
		
			[image:  Book cover for "The Boundary Boss" by Terri Cole"  The title is in bold, distressed red font, with "Boundary" above "Boss." Below the title, the subtitle reads, "The Essential Guide to Talk True, Be Seen, and (Finally) Live Free." The background is white.]
		

	
	
			
[image: Boundary Boss]

			The Essential Guide to Talk True, Be Seen, and (Finally) Live Free

			Terri Cole 
MSW, LCSW


[image: Sheldon Press]

			www.sheldonpress.co.uk

	
			

			First and foremost, this book is dedicated 
to courageous women from around the world who are committed to creating healthy ­relationships and extraordinary lives. This book is for you. I see you and am honoured to guide you on this transformational journey.

			To my one and only, Victor Juhasz, 
whose unwavering support, love, and culinary skills made the writing of this book possible.

			To my mother, Jan Cole, 
who has always believed I could.

			




	
			
			

			If not you, who? 
If not now, when?





	
		
			Praise for 
Boundary Boss

			“This powerful book is a clear path to deep healing work. If you’re ready for true emotional freedom, let Boundary Boss show you the way. And thank you, Terri Cole! Your brilliant (and often hilarious!) guidance is a blessing to us all.” 

			Kris Carr
New York Times bestselling author

			“This is a crash course in communication integrity—with so many clear and comforting techniques. Terri is a straight-talking psychotherapist who knows how to get us from unhealthy compromise to loving engagement.” 

			Danielle LaPorte
creator of The Desire Map and How to Be Loving

			“Terri helps to make boundary setting tangible with practical steps to becoming a boundary boss. Her raw and relatable take on boundaries is a breath of fresh air. She presents clear guidelines on how to take boundaries to the next level.” 

			Mariel Buquè, PhD
trauma psychologist

			“With Boundary Boss, powerhouse healer and transformational therapist Terri Cole serves up the psychologically savvy medicine that you need to step out of destructive habits, stop people-pleasing, and set your soul free.” 

			Gabrielle Bernstein
#1 New York Times bestselling author 
of The Universe Has Your Back

			“If you struggle with boundaries and are in need of a compass, seek no more! Terri Cole’s exquisitely interesting, articulate, and profoundly practical Boundary Boss will rock your world. Her book masterfully engages the reader’s heart and mind, while affirming and empowering their decisions to rise above their lifelong boundary-­setting limitations.”  

			Ross Rosenberg, M.Ed., LCPC, CADC, CSAT
author of The Human Magnet Syndrome

			
			“In a brilliant balance of stories, instruction, and opportunities to reflect, assess, and practice what we’re learning, Terri Cole has written the book on boundaries we’ve all needed for-friggin’-ever. Somehow she also managed to deliver it in a super-loving, straight-to-the-point style that makes this deep and delicate topic easy to digest and apply. Five Stars.” 

			Elizabeth DiAlto
founder of the Institute for EMBODIED Living 
and Wild Soul Movement

			“Terri Cole’s advice is game-changing! After having her on my Off the Gram podcast, I went home and broke up with a toxic friend, then wrote about it in my own book! Terri is the ultimate boundary boss and communication queen, and in this powerful book she shows us how to become the same. The world needs this book right now!”  

			Meaghan B. Murphy
content chief for Woman’s Day magazine 
and author of Your Fully Charged Life

			“Riddle me this: How can you possibly chase your dreams if you’re bogged down by people-pleasing, codependent, and time-wasting tendencies of overworking and overfunctioning? Spoiler alert: You can’t. If you’re ready to create and live a life on YOUR terms, Boundary Boss is about to become your roadmap.” 

			Amy Porterfield
entrepreneur and host of  
the Online Marketing Made Easy podcast

			“Most people don’t think about clear boundaries until they are violated. And then we feel stuck in our relationships. But imagine what your life would look like if someone had schooled you at an early age on the importance of boundaries and how to establish them? Terri Cole is that someone—and in Boundary Boss, she masterfully reveals how to find your most authentic voice, step into your power, and own your impact. You’ll feel like you’re being counseled by a dear, wise friend who truly has your back. This brilliant book is a must-read!” 

			davidji
author of Sacred Powers




	

			CONTENTS

			Introduction

			PART 1: Connecting the Dots to the Past

			Chapter 1: From Boundary Disaster to Boundary Master 

			Chapter 2: Boundary Basics

			Chapter 3: The Codependency Connection

			Chapter 4: Corrupted Boundary Data

			Chapter 5: Digging Deeper: Now Is Not Then 

			PART 2: Creating the New Normal

			Chapter 6: The 3Rs: Recognize-­Release-­Respond

			Chapter 7: From Reactive to Proactive Boundaries

			Chapter 8: Things Are Getting Real 

			Chapter 9: Boundary Destroyers

			Chapter 10: Real-World Boundaries (Scenarios & Scripts)

			Chapter 11: Life as a Boundary Boss

			Go Deeper

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			About the Author

			Copyright


	


			


			Boundary Boss Bill of Rights

						
					You have the right to say no (or yes) to others without feeling guilty.

					You have the right to make mistakes, to course correct, or change your mind.

					You have the right to negotiate for your preferences, desires, and needs.

					You have the right to express and honour all of your ­feelings, if you so choose.

					You have the right to voice your opinion even if 
others disagree.

					You have the right to be treated with respect, consideration, and care.

					You have the right to determine who has the privilege of being in your life.

