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For Mam
Thank you for loving me whether I say yes or no.
I’m ferociously proud to be your daughter.
xx
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Foreword


HAVE YOU EVER HEARD SOMEONE SAY THE FOLLOWING SENTENCES?




1.    I’m meant to be going out tonight, I hope they cancel.


2.    It’s easier to call in sick than ask for the day off.


3.    I’m just not going to respond to that email until it’s too late.


4.    I’ll say I’m on antibiotics.





Society has given us memes and unspoken etiquettes that allow us to avoid having to say no. We have come up with the most inventive ways of declining, wriggling out, avoiding, hiding and negating without having to face the request and politely say, ‘No.’ Working out how to say no is a tricky business. I’ve tried many possibilities in my long battle of trying to escape being a yes-woman. I’ve been like a child jumping for joy when someone cancels the plans I was planning to cancel. I’ve been like that meme of the stressed woman standing in front of a whiteboard of algebraic equations as I realise I’ve run out of excuses. I’ve burned calories trying to run away from commitments I’ve made, all the while berating myself for not saying no in the first place.


For most of my life I was a bona-fide yes-woman. Apart from when I was a baby and all I said was no for about a month, there has always been a barrier between me and the word ‘no’. A boundary, you might call it. But I wouldn’t. Because having a boundary doesn’t come naturally to me. It’s a massive obstacle, my people-pleasing tendency. I’ve said yes to things that scared me, things that made me uncomfortable, things that I was fundamentally against. Now, I’m not saying I committed crimes or broke the law. I wasn’t coerced into being a drug mule or anything. This isn’t that kind of book. The scary things are more banal, like attending events I was uncomfortable at, singing for relatives at family events because I couldn’t stand my ground, eating cow-tongue! That kind of thing.


Once I was sitting in my friend’s house eating a bag of chips with salt and vinegar slathered all over them. Our hands were thick with grease and we were in our element. My phone rang – WORK flashed up on the screen. (I use the term loosely: as you’ll see later, I spent a lot of my twenties acting in terrible plays for no money.)


My friend said, ‘Stef, you have to answer it.’ I looked at my greasy hands and wanted to spare my phone screen and enjoy my chips but I answered it. Within an hour I was standing at the top of a ladder, hanging stage lights, still hungry and with a greasy screen.


So many memories of my friends and me don’t have the endings I wish they had. So many are tinged with bitterness because I didn’t know when to say no and call it a day. Now, I realise I’m at my best, my happiest, most serene, most charitable, fun, kind and joyous, when I am at my most uncompromising. ‘No’ is the biggest present I have ever given myself. But it’s like gym membership or an Instant Pot cooker. It only works if you use it. My battle with ‘no’ is a daily one.


This book will look at how I learned to start saying no, in the same way I learned to quit smoking. One craving at a time. I’ll chart my path of learning to say no and highlight some of the pitfalls and fears I faced in case you face the same ones. It will anticipate the worries and fears you may have: ‘What if people are offended?’, ‘What if I have no friends?’, ‘What if I get no work?’, What if people stop inviting me to things?’ All the what-ifs. The answers will often be of the tough-love variety. The reality is that some people will dislike you for saying no … but, really, those people are just boogers: it takes saying no to realise who your real friends, colleagues and champions are.


I recently spent some time with somebody’s child. She’s two and has no issue with saying no. This kid is inspiring in the same way any toddler is. She’s never agreed to a proposal she hasn’t liked. She knows only unconditional love. She has no idea that any other type of love exists. She hasn’t had to change, adjust or manipulate anyone for anything. She smiles at people and they immediately smile back. In her whole life she has never had anyone not like her or not find her adorable. She has never had to do anything except be herself to please people. She has never been thwarted by someone’s ulterior motives. She hasn’t yet had to swap her desires for desirability. Watching her uncompromising requests being met with delight and charm gave me hope. I don’t know when she will first encounter someone who demands that she adapt her nature to suit them. It won’t be me. It will probably be some other child in some government-funded playground.


