linda’s house at around ten o’clock, and we all had a cup of tea together. At eleven, I said that I was going to bed. Eleven is early by my normal standards, but at the time I had two children under three years old, both of whom woke up often in the night, and I was also frantically busy writing a book while holding down a part-time job that was an hour and a half’s drive from where I lived, and travelling at least once a week to a poetry reading or event. 


I explained to Michael and Linda that I was exhausted, that I had to get up early to drive home the next day and that I wanted to make the most of this night that would be blissfully free of interruptions from babies and toddlers. Then I went to bed and sank into a deep sleep.


The next thing I knew, I was jolting awake, clutching the duvet to my body like a shield. The adrenaline coursing through my body told me something was wrong. Sleep-befuddled and shocked, I found it hard to work out what had happened, but there were three significant clues: the light in my room was on, the door to the landing was wide open and Michael appeared to be suspended upside down in the doorway. His head was lower than his body, and close to the floor. 


It took me only a few seconds to realise that he was not, in fact, hanging upside down from the door frame. His head was near the floor, though; I’d been right about that. He was bent double, with his head next to his feet, looking under the bed – the same bed that contained his freaked-out house guest.


I remember feeling like an idiot, and wanting to cry because I’d been stupid enough to trust that I had a night of unbroken sleep ahead of me. At home, I could handle being woken up. I expected it; I slept in a new-mother-on-call kind of way. This was worse than being woken by my children, which I at least understood and didn’t react to with panic. In those first few seconds, I could think of no non-alarming reason for Michael to have opened the door to the room where I was sleeping, turned on the light and bent himself in half.


I waited for him to say sorry for disturbing me – for coming into the room where I was sleeping and actually turning the light on. He didn’t apologise. Nor did he seem to notice my shocked gasp and duvet-clutching. ‘I thought Hobart might be in here with you,’ he said. ‘I can’t find him.’ 


He came closer, knelt down and stuck his head right under the bed. When he emerged, he said with a sigh, ‘No, he’s not under there.’ He then opened, one by one, every cupboard door and drawer in the room. 


I can’t remember what I was wearing. I am the opposite of a nocturnally glamorous person, so it’s likely to have been an old, frayed T-shirt. It wasn’t anything too revealing, which I was relieved about – though of course if Hobart had gone missing, that was more important than Michael possibly seeing me without many clothes on.


As I was thinking this, I heard Linda call out, ‘Found him, Michael! He’s in here, on the sofa.’ ‘Here’ turned out to be Michael’s study.


As I heard these words, I had the strangest feeling: as if something had opened up in my mind, or broken in, and rearranged all my thoughts. ‘This is a significant moment,’ I said to myself silently, even though I hadn’t yet fully worked out why.


Without a word to me, Michael set off to verify Linda’s claim, turning off the light in the guest room and closing the door on his way out. His study was the room next to the guest room, where I was – separated from it only by a thin partition wall. This, too, struck me as important.


Once he was gone, I picked up my phone to check the time. Only half past midnight. I was determined to extract as much sleep from the rest of the night as I could, so I said to myself, ‘Now isn’t the time to work out what this means, but I am going to try and work it out soon, because it’s important. I mustn’t forget that it happened.’ Having made that resolution, I soon fell asleep again and, thankfully, there were no more surprises for the rest of the night.


Anne Grey says: ‘Working out what something means is a helpful way of responding. Another approach is to allow yourself to feel the natural emotion without judgement, and identify how you want to feel now. Being fully present now allows for greater clarity and wisdom to emerge, from your natural intuition or inner knowing.’


The next day, I thought about Michael being upside down in the doorway as I drove back to West Yorkshire, where I lived at the time, and I’ve thought about it many times since. It’s a grudge I hold that involves Michael, but I wouldn’t say I hold it against him, because it didn’t stop me from liking him, and it didn’t end our friendship. (As I’ll explain in Chapter 2, we should hold grudges about people, not against them. A grudge shouldn’t have any ‘against’ in it.) 


While I didn’t enjoy being woken in the night, I pitied Michael more than I blamed him. He was plainly not capable of rational behaviour where Hobart was concerned. I’d known this for years, even though that night was when I saw its most extreme expression. In a moment of neurosis, he’d felt compelled to burst into the room where I was sleeping. I don’t think he meant me any harm – in fact, I know he didn’t. Opening the door without knocking might well have been his attempt to avoid disturbing me. Perhaps he thought that if he didn’t knock but just walked in, and then tiptoed around, I might not wake up (despite his having turned on the light).


Still, I hold a grudge about this incident, and it’s one I want to keep. And this is a special grudge – one that deserves pride of place in my ‘Grudge Cabinet’ (to which I will introduce you later). Why, when Michael’s behaviour was neither malicious nor especially damaging to me, am I determined to remember this episode? It’s partly because it’s the first grudge I was aware of as a grudge at the very moment it came into being. Previously, my grudge-holding followed a different pattern: something would happen, and I would realise afterwards that I was angry or upset about it. Then some time later I would find that, yes, it was still there and showed no sign of shifting. 


