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			For anyone who believes they were born to feel free

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Bonus workbook available at www.helloshauna.com

			There is a current pandemic far more insidious than any virus. A quarter of the way into the twenty-first century, the US surgeon general warned of a growing mental health crisis among youth that began even before the pandemic of 2020–2022 and has only accelerated since.1 Sleeplessness, depression, and anxiety are on the rise as our uncertainty about our inner and outer worlds intensifies. People are desperate both to feel and not feel, to be heard, and in some cases, to vanish entirely. Within the mind can exist perplexing complexities and dichotomies that lead to confusion about one’s purpose and intrinsic value. Many of the people closest to me are finding themselves spinning from one medication to the next, one dysfunctional relationship to the next, and even one identity to the next. Struggles with mental health can affect anyone and may be the most pervasive crisis of our time. And yet most of us are still afraid to talk about them.

			For some people, the heart of the conversation is deeply rooted trauma. For others, it is a profound level of sensitivity that makes our ever-evolving, overstimulating world nearly impossible to metabolize. And there are people like me, whose history of trauma, acute perceptivity, and desire to feel worthy of love create the perfect storm of longing. The commonality among all of us who suffer is that every one of us wants to be accepted. We want to feel safe and rooted in an identity and a community that are unshakable. And we want to believe—need to believe—that we are not alone.

			When a forty-day fast landed me in a psychiatric ward at age nineteen, I was unable to write my own name. The culmination of years of striving to be perfect, coupled with an abusive past I was not yet ready to accept, rendered me dissociated, often regressing in age, and descending into a debilitating paranoia while trying to define who I was. Some days, I thought I was six. Other days, I believed I was nine. While under the impression that I was these ages, I reenacted scenes from my past that my conscious mind had dampened into oblivion. After receiving a diagnosis of delayed post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) associated with childhood sexual abuse, I was transferred to a mental health clinic in Kansas, which I fled after less than a month.

			Although my adolescence was in part defined by ulcers, Crohn’s disease, insomnia, disordered eating, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), the world labeled me a talented overachiever. I began college at fifteen, and my singing voice and lyrical way of communicating created a persona of elegance that carried me with ease from opportunity to opportunity and relationship to relationship. But behind the scenes, my physical and emotional struggles quietly intensified. They culminated with my stay at the psychiatric hospital, an experience that provided me with a profoundly unique perspective on the way our country approaches mental health, and the startling disconnect between what patients truly require to heal and what the system provides.

			After the birth of my daughter when I was thirty-five, a new wave of flashbacks and nightmares surfaced that I could no longer deny. Having spent decades pursuing alternative healing of various kinds, I was forced once and for all to abandon any superficial coping mechanisms that remained to plunge with a new kind of faith into the awareness of all that I had repressed. In doing so, the cycle of intergenerational violence against women and children that I had inherited was broken, and I was able to cultivate not only the business and family I had always dreamed of but the inner life as well. Though my path from there was long and arduous, it gifted me with tools not only to soothe myself but also to seize and create magnificent opportunities.

			Words cannot express my gratitude to the psychologists, psychiatrists, scientists, and doctors who have dedicated their entire lives to supporting the emotional and mental health of complete strangers like me. I have learned from them, relied on them, and celebrated their knowledge and compassion. But those of us who have clawed our way through sleepless nights and been swallowed whole by unshakable fears procure hope from the stories of others who have risen from the ashes. We want to relate to those who help us break free from our emotional cages. At times, we require solutions and answers based on real-life experience. The desire to connect with others who have made art from their confusion and pain has become a primary goal for those of us who experience anxiety, depression, and disconnection from ourselves and others, and who yearn to heal from trauma.

