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The Colours of Identity by Caroline Barbour

Like most teenagers, I spent many years searching for ways to assert my unique

identity to demonstrate the way I wanted to be viewed. In an attempt to take control away

from the stampede of hormones in my body, I wore colourful attention-grabbing clothes and

had gorgeous, golden, healthy hair I could almost sit on. My hair was a particular feature of

mine which many people complimented, and it was a huge physical part of my identity,

which I felt distracted people from the fact I have a disability. I viewed being born with a

physical disability as an unfair hurdle that I could not even run up to, let alone jump over.

The combination of this and the identity society had already assigned me had created an

invisible wall between myself and the rest of the world.

Rolling into the hairdressers, echoes of the argument I had just had with Mum

bounced off every nerve in my brain like a pellet in a pinball machine. She was particularly

fond of my hair, which made my plan for revenge perfect.

‘Hi, have you got any free walk-in slots available today? I’m wanting a complete

transformation, cut and colour,’ I enquired.

‘You’re in luck, I’ve just had a cancellation. Come over and take a seat,’ said the

hairdresser.

‘Okay, I’d like you to chop it all off and dye it the craziest colour you have please,’ I said.

‘Really? Are you really sure?’ she said as she smoothed my long, golden tresses. ‘We

have a bright pink which will look awesome if you’re brave enough,’ she continued.

‘Yep, it’s all gotta go and as long as it’s not a girlie pink, I’ll go for it. As for the cut, I’ll

leave it up to you but I was thinking maybe a short, funky bob,’ I said.

The showdown with my mum was nothing out of the ordinary. It was a case of me, a

hormonal but utterly right all the time teenager, versus my mum, an unreasonable and
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unfair oppressor who never had fun in her life! All I wanted to do was hang out with my

friends outside the local chippy later that night but she was reacting as if I was telling her I

was pregnant at fourteen. I followed closely behind her, delivering an impassioned oration

about not having enough freedom whilst she paced from room-to-room. Like bullets from a

machine gun, Mum fired a plethora of annoying and, quite frankly, unfair reasons why it was

evident I already had more freedom than I deserved. She shot predictable phrases pulled

straight out of the secret thesaurus only available to parents and I retaliated with grunts and

huffs. The battle reached its dramatic climax when Mum ran out of rooms to pace in and I

could not find any more things to complain about. With no other plan-of-action I stormed

out of the house, making sure to slam the front door hard enough that the wind chimes

clattered, and the window shook. The molten lava of anger in my stomach blindly propelled

me towards the hairdressers as I planned my retaliation.

As the hairdresser made the first cut of what was to be a lengthy operation, I held my

breath, and, tensing my shoulders, I bid a final farewell to such a recognisable part of who I

was. I watched with a mixture of exhilaration and panic as long, wavy locks of hair fell to the

floor. I could not bear to look at my reflection as the weight of my head became lighter with

each cut of the hairdresser’s implement of destruction. Instead I bit at the thick skin around

the quick of my nails as the mutilation continued, and the floor became concealed by the

damp and unwanted strands of hair which had fallen victim to her scissors. Each thread of

hair which was severed from my head contained all the secret sideways stares, all the

well-meaning but patronising comments from strangers, and every single misconception

society had projected onto me about who I was and how I should act. For the first time I

was in complete control of my identity.
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Over two hours later I looked up into the mirror and, with a nervous-looking stylist

standing behind me, saw my new reflection for the first time.

‘Well, what do you think, do you like it?’ asked the stylist.

I stared into the mirror, absorbing every angle of my reflection. I no longer saw the curious

faces of the strangers who walked past me in the street. The eyes tinged with pity would be

replaced by eyes of envy. I could see that the words ‘extremely brave’ were being reformed

and replaced with ‘totally amazing’. For the first time it was I who was filled with curiosity

about the way I looked, but the severity of the jaw-length concave bob and the brightness of

my magenta-pink hair were the perfect combination to cause a stir amongst anyone who

saw me. Most importantly, my mum. I took one last look at myself in the mirror and smiled

as I knew she could no longer call me ‘Goldilocks.’ With a new-found confidence I headed to

meet my friends. I expected a fiery altercation to take place between my mum and I when I

decided to face the music. The usual slamming of doors and tears from her as she came to

terms with my new look was what I expected.  But that is not what I got.

My mum, who obviously had some kind of tracking device implanted in my body

when I was born, found the place where my new haircut, friends and I were all loitering and

generally being cool. In hindsight, I was not particularly hard to find, as I lived in a relatively

small town where all the youths were divided into two distinct groups. Both would

congregate outside the chip-shop. On one side of the shop doorway, within an asphyxiating

cloud of cheap perfume, aftershave and cigarette smoke, stood a swarm of youths all

wearing identical headgear, logo-emblazoned sweatshirts, jeans and pristine-white trainers.

On the other side, in a thick fog of cannabis-infused smoke, incense sticks and body odour,

stood a congregation of youths wearing anything brightly coloured, tie-dyed and each

wearing a pair of personalised Dr Marten boots. The only compatible element between the
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two huddles was the alcohol. Both groups swigged at the cheapest and nastiest cider which

the corner-shop would sell them. On that night though, a shock of bright magenta pink

boldly stood with ‘the hippy kids’ and emphasised the invisible divide between the two

groups.

Out of nowhere and whilst completely ignoring me, Mum approached and struck up

a conversation with a couple of my friends.

‘Hiya, have you seen Caro?’ asked my mum.

With perfect synchronisation, a bemused look crossed their faces before they both pointed

directly at me.

‘Wow, wow, wow, I love it!  You look absolutely gorgeous! Amazing,’ gushed Mum.

‘God, you’re sooo embarrassing!’ I retorted.

‘That may well be but I’ll see you and your funky hair back at home in ten minutes,’

she instructed before bidding my friends goodbye and walking in the direction of our home.

My mum was the maestro when it came to giving strict parental instruction without

changing her tone. It was this quality which always left me feeling uneasy , not that I would

ever give her the satisfaction of admitting this to her.

‘Fair play, your mum’s awesome!’ said one friend.

‘I wish my mum was as chilled out as yours,’ piped up another. With an exaggerated

huff of disagreement I said goodbye to my friends and reluctantly wheeled home, taking my

time, just so I would arrive home in eleven or twelve minutes instead of the ten she had

instructed.
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