With this incident – which I still think of as Michael Upside Down in the Doorway; I give all my grudges titles because it helps with cataloguing and classification – I was aware while it was happening that here was a grudge forming in real time, one that would stay with me for ever. Also, I noticed that, once I’d recovered from my initial shock at being woken so unexpectedly, I was neither angry nor upset. Instead, I was curious – certain that an important event had occurred, and eager to know what it meant. 


It was a strange feeling, and also a turning point. Previously, I had formed all my grudges spontaneously and unintentionally. This was the first one that I consciously resolved to create because I sensed, in the moment, that some kind of inner exclamation mark or mental bookmark was required – in other words, a grudge, according to my definition of the word (though that wasn’t how I put it to myself at the time, and it was only later that I fully came to understand what my definition was). On the night in question, all I knew was that this was a story that I needed first to polish, so that it was in its best possible form, and then to remember, and then to tell. The strangest thing of all was that I knew the main person to whom I needed to tell this story was myself.


That was thirteen years ago. Since then, I’ve got into the habit of doing this (let’s call it ‘mindful grudge creation’), and it’s rare that I don’t recognise a grudge-sparking incident as it’s happening – but Michael Upside Down in the Doorway was my first. I didn’t understand then why I needed to get the story right (and by right, I mean as clear and accurate as possible) or that it was a newly formed grudge. If you’d asked me then whether I held grudges, I probably wouldn’t have admitted it, because I hadn’t yet realised that grudges are really, really good for you. 


Let’s go back to Michael for a moment. When I thought about the Upside Down in the Doorway incident, several important features stood out:


1. Michael hadn’t looked for Hobart in the rest of the house before interrupting my sleep. If he had, there would have been no story and no grudge. Michael’s study, where Linda found Hobart, was next to the room I was in, and no one was sleeping in it. Why hadn’t Michael checked there first? Why hadn’t he checked the whole house before walking in on me? Why didn’t my need for sleep and my privacy matter at least that much to him?


2. Waking me wasn’t the only thing he risked doing by coming into the guest room unannounced. He also risked scaring me (which he did), and embarrassing me. For all he knew, I might have been sleeping in the nude.


3. He didn’t, at any point, apologise. When someone wakes you up unnecessarily in the middle of the night, gets down on his knees by your bedside and then doesn’t apologise, it’s hard not to notice the missed opportunity. The next morning before I left, Michael didn’t say, ‘By the way, sorry about intruding on your sleep last night.’ No light, cheery ‘Soz about that!’ was forthcoming. And I knew that wasn’t because Michael was pleased that he’d made my night a bit worse than it needed to be. He simply hadn’t thought then, and wasn’t thinking now, about my needs or feelings. In his eyes, if I wasn’t bleeding from the eyeballs or dangling out of a fifteenth-floor window, I was obviously fine … and that left him free to think only about his own needs.


I knew that Michael wasn’t going to worry even for a second about having been a bad host, or that I might not be keen to stay chez him in future. I also knew that he would have jumped in front of a bullet to protect me if he perceived me to be in true danger. In many ways, he is a noble and self-sacrificing person. If I had been subject to a form of harm that he recognised as harm, he would have put my welfare before his own, I had no doubt – he’d have done so for me or for anyone he cared about. The trouble was (and this was one of the things that struck me as I drove back to Yorkshire, and I couldn’t believe it had taken me so long to figure it out) Michael had a worrying tendency to define other people as being perfectly all right and not suffering any sort of adverse effects whenever it suited him to do so. 


I realised that he was someone who would always be willing to cause me minor inconvenience, fleeting annoyance, mild alarm and low-key unhappiness if he needed to do so in order to alleviate his own anxiety or to get something he very much wanted, without stopping to question whether it was correct or fair. I understood clearly, after being only subliminally and vaguely aware of it for so many years, that I would always matter far less to Michael than he mattered to himself in any day-to-day life/non-crisis situation; he would always sacrifice my welfare for the sake of his own when it suited him to do so, as long as I seemed ‘basically fine’ to him. And he would always find a way to justify his behaviour, if challenged, and to make me feel terrible, because he was absolutely certain that he was a Very Good Person.


Therapist Anne Grey says: ‘This behaviour in Michael is what could be described as “unconscious” behaviour, in that he is so absorbed in, and identified with, his thoughts and emotions that he is unaware of the impact on others and, more importantly, he is unaware that he has the choice to step back, observe, gain greater clarity and see that, if he wishes, there may be a different course of action available to him.’


