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Introduction


It’s a dog eat dog world out there, and if we don’t make and hold space, we’re jostled and elbowed from every which way; physically, mentally, emotionally, culturally and spiritually.


Everything we do, say, think, allow and tolerate is connected to boundaries. Our routines, habits, choices and relationships. Everything. These boundaries are the ‘start’, ‘stop’, ‘here I am’, ‘not on your nelly’ and ‘no entry’ road-sign equivalent to our lives. When our lives naturally intertwine with others, there will be limits to what we deem acceptable and not acceptable. These limits illustrate who we are, how we’ll conduct ourselves, the divvying up of responsibility, and attest to how we wish to be treated. We all have these limits which flex depending on the nature of the relationship: familial, paternal, romantic, friendship, working, and the one we have with ourselves. Sometimes these limits become wonky, compromised and violated, and ultimately work not for us, but against us.


Along the way, we’ve collected a considerable back catalogue of boundary baggage which determines how empowered or disempowered we feel in asserting them. Every telling-off, slamming of our bedroom door, hug, choice of outfit, diary entry, compromise, decision, standing up or standing down, is a boundary-shuffle in action. The consequences of those – whether they were respected or disrespected; whether we respected or disrespected – will factor into how we feel about boundaries now. Whether we realise they even exist; how wonky, assertive, confident, connected, isolated, seen, heard or walked on we might feel.


Ideally, we’d all be conscious and comprehending of who we indeed are, what makes us tick, and feel able to communicate that clearly and effectively. But the opposite is quite often the case. Perhaps we’re not entirely sure about who we are, of what makes us tick nor how to communicate our needs with others. Maybe we’ve never quite felt as though we measured up. Perhaps we’ve always felt as though we’re in the way, that we don’t matter. That feeling of insignificance then permeates how we view ourselves and all that surrounds us. It dominates the jobs we apply for, or don’t apply for. Our yeses and our nos. Our relationships, how we parent, what we apologise for, how we hold ourselves, whether we’re an active participant in this thing called life or whether that perception of insignificance keeps us stuck, accepting our lot, rather than relishing in it.


Make no bones about it, learning about boundaries and what they mean for us is the easier bit because that’s on us. It’s the holding steadfast in them when it comes to other people and external circumstances that can cause a bit of a ruckus, some friction, and plenty of deep breaths as we have the courage of our convictions. We’re all worthy of boundaries which keep us safe, happy and healthy. It’s learning how to cohabit with others in a safe, comfortable and healthy way, where boundaries are vulnerable to going off-piste. We want others to be happy and might forgo our happiness for that to happen. It’s not our role in life to sidestep, duck, move out of the way to make life easier for others. It’s truly not. We’re allowed to take up space too. We’re allowed to feel joyous, heard, seen, significant, equal, lit up by life and as though we matter.


And so, here we are, about to dive headfirst into a book about boundaries. A book which explores our understanding of what boundaries are, how they can be applied to different situations, finding our feet and our voices, and unpicking some unhelpful lessons we’ve learned along the way. You can start by asserting your boundaries in how you read and use this book; perhaps you’ll read from cover to cover and return to the worksheets after that. You might dive into the chapters which speak loudly to you as areas of your life which you feel have boundary deficits. And you might tackle the worksheets, in the first instance, to help figure out what’s causing the most amount of life-chafing for you right now. There might be writing in margins, highlighting, screenshotting and talking to others about what crops up. Your book, your way.


Jayne x


PS. You can find me online – come and say ‘hi!’:


[image: image] Twitter [image: image] Instagram @jaynehardy_






1. Who am I to write this book?


Learning about the concept of boundaries was like opening a window into a parallel world: a world where I felt more in control, calmer and not so trodden on. A place where I had a say, was heard and was not afraid to challenge the status quo. Somewhere I could sense my backbone, stood tall, felt better and wasn’t scared to take up space. Albeit a place that made me panic slightly at what all of that meant for someone who had lived their life, thus far, people-pleasing – how on earth did I get from where I was, to there?