			Ever since I was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease at age fourteen, I have been learning how to heal emotionally, physically, psychologically, and spiritually. My unrelenting commitment to knitting my psyche back together, in conjunction with a passion for nutrition, has set me on a therapeutic path of deeply understanding the interconnectedness of body and mind. Over the course of my life, I have spent hundreds of hours in therapy of many kinds, worked with naturopathic and allopathic healers, practiced meditation, and excavated my own soul for the answers it already possessed. I became a certified Reiki therapist and founded the wellness company Alaya Naturals to provide a source of therapeutic nourishment for others. You Are the Boss of You is the culmination of all that I have learned, and my greatest offering to those who desire to heal.

			If you desperately need emotional relief, are exhausted by old patterns and beliefs from which you cannot seem to detach, and feel as if you know there’s more for you to experience in the world but are not sure how, this book is for you. If you are eager to burst out of contrived boxes and redefine your identity, want to process your feelings in ways that are empowering, and are ready to claim your bold and exquisite future, keep reading. From A to Z, I will break down the building blocks necessary for you to gain relief, reconnect with joy, question old assumptions, and create a game plan for your life that is more satisfying and inspired than you ever imagined possible.

			Your problems are everyone’s problems. In other words, how you feel affects how the people around you feel. It affects how your friends and coworkers feel. If you have children, it affects how they feel. It even affects how their children will feel. By committing to the exploration of your most authentic feelings, you begin to say yes to all of who you are. Once you believe in the magic that is inside you, it will begin to pour out in unimaginable ways. You will become brave enough to pursue your deepest passions. Your artistry will flourish. You will not be afraid to speak your mind or advocate for yourself and for the life you consciously design moment by moment. You will feel inspired and grounded regardless of what is going on around you. You will choose intimacy with people who respect, encourage, and soothe you. And perhaps most importantly, you will respect, encourage, and soothe yourself.

			Dimming your light, presence, and voice as a result of external influences is a kind of apology. My intention is to help equip you to be your own parent and best friend, to nurture yourself through life’s unpredictable terrain, and to boldly navigate your dreams and desires. By shining a light on all that is and is not working in your life, you will offer healing not only to your own heart but to every generation that follows. By claiming your version of the truth, you will energize humanity and honor your deepest knowledge. My hope for this book is that it helps you experience the magic of who you already are and who you are choosing to become without apology.

			While the sequencing of You Are the Boss of You reflects the chronology of my own evolution, you can enjoy its chapters in any order, based on what your heart craves in real time. My guidance draws from the many therapeutic techniques that have benefited me over the years, including but not limited to cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), Emotional Freedom Techniques (EFT), Rapid Transformational Therapy (RTT), and neurofeedback. In addition to exploring fundamental concepts such as identity and elements of healing here, I have designed exercises to put this guidance into practice, which you can find in the companion workbook at www.helloshauna.com. If you choose not to use the workbook, you can still continue to follow along as we release limiting thought patterns and consciously transform all that no longer feels true for us. If you are experiencing thoughts of self-harm and are in the United States, please put this book down and dial 988 to reach the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline, or dial 911. If you are outside of the US, please refer to the following link to locate a crisis lifeline in your area: https://support.google.com/websearch/answer/11181469?

			In chapter 1, “Defining Boundaries,” we explore why boundaries are essential, how to trust your intuition, and how to familiarize yourself with your yes, no, and maybe. I teach you how to stop apologizing for what you need, and why we sometimes say yes when we mean no. I also unpack the connections between boundaries and self-blame, and how to separate boundaries from projected meaning and identity. I walk you through why shame is counterproductive to building boundaries, how to untangle perceptions of abandonment with boundaries, and how to soften or dismantle boundaries if necessary. We deep-dive into boundaries in relation to self, how to distinguish between boundaries and control, why boundaries are and should be fluid, and how to disentangle yourself from enmeshed identities.

			In chapter 2, “Soothing Yourself,” I guide you in understanding why so many of us have a difficult time nurturing ourselves, and I equip you with practical strategies for cultivating inner calm—especially in relation to anxiety. We explore the concept of shadow parents, and as you develop a deep awareness of the parental qualities you find comforting, I help you access the parts of yourself that are competent at meeting those specific needs. Drawing from external influences, I show you how to integrate into your own being the parental attributes you crave, and how to empower yourself to self-soothe.