When I was leaving that kid, her granny invited her to wave goodbye to me at the door. She ran to the window before I’d even got my jacket. Social etiquette be damned. She didn’t care that her enthusiasm to see me leave might be insensitive. Her thoughts were, You’re leaving. I’m waving. It’s lunchtime.


Then her granny suggested she give me a kiss to say goodbye.


‘No.’


Simple. Clear. Boundary.


A boundary that many adults would force her to break. Not this adult.


She doesn’t want to kiss someone she’s only just met. And I think that’s a lesson we could all benefit from.




The YESteryears
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I DON’T KNOW WHEN I BECAME A YES-WOMAN. I CAN’T remember the first time I prioritised someone else’s opinion of me over my own comfort. Maybe it was gradual, like growing out of my favourite dungarees.


If I was to pinpoint a pivotal moment in my yes-saying career, it was the summer between Second and Third Class when I was around seven. I spent all of my summers in Wexford with my nana. Nanas are notorious for being permission-givers. It’s like they’re incapable of setting boundaries for their grandkids. It’s the best. Every time we went to Gorey to do the shopping, I’d get a ball. If it wasn’t a ball it was a comic, or Pokémon cards, or a cream bun, or some new toy. Or sometimes all of the above. I didn’t even have to convince her. It was just yes, yes, yes. A torrent of yeses rained down over our mobile home in Courtown, Co. Wexford, every summer.


As a kid, you can’t understand the nuances of parenting. You can’t see that your mother cannot be as lenient as your grandmother or you’d never stop watching TV and your teeth would rot from the sugar overload. It’s all very black and white when you’re a kid. I felt a deep love for Nana because she let me do whatever I wanted. Already the idea was forming in my mind that if you said yes to people, they would love you more. I loved people who said yes to me. Nana’s yeses took us to great places. On our way to Gorey, we would stop to feed the ducks in some park outside Courtown. It was summer and we were time-rich. The days rolled out in front of us, displaying their offerings, like a man selling spices in an Arab souk.


I sipped TK lemonade in the Taravie hotel, my legs dangling off the high stool, I ate soup from a little metal bowl and my grandmother made eating scampi look elegant. I paid four pounds every other day to rent the same film to watch on the VCR in the mobile home: Nana knew I was a creature of habit and wouldn’t force me to get a different one. It was usually Casper or Annie or, if I was feeling brave, Hocus Pocus. When my mam joined us for her two-week break, her vacation mode meant that the yeses kept coming. There was candy floss on demand, beach trips and 99s until I was sick. There were hours I wouldn’t see Mam’s or Nana’s face because their heads were buried in books as they waited for me to get tired of going on the waltzers or the bumper cars. They’d never make me get off. Summer was indulgent, abundant and just supreme. The warmth I feel thinking about it would melt even the coldest Mr Freeze ice-pop. I ate them too, until my tongue turned blue.


My first uncomfortable ‘yes’ happened on the beach. I hate the messiness of beaches. It would be great if there was no sand and the sea was warmer. But then it’d be a pool and there was no pool in Courtown at the time so most days my five friends and I ate our gritty sandwiches on the beach. I can’t remember those girls’ names – I knew them for only a summer – but at the time I thought they held the key to all the future doors in front of me. They were just girls around my age who were staying near my grandmother’s mobile home. It was a tenuous connection at best, but when you’re a kid, geography and age are the foundations of most friendships. That summer, and many summers since, I genuinely believed that if the ‘in-crowd’ didn’t like me or approve of me, I would disappear into oblivion and be as irrelevant as the Polly Pocket I stopped playing with that summer because one of the girls told me they were ‘for babies’.


I had been playing with those girls in the evenings on the caravan site. There was a version of a playground between the beach and the shop. All the kids hung out there but there wasn’t much to do. The swings had been taken off their chains the year before because a child had broken his leg and the park got sued. Now we had a sort of dystopian playground framework to entertain us. The skeletal outline of the swing set was the backdrop to our evenings. Boys challenged each other to do chin-ups, girls curled their knees over the side bars and turned upside-down, their hair brushing over the worn, dusty earth, carved out by years of treading. It’s a special kind of freedom, getting away from your life for a summer.