That window into a parallel magical healthy-boundary world came from a really tough period in my life, and it would take considerable time before I felt brave enough and centred enough in myself to start constructing boundaries that served my health and happiness without feeling incredibly selfish for doing so.


Boundaries are a funny ol’ thing, they can keep us safe, they can keep everything out, but they can also keep us in ‘our place’. To challenge them often means going against a grain, a grain somebody somewhere has carved out. For as long as I can remember, I wanted to be a ‘good’ girl. It felt like high praise from my parents and teachers, and so I became intuitive about what that meant for me; doing as I was told, not causing ‘trouble’ and avoiding disappointing anyone or being told off. It also meant I tied my worth to receiving that praise that I held in such high esteem; it meant an awful lot to me that I was viewed in a certain way and I most definitely wanted to be ‘liked’.


We won’t ever be everyone’s cup of tea, but golly, I tried. Inevitably, someone somewhere wouldn’t like me, and I would replay every word, every look, every action to understand why and what I must have done wrong. The onus, in my head, was always that I was at fault, that I was to blame, that there must be something wrong with me. Notice too that I didn’t give space to how I felt about others and whether I liked them or not. Anyone and their dog were welcome to take up my headspace.


I learned to become a chameleon; I identified behaviours that I could change into, like we might change an outfit for a different occasion. These behaviours meant I could adopt and adapt and align with whoever I was with. The result? I never ever really felt as though I fitted in anywhere. Being a chameleon is awkward; you never understand your baseline, preferences, or give space to your own opinions. And you’re impressionable. If my peers liked a band, I’d buy the album and jolly well like the band too – even if I didn’t, not really. In my quest to be all things to all others, it meant I ended up compromising myself. I lost any semblance of identity; I tried to become what others wanted and needed me to be. Talk about making a rusty rod for my back.


It wasn’t half a fearful way to live. There was no room for mistakes nor for the natural messiness that occurs as we all grow and muddle our way through life. I spent an awful lot of time inside my head, dwelling on things I’d said or hadn’t said. Things that had happened aeons ago would play on my mind. The overwhelming feeling was of guilt. I felt guilty for everything – even the stuff I’d had no hand in. Guilt became a baseline, and I would do anything to avoid it. I took responsibility for things I had no right/authority/need to do so. In some ways, I was giving away my power, but in other ways, I was letting myself believe I had a more influential role in other people’s lives than I could/should ever have. It was an apologetic paradox. ‘Sorry’ became my most-used word. You bumped into me? I’m so sorry I was in your way. I’ve said something you don’t like? I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean it in quite the way it came out. I’ve done something you don’t approve of? I’m ever so sorry, I won’t do that again. I need the loo. Sorry to be a pain and to make you drive out of your way to find a bathroom for me. Sorry, I just need to… Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry.


It all came to a head in my early twenties, and ‘sorry’ became a more sinister ‘sorry I exist’. It seems that bending over backwards and tying yourself in knots to keep others happy and taking responsibility for things and people that are absolutely not your responsibility is a highway to hell – saying ‘yes’ when you keenly mean ‘no’ breeds anger and resentment. The floodgates to that anger would snap open when I’d go out drinking with my friends. Add social anxiety to the mix and I’d smash all personality-based boundaries loose by drinking far too much so that I felt more comfortable being out and about, but in doing so, I became an angry, belligerent and hurtful drunk with hangovers that would make me cringe as I remembered the things I may have said or done. Talk about adding fuel to that well-established inward-looking and apologetic nature of mine. I started loathing myself, and on top of the over-apologising, regrets were growing on top of my regrets. I was in a pickle as I was also working a job I didn’t enjoy – another example of my lack of boundaries.


‘Saying “yes” when you keenly mean “no” breeds anger and resentment.’


