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For my nana,
for every chicken wing,
every Sunday crossword,
every warm summer night, eating chips in the mobile …

I love you so much.


INTRODUCTION

FEAR OF CHANGE ISN’T DELIVERED BY THE STORK when you’re dropped into your crib on day one. Fear of change grows with you, germinates in uncertainty and thrives on inconsistency. I don’t fight to keep the walls of my life standing up because I think it’s fun, I fear change because I haven’t enjoyed many of the changes I have experienced.

My sense of security was obliterated as a kid. I can’t quite say for sure if it was the fact that my father left when I was less than two, or the fact that, in that same year, Santa took my soother in exchange for a Wendy house. Either way, my little foundations were shaken to breaking point and the cracks that appeared were quickly filled with a dense matrix of insecurity, fear of change, anxiety about the unknown, wariness of the new and apprehension of danger.

I was born in Germany. People have often said that fact ‘makes sense’ when they get to know me. Maybe it’s because I am direct, love rules and order, and live by the motto, ‘Early is on time, on time is late and late is unacceptable’ that people think I fit the Teutonic stereotype. I don’t drink beer and I don’t like football but, apart from that, like the Christmas tree, the hole punch and the coffee filter, I am 100 per cent ‘Made in Germany’.

I don’t really remember the move back to Ireland, but I imagine it like the film Look Who’s Talking where the kid, Mikey, is born. He’s happy out floating around the womb and then BAM, all of a sudden he’s reefed out of it and he’s cold and moist and screaming to be put back in. I mean, it can’t have been that traumatic but it was definitely a rebirth. And it sent a need for stability flying out from me into the atmosphere of my life to orbit me eternally like a sort of personal solar system of trepidation.

As a kid, all of my board games were meticulously stored. Each small piece kept in a tiny clear plastic Ziploc bag, freed for the duration of the game and then replaced in its transparent cage until the Cluedo fancy took me again. All of my games retained their instructions and rule books. They were thumbed and dog-eared from reiterations to new players who had to be briefed on best practice before I would play with them.

Some grown-ups called me fussy or highly strung. In school, all my colouring pencils had to be sharpened to the same length and I would often tell the teacher if another kid was ‘going too hard on my colours’. I didn’t want to be a tell-tale but if the teachers insisted on cultivating a culture of ‘sharing’, then they should have to reconcile the fact that some kids actually care about keeping their things in order.

Amiright?!

Other adults called me ‘hard work’. OK, so I admit that demanding that my grapes be deseeded was probably a bit much, but I had become accustomed to such comforts thanks to my nana. She wheeled me around as a baby, pushing the buggy with one hand and trying to remove seeds from green grapes with the other. This must have been before they learned to genetically modify grapes.

The more sympathetic adults in my life chose words like ‘meticulous’ to describe the way in which I would fold the tinfoil into little triangles when I had finished my crackers and Nutella at lunch-time. The truth is I was neither meticulous nor highly strung.

I was terrified.

It’s exhausting and demanding being a kid. You never know if you’re doing it right, except in situations where instructions are given very clearly and then you know for sure you’re playing by the rules. Maybe that’s why I spent so much time as a teenager in the swimming pool. There, the rules were laid out in plain black and white on the wall. There was no grey area.



No diving

No running on the deck

Swimming hats must be worn at all times

Shower before entering the pool

No shouting or horseplay

No petting





See? Very clear.

Although I do remember asking several coaches what ‘petting’ was and remained confused when they turned on their heels and moved eight feet away from me.

The happy embers in my youthful eyes which had been ignited by always being told what to do were extinguished when I moved into young adulthood. Suddenly, I was being given ‘space to make mistakes’, ‘room to grow’ and the dreaded ‘freedom to find out who you are’. I had no interest. I didn’t want the wayward, carefree, hobo, boho emancipation that most teenagers crave. How was I meant to know what was safe if no one told me? How was I meant to know if I was good if I didn’t know what was bad? How can you win if you don’t know the rules of the game?