I had no way of categorising those girls. I had none of the information points I was used to having before judging someone’s potential for friendship. Remember, I was seven! In Mallow, I knew what school you went to. If you went to my school, that was one link between us. I knew what sports you played, what grades you got, if you did your homework, if the teachers approved of you, if you always had a new pencil case in September. These are all salient indicators for a seven-year-old to make up their mind. I realised in Courtown that, without that information, I had to trust my own judgement of people and whether I wanted to be their friend.


This was empowering until I discovered the same applied to those girls choosing me as a friend. They didn’t know I was a good student. They didn’t know I was always on time, always had my homework done. They didn’t know that I packed my schoolbag with my books in order of tallest to smallest, with my pencil case neatly tucked vertically down the side. I considered telling them I was good but, even at seven, I knew self-praise was no praise. They didn’t have any endorsements to prime them to like me. I had to be my own endorsement. I had to be liked. But how?


It was an overcast day, but if Irish summer weather had been a deterrent we would never have left our mobile homes. We layered up and ventured out, meeting, as we always did, by the giant anchor outside the Bosun’s Chair restaurant at the entrance to the park overlooking the beach. I always wondered about the giant iron anchor we gathered around. It was over fifteen foot tall and cemented into the ground. It appeared to be some kind of nautical civic art, or maybe someone had left it there and, because it was too big to move, they just threw some cement around it to stop a lawsuit.


Anyway, giant anchors aside, nothing except a tropical storm would have changed our daily beach routine. In the nineties kids didn’t have phones so we depended on our internal clocks to tell us how long was fair to wait for stragglers to join us. We waited for about twenty minutes. I was always the first to arrive, afraid that if I was late they wouldn’t wait for me. I didn’t want to give the girls an opportunity to leave me behind because, somewhere in my gut, I was sure that they would. I was first to arrive and last to leave. I didn’t want to miss anything or leave room to be excluded from an in-joke. ‘You had to be there’ was the sentence I spent my childhood trying to avoid. I didn’t trust that I would be included on my own merit, so I removed opportunities to be excluded as often as I could. After twenty minutes of kicking stones around and hanging off the giant anchor, we reckoned anyone missing had gone shopping or was doing errands with their family and we raced as a group down the dunes towards the sea.


That day, when we arrived onto the beach we saw we had to sit on the rocks because jellyfish had washed up on the shore. The strand looked like bubble wrap, with all the coagulated jelly scattered across the sand. I saw those polka dots as a clear warning sign that the water was not a place to be going in that day. I assumed we were all in agreement about avoiding the sea, but then the alpha girl, let’s call her Alison, for the poetry of it, decided she wanted to go swimming. Swimming? Thousands of stinging creatures who had just come from the water were lying around warning us not to go in. But Alison was brave and bored. A dangerous combination. I started to panic. My insides resembled the jellyfish more than anything human. I looked around for a grown-up. Mam would definitely say no to this. We were unaccompanied. There was no lifeguard. Jellyfish were strewn across the beach, like sprinkles on an ice-cream cone, and whatever swimming acumen I had was certainly tailored to a pool rather than the sea. I immediately regretted my summer habit of having my swimsuit on under my clothes at all times.


I was nervous. The sea seemed to get very loud all of a sudden. I wondered if I picked up a shell and put it to my ear would I hear the disapproving, warning tone of my mother. What use would her disembodied warning be to me now that she was in Cork? I knew that saying, ‘My mam won’t let me,’ would make me a laughing stock. If I refused on my own terms, I’d be exiled to the caravan park, cast aside, no longer invited to eat ice-cream on the beach, doomed to drift on the icy sea of loneliness for the rest of the summer. I imagined what the next day would look like if I said no. I had a vision of arriving to the anchor early and waiting for the others to appear as usual. I could hear the ticking clock in my head, time passing, while no one arrived. In this nightmare scenario the cool gang had arranged a new meeting place I didn’t know about. They continued their summer happy and free while I befriended a fifteen-foot cast-iron anchor and found it comforting to know that it would always be there, sealed in cement. I had to say yes to be included, to be liked. I had to say yes to fit in. I had to say yes to survive this summer.