			In chapter 3, “Softening Perfectionism,” I break down why perfection isn’t a real thing, and why the pursuit of it is counterproductive. We examine the link between perfectionism and hypervigilance, and determine why neither is useful in systematically avoiding triggers. I then provide therapeutic recommendations to support you more deeply in letting go of limiting beliefs.

			Chapter 4, “Redefining Your Self-Concept,” establishes the many influences that have contributed to your perceived identity and addresses barriers to authenticity. I dissect core value versus created value, who you are versus how you feel, and core identity versus fluid identity. I challenge the common assumption that external events have the power to define us, and I support you in creating space to truthfully acknowledge what you want more of in your life. I then differentiate between comparison and inspiration, and outline a framework for creating a bold vision for your future.

			In chapter 5, “Honoring Sleep,” I share how insomnia and sleep disturbances are outrageously common and have a profound impact on mental health. I list some of the most prevalent reasons why people can’t sleep and offer practical and simple solutions. As someone who was addicted to sleeping pills for eleven years, I explain why it isn’t useful to identify as an insomniac, and I walk you through my personal, medication-free sleep routine. I conclude with a highly regarded therapeutic recommendation to help ease sleeplessness.

			In chapter 6, “Healing Trauma,” we explore both the official definition and my own personal definition of trauma. I make the case that trauma cannot be measured, and I break down the many reasons why I believe people avoid confronting their trauma. Due to trauma’s propensity for triggering uncomfortable emotions and sometimes causing repressed memories to surface, I provide several therapeutic recommendations for coping with trauma. Severe trauma often requires professional support to avoid a state of disassociation or overwhelming feelings that may impede one’s ability to function practically. My hope is that by the end of this chapter, you will be open to the possibility of exploring your past in a safe and gentle way.

			In chapter 7, “Feeling It All,” we explore why we characterize some feelings as unacceptable or feel that they are inaccessible. I touch on the unique roles of epigenetics and anxiety in relation to emotions before exploring the beauty of befriending all of our feelings. I highlight the danger of repression, along with the necessity of giving ourselves permission to authentically feel. I also unveil some of the clever strategies people employ to avoid their feelings, and I offer actionable guidance to support awareness and healing.

			Chapter 8, “Creating Your Rhythm,” addresses establishing an organic way of moving through the world that values flexibility and adaptation. I introduce the concept that all work is creative work, and I walk you through how to tune in to your physical and emotional cues in order to reset. At the end of this chapter, you will be armed with the tools you require to slow down, reset, and establish a rhythm that is truly in alignment with the needs of your body and mind.

			In chapter 9, “Advocating for Yourself,” I urge you to be your own advocate. Together we analyze the many reasons why people struggle to advocate for themselves, then shift our focus to effective and consistent self-advocacy. I use case studies to provide more detailed examples of self-advocacy.

			In chapter 10, “Building Your Future,” I encourage you to use all that you have learned foundationally to recognize and manifest your dreams. I share with you my signature method of identifying the “soul of your dreams,” which will profoundly impact how you view your goals and desires. We then delve into the necessity of creating space to dream, the imperative of allowing dreams to evolve, and the significance of seizing the moment. I also outline my signature process, The Five Steps to Creating Dynamic and Inspired Possibilities, and discuss the importance of asking for help. I close with a brilliant manifestation metaphor created by a friend and mentor.

			There are massive gaps in the mental health system that leave the majority of those who suffer without any sustainable tools for coping and thriving. While I am an avid advocate for therapy and recommend it throughout this book, many of us are searching for more accessible, affordable, and direct forms of support. We not only require this, we deserve it. You Are the Boss of You will provide you with a beautiful foundation for healing and growth.