I still maintain I earned £600 for my First Holy Communion. (Well, it was hardly ‘earned’ but ‘made’ seems so crass.) I think I remember walking into the credit union and lodging £510 having spent £90 on a jersey and a watch. My mother tells me I – outrageously – made nearly two times that.

Keep that in mind when you read this book. My memories are flawed, unreliable and sometimes just plain fictitious. They are real to me, but then I tell myself stories to make the world easier to process.

One time, I lost my wallet and I made up this whole story in my head that I had seen a homeless person on the street and had probably subconsciously dropped it just metres from him to help him find a warm place to stay for the night. It made the loss of my money and credit cards more palatable when I told myself that I had helped someone.

So, sit back, take a large pinch of salt and read on.

If you have any specific questions you can ask me on Twitter @stefpreissner. I may not answer immediately – I may be rocking in a foetal curl with the anxiety of public opinion looming down on me – but when I am brave enough, I will.



Thanks in advance.

Stef
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GUIDES TO LIFE

I LOVE RULES.

I love them.

I can’t stress this enough.

My surname – Preissner – comes from the word ‘Prussia’, which was a German kingdom that was famous for its unusually well-organised and effective army. It’s not off the stones I licked it, like.

I am at my most calm and comfortable when I know exactly how everything works, what is expected, what is out of place and what exactly is going to happen. I suspect this is probably why I thrived in school but struggled with the freedom of university.

In school, the rules were very clear. They were even printed in our homework notebooks. These were general rules about listening, being on time and being respectful, but we had non-printed rules too. These ‘addendum’ rules were less clear but I followed them with the same vigour. We weren’t allowed any unhealthy foods, although 1990s Ireland was hardly the leader of the global health trend – I don’t think I heard of an avocado until I was twenty. We also had a rule against standing in a circle. In the yard, we weren’t allowed to gather in a circle because, apparently, it was suspicious. There was no running in the yard either so my memory of primary school lunch-times is a sea of slow-moving children equidistant from one another in various geometric patterns.

In secondary school, the rules were equally restrictive and there were more of them, but I still enjoyed the buttressing they provided. On the list of basic school rules that hung on the wall in the hall, the caretaker had tacked on an addendum and, as the world moved into the twenty-first century, rules were added to make sure the school felt none of the progress that was happening outside of its sweaty, mint-green walls. The additions included, but I can guarantee are no longer limited to:



No piercings

No hair dye

Minimal make-up (and only for those with acne)

No nail polish

No rolled-up skirts

No phones

No gum.





Our school was quicker than most institutions at adapting to change. It seemed that our school had a rule against phones within hours of Nokia inventing the first one. The corridors of St Mary’s in Mallow have never known the joy of a polyphonic ringtone.

In university, I was like a balloon freshly escaped from the grubby hand of a child. There were no rules, no regulations and I was free to drift whichever way the strongest force wanted me to go.

I’m really lucky I was never targeted by Opus Dei. I would have been prime Opus Dei material – just a lost regional girl looking for a sense of structure and guidance, which is not something that my Drama and Theatre Studies degree course prided itself on. In fact, I’m pretty sure that part of their ethos in course number CK112 was ‘non-formal examinations’. They boasted a level of self-regulation with students being ‘free to’ and ‘encouraged to’ learn. I should have known earlier I would struggle. I should have opted for a course like Medicine where the prospectus uses words like ‘demanding’, ‘disciplined’, ‘focus’, ‘rigorous’ and even ‘trauma’ – in fairness, I reckon the trauma is more about the content of the lessons and less the experience of the course, but at least you know it’s going to be hardcore and full of lovely rules and expectations.

I loved the eight hours a week I had in my course – it was the other 160 free hours that I struggled with. Why was no one telling me where to be? Why did no one mind if I didn’t show up? Why was there no one breathing down my neck, telling me that my shirt needed to be tucked in or that drinking eight coffees was too much?