The Grudge-fold Path


That feeling of significance I’d had in the middle of the night had been my subconscious saying, ‘It’s time you realised how this man will always behave.’ Other stories sprang out from the recesses of my memory to join this newly minted one. Some related specifically to nights I had spent at Michael’s house in the past. When I first knew him, his favourite thing to do in the morning was play loud music. If I was staying with him and still asleep, tough: I would be woken by loud Queen or Led Zeppelin songs. I didn’t notice or mind particularly in those days, because I didn’t yet have work I cared about, or children, and so excessive tiredness wasn’t an issue for me. But thinking about it after the Upside Down in the Doorway incident, I remembered that whenever I asked Michael if he could wait to play his music until I was awake, he made it clear that this put him out quite a bit, and had a tiny tantrum about it. 


On one occasion, instead of just going in a huff, he set out his case for me, like a defendant representing himself in court. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘First thing in the morning, while I’m getting dressed and ready to go to work, that’s my favourite time in the day. And listening to music – at a decent volume, so that I can actually hear it, is one of my favourite things to do. Why should I have to deprive myself of that just because you happen to be in my house?’ When I asked him how he would feel if I were to play the Oklahoma! soundtrack really loudly while he was trying to sleep in my guest room, he looked confused and said, ‘Well … obviously I’d hate it.’ 


‘Well, then!’ I said.


‘Hmph,’ he said, and remained grumpy for the next hour. Neither of us mentioned the fact that I had never done and would never do this, whereas he regularly did.


Michael only stopped playing very loud music first thing in the morning after I’d asked him to (and after he’d had a small, grown-up version of a tantrum) about four times.


On the journey home, the day after Upside Down in the Doorway, I thought of at least ten or twelve Significant Michael Stories. These were the first stories that I officially and proudly installed in my Grudge Cabinet! 


INTRODUCING THE GRUDGE CABINET


Let me guess – you don’t have one yet, and you had no idea you needed one? Well, you do. You’ll soon understand why. A Grudge Cabinet is the only physical object you will need in order to practise enlightened grudge-holding of the sort I advocate, and the good news is: it doesn’t have to be an actual cabinet whittled from the finest oak. It can be a shoe-box, an old handbag, a jewellery box, a bedside cabinet drawer … Any container will do. You will be using this container to store all the grudges you want to keep in order to enhance your life. If, like me, you’re the proud owner of lots of great grudges, you’ll need a larger box/bag/drawer. 


Your Grudge Cabinet should take whatever form feels right and most appealing to you. If you love the idea of whittling an actual cabinet out of wood, please do so. If you want to buy a brand new designer handbag to be your Grudge Cabinet, great! Or, if you’d feel happier using a modest cardboard shoe box, that’s wonderful – whatever works for you. (I’m sure you’re wondering, so I’ll tell you: I am still in the process of figuring out what I would like my Grudge Cabinet to be. I’m tempted by the designer handbag idea, but the words ‘secret drawer’ are also calling to me. For the time being, my Grudge Cabinet is this book and a file on my computer called ‘Grudge Book Notes’.) 


INTRODUCING THE GRUDGE-FOLD PATH


Practitioners of Buddhism follow the ‘Eightfold Path’ to enlightenment. I know enough about what this means to know that it’s a path I could never personally follow. I follow, instead, The Grudge-fold Path (which I explain in detail in Chapter 7), and, once you’ve read this book, I hope some of you will too. If you have only eight grudges, then your Grudge-fold Path might happen to be eightfold as well, but I have named my Path so that it doesn’t specify a number. It is versatile, therefore, and can work for you even if you have 347 grudges.


The ‘fold’ part of The Grudge-fold Path’s name does not refer to the number of grudges that go towards making up the path. It refers, instead, to the physical act of folding. In Chapter 8, I will tell you all about why and how to write up your grudge stories, and you will see that the folding is an important part of the grudge-curation ritual for Grudge-fold Path followers. 


The Upside Down in the Doorway night wasn’t the last night I spent under the same roof as Michael. There were several occasions afterwards when avoiding it would have been too difficult, but I never again willingly and freely chose it, and I felt protected and less likely to suffer once I had my grudge fixed securely in place: a story that gave me official permission to link it to other Michael stories and say to myself: ‘Remember: Michael is this sort of person, likely to behave in this way.’


I learned from Michael Upside Down in the Doorway – and the other Michael stories that flocked to join it – that, while continuing to pursue the friendship and be nice to him, and while not resenting him or feeling anger towards him, I should be aware and on my guard in his presence, and not let him do me any harm, according to my definition of harm, which I gave myself permission to believe was every bit as important as his. 


The forming of the grudge – identifying and clarifying the story, and interpreting what it meant – gave me something practical to do in the moment that the annoying incident was taking place, so that I didn’t feel angry or upset. I was too busy doing something far more constructive. It felt like being an observer of one’s own life, thinking ‘So what’s the story here? Does it remind me of any other linked stories, containing the same main characters? And how should she respond? What’s she thinking now?’ She, of course, was me.
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