‘Stefanie, are you coming in?’


‘Ya, but you go first.’


Everyone started heading en masse in one direction, removing layers of clothing as they went. I was walking along with them but craning my neck behind me in the direction I wanted to go, which was away, away from the sea that was getting closer to us and us to it. But I couldn’t turn the rest of my body and walk away from it. The only child in me was just too smitten at being part of a group, being ‘in’ with the cool girls. I wanted to belong more than I wanted to feel safe. I stood by the water’s edge dragging out the minutes. If anyone was going to chicken out, I wanted them to do it before I got into the water. I waited for as long as I could, and when no excuse presented itself, when everyone was in and dunked and the hypothermic screaming was at its peak, I left my neatly folded clothes pile and walked into the sea.


I got in and under as fast as possible because, now that we were doing it, I had to make sure I got the full experience. I didn’t want to give Alison the excuse to say, ‘Oh, we all wet our hair but Stefanie didn’t get that far.’ I didn’t want them all to get out before I was fully in and risk missing the full experience. We splashed around for a little while – I pretended I was swimming by bending my knees and letting the water come over my shoulders but my feet never left the seabed. I made sure I never got physically out of my depth. Emotionally, I was drowning in this people-pleasing sea of compliance.


For an only kid, it’s hard to belong to a tribe. You spend so much time on your own, in your imagination or surrounded by adults. Feeling you’re part of a group or that you belong in a casual, non-school environment is tough. Whenever I got the chance, though, it was a dragon I wanted to chase. Holidays, kids’ clubs, playgrounds, birthday parties were my opportunities to soak up that feeling of belonging, value and worth. I made friends easily, which was a blessing and a curse. I would get attached very quickly by being nice and funny and agreeable, only to be devastated when the inevitable end came and the other kids had to go home. I had learned through repetition that the way to make friends was to be magnetic, to make people feel included, and to do what they wanted so they didn’t go elsewhere to find a buddy. I was afraid that if I said no I’d never be asked to do anything again. I believed that each invitation led to the next and to say no would break the chain, shut the door and leave me trapped in a quarantine I couldn’t escape from.


I believed I was more lovable with each yes. It was as though each yes I said, against my better judgement, was the next obliging rung on a ladder that would eventually lead to me being happy, whole and accepted.


This wasn’t just a deluded perception I had in my childhood: it laid the foundation for an entire belief system, which informed my view of myself and the world well into my twenties. It can still pop up today, if I’m not careful. If I don’t take time to be mindful of my decisions and the motives behind my actions, this historical belief system lets me know that it is perfectly preserved inside me, like the ruins of Pompeii.


That day, I didn’t get stung by any jellyfish, but the karma gods weren’t going to let Alison get away with leading us all into a dangerous situation. She got stung on the leg, and in the midst of the consequent furore, I snuck away, back to Nana. I was totally part of the group now, which meant inclusion in every activity for the rest of the summer. Nana thought I was enjoying it. At the time I thought I was, too. She said yes to every sleepover offered. Every time one of the girls knocked for me she was there to grant permission. If she had said no, I would possibly have gone into a tailspin, fearing I’d be rejected or left out, but really I didn’t want to go. I spent that summer, and most of my life, in the excruciating limbo of FOMO and FOBI. The Fear of Missing Out was always just that little bit stronger than the Fear of Being Included.


The great unknown that came with group activities, the anxiety around being out of my comfort zone and having to comply with other people’s plans, would often keep me awake at night. I wandered around the caravan site eating Mr Freezes and bags of penny sweets the size of my head trying to work out if I’d rather go to Simon’s birthday party all the way in Enniscorthy, when I didn’t know what time we’d be home, what food we’d eat or what film we’d see, or would I prefer to stay on the caravan site by myself, and then have to listen to endless recounting of the night’s events for the rest of the summer? It always came down to not wanting to be alone, not wanting to be the kid outside the in-joke. I was happiest with Nana, playing bingo or feeding ducks, but I knew that to have the option of company, I had to keep the invitations coming. Saying no would be closing a door I might never have the chance to open again.