You’re pressed to make decisions on what you would like to do with your life at secondary school, and I didn’t have a clue what that might look like. When I was little, I’d wanted to be a vet until I realised that being a vet involved operations and things, it wasn’t just cuddling with cute animals. After that, it seemed as though being a teacher might be all right, but that meant university, and I had a boyfriend at that crucial ‘applying to university’ time who was opposed to me swanning off to a different city. Being so malleable meant that my teaching plans were knocked on the head and past that, I truly didn’t have a clue what I’d like to do or be. In that pre-internet age, I didn’t realise the extent of what was possible either – our careers advice was based on going to university for going to university’s sake, or joining the armed forces. In true wonky-boundary-style, I ended up referring the somewhat life-altering decision to my tutor. I mean, I stayed true to my patterns of behaviour, even then, and then some. I asked him what I should do, and he replied that being accomplished at mathematics, I might want to try accountancy. And so, I did.


Alas, it wasn’t for me (you knew that was coming, didn’t you?!). Worse still, I didn’t know what was for me. I left that job and trotted off to university, but even then, my lack of boundaries got in the way; I would go out most nights even when I didn’t want to because it was what everyone was doing, and I would overdrink and overspend. I was just going with the flow of everyone around me. Missing structure, not being very interested in my course, feeling unanchored, I started to feel my mental health decline. I went home one Easter holiday and only returned to university to collect my things.


Reflecting on all of this (and more), compassionately, is hard. There is no rewind button nor flux capacitor, and I feel sad that I continued to give away my power at every which way. Whilst there was a smile on my face, a willingness to please and a mask that hid any unease I felt, I grew more and more disjointed and disenchanted with life. I felt as though I was swaying this way, that way, forwards and backwards and still, I couldn’t do enough nor be enough. I didn’t know who I was nor what I wanted but kept getting swept away by other people’s wants and dreams and passions. It all got a bit wonky and stressful. It wasn’t long until depression reared its ugly head and knocked me for six.


Landing at rock bottom with a resounding thud was torturous, and I felt a deep sense of shame. Apathy meant that I didn’t care enough to put on the smiley mask and I retreated from everyone. Being alone was more comfortable than being surrounded by the people I was trying to keep happy, placate or please. Being alone, though, was pretty awful as I’d grown to dislike myself intensely. Not liking yourself is uncomfortable as there’s no breather from oneself; it’s a 24/7 experience with no let-up. Depression is a cruel illness as, in essence, your very being is at war with itself. Your body which works so efficiently to keep you alive comes up against a brain that feeds you a barrage of negative, disempowering and frightful thoughts. The loss of hope and isolation make it an unstable, uncertain and scary place to be. I was there for an extended period of time and have been back a fair few times since. In that pitch-blackness, my boundaries swung the other way, like a pendulum. Extremely rickety and fluid ones were replaced with walls of stone and gates of steel whereby I didn’t let anyone in. The people-pleasing came to a sudden halt, but I was also keeping the good stuff at bay. Those dark times – that I still fear to this day – have been the undoing of me and (though I hate to give them any credit) the redoing of me.


Managing my mental health has been a long learning curve/crawl. A process of tweaking, pivoting and flexing. It’s mostly trial and error as I navigate new things to see if they’ll help, or not help. Boundaries and self-care go hand in hand. Without boundaries, we might understand the importance of self-care but not protect the space within which to do it. Whilst self-care became the foundation where my actions of self-kindness slowly became louder than my negative self-talk, boundaries became the framework I built to protect my physical, mental, emotional and digital space. I wish I could say it’s been easy, but that annoying adage is true – nothing worth having seems to come easily.


Creating boundaries when we’ve not had many, to begin with, changes relationships – often for the better as balance is redressed, but sometimes relationships don’t stand the test of healthier, more equal boundaries. Once the power is distributed more equitably, some relationships sadly don’t survive. Boundaries sort the wheat from the chaff but what we’re left with is precious and honest and sincere. This boundary-work comes with growing pains too, as we strive to undo old habits and create new uncharted ones. Speaking up and out, honestly, takes courage we can’t always muster and some getting used to, and not forgetting the boundaries of others and how we navigate the marrying of those with ours.