					You have the right to communicate your boundaries, limits, and deal-­breakers.

					You have the right to prioritize your self-­care without ­feeling selfish.

					You have the right to talk true, be seen, and live free.

			




	
		

	

			
			Introduction

			 Do you ever say yes when you want to say no?

			Do you prioritize other people’s needs or desires above your own?

			Do you often feel like you should be doing more in all areas of your life?

			Are you overly invested in the decisions, feelings, and outcomes of the people you love? 

			Are you so resistant to asking for help that you end up doing most things yourself?

			If any of these questions resonate, then you, my dear, are one of my over-­functioning, over-­giving, totally exhausted, sisters. You’re also in exactly the right place.

			Healthy, robust personal boundaries are the key to living a fulfilled, empowered, and self-­directed life. Based on my personal and professional experience as a licensed clinical therapist for the last 23 years, I believe this is a fact. Every client who walks through my office doors, from the well-­heeled millennial magazine editor, to the 40-something suburban mom, to the divorced CEO, has a different presenting problem: cheating spouse, overbearing boss, shitshow for family dynamics, and so on. Yet, at the heart of every single client’s distress is the same problem: a lack of healthy boundaries. Fortunately, learning how to establish and enforce good boundaries is exactly what alleviates this pain. And it’s totally doable.

			Listen: if you are lacking in this all-­important skill, you are not alone. I'm going to guess that you did not learn about healthy boundaries in school or at home, right? How can you possibly know what no one ever taught you?

			Expecting to just know the language of healthy boundaries, without any instruction, is like thinking you could wake up fluent in Mandarin or Russian or any other language just by wishing hard enough. Not possible. Think of this book as a language intensive for effective boundaries, like Rosetta Stone®. With study and practice, you definitely can become fluent, and when you do, every part of your life will blossom. You will become more empowered in your relationships, especially the one you have with yourself. Which, as it turns out, is the most important relationship of all.

			This book is a strategically designed how-­to guide for becoming a full-­fledged Boundary Boss (BB). A Boundary Boss is a woman who

			
					has a deep understanding of herself, including how her dysfunctional boundary patterns came to be and how they might be holding her back in the here and now;

					knows how to identify and transform any behavioural blocks standing between her and her true, heart-­centered desires and their fulfillment;

					speaks truthfully, knowing that is the only way to create the life she wants and deserves;

					is committed to her own growth starting from exactly where she is right now.

			

			(Note: This book was written with cisgendered women in mind, but I believe that anyone can benefit from the strategies and content. Boundary issues cross all gender expressions, in my experience.)

			To align your behaviour with your true desires, we’re going to be spending some time clearing out what I refer to as your “­basement”—in other words, your unconscious mind. Your basement stores beliefs and experiences that you’ve neatly tucked away and then promptly forgotten (at least consciously). Basement junk shapes your life in ways you’re not entirely aware of. You can usually tell when it is in play because your reactions become supercharged or way out of proportion to the actual situation. Or you act against your best interests or better judgment. After the fact, you might think, What the hell was that? You may ignore your intuition and the signs from your body in an unconscious effort to avoid discomfort. This is called being human. If you’re struggling with a present-­day situation, I promise you that clearing the crap out of your basement will reveal relevant info and set you on a path to freedom.

			It’s normal to resist rehashing past experiences. Initially, many of my clients balk at my suggestion that we suit up and head to the basement, saying things like: 

			“It was so long ago; I should be over it.”

			“I don’t want to blame my parents.”

			“I had a happy childhood!”

			If I could teach you to become a successful Boundary Boss without the basement excavation, I definitely would. (And to be clear, our journey does not include blaming anyone.) Good news: I’ll be guiding you the entire time, holding your hand, shining my headlamp to light our way. You got this, and I got you.

			To set you up for success, let’s spend some time understanding what this Boundary Boss journey entails—and why it matters.

			Establishing, communicating, and maintaining healthy, vibrant, and flexible boundaries make it possible to have a deeply satisfying life. Without great boundaries, it’s impossible. Yes, impossible. I am certain of this.

			For those of you perpetually operating on get-­it-­done autopilot or afflicted by the disease-to-please, a phrase coined by renowned psychologist and women's issues expert Dr. Harriet Braiker, this may land as bad news. Yes, you will have to slow down and step out of the well-­worn grooves of your comfort zone to know, express, and protect your authentic self. (Raise your hand if you’re thinking, Authentic self? What the hell is that?) But as you become more confident in setting limits and speaking truthfully, you’ll gain a deeper knowledge of and appreciation for your authentic self (she is a total rock star, btw). And what seemed like bad news will look like opportunity.

			Often, unhealthy boundary patterns are rooted in a confusion about what’s actually your responsibility. For example, we may think that someone else’s distress or conflict is ours to fix, when, in fact, their emotional experience and problems are definitely theirs to deal with. That’s their side of the street. This book is all about you and your side of the street.

			When you’re clear about what’s yours to handle, the process of transformation becomes much more accessible. Your focused intention is the requirement for making these techniques work for you. For things to change, you have to be willing to try something new. This process requires effort, and you are worth it. I am mesmerized by your ability to create a life that thrills and fulfills the real you. 
I have no doubt, based on the success I’ve had with countless students and clients, that it’s possible for you, too.