On my first day at university, I remember the fear settling in as I looked around the massive UCC quadrangle and noticed that, apart from the blue graphic T-shirts, there was no other way to identify the shepherds from the sheep. There were no grown-ups. There were at least 1,500 people there and there were no more than five years between the oldest and the youngest. I remember queuing up for my induction package, which included a condom, twelve free pens and a Pot Noodle, thinking about Jeremy Myers. Jeremy was famous in Mallow because he’d had a thirteen-year-old babysitter when he was twelve, and everyone had mocked him and called him a baby. The first day in UCC was the same. We were all like Jeremy Myers. Children being babysat by children.

Rules, although they can be limiting, gave young me a definite sense that someone was in control and that I was safe. Even today, the normal rules of social conduct are like a gentle padding on the sharp edges of the world. Like, it’s just a known fact that when you go to the cinema and there are lots of empty seats, you do not sit right next to someone, even if the seat number on your ticket instructs you to. This is an example of social rules overriding ‘The Establishment’. I feel the same way about waiting for the green man at pedestrian lights when there are clearly no cars coming.

These are two examples on a very short list of rules where I let my common sense overrule the law of the land. Outside of them, I am extremely law-abiding, sometimes to my detriment. I have paid for a second ticket after missing my train when other people just walk confidently towards the track, pretending their ticket is for the next train. I have missed the Luas because I have been fumbling with change at the machine when other people just walk on without a ticket and risk it. I read magazines by starting with the table of contents – why do people just pick up a magazine and flick through? That’s why the contents is there!

If I am in a new situation, I look for someone to give me rules. There is always someone more experienced around who can guide you towards what is acceptable in that context. You know, when you go to Nando’s and they say, ‘Welcome to Nando’s, have you been with us before?’, and, if you haven’t, they sit you down and explain the whole menu and the ordering process and the fact that the drinks are ‘bottomless’ and that you can keep getting up for refills? I find that so comforting. You go in and someone takes the time to explain all the workings and rules of the new environment you’re in. I always look for the equivalent of the Friendly Nando’s Worker (FNW) in any situation.

The first time I came to Dublin after the Luas had been completed, I was in desperate need of an FNW to explain how the bloody thing operated. There wasn’t one around, but still I continued my search. I ended up having the ticketing system of the new Dublin tram service explained to me by a homeless person who had been begging close to the ticket machine for enough days to have learned how it worked. Between buying the ticket and paying the homeless man for his help, and giving him extra out of guilt, I would have been better off getting a taxi. My point is, there’s always an FNW somewhere, someone who knows more than you do, and they are useful and necessary.

I love IKEA. IKEA is an organised jumble of my favourite things: order, storage solutions and Swedish meatballs. The showrooms and market warehouse, with their neat rows and economic use of space, provide the comfort I remember getting from colouring inside the lines. The way it operates is so clear and direct, there are even arrows on the floor to show you what direction to walk in. Sometimes, you might catch barbarians walking against the flow of oncoming human traffic, each carrying a yellow bag filled with dish scrubbers and the odd lamp. These invidious patrons can ignite either fury or pity in me, depending on their facial expression. If they seem proud to be fomenting insurrection by marching against the grain, I give them a stare that would freeze magma, but their faces are more often etched with deep lines of anguish as they plough through the crowd, scrambling to get back to the shelf bracket they missed, knowing their entire four-hour trip will be pointless if they abandon it. To them, I tilt my head in pity. You’ve obviously made some poor choices in your life, my friend, poor choices that have led you to this, and no amount of walking backwards can redeem you from your current hell. And on I go.

IKEA and Nando’s leave nothing to chance. That’s why I love them. I do not love music festivals. Music festivals are too much of a free-for-all. There are too many variables and too few rules.

If I go to a music festival, how will I shower? If I bring baby wipes will someone else see that I have had the foresight to bring them and ask me to share – and then will I have enough? Where will I sleep safe in the knowledge that a drunk person isn’t going to fall onto my tent in a stupor and crack my skull? If I get lost, how will I find my people? Will they be able to hear their phones over the noise? What if their batteries die, do they have chargers with them? Can I ask my friends not to use their phones just in case I get lost and need to ring them?