			In addition to having had the privilege of experimenting with so many therapeutic methods, I have spent countless hours creating my own theories and techniques. I have asked myself myriad questions to help ease the burden of my own anxiety and perceived helplessness in the face of overwhelming emotions. Everything I am offering to you and suggesting for you, I have first offered to myself. Each and every idea I present was born out of my own desperation and commitment to heal. I have engaged in every single therapy that I recommend.

			This book is the product of a lifetime of effort to gain access to the emotional freedom that I now experience. Once riddled with anxiety, paranoia, hypervigilance, and inexplicable sadness, I now walk in peace. I laugh with ease. I create with grace. You too are meant to live an inspired and deeply satisfying life. You were born to be emotionally free. Right now, I am taking your hand and walking with you as you explore whatever is holding you back. I am encouraging you to be truthful, to be raw, and most important, to be who you were made to be. We are on this journey together. I’ve got you.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Defining Boundaries

			We create boundaries all day long without even realizing it. When you lock your front door, you create a boundary. When you choose not to pick up the phone because you’re in the middle of a conversation, you create a boundary. When you pause a work project to eat a meal or stretch your legs, you create a boundary. But the majority of people I know, including myself, have struggled with boundaries at some point in their lives.

			Boundaries can be physical, mental, emotional, or psychological. Often, these categories overlap. If someone hits you, the abuse violates all four boundaries. If someone calls you a hurtful name, that person also is crossing multiple boundaries. Ultimately, you are responsible for creating the boundaries that determine whether you accept abuse of any kind in your life. When other people cross one or more of your boundaries, it is your job to create a boundary in response to their lack of one.

			Every single relationship of every kind requires boundaries. We tend to see boundaries as a negative or severe choice, mostly because many of us wait too long to create them. When solid boundaries don’t exist within a relationship, the eventual necessity of establishing entirely new ground rules can result in tension and confusion. The healthiest relationships include and honor healthy, clear boundaries that facilitate ease and support mutual respect. Boundaries may—and often should—evolve over time, which is why communication is an essential part of the equation. If you have internally created a boundary that you don’t clearly communicate, the other party or parties cannot be expected to help you maintain it. While it may feel awkward to express your boundary, in doing so, you are actually benefiting your relationship in the long run by creating a foundation of honesty and setting the stage for sustainability.

			Note: While I am going to focus on nonphysical boundaries in this chapter, I urge you to immediately seek protection and refuge if you are in a physically abusive relationship. Please go to the police, check into a shelter, or stay with a friend or family member if you are experiencing sexual or physical abuse of any kind.

			The Beginning

			Clinical psychologist and professor Beatrice Beebe at Columbia University Medical School has done profound work illuminating the nature of face-to-face interaction between mothers and their infants, and investigating interaction patterns that predict secure or insecure attachment at one year. Similar to the concept of “good enough” mothering proposed by pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott, Beebe and her colleagues found that an “optimal midrange” degree of coordination is associated with secure (compared to insecure) attachment.2 What this means is that the facial, vocal, visual, and touch coordination that occurs between a mother and an infant is best when it is not too “high” and not too “low,” leaving room for improvisation and flexibility. Beebe suggests that “too high” coordination may reflect vigilance, and “too low” coordination may indicate a lack of attunement.

			If the primary caregiver of a child is typically anxious, overwhelmed, depressed, stressed, or distracted, they may lack the tools and internal resources necessary to interact in a comfortable midrange, where the infant feels attended to and emotionally connected without being smothered. Caregivers who are chronically stressed in this way are often not able to offer the infant comfort when the infant is distressed. Providing such comfort is a key caregiver pattern that predicts secure attachment and provides a sense of safety. Infants of an emotionally unavailable caregiver may grow up and inadvertently seek out relationships in which they are ignored and neglected, or they may crave validation from a person who withholds connection.

			Essentially, we seek out what is familiar. A shame cycle can recur in the presence of partners or friends who promote feelings of being unworthy or unlovable. I’ve even heard it suggested that some people aim to replicate elements of their past in order to transmute a formerly disappointing or devastating dynamic. If you are subconsciously driven to reframe uncomfortable or upsetting narratives and secure resolution, being consciously aware of your patterns may empower you to change course and stop putting yourself in compromising positions.