			Here’s How This Is Going To Work 

			In the first part of the book, we are gathering information and taking an honest inventory of all areas of your life, revealing the specific life experiences, influences, and misinformation that may be contributing to your boundary struggles. We will be unearthing your Boundary Blueprint, to illuminate the conscious and unconscious ways you currently relate to boundaries. These ways of relating are influenced by what you learned growing up, including how you were raised, what you observed in your family of origin, and the societal norms of your greater culture. Many people find this process truly liberating. This learned behaviour is not your fault, but figuring it out now is definitely your responsibility. With the right tools and guidance, you will have the power to rewrite your blueprint.

			In the second part, we move into becoming fluent in the language of boundaries and taking small steps informed by your new awareness. All of the tools, strategies, and scripts can be customized to suit your style and comfort level. There is no one-­size-­fits-­all boundary strategy. You are unique, and so is the right way for you to relate to and express your boundary preferences and deal-­breakers.

			We also cover the step-­by-­step process for developing your Proactive Boundary Plans, those necessary strategies for shifting from reactive to proactive boundary behaviour. We’ll talk about how to handle people who attempt to trample on your boundaries long after you’ve clearly expressed your limits, and we’ll discuss the instances in which the rules don’t apply, specifically when interacting with people who are Boundary Destroyers, or narcissists and other difficult personalities. Every step of the way, I’ll be right there with you, as your compassionate, loving (and kick-­ass) guide.

			As part of this process, you will be getting in touch with your inner child, the part of you that did not get her needs met in childhood. When I first heard about the concept of the “inner child,” before I became a therapist, I wanted to dismiss it as BS. It sounded too precious and flimsy, like magical thinking. In truth, though, unresolved childhood injuries negatively impact our current relationships. Over time, I saw that the inner child needs tending in a very real way (more on this in chapter 8). All you need to do right now is be open to the idea that your responses to current things in your life might be driven by, say, five-­year-­old you. Would you let a five-­year-­old make major decisions for your marriage or family? Would you let a five-­year-­old decide your career moves? I don’t think so.

			
			This is where we need to have compassion for ourselves. Then, and only then, can we create the expansion necessary to become conscious of dysfunctional behaviours. Poking in the cobwebbed corners of the basement to discover potentially uncomfortable past memories is part of the process, but rest assured that the point is not to dwell in the past. If you connect the dots back far enough, you will find an incident or experience that needs your attention. Identifying original injuries leads you to acknowledge, process, and honour the inner child’s experience. Understanding your early experiences can impact your present-­day life in profoundly positive ways.

			To remember to treat yourself with compassion, I give you a strategy (in chapter 6) to help you to recognize when the little kid in you might be activated so you can release the old reaction and choose a response from the grown-­up you that is in your highest good. It’s called the 3Rs (Recognize-­Release-­Respond).

			If you are like any of the thousands of clients and students who have come before you, the revealing nature of this work will inspire a range of emotions—hope, exhaustion, anxiety, and excitement. You may feel selfish at times, especially when it comes to changing the unspoken agreements in your relationships and prioritizing your own feelings. For some, the idea of rocking the boundary boat kicks up feelings of fear, guilt, and shame. Will I be ridiculed by the people I love? Am I rejecting them by unilaterally changing the rules of engagement?

			As you build this skill set, know that real, sustainable change happens step by step, not overnight. You will learn to make changes and shift behaviour by simply taking the next right action, and then the next. There is quite a learning curve from part 1 (information gathering) to part 2 (transforming that info into new behavioural patterns and choices). So, patience and self-­compassion are good companions as you go through the process of freeing yourself from deeply embedded, self-­sabotaging attitudes and behaviours.

			
			When you reflect on your boundary missteps, you may feel embarrassed, regretful, or ashamed. Please understand that your past behaviour is not a reflection of who you are—just what you knew at the time. And this entire book and your personal transformation process are a no-­judgment zone. If there are moments when you feel like a mess, I say, celebrate. You’re doing something that 80 percent of the population will never do. Plus, you’re human, pal. Cut yourself some slack.

			Here’s the thing, though: you’re in charge of writing the instruction manual on you. That manual gets “read” by everyone you encounter. If you feel disrespected, undervalued, or taken for granted, that simply means it’s time to rewrite your instruction manual, setting the bar higher for yourself and everyone else in the process. You can totally do it.

			To set you up for success, I encourage you to create a safe and cozy space in your home where you can attend to your internal space. I call this sacred space the Zen Den. Your Zen Den is the perfect spot to meditate, journal, and do the integration exercises, which you’ll learn more about later.

			A Few Pointers on How to Use This Book 

			Whatever your reading style, let me be straight with you: this book is meant to be consumed in chronological order. Why? Because each chapter builds on the one before it.

			To help you apply what you’re learning, I offer tips, self-­assessments, and exercises throughout each chapter. These are the same things I use with my clients and students, and they are essential to achieving your desired results.

			True Talk Tips: Throughout each chapter, I recap the key concepts to keep you on track.

			
			Back to You: Quick, on-­the-­fly self-­assessments help you personalize information and apply it immediately to your unique experiences.

			Boundary Boss in Action: At the end of each chapter, I offer two main ways to put your new knowledge into action. Top of Mind suggests ways to help you expand your self-­awareness. Go Deeper offers integration exercises (continued at the back of the book) that help you create sustainable change (don’t skip these!). Once in a while I also suggest something to help you Get Inspired, too.

			Boundary Boss Bonus Bundle online: Go online to get exclusive mindfulness tools, guided meditations, and supplemental strategies at BoundaryBossBook.com/bonus.