It’s just easier for me and my friendships if I abstain from anywhere people go to ‘let their hair down’. My hair is most often in a ponytail. Two bobbles. For slippage.

In a museum, I will ask a staff member what their policy is on touching the art – some places, like the Louvre, aren’t too keen on it, but at the Tate it’s fair game. In a restaurant, I want to know if it’s table service or not. If it is table service, do I have to call the waiter over to pay or do I go to them? It can ruin a night if you think you have to go to the till to pay and then you go there and they tell you they will bring the machine to the table and then you come across as impatient and demanding and it’s just terrible so it’s just better to have rules so we all know what is expected.

As a kid, I loved people who could explain the ambiguity of the world to me. The adults with answers that lit up the obscurity of youth. At first, it was my mother and my nana.

When I was a very small child, between two and three years old, we spent time every weekend at my godmother’s house. She had a stand-up piano in the sitting room. On my first day in the house, my eyes lit up when I saw it. I plodded towards the instrument to impress my captive audience, but my mother told me the piano was locked and wouldn’t open. I was so obedient and rule-compliant that I was seventeen before I found out that the piano had never been locked. It didn’t even have a lock. It had been open all that time and I just took it as gospel that it was locked.

My mother and my grandmother were able to explain house rules and family expectations. They taught me that shirts had to be ironed, visitors had to see me in clean clothes when they arrived (if I got dirty while they were there that was OK), and cursing was fine as long as I wasn’t cursing at them.

When I got older, the world opened up to me in all of its strangeness, and the variations and diversity of what was acceptable was overwhelming. It started at Emer Reidy’s house when I was ten and three quarters.

I visited her house for a sleepover, my first sleepover – and my last that didn’t take place at my house. I remember being really disturbed by the difference in rules in my friend’s house. In Emer’s house, we weren’t allowed upstairs until it was time for sleep, we were only allowed to sit on the edge of the couch so as not to disturb the plumped-up cushions, and we had to eat pizza with cutlery and at the table with the television off. We were reading The Diary of Anne Frank in school at the time, and Emer’s mother wouldn’t let her read two books at once so when we were going to sleep, she read aloud from ‘The Diary’ and I remember relating to the trapped girl in the attic that night more than I should have.

I did not like those rules.

They didn’t make sense to me. Couches are for sitting on, bedrooms are for playing in and pizza is a finger food! Who has white, high-pile carpet and a ten-year-old? Insanity. I can’t remember many other details because I never went back to Emer’s house again, and vowed that any other sleepovers that I was attending were going to be hosted by me. Then, there were friends whose houses seemed to have no rules. Cats, cat hair and food flakes of unknown provenance littered the rugs and furniture, and the arms of the couch were threadbare from kids jumping off them.

There is nothing more disconcerting than having two conflicting rules in a certain situation. Are you allowed to run up the slide or not? Because some parents are OK with it and some parents say no to it.

Why am I allowed to wear my shoes in my house but when I go to my aunt’s I have to take them off?

Why in the weeks leading up to Easter is chocolate a sin?

why do capital letters at the start of sentences matter so much?

Will the raw eggs in cake mixture really give me salmonella or are people just trying to stop me from living my life?

Over the years, I have asked these questions of various adults and it seems that everyone has different answers. Some adults let me run up the slide when I asked, and then I hated them. If adults let me run up the slide, I lost all respect for them. How could I respect them when they obviously didn’t know the rules or, worse again, they knew them but they weren’t interested in keeping them?