			Another potential outgrowth of not experiencing secure attachment as a child is the chronic fear of abandonment. Adults who carry the threat of abandonment in their hearts will mostly likely do one of two things: placate their partner and abandon their own needs, or never allow themselves to be fully loved. If you believe that once you allow people into your heart, they will most likely hurt you, fail to meet your needs, or deny you the opportunity to feel seen, heard, understood, loved, and validated, why would you let anyone in? Expecting the worst in a relationship could easily drive any one of us to put up emotional walls and create overly rigid boundaries. The ultimate enforcement of a boundary, of course, is walking away from a relationship in order to avoid feelings of loneliness and insecurity within the relationship itself.

			Alternatively, some people seek out relationships in which they receive the kind of mothering or fathering they did not receive as a child. This can lead to an imbalanced, skewed dynamic because they are relying exclusively on another person to make them feel safe and seen. People who have habituated themselves to saving others as their version of comfort or safety may appreciate or accept this imbalance, but the relationship is severely limited, because by nature it is at least partially defined by roles that are not inclusive. Ideally, every relationship would allow all parties involved to experience and express all that they are. The more you categorize yourself (even without words) as a savior or a victim—or anything else, for that matter—the more that role gets reinforced and shapes your behaviors and personality.

			In my experience, the roles that we establish in relationships are based on a mix of the attachment styles of our caregivers when we were children, the person we believe ourselves to be at our core, the image of ourselves we consciously want to project into the world, the role we desire to play in the relationship, how we believe our partner perceives us, the ways our partner engages with us (both behaviorally and in dialogue), and how we react to that person’s communication (which either reinforces preestablished roles or alters and adjusts them). What’s tricky is that the roles we establish in partnerships (for ourselves and others) are often heavily influenced by the quality and degree of guidance and nurturing we did or did not receive when we were too young to consciously form an identity, or to question our self-concept relative to how we were being parented. Because of this, it may take a lot of conscious unlearning to strip away influences from the past and create a new identity based on a clear understanding of our core nature and who we desire to be.

			The feedback loop in relationships is unavoidable, so the more you show people who you really are, how you expect to be treated, and the ways in which you wish to operate in the world, the more they will modify their expectations and perceptions of you accordingly, thereby reinforcing your authentic self-concept, not the one that you unconsciously inherited or that was projected onto you. By clinging too tightly to outdated categories and roles in relationships, we don’t just cut off access to parts of ourselves, we cut off access to all that others have to offer. We also limit our potential to comfort ourselves in the midst of confusion or distress, and may even end up severing the commitment of others as part of self-soothing. Instead of aligning with labels and assumptions, such as the victim, the hero, the strong one, or the sensitive one, at any moment, we can choose to simply be. If we recognize a pattern of healing others to avoid healing ourselves, saving others to avoid saving ourselves, or relying on the strength and confidence of others to avoid cultivating self-trust, we can shift those patterns by learning to self-soothe. If we are in a position to comfort ourselves, there is no need to be the savior or the one saved, because we are free to be the one thing we are meant to be: human.

			When it comes to creating boundaries, most of us have an easier time setting limits or reframing expectations with certain people than with others. You may have no problem ignoring the irrational demands of your mother, but find yourself scrambling to appease your father. You may, without hesitation, deny help to one friend, while dropping everything you’re doing for another friend whose attention, admiration, or affection you desire. You may find yourself resisting the demands of all of your family members, with the exception of one sibling whose needs have always had a way of trumping yours. Relationships are complicated, and more often than not, most of us have one person or a handful of people we find ourselves consistently saying yes to at the expense of our own comfort and priorities.