We went to see The Little Rascals, in case you’re wondering. As I sat in the dark, stuffing my face with popcorn, I knew before Alfalfa did that following his heart with Darla and saying no to the rules of the He-Man Woman-Haters Club was a bad idea. I tutted, ‘I told you so,’ as he wandered around, alone and friendless. The happy ending never reached me. I was too certain that bad things happen to people who go against their friends. The kid next to me wiped his nose with his hand, then asked if he could share my popcorn.


By the end of the summer I was craving the rules and boundaries of my home.
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MY SCHOOL, LIKE MOST PRIMARY SCHOOLS, FUNCTIONED best when we, the students, adhered to blind and mindless conformity. There is a belief, probably a clause in some insurance policy, that no one is safe unless every child is abiding by every rule and every teacher and pupil agrees with the prevailing opinion on what is right. There is a sense of security and belonging available to children if they follow instructions and obey rules. If you do what you’re told, you’re elevated to the pinnacle of childhood approval.


I loved rules so I did what I was told, for the most part. I was ‘good’, my friends knew I was a ‘good student’, so their parents believed I was a ‘good influence’ on their child. My future prospects were thrown wide open because of my compliance. I was told I would ‘do great things’ and that I would ‘go far’ because I got full marks in my spelling tests. Each good result reinforced the mantra that I was valuable, worthy and inevitably successful because I was so good at following the rules and meeting other people’s expectations.


My school, like any other, believed it was offering a sense of belonging and security with its rules. And, in a way, it was. It was nice to know that when the bell rang we all had to stand in a line. It was a small expectation that was easily met. There was a sense of achievement when the teacher praised us for being obedient – much like training puppies. In fairness, the line had its merit. There was sense to it being part of the routine. It meant we didn’t bash into each other.


The line, or líne, to give it its Irish name and the word we used as we put our index fingers to our mouths as we stood in it, is a small example of the ways conformity helps to mitigate chaos where large groups of humans are concerned. Maybe that’s why I find places like IKEA, airport security, book signings, Nando’s or museums so comforting. All of those places have order. From being told which direction to walk in and which electronics go in which basket, to ordering your chicken wings and paying before you eat: I just love things to be clear and orderly, rules to be followed. If the rules are clear, even now, as an adult, I’m triggered into feeling ‘good’ and ‘virtuous’ when I follow them. That’s how entrenched the early-years compliance lessons have become.


In school, the kids who broke the rules, climbed on tables, said bad words or didn’t do their homework seemed dangerous to me. I was told they were going to be ‘a bad influence’. To my childhood mind, their rebellion was liable to jump onto me if I got too close, like nits – which I was also super-wary of. The rebellion would spread like contagion until I, too, was seen as ‘bad’, someone people didn’t want to be around. I tried to keep well away.


There was a girl in our class for a brief period – Blythe was her name. The kind teachers called her ‘spirited’. The unkind ones called her ‘a troublemaker’. I’m sure they used other names in the staffroom. Blythe found it really hard to obey rules. Maybe today she would have had a teacher’s assistant with her in class but they didn’t exist back then. Blythe couldn’t or wouldn’t stand in line in the yard. She couldn’t or wouldn’t stand and welcome the principal in Irish when she walked in. She didn’t say prayers with us, didn’t put her hand up. She distracted other students. My obedient friends and I were fascinated by her because, to us, Blythe was an anarchist.


More than any rule or lesson teachers could have taught us, Blythe existed to show us at first hand what happens to girls who don’t blindly say yes. Her individualism and non-compliance with the prevailing ethos of the school made her an outcast. Blythe was quietly and subtly ostracised. She was left alone. I’m pretty sure it extended to her family. Her mother wasn’t at the bake sales, her sister wasn’t at the sports days. Looking back, she wasn’t doing anything bad or evil, she just wasn’t playing by the rules. She dared to colour outside the lines and play by her own rules. I didn’t understand any of this at the time. Now, as a struggling yes-woman and people-pleaser, I think about Blythe often. And fondly. When I’m faced with a request I don’t want to accept, or I’m struggling with a rule I can’t see the point of – like taking your shoes off in someone’s house – I think of Blythe and am certain she doesn’t struggle in this way.