There were heaps of rules at Mass. When to stand, when to sit, that you had to be quiet, when to shake hands and what to say. It was like a well-oiled machine. And that was before you even learned the commandments. My cousins and I had always been told to obey the rules at Mass – told by teachers, parents, family, nuns and priests. It seemed like the whole world was in harmonious agreement over one thing – you obey the rules at Mass. And then the Sunday of the Silverstone Grand Prix came along when Michael Schumacher was in pole position. I didn’t know what that meant, but my family were big into motor racing. Mass wasn’t going to end until 12:45 p.m. at the earliest, the exact time the grand prix was starting. Just before Communion, my uncle, who had been getting more and more impatient at the length of the sermon, leaned over and whispered something in my ear. This was the first rule broken. I was so shocked that he was breaking the rules that I didn’t hear what he said. Then he leaned over to my cousin and whispered something to him and, instantly, my cousin burst into tears. My uncle picked him up and carried him out of the church. My other cousin and I toddled behind them, loving the drama and the attention. When we got to the car, my uncle thanked us all and said we were getting treats. By the time Schumacher hit the accelerator, we were all sitting on the couch eating ice-cream, with the crying cousin – who had performed so well, shedding tears on cue – being rewarded with a Kinder egg as a bonus.

When I realised that my uncle was willing to bend and break the rules to facilitate his love of Sunday-afternoon sports, I temporarily lost all faith in real human adults, and I decided very young to place all of my demands for guidance and formative inspiration onto television.

Most of my childhood consisted of watching television and eating Coco Pops or toast. Or both. I didn’t realise it until much later but my attraction to complex carbohydrates started at a young age and meant that I was always referred to as ‘a fine big girl’.

We had ‘multichannel’ in our house, so my mother and uncle could watch the aforementioned grand prix. Not many people in my small hometown had multichannel. I remember my friends only having ‘poverty one and poverty two’. I think the Irish-language channel TG4 had already started, but no one had taken the time to tune it in.

There were definitely people in my school who were friends with me only because of my access to extraterrestrial television, but at the time I didn’t notice or care. A friend was a friend – and mine got to watch Nickelodeon.

Because of the little black box with the red digits, I had the pleasure of sipping the chocolate milk at the end of my cereal bowl while listening to American accents advertising things to me in dollars, nickels and dimes. For sixty minutes every day after school, from 4:15 to 5:15, before my mother got home from work, Channel 13 broadcast Nickelodeon. It was torturous in its rarity. It was like people in solitary confinement being let out for sixty minutes a day to soak up enough vitamin D to stop them from withering before being thrown back into the darkness. That sixty minutes gave me snippets of exotic American adolescence, just enough to tantalise me and keep my hopes of escaping provincial Ireland alive.

My mother and I were always on the road. On weekends, we would drive to Cork city. During school holidays, we would go to Dublin or Wexford or Spain. It wasn’t until my late teens that I spent any downtime in Mallow. It seemed to me to be a place we were always waiting to get out of, even if only for an afternoon. I never really understood why we ended up in Mallow in the first place. Mam and I moved there from Dublin when we came back from Germany so my mother could work for my uncle who owned a garage and petrol station. Apart from that, there was no link to the town. That’s not the case now. Even though I have moved away, my mother still lives there and wouldn’t move for all the world, but as a child it seemed like we were always in one of Michael Schumacher’s pit stops, just waiting for the guy to lift the barrier so we could speed off to somewhere that sold branded clothing and real Chinese food.

I had my afternoon routine scheduled around my hour of Nickelodeon. I would catch the last fifteen minutes of Kenan & Kel, a full thirty minutes of Saved by the Bell and then the first fifteen minutes of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. Then, just like that, mid-Will Smith, it would go dark and I would grieve for fifteen minutes.

I have most certainly been left with some psychological wounds as a result of the daily mid-show abandonment I endured at the hands of multichannel. I blame it for the fact that I now listen to podcasts at 1.5 times the normal speed, so I get to the end more quickly just in case it is somehow taken away from me. I blame it for the habit I have of buying DVDs and CDs because I feel like if I don’t have the hard copy in my library, then I cannot guarantee I will be able to watch the whole thing when I want to. Regular scheduled programming on TV or online will never be able to reconvince me of its reliability.

After my Will Smith bereavement had passed, I would pick myself up, brush myself off, refill my cereal bowl and switch to Network 2 for a full episode of Sabrina the Teenage Witch.

Everything I needed to know in my youth I learned from that show. I dedicate this whole chapter to Nell Scovell, the creator and writer of the most influential piece of fiction in my life.