			The cost of sacrificing our own wishes and needs to please those with whom we feel the most vulnerable and insecure may at first seem minimal, but the effects are cumulative. When, over and over again, we find ourselves saying yes when we really want to say no, we give ourselves the message that the person we are saying yes to is more important than we are and more worthy of self-care, respect, and love. There certainly can be times when sacrificing our own preferences to show up for others is necessary or valid, but when we habitually ignore our own desires to appease others and ensure their comfort, we gradually erode the integrity of how we care for ourselves.

			Self-care doesn’t simply involve showering, exercising, and eating nourishing food. It necessitates that we hear and respond to our inner guide, the part of us that intuitively knows how we want to spend our time, where we want to go, and who we want to be in the presence of. And it starts with believing that, regardless of how others may respond, we deserve to create boundaries that form the framework for a joyful, peaceful life.

			Trust Your Intuition

			Step one in creating boundaries is to trust your intuition, or what some may refer to as your internal guidance. This guidance may be embedded in your DNA from prehistoric times in order to keep you safe, or it may be an extension of your soul. It may be your brain’s response to external stimuli, or an energetic connection to what is true. Regardless of its source, when we doubt or talk ourselves out of what we are truly sensing, it is very hard to act on the signals and impulses of our bodies. If we believe that our bodies are constantly providing clues as to what feels right and what doesn’t, we are more likely to pay attention and, hopefully, to act accordingly.

			Creating boundaries starts with listening to and believing the messages of your body. If you receive an invitation to attend a dinner party and a feeling of dread overtakes your body, that gathering may not be for you. If you are asked to create a work presentation and are filled with a bright sense of possibility, it’s possible that this presentation may move the needle in your career.

			You may never know how or why your body gives you a yes or no when it comes to agreeing to an event, interaction, or opportunity, and you do not have to know. One of the mistakes I made repeatedly in my young life was feeling that I needed to understand why I was saying no to something in order to justify my decision. You do not need to know on a rational basis why something feels right or wrong; intuition often cannot be explained, justified, or proven with concrete evidence. In fact, trying to make sense of our intuition may only obscure it. From a state of pure physical experience rather than intellect, we are able to receive the messages of our bodies with greater clarity. We are also equipped to learn the language of our bodies: what yes, no, and maybe feel like.

			Getting to Know Your Yes, No, and Maybe

			Our bodies speak to us all the time, especially when we have decisions to make. The instinctual feeling in your body that springs up in response to a question, a request, an invitation, an idea, or a possibility is part of that communication. Over the years, I’ve come to learn how I experience yes, no, and maybe on a physical basis. For me, yes often feels like a tingly butterfly sensation in my chest, an experience of elation or ease, and a sense of expansiveness or openness. When something or someone feels really right, it’s almost as though my heart wants to jump out of my body and fly toward that experience or person. No in my body tends to feel like restriction, almost as if my body were narrowing and getting tighter simultaneously. My no is sometimes accompanied by a feeling of dread, pervasive and unrelenting hesitation, anxiety, and/or overthinking. My body shrinks, retracts, and recoils in a more protective way, and I spend more time in my head (the analytical space) than in my body. The overthinking tends to kick in when I’m not sure why something feels like a no, and I assume that I have to justify or support my resistance with an explanation. Maybe feels a bit more neutral for me. It lacks the physical sensations of tightness and clenched muscles that accompany fear, and it involves a sense of curiosity. When my body experiences a maybe, I know that I need more information. Obtaining that information may require research, or simply a pause and a stretch of time before I make a decision or commitment.

			We can even distinguish between the physical experience of our bodies when we want to say yes versus feeling that we should say yes, which is an assumption of the mind. A perceived obligation can obscure or diminish our natural capacity to feel our way physically and intuitively into understanding what is true for us. When we try to convince ourselves that we should feel a certain way, it’s often because of the cultural, societal, familial, romantic, or professional expectations that have paved a trajectory we feel pressured to align with. Part of creating a healthy boundary is separating from expectations and simply reacting to what is happening in the now according to how our bodies feel. This doesn’t mean we should never question the impulses of our bodies or make conscious decisions to refrain from impulsive behavior. But it does mean that we should give ourselves permission to first acknowledge and process physical sensations before welcoming the commentary of our mind.

