Assertiveness is an acquired skill that needs delicate management. I discovered the potential problem with it when I was in my mid-teens.

My high school was located on top of a steep hill, accessible by a multi-level flight of stairs on foot; or by streetcar; or by pedaling up the hill, often followed by the streetcar which had far better muscles and more stamina. As a rule, given these options, I left my bike at the foot of the climb, carefully locked it among the fleet of two-wheelers parked there and proceeded with my morning exercise up the stairs. I repeated the drill after lunch, strengthened by Mom’s magic in the kitchen.

One day potentially eliminated one of those options.
It happened when I expected to perform my reverse routine at four o’clock, after the second session of the day. 
A stern figure in gray uniform gave me and the many other fellow-bicyclers a respect-inspiring look and summoned us to explain the reason for populating the bike-parking past its capacity - as though he didn’t know!
I was duly polite at first, with ‘yes-sir’ and ‘no-sir’ responses, but when the figure in uniform raised his eyebrow and glared at me - fist on hip - while quoting the law and asserting his legal rights, my response became peppered, offended by his unduly rough demeanor. I was then promptly reminded of my place in society to which I replied that I was merely echoing his tone.
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Next thing I remember was Dad and I reporting to the station where I was advised by Dad to apologize profusely… and, by a figure in uniform with stripes on the sleeve, to not repeat either sass or parking outside the stands.
The event strengthened my pedaling muscles.