Sabrina taught me what mitosis is and algebraic lessons like how to find the slope of a line. More importantly, the show’s strong feminist message helped me to accept that my non-nuclear family upbringing did not make me a freak and actually would benefit me in the long run.

Sabrina lived with her two aunts, Zelda and Hilda, and a talking cat named Salem. Her mother would turn into a ball of wax if she ever laid eyes on her, and her father existed only in a book.

I didn’t have a dad growing up and because of that show, that became totally normal and OK.

Even though it was about a teenager with magic powers, the running theme was that you can’t solve problems with magic and there is no easy way out of life’s difficulties. Not everyone liked Sabrina, and that was fine, too. She struggled with the meanness of Libby, the school bully, season after season, only to learn that Libby’s mother is unbearable and poor Libby is just a product of her environment. Before any other TV or film capitalised on the trope, I learned from Sabrina that school bullies like Libby usually have parents who are even worse bullies.

She taught me to take responsibility for my actions. When she got caught riding her vacuum cleaner without a licence, it was lying about it that was the real crime. It’s OK to make mistakes, I learned, but it’s up to you to make it right again. In another episode, Sabrina split herself into four because she was trying to please four different people. In that episode, I learned that if I do what is right for me with the guidance of other people, I am less likely to develop split personalities.

One episode sticks with me above all others. The show was revolutionary because of its tacit feminism. The actors were mainly female and looked like they actually ate dinner. It was a refreshing contrast against the backdrop of the 1990s rise of catwalk anorexia. In the episode, Sabrina became obsessed with her weight and decided to try out a crash diet, calling up a witch friend to buy a magic pill called Blubber-Be-Gone. The pill actually enchanted the mirror in her bedroom so no matter how much weight she lost, her reflection was growing bigger and bigger. After taking too much Blubber-Be-Gone, she became invisible. Her friends talked about her in the hallways as she stood within earshot, unseen. They talked of how independent and confident she was, all of the things that Sabrina had lost in that episode. This eventually brought her around to a restorative realisation.

‘All I needed to restore myself was a little self-esteem, and I definitely don’t need to diet,’ she said. ‘Tonight, I realised that what a person looks like on the outside doesn’t matter half as much as what she’s like on the inside.’ As I sipped on calorific chocolate milk and ruined my appetite for my dinner, which I would still eat anyway, I appreciated the theme of external looks being less important than personality. It wasn’t until years later that I would learn that this is an idealistic view that, unfortunately, doesn’t always hold up in the real world.

For pre-teen Stefanie, Sabrina and her aunts were the perfect role models. They were imperfect, brash, empowered, smart, compassionate and clumsy. They all made big mistakes, and sometimes were able to fix them but other times had to learn to live with the consequences of their actions. They were always loved and supported, even when they were spiteful or envious or just moody.

My youthful dependence on television led me to believe that I would one day grow up and have all of my ducks in a row. The world I grew up in taught me that I would own a house, have a family and be fully sure of my next steps by the age of twenty-eight at the latest. However, now I feel I live in an alternate universe where the rules are different. I don’t get to buy a house, I get to walk around the Monopoly board renting houses from the landlords who pile the little properties too close together and hike the price above market average. There’s a different Monopoly rule book that I haven’t been given.

It was a gift to have grown up with the sort of influence and role model that Sabrina provided me. It’s safe to say that Nell Scovell was my first non-familial mentor and her way of viewing the world shaped me irreversibly. Through her, and indeed my mother and teachers, I learned that there are rules and moral codes in life that keep things on track, but then, of course, you meet the chaos coming at you the wrong way like in an IKEA nightmare and everything starts to change.
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BIRTHDAYS

AS AN ONLY CHILD, MY BIRTHDAY PARTIES HAD A no-holds-barred quality to them. While other parents had to conserve energy and funds for multiple progeny, my mother had the luxury of unleashing all of her pent-up festivities on one massive annual celebration. And luxury isn’t a word I use lightly. Keeping it simple was not something we did well.