Nowadays, my boundary pendulum hovers somewhere in the middle; still needing work at times, still swinging ever so slightly to people-pleasing as new experiences like motherhood or leading a team take time, require conscious thought, boundary-creating, communication and learning, but they’ve eventually gotten to a healthier place. I’ve finally arrived at a better place too with a stronger sense of identity, dreams, opinions, moral compass and possibilities.


In a small nutshell, that’s where I’ve been, where I am and why I’m writing this book. As with most things we focus on, what we zoom in on expands and we see it everywhere. That’s what this boundary malarkey is like; I find myself talking, learning and thinking about it a lot. Anyone who knows me now can attest that I’m always willing to talk about this stuff. They’re super important because they underpin our relationships with everyone and everything. It’s not a concept that has passed others by, either. Yes, there’s uncertainty about what the nuts and bolts of boundaries are and indeed, about how to put some of this into place, but people are coming to realise that there are habits they have that are starting to annoy or restrict them. If I can positively use my somewhat tricky experiences to help you feel more powerful, assertive and confident, then that is what I’ll try to do here, in this book.


Eleven times my boundaries have left a lot to be desired


Gah, boundaries. If only I knew then, what I know now. It would have saved me a ton of heartache, heartbreak, uncertainty and that awful sense that you have the word ‘mug’ tattooed on to your forehead.


For me, boundaries were an odd concept because as a child you look to your parents and your teachers to learn from them. Not once are we told that we could question those people; we’re urged to ‘respect our elders’, to ‘do as we’re told’ and I definitely would have felt that to come up against them would have been disrespectful. We don’t get an inkling, either, that our parents are winging life and learning as they go; they seem so together and so sure of what it is they’re doing and saying.


As a child, I did all of the things I thought I was meant to do: I listened, I did as I was told and for the most part, I was a ‘good’ girl. There were exceptions, of course! Like the time I ran away to my auntie’s house which was just behind our house, or when I wrote on the newly painted pristine-white door and blamed it on my sister who couldn’t yet walk, let alone write. My mum has this look, and we call it the ‘Walters glare’ because all of her siblings have the same expression. It’s a look that you don’t want to be on the receiving end of, and it pretty much says, ‘Are you sure that’s what you want to do or say? Consider this is your chance to stop whatever it is, right this minute.’ Dad’s equivalent was a wagging finger, and it was equally as powerful. I recall hating the words ‘I’m disappointed in you’; they felt worse than any proper telling-off and still to this day, I have a fear of disappointing people or bearing the brunt of their anger.


Once adulthood arrived, it all came a bit undone. Having spent the preceding years planning all of the adventures I’d have once I got to the grand old age of eighteen when I could ‘do whatever I wanted’, it turned out I wasn’t quite prepared for that freedom. Creating, and holding, boundaries when you’ve never done so is unsettling. It’s like taking the baton in a relay race you never signed up to nor trained for.


And so I drifted and became unhappier and unfulfilled. I tied myself in knots because in looking to others to guide me on what I should do, to tell me what I should do, I ended up trying to keep everyone else happy. It didn’t go particularly well, as you can imagine, and perhaps attest to. With that in mind, I’m about to share the very tip of my wonky-boundary iceberg, with you.


1 YES, OF COURSE


You could have asked me to do most things, and my kneejerk reaction would be to say ‘Yes, of course’. With an emphasis on the ‘of course’ so that the asker would be reassured that this was 100 per cent no problem, exactly what I wanted to do and that I would help. The trouble is, that a good chunk of the time, my automatic ‘Yes, of course’ was an ‘Oh no, why have you asked me, how do I say no to this?!’ Cue merry dances as I would try to come up with plausible excuses to backtrack. I’d wince as I cancelled plans at the very last minute. I’d feel so worried that I’d done that enough times that I appeared flaky. I’d be buoyed by guilt and end up having to see whatever it was through. Not only was I making a rod for my back, but it also muddied the waters of communication. My ‘Yes, of course’ started to be met with ‘Are you sure?’ because of all the prior cancelling and backtracking, and instead of being honest, I’d even more emphatically declare ‘Absolutely, yes’. In wanting to be ‘good old Jayne, she’ll do anything for anyone’ as though that’s something to be applauded, I learned that ‘doing anything for anyone’ is absolutely not a byline to aspire to.