I didn’t learn these lessons about conformity only through Blythe: they also came to me in the form of the Teenage Mutant Hero Turtles. ‘They’re called Ninja Turtles!’ I hear you shout. Yeah, well, in Ireland in 1992, when I got Turtle-themed everything for my birthday, they were merely heroes, untrained in the ancient art of ninja. They didn’t become ninjas in the UK or Ireland until the 2003 series. The UK broadcasters felt the word ‘ninja’ had connotations that were too violent for kids. Anyway, they still kicked ass. A recent buzz-feed quiz to find out ‘Which Ninja Turtle Are You?’ tells me that my adult self is most like ‘Splinter’. He’s the sensei, the leader, the master of all the Turtles. He’s ‘super-wise and mad-chill’.


I need a second opinion. As a kid I identified with Leonardo. According to the opening jingle of the cartoon, Leonardo is the leader. I didn’t always feel like a leader but when I did lead, like the blue-masked Turtle, my orders were usually followed. He and I were both serious and might have had the phrase ‘do-gooder’ levelled at us. I like to think we both had an in-built sense of ethics. He seemed, reassuringly for me, as anxious as I was about rule-breaking and would often go to seek counsel from the wise Splinter when the way forward seemed unclear. Blythe was like Raphael: fierce, sarcastic and utterly unafraid. Blythe’s signature red hairband matched Raphael’s red mask and served as a traffic-light warning for me. If you say no to the status quo, you’re trouble!


In my all-girls school, certain rules were like silk threads woven into the fabric of the place:




1.    Be a good friend.


2.    Be nice to everyone.


3.    Share.


4.    Be a good listener.


5.    Be loyal.


6.    Don’t let people down.


7.    Be a team player.





Those rules got in deep and proliferated like mushrooms in a damp carpet. Today I see the little fungi popping up again and again. It was a great way to promote kindness and goodness in our school but I wonder would I be a more confident, self-assured woman if those childhood rules had been different. I wonder if, in the boys’ school across the road, where the rules were slightly different, they had the same ‘laying the groundwork’ impact as ours did for the now adult me. In the boys’ school they had rules like:




1.    No biting.


2.    No kicking.


3.    No hitting.


4.    No spitting.


5.    Obey your teacher.


6.    Wash hands after using the toilet.





Those rules applied to us, too, but they weren’t reiterated and hung on walls, like they were in the boys’ school. Extracurricular sports, like swimming, or birthday parties where we met our friends’ brothers, highlighted the different approaches our schools took. The focus on non-violence indicated that, without the rule, boys would naturally tend that way. For us, the fact that a rule against it wasn’t deemed necessary but that we needed to be reminded to listen differentiated us by gender from very young. Molecules of conformity were spritzed into the air in our classrooms by the cleaners at night. All day, I sat breathing in the fumes of this ethos. I soaked them up and they became part of me. I obeyed by being good, accommodating and nice. I was praised into being easy-going. In the presence of such power and authority I forgot I had my own. I didn’t spit or bite or hit or kick with the same commitment I gave to being nice, a good listener and sharer.


At first, I struggled with sharing but that was stamped out of me as well.


Nothing got our class more excited than the Credit Union Christmas Colouring Competition, and 1995 was a particularly combative year. The picture to be coloured was a family of snowmen standing in the garden of a colonial house with snow falling on them. Question: Why are the houses that kids draw always those five-bed colonial mansions? No one in Mallow had one. We mostly lived in terraces, or bungalows or those two-storey houses where the roof is a scalene triangle, longer on one side. Trespassing accusations aside, we assumed the snowmen were built by the family who lived in the big house. Our teacher produced the A5 colouring sheets and gave one to each of us. I held mine with my arms outstretched and, if I had had the cultural reference maybe I’d have thought, This is how Michelangelo must have felt when he looked up at the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. It was massive, and blank, and full of possibility.


