CHAPTER 1

The Yes That Costs Too Much

At 5:40 on a Friday evening in early January, Nora Bellamy
was standing in her office doorway with her coat half on,

holding a phone that would not stop buzzing.

The first message came from Gordon Hale, the principal of
Harlow & Finch, where Nora had coordinated projects for
nine years. Hey Nora, quick favor. Could you give the
Brightwater proposal one more read over the weekend? No
rush, Monday morning is fine. Nora had worked with
Gordon long enough to translate this. “No rush” meant rush.
“Quick favor” meant four hours. “Monday morning is fine”

meant it had better be in his inbox by Sunday night.

The second message was from her sister, Tess. Are you free
tomorrow night?? Mike’s mom canceled and I have a thing.
Milo and Junie would LOVE a Nora night. The “thing” was

not explained. Tess seldom explained.

The third was a voicemail from her mother, Diane, which

Nora played on speaker while she hunted for her gloves. “Hi,



The Yes That Costs Too Much

sweetheart. It’s nothing urgent. I just wondered if you could
drive me to my appointment Saturday morning, but don’t

worry about me, I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

Nora typed three replies in under a minute. Of course! to
Gordon. Sure, what time? to Tess. Happy to, Mom, I’ll pick
you up at 9. Then she remembered, somewhere in the
elevator, that Saturday night was the dinner she and her
partner, Sam, had been planning for two weeks. Their
second anniversary. A real table, a reservation, the restaurant

with the tiny candles.

She texted Sam from the parking garage. So sorry, Tess
needs me tomorrow night. Can we do Sunday instead? It’s

fine, honestly, we can celebrate any day!

Sam’s reply took a long time to arrive. Sure, it said. Just that.
No exclamation mark, which for Sam was practically a

paragraph.

At home, Nora did something she could not later explain.
She dug a receipt out of her coat pocket, flipped it over, and

wrote three lines:

Gordon: weekend.
Tess: Saturday night.

Mom: Saturday morning.
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Under it, after a minute, she added a fourth line: Sam: ???
Then she dropped the receipt into the kitchen drawer where
she kept batteries and takeout menus, and she did not look at

it again for a month.

The quiet math of a yes

Every yes has a price, and most of us do not see the bill until
it is overdue. Nora’s Friday looks reasonable if you read
each request alone. A boss needs help with a proposal. A
sister needs a babysitter. A mother needs a ride. Each one is

a small, decent thing to be asked.

The trouble is in the arithmetic. Her weekend now holds
roughly four hours of work, an evening of childcare, and a
morning of driving, which is a lot before anyone has bought
groceries or slept in. Her anniversary has been bumped. And
notice the order in which she decided. She agreed to
everyone else first. Sam, the person who had specifically

planned something for her, got the leftovers.

That is the pattern at the heart of people-pleasing. It is not
that you help too much. Helping is good. It is that your own
time, energy, and wishes get treated as the flexible part of
the schedule, the thing that bends so that everything else can

stay rigid. You become the shock absorber of your own life.
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Psychologists who work with this pattern describe it as a
chronic habit of putting other people’s needs, comfort, and
approval ahead of your own. Some therapists go further and
call it a relational protection strategy, a way of managing
how others see you in order to avoid discomfort or rejection.
That description is useful because it moves the question. The
question stops being “Why am I so weak?” and becomes

“What am I protecting myself from?”

We will get to that. For now, just look at the cost.

Five places the bill shows up

People-pleasing rarely announces itself as a problem. It
tends to show up sideways. Here are five common ways the

price gets paid.

Your calendar fills with other people’s priorities. If you
look back over a month and cannot find the hours that

belonged to you, that is information.

Your resentment grows. Nobody agrees to something they
do not want to do and feels warm about it afterward. A
forced yes tends to sour into a private grievance, and
grievances come out anyway, as sarcasm, sighing, a short
reply, a slammed cupboard. Nora’s “Sure!” to Tess was

bright on the screen and gritted in her teeth.
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Your honesty erodes. Each time you say “it’s fine” when it
is not, a tiny gap opens between what you say and what is
true. Over years the gap becomes a canyon, and the people
who love you are standing on the other side of it. Sam’s flat

“Sure” was a man looking across that canyon.

Your health and mood take a hit. Suppressing your own
needs and feelings has been linked in the research to higher
rates of anxiety, low mood, and burnout. You do not need a
study to recognize the feeling of being squeezed dry by
Sunday evening, but it is worth knowing the pattern is

common and measurable.

Your relationships get quieter and shallower. This is the
cruelest one. People-pleasing is supposed to protect
closeness. Instead it makes you hard to know. If you never
say what you want, the people around you cannot meet it.
They can only meet the version of you that agrees with

everything, and being loved for that version is lonely.