			My advice? Go at your own pace, take what works, and leave the rest. When things start to get hot, slow down, cool down, and breathe. Remember the tools you’re learning and use them. Give yourself space and time, then come back when you’re ready. Doing internal work can kick up intense feelings. Pay attention and listen. Ask yourself: Do I need to 

			
					take a break?

					take a walk?

					call a pal or a professional?

			

			Your mental health and emotional safety are your responsibility and must always be your highest priority. So, throughout our journey, please take care of you. My promise is that if you do the work, you will see and feel the positive results in your life and relationships.

			Although mastering boundaries can take time, learning how to set and enforce them does not. If you stay the course, by the end of the book you’ll have the skills and savvy to do just that. You will have systematically weeded out corrupted information that’s been affecting your boundary behaviours. You will have transformed your limiting, habitual thought patterns into empowered, mindful beliefs and actions. You will have paved the way to positive, sustained changes that will bring more satisfaction, confidence, and peace to all of your relationships. And they’ll be based on what you really want instead of some crap you’ve inherited. The self-­knowledge you’ll gain will powerfully influence the rest of your life.

			Consider this book a love offering from my heart to yours. For over twenty years, I have witnessed this process transform lives, making the language and implementation of healthy boundaries accessible and effective. I see tangible results every single day, in my own life and in the lives of my clients. To date, I have guided thousands of women from all over to the globe to become their own Boundary Boss, their way. It’s my life mission to guide you to living the one-­of-­a-kind, empowered life that only you can live.

			Ready to dive in?

			Let’s go!

	
		
		

			
			Part 1 

			Connecting 
the Dots 
to the Past

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 1 

			From Boundary Disaster to Boundary Master

			I was a bridesmaid eight times in my twenties. Eight.

			I should have politely declined at least half of those ugly-­dress experiences, but I did not know how to say no. Or, “Hell, no,” or even, “I’d love to celebrate your true love and all, but I have an urgent situation to handle.” (Like, say, scraping the bottom of my change jar for subway fare since I was a broke 22-year-­old trying to make it in New York City.) How could I afford to be in a wedding party with some gals I knew from waitressing back in the day? In truth, my fears of disappointing the brides-­to-­be were far greater than the reality of my paltry bank account balance. I didn’t want to be seen as rude, insensitive, or, worst of all, not “nice.” If I said no, I’d be rejecting the privilege of being chosen. Who was I to do that?

			That fear alone spurred me to shell out thousands of dollars I didn’t have (hello, credit card debt) to participate in rituals for people who wouldn't have even made the guest list for my housewarming party (if I’d had a house, that is). Not surprisingly, I felt burdened and resentful. These secretly held emotions would crop up at bachelorette parties, rehearsal dinners, or anytime I caught a glimpse of the teal green, poofy-­shouldered ’80s dresses hanging in the back of my closet, all of which I definitely would not wear again. For what? The “honour” of not being able to speak my truth. Looking back, all I can say is, “F ­that, people.”

			My perpetual bridesmaid status was symptomatic of a larger problem that millions of women deal with: unhealthy boundaries. Yes, having difficulty establishing, enforcing, and communicating healthy limits in all areas of life is practically an epidemic. The cost of bad boundaries is immense. It leads to conflict-­ridden, imbalanced relationships, a lack of agency over our own time, and general malaise. You got time for that drama, mama? No, you do not.

			In the case of my disordered boundaries (and probably yours, too), my fear of disappointing others got in the way of basic common sense. I could have chosen differently. I could have set parameters around how I would spend my precious time and money. I could have said, “No, thank you. That dress is gross, and so is your fiancé.” (He hit on me at the engagement party!) Let’s just say, I had many options at my disposal, but there was one massive obstacle to flexing my boundary muscles: I didn’t even know I had a choice.

			Wherever you might be in your life, you have choices, too.

			For the last two decades, I have practiced as a licensed clinical therapist, treating predominantly female clients suffering an array of boundary issues. From erratic, to too flexible, to not flexible enough, their boundaries are disordered in some way. Some clients are so independent and self-­sufficient that they never ask for or allow others to help them do anything. They will stop cab drivers from lifting their heavy suitcase into the trunk or grocery-­store baggers from bagging their groceries (things that are, literally, their job). “I got it, thanks,” they’ll say. Others suffer from a compulsive need to please the people in their life at the expense of their own well-­being. Or overextending themselves to stay in the good graces of everyone (even people they barely like). This can materialize as saying yes when they want to say no, like agreeing to run the PTO fundraiser (again) even though they are simultaneously slammed at work and trying to sell their house. 

			

			BACK TO YOU: 
How Do You Relate to Boundaries?

			Here are some common boundary issues. See yourself in any?

			
					Do you ever say yes to requests, even though your gut is saying, “No, thanks”? “Yes, I’ll show up for you (while ­completely abandoning myself). Sounds great, can’t wait!”

					Do you inconvenience yourself for other people? “Sure, I’ll watch your cat for a week because you don’t want to pay a professional!”  (Even though staying in Brooklyn adds an hour to my commute, and your cat hates me. Okay, maybe it’s mutual.)


					If you have an issue with a pal’s behaviour, do you sidestep a tough conversation by casually avoiding them? “Oh, I’d love to see you, but work is so busy!” (Even though my schedule is wide open for my drama-­free pals.)


					Do you engage in passive-­aggressive expressions of anger instead of calmly expressing your feelings? “Whatever works for you. I changed my plans based on what you said originally, but it’s totally fine!”