The options excited my classmates and me. The buzzy thrill bubbled just below the level of frenzy for the afternoon. The teacher made sure it never spilled over into hysteria or ‘hullabaloo’, as she called it. Our desks were shifted out of their usual rows. We were allowed to work in ‘clusters’. The change in format just added to the ceremony of the annual colouring competition. It felt like a treat. She played music. It was all new to us that year, the inaugural tradition. We weren’t quite sure why we were allowed to have such fun without an obvious lesson being taught. I copped on pretty fast when the teacher gave her final instructions before letting us do our art.


‘Now, girls, everyone is to put their colours in the middle of the cluster so each team can share.’


A lot of the class turned to look at me.


Oh, fuck. Oh, cluster fuck.


My mam owned a stationery shop at the time so everyone knew I had the best colours. And I knew that everyone else didn’t have the necessary respect for stationery to be trusted with mine. The small voice inside me was screaming, ‘STEF, SAY NO. GIVE THEM THE MARKERS BUT SAVE THE CRAYONS AT LEAST.’ It was no use. The following few hours were Crayola carnage. It was a wax rendering of a murder scene. The girls got started and for a while I couldn’t focus on my picture because I was so disturbed by what was happening. I’m sure being an only child and never having to share made the whole experience more acutely painful.


The music changed. ‘Jingle Bells’ was over. Jona Lewie piped up with ‘Stop the Cavalry’, a Christmas song that was originally a war song.


We were in the room. The music playing. That dead heat hung in the air. Its source, the massive oil radiators that clanged unexpectedly whenever they felt like it. Someone had had sandwiches with that luncheon meat with the face on it for lunch, and the smell hung in the air, along with spilled Capri Sun but no one seemed to notice. The ceilings were endlessly high, so high that halfway up the wall the colour changed so they’d only ever have to paint the lower half. Someone had stuck a dado rail around the boundary where the colour changed and called it a ‘design feature’. I scanned the room for something to help me. Maybe there was a box of crayons somewhere I could swap out for mine. Our cluster was closest to the maths corner. Stacks of old copies of Busy at Maths were piled next to the abacuses and the folder of number lines, which would later be glued to the top of our desks. My eyes zoned in on the Trócaire box on the teacher’s desk: maybe this was happening to me because I wasn’t charitable enough and I was being punished.


Blythe was going too hard on my blue and I couldn’t say anything. Jona was singing about having had enough and how he wished he was at home for Christmas – I don’t think I’ve ever related to a song more. I just wanted to be at home, by myself, colouring … gently.


Blythe was demonically carving her way through the picture. The lines were furious and wild and she wasn’t even trying to stay inside the lines. Little blue curls of crayon wax were scattered all over the page. It was like shrapnel after a bomb explosion. All my other crayons were going to be the same length but not the blue one. She was squeezing it so hard, totally concentrated, her face squished into a frown with exertion. She was like a dog that was going to overheat. The speed of her colouring and the heat from the strain was melting the crayon where she squeezed it. And I was meant to watch and share?


The teacher smiled at me. ‘Good sharing, Stefanie.’ I was confused but, I remember, kinda liking the praise. I took my favourite crayon ‘Red Orange’ and walked away from the cluster to the bosca bruscair with my pencil-parer. I pretended to pare my crayon. I was, in fact, saying goodbye.


*


The teacher gave me a sticker and a bun at the end of the day. My report said I was helpful and kind to other students. No one was any the wiser about the trauma the saga had caused me. I continued to be generous and share to get the buns. Once I did my friend’s homework for her in exchange for a bag of Haribo.


The praise I received for sharing and being kind left a little imprint. It’s a tiny stamp somewhere inside me that says, ‘Stefanie is a better person because she let her friends ruin her stuff and didn’t even cry.’ I think one of the sins I told the priest during my first confession was that I was selfish. All because of the Credit Union Colouring Competition.