			Many people have a hard time distinguishing between the feeling of their no and an experience of fear that is not necessarily attached to a warning. Fear may be part of how the body communicates that something or someone is a no. Other times, it may be the embodiment of our ancestors’ experiences, as those experiences live on in our bodies, or it may be a product of self-doubt or an expression of insecurities relating to the future. It also could be symptomatic of generalized anxiety, hesitation regarding change, concerns about the unknown, or unresolved trauma. I have spent many years trying to establish what a pure no feels like in my body, and when I’m not sure if my reaction to something or someone is colored by the residue of trauma or deeper fears unrelated to intuition, I ask fear to step aside, so that I can feel what my body truly needs to feel.

			Fear is an essential stress response when it comes to avoiding truly dangerous situations—a dark alley where a criminal may be lurking, an unsafe person who rings our doorbell or follows us home, and the like. But by and large, people experience fear on a much broader and more chronic basis than they need to. Instead of keeping us safe, consistent and habituated fear actually confuses our nervous system and makes it difficult to determine when there is a real threat. Many of us have a hard time discerning our true no because we have woven fear into even benign moments. Having experienced trauma of any kind makes us far more likely to remain hypervigilant to threats, even after a threat has passed.

			In addition to asking unhelpful fear to step aside, pausing and breathing can help reset your nervous system and invite clarity. A pause could be ten seconds, ten days, or a year. I often measure my instinctual reaction to a proposition, an idea, an opportunity, or a person against how I feel several minutes or even days later, to see how fear may have played a role in my gut reaction. The mind creates fear, whereas instincts recognize danger. When we instinctually recognize a threat, healthy stress or the instinct to protect ourselves or others will follow.

			Turn to “Understanding Your Yes, No, and Maybe” in the workbook.

			Stop Explaining Yourself and Apologizing

			Many of us have come to believe that we always owe people an explanation for why no is the appropriate response for us. I believe that this false sense of obligation can actually prevent us from saying no when we want to say no, especially when we’re not clear on why something feels uncomfortable or not right. Often, there isn’t an objective yes or no at play, simply a preference generated by numerous factors. These factors may include mystical influences relating to manifestation and what some may call destiny, and they often include practical factors related to what we’ve eaten that day, the mood we’re in, our energy level, our hormone levels, what we did the day before, and so on. If someone invites me to a party, my body’s yes or no to that invitation may be based on all of these factors and more—or it may be based solely on my wanting to stay home and watch The Bachelorette.

			Regardless of what is influencing your yes, no, or maybe at any given time, you are very rarely—if ever—obligated to explain yourself. When my sister was studying law, she told me that in a courtroom, the defendant should say as little as possible. Often, we unnecessarily believe that we have to defend our decisions and reactions to events and people, or justify why we’re making a certain choice. Additionally, we tend to lead with an apology of some kind, which sends the message to both us and the other party that something is inherently wrong with or unkind about our decision. I’m going to compare and contrast some examples of the things people might say when they feel obligated to defend their choices versus what might get communicated when they don’t.

			“I’m so sorry… I really want to come to your party, but my brother’s in town, and I feel really overwhelmed, and I had food poisoning last night and am kind of exhausted.”

			Compare that to: “Sadly, I won’t be able to make it your party, but I can’t wait to hear all about it!”

			“I feel really bad because I want to go on a date with your brother, but I just had three bad dates in a row and am not sure I’m up for it. Plus, I need to wax and am feeling kind of depressed about a work thing.”

			Compare that to: “Thank you so much for suggesting that I meet your brother! Now isn’t the right time, but may I circle back around when I feel ready?”

			“Ack! I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can go to the museum right now, because I have massive autoimmune issues and the flu is rampant—but if I didn’t have these issues, I would totally go! Plus, my dad has cancer, and I see him every week.”