2 THERE ARE STARVING CHILDREN IN THE WORLD


I think all children of a certain generation were fed this line. It was commonly used when you didn’t eat all of the food you’d been served up, and parents wanted to see an empty plate and for us to be grateful that there was food on the table. And whilst I can understand the importance of children being brought up with an awareness of their privilege, I don’t think to eat for eating’s sake teaches that lesson all that well. As a child, I ate more than I needed to beacause it was important to ‘eat it all up’. When I speak to my parents now, it’s clear that they inherited that old chestnut and were using a blueprint afforded to them – that they hadn’t questioned. To this day, I still clear my plate. Even when I don’t like the food, even when I’m full up and even when I have been served a ridiculously large portion. Scraping my leftovers into a bin continues to be a source of guilt. Rationally, I understand there are much more constructive things I can do, and do do, to help those in need, but some boundaries are more ingrained than others.


3 KNIGHT IN SHINING ARMOUR


When things went downhill for me and depression hit, I would hope and hope and hope for someone to come along and fix my life, and my brain, and me. As if, by magic, they’d telepathically sense my pain, my wishes and my all-at-sea-ness and ride in on a white stallion and sprinkle fairy dust and take over and everything would be just fine and dandy. There’s a part of now-Jayne that admires the sheer fairy-tale-ness of then-Jayne’s mind. But there’s a sadness on reflection too, that I had learned such helplessness and spent so long riding out those tough days, waiting and wishing to feel better. Compounded also by the boundaries I tended to construct around myself that prevented me from asking for help in the first place. In wishing with all of my might that someone else would swoop in and help unstick my life, I was underestimating myself and overestimating what other people could do – particularly considering this was a time when I wasn’t even helping myself. I remember when someone on Twitter told me, not in the kindest of ways, that my wishbone was where my backbone should be, and it stung. It stung hard. But it was true, too; I was hoping that someone else could help me in ways that I could help myself. I could be my own knight in shining armour.


4 OPEN HOUSE


Both my husband and I are introverts, and our home feels like a sanctuary where we can restore, wear our scruffiest comfies and recharge. As much as I’d like to be the sort of person whose home is open for people to rock up whenever they fancy, there’s nothing quite like the thought, or reality, of people turning up unannounced to set off a bout of panic. It doesn’t matter who it is or how much we love them dearly; it feels like an infringement on our privacy. Working from home makes it trickier too; people assume that you can drop everything for a prolonged cuppa when it suits them with no consideration for whether it suits you. The inner conflict that arises from this is that we’re unreasonable and rude in wanting some advance notice, because when I was younger we’d show up unannounced to our relatives’ houses and they didn’t mind. Or did they? That is the question!


5 ENDLESS MEETINGS


Oh boy, I’ve come full circle on meetings and very rarely have them nowadays when a Zoom or a conference call will do. Old boundary-less-me attended every meeting I was asked to participate in – my diary would be jam-packed with meeting after meeting after meeting. It was a minefield because you’d have to allow a buffer for travel and a buffer in case the meeting overran. A considerable amount of time was spent either rushing to the next meeting in earnest or twiddling my thumbs because I’d built in too generous a buffer. I’ve probably lost months to meetings, and travelling to meetings, that neither bore fruit nor moved any plans further forward. I’ve attended meetings where I’ve been bored witless and left not really grasping what the meeting was even about. The good meetings were always few and far between. Some people love meetings and have meetings about meetings, but I’m definitely not one of them.
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