					Are you so self-­sufficient that you do everything for yourself, by yourself? “I got this!” (Even though I am exhausted, bitter, and currently running through a mental list of who should help me based on my past generosity.)


			

			If you recognize yourself in any of these examples of unhealthy boundaries, rest assured you are not alone. Right now, we are gathering information about the unique way you relate to boundaries. This will illuminate where to focus your efforts.



			
			Or they’ll invite their alcoholic cousin to their birthday party even though they know it will end badly. From my professional background and personal history, I really get how no seems like such a simple word to say. Yet for so many, it can also be the hardest.

			No matter how many memes we see in our social media feeds, such as, “No is a complete sentence!” or “You got this, gurrrrrl!” the reality of knowing and expressing our true selves is much more complex when bad boundaries have been our historical norm.

			Bad boundaries are exhausting. They create dramas that suck our time and energy. As you likely already know, it takes a lot of effort to keep putting out fires in our personal lives. When we're caught up in our bad boundaries, though, we often don't realize that we’re the ones who are inadvertently lighting these fires. To stop these distracting disruptions, we have to go back to our earliest ­influences—the scene of the crime, so to speak—where the original injuries and learning occurred.

			To illustrate this concept of how original injuries lead to unhealthy boundaries and self-­created conflicts, let’s take a walk down memory lane. I will share a snapshot of how I moved from being a Boundary Disaster to a Boundary Semi-­Disaster and finally to a full-­fledged Boundary Boss. My hope is that you will recognize glimpses of your own life in my story and feel confident that you can also make the journey into Boundary Boss-­dom, your way.

			Watch and Learn

			In my young life, I learned everything about disordered boundaries and ineffective communication from two people who had almost no life experience before they started raising kids. My mother was nineteen years ­old and three months into her freshman year of college when she became pregnant with my eldest sister. She dropped out of school permanently and married my father in the back office of a Presbyterian church in Glens Falls, New York. They proceeded to have three more daughters in less than six years. I’m the youngest.

			Raising us in the New Jersey suburbs, my parents modeled traditional roles. My father was the provider, a white-­collar upper-­management type, who golfed on the weekends, drank too much (think: Mad Men–level martini consumption), and expected dinner on the table when he got home from work. My mother was a loving, compassionate, and protective stay-­at-­home mom, who raised us and all of our friends. My father made the money, and my mother handled everything else, including running the household and taking responsibility for our well-­being.

			Our family, like many families, was a perfect storm of covert communication and emotional dysfunction. My parents both came from families that avoided open discussions about anything painful or problematic. And there’s the heart of the matter: ineffective communication skills lead to weak or disordered boundary skills.

			Though my father wasn’t violent or abusive, we all feared his disapproval. My mother was careful not to upset him. My sisters and I rarely heard his deep, rumbling voice unless there was a problem. All together I probably exchanged fewer than a hundred words with him before my parents got divorced when I was thirteen.

			In general, his lack of communication translated to emotional unavailability. So even when he was there, he wasn’t there to be with us. “Hey, sports fans!” was code for I’m taking over the TV to watch golf now. My sisters and I could have been engrossed in the last five minutes of Grease (picture it: right before Olivia Newton-­John transforms from good girl to a butt-­smoking, spandex-­wearing vixen), but when we heard his “sports fans” cue, we knew there was only one acceptable response. “No problem. Byeeeeee!” None of us actually liked the fact that we couldn’t watch the end of our movie, yet we acted like we didn’t mind one bit. Speaking truthfully was not an option.

			
			Often, the most powerful rules in families are the ones that are not explicitly stated. For example, in my family, it was crystal clear that my parents had an unspoken agreement about how each would operate: Dad was the breadwinner, and Mom was the nurturer and family manager. Perhaps the most significant silent pact in our household, though, was to avoid expressing anger directly. Just as I could sense that my ever-­chipper mom was fearful of rocking the boat with my dad, I instinctively knew that anger was taboo.

			Humans, even little humans, are wired to minimize exposure to perceived danger. My childhood training taught me to automatically read people and scan situations to assess the threat level to avoid conflict. Anyone’s anger could be threatening. I actively avoided upsetting my father. Like my sisters, I didn’t express my genuine feelings either. But emotions don’t just—poof!—disappear because they’re inconvenient or unacceptable in our family systems. They go underground. And that’s not good.

			In our household, four teenage girls acted out their repressed anger with door slamming, shit talking, and if my parents were out, an occasional fistfight. My older sisters also vented their anger (and the veiled feelings of the entire family system) dramatically, if indirectly, by running away, having bad boyfriends, doing drugs, and drinking. In these situations, witnessing my father’s disapproval and my mother’s anguish made a strong impression on me. I vowed never to be the cause of either. Not that I didn’t do most of those things. I did. I just made sure that I never got caught.

			Consequently, I learned to bury my true feelings. Adaptively, I transmuted them into more allowable ones (anger became sadness, for example) and ignored my gut instincts. This strategy kept me safe from disapproval and eased my primal fear of being kicked out of the clan if I dared to upend the unspoken rules. By the time I left for college, my unhealthy communication style, disordered boundaries, and questionable coping techniques were all I knew. I was a full-­fledged Boundary Disaster.



			BACK TO YOU: 
What Were Your Forbidden Feelings?

			Check the boxes next to any emotions that were discouraged, punished, or forbidden in your childhood.