I coloured mine in perfectly. I used the white crayon – its only outing – and coloured each snowball individually. You couldn’t tell they were coloured in unless you held it near the light, when the wax went shimmery. I was confident the judges would go to those lengths when assessing each of the individual renditions. I used Red Orange for the Christmas-tree baubles but ‘Orange’ for the carrot nose. I also made sure that I used a darker grey for the further away clouds and a lighter grey for the near ones to give perspective. I coloured the house in yellow, because there were no bricks in the walls: I assumed it was concrete and our neighbours had recently painted their house yellow so I thought it was trendy. I made little sprouts of grass spike up through the snow because in Ireland we never got complete coverage. I differentiated between the black for the coal and dark grey for the gutters. I did it perfectly. Not one millimetre outside the lines and as close to reality as you could hope for from a child.


And I still didn’t win. Did they not hold it up to the light and see the white snowballs? Had I coloured in all that white for no reason? My friend Sarah added more snow and she didn’t win. The girl who won coloured the snowballs blue. But snow is white? That’s not right. Her poster was hung up in our local SuperValu for a whole month. Every time we went shopping I’d stare at it, hoping it would reveal itself to me like the Third Secret of Fatima. That girl had said no: no to the status quo, no to the rules, no to the institution. She’d stuck it to the man with her blue snowballs. I wonder where she is now. In my youth I thought of her sometimes – and wondered if her rebellion would land her in prison. It seemed like the inevitable resting place for someone so brazen as to say no to the universal rule that snow is white.


I wasn’t an angel. I found outlets for breaking the rules. As an only kid, I got around sharing: I hid toys when kids came to play; I kept sweets in my jacket and turned into a ‘pocket-muncher’. I remember at sleepovers the unkindness that exploded once a girl made a mean remark. That was all we needed to be cruel about someone who wasn’t there. Maybe that’s why girls are described as ‘bitchy’. It’s the opposite of our attempts to be nice and good.


The following year the competition rolled around again. The A5 sheets were handed out. They didn’t feel so big this time. They weren’t vast sheaves of freedom like they had been before. They were still just simple line drawings but now their whiteness was intimidating. It felt like a test. I was crippled by it. I would have preferred a paint-by-numbers or, even better, an already finished one where I could copy it perfectly, like the picture on a jigsaw box. There’s no room for subjectivity with a jigsaw. You’re right or you’re wrong.


On Wednesdays in Fifth Class we played rounders. It was another masterclass in becoming a ‘people-pleaser’. The lessons I was collecting as I ran from base to base were:




[image: image]    Don’t let your team down.


[image: image]    Put your teammates ahead of you as an individual.


[image: image]    Obey the rules.


[image: image]    Don’t cry.


[image: image]    And, as always, be nice to everyone.





I learned these rules all together and in one day.


I had always suffered with exercise-induced asthma. If my body suspected that anything close to exercise was happening, my little bronchioles would act up. It wasn’t as debilitating as it sounds – I just made sure to carry my inhaler wherever I went. I quite enjoyed rounders so I was more than happy to suck on my Ventolin and avoid my rattling lungs. It had become normal for me to take the medication to allow me to abide by the school rules. I wouldn’t speak up when I was getting ‘chesty’, I’d just take my inhaler. That’s probably why, on that one Wednesday, I thought speaking up would be seen as non-compliant, or have made me seem like a difficult kid.


During our first game of rounders that day Clare, a super-athletic and driven girl, grabbed the bat out of my hands, even though it was my turn. I wanted to grab it back but I also wanted to be good. I knew that by sharing, which, clearly, she was not doing, I was better than her in the eyes of the teacher. I didn’t complain. Just after she pulled the bat out of my hand I stood with my arms by my sides, calculating how many Brownie points I would get, waiting for the teacher to praise me when – BANG! Tennis ball straight into the temple. I had a massive bruise on my face. If I’d been able to stop myself crying I would probably have scored even more Brownie points for being brave or ‘a trooper’, but I couldn’t. The tears streamed down my face and left little drop marks on my runners. I got a lot of praise and attention because I’d been injured in the act of sharing – I felt like an even better person than a non-injured sharer would have been. I got another bun. The teacher asked me if I was OK in a way that answered the question for me: ‘It’s not sore any more, sure it’s not?’ and ‘You’re all right, aren’t you?’ All the time I was learning: don’t tell the truth, don’t speak up, just be OK. Don’t make a scene and you’ll be more likeable and accepted. At all costs, don’t be who you really are.
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