There were party hats and party games, inflatable castles and, sometimes, an entertainer. There were musical chairs and statues, and the pass-the-parcel prizes were often better than the presents I got from friends. More than once, a parent would become mortified when they picked up their child from my party only to realise they had won a more coveted prize than they had given.

The first birthday I remember was in a house we rented when we first moved to Mallow. It had an empty swimming pool in the back garden and my bedroom was in a turret. The sitting room was split level and the walls were an eerie but elegant shade of turquoise.

My lasting memory of my parties was that my mother was carefree in the extreme. I would be freaking out about people walking Monster Munch into the carpet or spilling ice-cream sprinkles down the side of the couch. I reported everything to my mother and even though she tried to manage my anxiety with casual, nonchalant flippancy, I was eternally concerned that things were right on the edge of chaos. I can still hear her voice in my ear telling me to enjoy my party and play with my friends. That ‘it doesn’t matter – everything can be cleaned, recovered or replaced’.

When my oldest friend Tom stumbled across the living room floor while trying to catch a frisbee and collided with the television, knocking it off the three-foot split level, we all watched as the black plastic exploded like the birthday piñata we hadn’t yet got round to beating. I burst into tears with the stress of the entire day, but my mother quickly set up musical chairs while other adults cordoned off the crime scene to protect us from potential shrapnel injuries. At that point, I wanted everyone to leave. I took my mam aside and asked her how we were going to watch Gladiators that night and she said we could watch it in her room and we’d get a new television and it would all be OK. In hindsight, I cherish the fact that she worked so hard – not on my parties, necessarily, but on trying to keep me calm in what she knew was a stressful situation. She knew me before I knew myself. She knew that I wasn’t counting the days in excitement but in anticipation. I was counting down in the same way people count down before they jump out of a plane: ‘Three, two, one … THERE’S A SMALL CHANCE I WON’T SURVIIIIIIIIIIVE.’

My birthday is on April 21. Having survived April Fool’s Day unscathed, I would count down the days to my birthday. I always counted in sleeps. We had a credit union calendar hanging in the kitchen and I would come down every morning and count how many sleeps were left. When I had counted and recounted them, I would then bring the figure to my mother for confirmation. ‘Is it nineteen sleeps now?’

I had a conspiratorial suspicion that if I didn’t check every day, someone might move the date closer or farther away and I would miss my birthday. It was a fear that started during a game of Ludo one summer. A girl I met on holidays rolled the dice and got a six but she moved eight places, skipping over me, getting ‘home’ first and winning. Fool me once, Samantha from Majorca, fool me once.

I still believe that birthdays are a really important day. It’s the one day of the year where you get to individuate from everyone else in your life (unless you’re unlucky enough to have to share a birthday) and people gather to celebrate the fact that you are an actual living person. It’s like an annual achievement of Maslow’s top tier in the hierarchy of needs.

I remember being slightly miffed the first time I met a person who had the same birthday as me. It was such a personal, identifying detail about me and I was raging I had to share it. She was named Jackie and she was a year older than me. I still think of her every year on my birthday, and even though I haven’t seen her in probably two decades and I am certain she is a lovely woman, I still harbour a little resentment for the fact that she was the first person who highlighted the reality that I am a common, un-special cog in a massive human-race wheel.

In secondary school, I picked up a book about Taureans – looking for some explanations about why I am both supersensitive and super robust – and I learned that I share my birthday with the Queen. I was filled with pride. It was as if, by sharing my birthday with the head of the royal family, I had been re-gifted the exclusivity I had felt before I met Jackie. But then I realised that the Queen has three birthdays and I was raging again.

So my parties always had that throw-everything-at-it feel that had historically been reserved for the dowry of the single daughter on her engagement. In the weeks running up to the Big Day, I would oscillate between being sleepless because of excitement about what cake I would have or what games we would play, and being sleepless in terror at the idea of having other kids in the house who might want to play with my toys. I always ended up crying at my birthday party, sometimes when the kids had gone home but more often when they
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