			
					 Happiness: joy, satisfaction, a sense of well-­being 

					 Sadness: disappointment, hopelessness, disinterest

					 Fear: unsafe, threatened, activated fight-­flight-­freeze response

					 Disgust: revulsion, disapproval, rejection

					 Anger: hostility, agitation, frustration

			

			To become a successful Boundary Boss, you must allow yourself to feel all of your feelings. This starts with becoming aware of the ones that you’d rather not experience.




			On My Own 

			In adulthood, my unhealthy boundary patterns continued. I became a master of indirect communication, using sarcasm, eye-­rolling, and the occasional hostile lie, such as, “I said, I’m fine!” (Sound familiar?) I also became skilled at covert manipulation; meaning, those I was manipulating (usually my boyfriends) never realized I had my own secret agenda operating behind my it’s-­all-­good facade. Covert manipulation ensured that I would get approval, avoid confrontation, and keep them happy. Meanwhile, I did whatever I wanted behind the scenes, such as spending time with old flames or clubbing in the city with my sisters (and “forgetting” to mention either). Attempting to control others and situations was a bid to feel safe. This strategy worked until it didn’t. It’s no coincidence that, after struggling with authentic expression throughout my childhood, I found my way to a therapist’s couch in college and have stayed for the past thirty years.

			TRUE TALK Ineffective communication skills lead to weak or disordered boundary skills.

			I hadn't heard of the term boundaries when I entered therapy. Little did I know that my disordered relationship with limit-­setting was affecting every area of my life, including how I socialized and how I communicated. Since college is a time when even non-­alcoholics drink alcoholically, by my senior year, I had done my share of booze-­induced puking, passing out, and blacking out. My father had set an example with his excessive drinking, which my fun-­loving, out-­of-­control older sisters had followed. Starting at age fourteen, I was doing shots right along with them. By the time I got to college, I thought my booze-­induced behaviour was normal. My therapist, Bev, however, did not.

			After weeks of my casually mentioning my alcohol-­fueled exploits, Bev dropped a bomb on me. “If you do not seek help with a twelve-step program for your drinking, I will have to terminate our relationship,” she said. Wait, what? Was my therapist breaking up with me?

			As shocked as I was by her ultimatum, I was even more surprised at my visceral reaction to the thought of getting help: a full-­body exhale. I was relieved. So relieved. Deep down, I knew the truth in my body long before my mind would even consider putting down my Miller Lite for good (don’t judge! I was in college). Booze was hindering my growth and my happiness. My self-­sabotaging behaviour would continue as long as I attempted to drink away feelings of anger, sadness, and fear. With three months left of my senior year, I quit drinking.

			Wide Awake 

			Being sober opened my eyes to the concept of healthy internal boundaries. Internal boundaries refer to how well or how poorly you regulate your relationship with yourself (more on them in chapter 7). For example, do you listen to your own needs first? Are you responsible for your behaviour? For the first time in my life, I actually examined how I related to myself. I didn’t even know having a relationship with one’s self was a thing.

			I also didn’t realize that to create healthy boundaries in any other relationship, I needed to be a master of my internal boundaries and my relationship with myself. Now that alcohol wasn’t clouding my perspective, I started to ask myself some difficult questions, such as:

			
					Do I keep my word and follow through on the commitments I make to myself? (Not really.)

					Do I keep my word to others in my life and do what I say I will do? (Not always.)

					How is my self-­discipline, time management, impulse control, and emotional self-­regulation? (Needs work.) 

			

			I was 22 years old with a ton of work ahead of me, but I was clear-­eyed for the first time in my life. Therapy had inspired the most profound epiphany to date: no matter what cards I’d been dealt in this life, I could not only request a new hand, I could create an entirely new game.

			That realization fueled my imagination and my transformation.

			Passionate about self-­exploration and personal improvement, I continued to see my first therapist, Bev, for years after graduation. Every Monday night, like clockwork, I caught the 7 p.m. commuter train out of Penn Station in New York to her small town in Long Island, getting back to my apartment around midnight. That weekly effort directly reflected my belief that if I stayed on the self-­discovery, self-­healing course, my life would continue to get better. Yes! I could choose to live my life in a more empowered way. Still, I had miles to go in grasping exactly what that meant on a daily basis.

			Smoke and Mirrors

			At 25, my first real career job was in the bright, shiny, and blurred-­boundary world of entertainment, working as a talent agent. Um, not exactly a hotbed of mental health. The clear-­cut rules of engagement of the regular business world did not exist there. Socializing and partying after hours with casting directors and clients was part of the job description, blurring the lines between personal and professional. Despite my sobriety and therapy, I was still a Boundary Semi-­Disaster.

			Nevertheless, I kept on asserting my wobbly limit-­setting skills. “No, you can’t call me at three o’clock in the morning because someone forgot to put sparkling water in your dressing room.” What I was only starting to comprehend was that, in fact, I had choices about how I let people treat me, both at work and in my personal life.

			My in-­process boundary skills didn’t prevent me from fulfilling my ambitions, though. Steadily, I rose through the ranks, and five years later ended up running the New York operation for a bicoastal talent agency, negotiating five- and six-­figure contracts for supermodels and celebrities. Amazing, right? Well, not exactly.

			The reality behind my fancy title was painful. I had become a stressed-­out workaholic, who often ate froyo for dinner and lit up one of my trusty Parliament 100s every time drama would erupt (pretty much all day long). In addition to managing the professional lives of clients, I often got involved in their personal dramas. I also felt responsible for fixing the lives of subordinates, close friends, and family. Unconsciously, I believed that the responsibility for their shit belonged on my already overburdened shoulders. I unofficially therapized everyone, including my romantically ­challenged mail carrier. Meanwhile, I was a hot mess, albeit an over-­functioning one.

			My breaking point came when I could no longer deny that I cared waaaay more about getting models into rehab, therapy, and eating-­disorder clinics than I did about getting them a lucrative Pantene deal or a movie contract. I had evolved to valuing people over profit. I needed a drastic career change.

			Wanting to build a career aligned with my burgeoning authentic self, I enrolled in New York University’s Master of Social Work program. I couldn’t afford to quit my day job, though. While in school full time, I was still running the television department for the Elite Modeling agency remotely and teaching acting as an adjunct professor at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts. Juggling grad school and two legit jobs simultaneously required me to assert my still-­developing boundary skills daily, if not hourly.

			To succeed as a teacher, I had to be crystal clear about my class rules (express boundaries/limits/expectations) and enforce them (no people-­pleasing allowed). Being in grad school required further development of the internal boundaries that getting sober first revealed (keeping my word to myself). This meant being dialed in to and prioritizing my needs, preferences, and desires, and doing what I needed to do to succeed (sticking to my schedule, saying no to invitations, not dropping everything for every friend or family member in crisis).

			Better boundaries also meant I had to delegate at the agency. This last bit was especially hard for a newly recovering control freak.

			TRUE TALK In changing your boundary behaviour, you learn to recognize that you have a fuller range of choices at your disposal than you have realized or exercised until now.

			
			By the time I graduated two years later, though, I felt accomplished on many levels, especially with my newfound boundary acumen. I was 33 and very proud that I had come so far with limit-­setting and interpersonal communication, but had no idea that life was about to serve up my biggest boundary test yet.

			Plot Twist

			Just as I was embarking on my new life chapter, the universe threw me a one-­two punch that made me reexamine everything: the sudden death of my father and, shortly thereafter, a cancer diagnosis that sent me into two major surgeries and radiation therapy. All within a year.

			The double whammy of losing my father and facing my own mortality in my early thirties sparked a major reckoning.

			Despite my years of therapy, I still struggled with active codependency, a deeply ingrained habit of taking on others’ problems as if they were my own, which was definitely a result of lingering disordered boundaries. Sure, I had learned to say “no, thanks” to certain invitations (ahem, reluctant bridesmaid no more), but I hadn’t fully examined the internal experience of what happened when I put others’ needs consistently above my own.

			The years I’d spent orienting my life around other people had finally caught up with me. The chronic stress contributed to a potentially life-­threatening health diagnosis. I needed space to exhale. To get that space, I had to go deep into how I had come to feel responsible for everyone and everything. I remember thinking to myself while waiting to get the diagnosis from my doctor,  There is so much more for me to learn and do. I so hope I don’t run out of time.

			That’s when the lights in the metaphorical room came on. Yes, I theoretically understood that I had choices about how to show up for others and myself, but I needed to exercise those choices more consciously than I had been. I had to. This epiphany was the final push I needed to get to boundary mastery. I now consider this period, from changing careers to my remission from cancer, as my own Boundary Bootcamp. I went through all the stages of boundary development—new self-­awareness, followed by self-­knowledge, self-­acceptance, and self-­compassion—to ultimately become a Boundary Master in less than a decade. My personal Boundary Boss journey has fueled my deep desire to lessen the suffering of others, to highlight where you absolutely have choices, and to show you how to make those choices with ease and grace. From my own experience, I know just how delicate, long, and sometimes winding the road to emotional wellness can be. Each turn along the way leads to increased self-­understanding, which builds better boundaries. That’s why I am passionate about teaching this uniquely transformative language. The blood, sweat, tears—and years—it took me to free myself drives my desire to give you the most direct and efficient route to boundary fluency. In the words of writer Richard Bach, “You teach best what you most need to learn.”

			Most women, like my younger self, don’t even realize the root of their unhappiness, let alone know how to create change. Consciousness is always the first step. We can’t heal what we’re not aware of, after all. That’s why we’re here.

			TRUE TALK No matter what your boundary patterns are currently, it is possible for you to learn how to establish healthy, vibrant boundary patterns.

			Your Turn

			What follows here is a life reboot that places you squarely on the path to true fulfillment. In other words, it’s your turn, my dear. It’s your turn to evolve from Boundary Disaster (if you are one) to Boundary Master. And I know you can do it, because I’ve been witness to many, many transformations. I’ve seen the perennial pleaser become a discerning decision-maker, and the exhausted over-­giver say no with ease and grace, and so on. As for me, I went from trying to be everything to everyone to focusing my time, energy, and effort on myself and the high-­priority people in my life. With my own battle scars in plain sight and my extensive clinical experience, I have created a tried-­and-­true, step-­by-­step process to help you overhaul your boundary skills. Now it’s your moment to shine.

			You’ve read my story, and you know that the Boundary Boss journey requires some heavy emotional lifting. So, if your self-­care regimen could use an upgrade, start now. When I say self-­care, I’m not talking about planning a spa day or getting a mani-­pedi. I mean giving yourself plenty of space and support. For example, instead of pushing yourself to attend an event you’d rather skip, beg off, silence your phone, and simply rest. Experiment with different detox bath recipes. Move your body in restorative ways that feel good, like doing gentle yoga or stretching. Less screen time, more you time. Sit in stillness and silence. You have a butt and a couch—voila! You’re a meditator, my friend. Together, we are moving from a modus operandi (MO) of doing to an MO of being. (At the end of this chapter, you’ll create your very own Zen Den, a safe and sacred space for self-­care.)

			Another word of caution: if you tend toward over-­achieving or perfectionism, it’s vital not to apply that same hyper-­capable approach here or to muscle your way through the Boundary Boss journey. We’re not talking about ticking items off a to-­do list or resolving dysfunctional relationships in one chapter, because this is a process. On the other hand, if you tend to feel overwhelmed or paralyzed when attempting something new, you’ll be happy to know that the instructions that follow are simple and the shifts small. This will help keep things manageable.

			
			You also don’t need everyone to know that there’s a new boundary sheriff in town just yet. No picking up a megaphone and shouting, “Listen, everyone, we need to talk.” No.

			Believe me, I do understand the temptation to march up to Bob in accounting and tell him you’re not going to stand for his weirdo comments about your appearance anymore. I know you: you want to get it right. But having tough conversations before you are truly equipped is not the winning formula here. Learning to change deeply ingrained patterns and limiting beliefs takes a minute. Once you fully grasp why it has been so hard to change your behaviour and draw better boundaries, then you can approach Bob. Trust me, Bob and his bullshit will still be there when you’re ready.

			TRUE TALK There is no one-­size-­fits-­all boundary strategy. You are unique, and so is the right way for you to relate to and express your boundary preferences and deal-­breakers.

			As you slowly begin to shift your dysfunctional boundary dance, you can carve out more time for your own true thoughts, feelings, and desires. Along the way, you are bound to bump up against the myth that being nice looks a certain way. For example, it might look like picking up your sister’s dry cleaning or watching her kids so that she can meet a deadline, even though you’d rather be at yoga, reading a book, or going to see a play. Or not sharing with your partner that you actually do not want to spend every weekend with his/her/their overbearing/lovely/psycho family. Or not going grocery shopping because you’re too busy drafting a detailed life plan for your bestie who just got laid off (and, by the way, is not asking for your PowerPoint on how to save her career). Or avoiding the conflict you fear will come from telling a well-­meaning pal that you simply don’t want her advice.

			
			TRUE TALK You write the instruction manual on how you treat yourself (internal boundaries) and how others treat you (external boundaries).

			Right about now, you might be thinking, What’s wrong with being nice?

			Real talk: any time you opt for being fake-­nice instead of being truthful, you’re setting yourself up for unsatisfying experiences, resentment, and the loneliness of not being authentically known. Think about it: is it really “nice” to essentially lie to the people you love and respect by saying yes when you want to say no? Nope. It’s just providing them with bad intel and setting yourself up for more of the same.

			Creating and maintaining healthy boundaries is a life-­changing art. The main driver of this transformation is your true feelings. We may tell ourselves that we’re being kind in our attempt to spare someone else’s feelings, but this is not the whole story. The motivator for these less-­than-­honest gestures is usually fear, not love, a concept we’ll delve into more in chapter 3. Under the guise of being caring, we may find ourselves over-­giving, over-­functioning, and overextended. Or rigidly refusing all assistance so as not to bother anyone. Both lead to feeling less loved, not more.

			When you can speak directly and honestly, the benefits are twofold. You get to be seen, and you create the space for everyone else in your life to be seen as well. You are no longer robbing the world of your authenticity, something you and only you have.

			 Healthy boundaries are generous and efficient. When they’re in place, you will be amazed at how much time, energy, and bandwidth you have for other, more productive pursuits like, say, doing Zumba, learning pottery, or studying quantum physics. Kicking self-­abandonment, deceit, denial, and resentment to the curb allows you to create a life based on joy, freedom, and genuine intimacy. Really, once you become aware, it’s an obvious choice, not to mention better for everyone.

			In many ways, I feel like I already know you because I was you. Trust me when I tell you that it doesn’t matter where you are on your Boundary Boss journey or what you do and don’t already know. You are in the exact right place to start now. As Marianne Williamson once wrote, “It is not too late. You are not too old. You are right on time. And you are better than you know.”

			


			▸ Boundary Boss in Action ◂


			At the end of each chapter, I’m offering selected exercises for you to incrementally build the foundation of your Boundary Boss skills. Every new thought or action is significant, no matter how small. For even more exercises and support, check out the Boundary Boss Bonus Bundle at BoundaryBossBook.com/bonus.

			1.	Top of Mind. Pay attention to your feelings. As emotions come up, stop to name them. Be mindful that forbidden emotions from childhood can be harder to identify and may seem like something more acceptable. For example, my forbidden anger masqueraded as sadness. Use your awareness to recognize and name your true emotions. Then, honour them.

			2.	Go Deeper: Make Your Own Zen Den. Your very first exercise is setting up your sacred space to use throughout our shared BB journey (and beyond) to meditate, rest, journal, and complete your integration exercises. This is your first BB act of radical self-­care. It will also help you commit to the process of becoming a Boundary Boss. See the “Go Deeper” section at the back of the book for step-by-step instructions. 

			3.	Get Inspired: Get Your Meditation On. Meditation increases your mindfulness and strengthens your ability to be in the present moment, which is crucial to successfully becoming a Boundary Boss. Go to the “Go Deeper” section at the back of the book for a simple mediation to get started. 
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