			Compare that to: “I can’t join you at the museum, but I would love to connect at the park when you’re available for an outdoor visit. Thanks for the invite!”

			In addition to cutting out unnecessary apologies, empower yourself by taking responsibility for your choices. Notice that in the examples above, I never deferred to the opinion of others to make my choice for me. Sometimes, we ask others what they think we should do in order to avoid ownership over decisions that we fear may hurt or offend them. For example, “I’m feeling really crappy today, but was looking forward to dinner with you. What do you think we should do?” State your needs plainly and honestly, and others will feel free to do the same.

			Turn to “You Are Not the Defendant” in the workbook.

			Do Not Wait until You Feel Ready

			One of the biggest mistakes I’ve made over and over again in my life is waiting until I feel ready to create my boundaries before I take the plunge. Rationally, I know that a boundary needs to be in place, but my intellect becomes convoluted by fears. These fears often contain predictions of rejection—including, but not limited to, judgment and gossip—along with predictions of punishment and abandonment. Because the feelings accompanying these predictions often are overwhelming and hurtful, I postpone creating my boundary until I feel more at ease with the idea. This is problematic, however, because the discomfort that accompanies risk-taking never guarantees that we will feel emotionally ready to take the plunge. If we are waiting to feel brave instead of acting bravely, we may suffer for months or even years while working to eliminate fear.

			Being brave when creating boundaries isn’t being fearless; it’s knowing what needs to be done and doing it, despite having potentially agonizing feelings. When we allow our anxiety to dictate our decisions and guide our life choices, we may end up on a dissatisfying or potentially dangerous path for far longer than we need to be. You may or may not ever feel ready to create any boundaries. Still, it may be essential to commit to a game plan that preserves your integrity and honors your internal experience, even when your confidence is wavering.

			Why We Say Yes When We Mean No

			In some ways, it is easier to say yes than to say no—at least in the short term. Saying no may disappoint a family member, work colleague, or friend. It may incite fear in us that we are missing an opportunity or closing a door. It may induce a false sense of shame or guilt that we are letting someone down. Creating a boundary may generate anxiety that a relationship will be negatively impacted, or we may even fear losing someone or something we believe to be significantly valuable. Thoughts such as If I keep doing things for this person, they will need me and like me and want me around may not even be conscious. In extreme cases where children were raised by a dangerous caregiver, those people may, as adults, put themselves in harm’s way or remain in compromised situations because their sense of who or what to trust is perverted, skewed, or confused. Adults also may fail to create a boundary if, when they were children, a fundamental emotional, physical, or sexual boundary was crossed, so they haven’t learned what healthy boundaries are or how to create them. Sometimes we say yes because at some point in our lives, it did not feel safe to say no.

			Regardless of why we say yes to others when we mean no, it is essential that we always say yes to ourselves. This is perhaps the truest definition of self-care. And part of saying yes to ourselves may mean saying no to somebody else. Perhaps a friend wants to take a walk when what we really need is to stay home and rest. Maybe our boss is giving us more than our fair share of work. We may find ourselves frequently committing to things that, even when meaningful, deprive us of much-needed downtime. Our time, energy, and mental resources are not endless, and our primary obligation is to ourselves.

			Boundaries and Self-Blame

			Resistance to creating boundaries often mirrors a propensity for self-blame. Often, people who habitually and unconsciously blame themselves for negative situations or experiences were raised in households where caregivers failed to take responsibility for their own mistakes. If you were raised in a home where adults alleviated their burden by casting blame onto others, you may have wrongly assumed their guilt. If, as a child, you never witnessed your primary caregivers reflecting on their actions and words and making amends for their mistakes, you might have blamed yourself for their wrongdoings. Children who feel responsible for the behaviors, attitudes, and reactions of their parents may become adults who are not able to differentiate between their preferences and ideologies and the needs, demands, and beliefs of those around them.

			In an ideal world, every adult would look within when confronting a problem and seek to understand their contribution. But as we’ve all experienced at some point or another, insecurities and ego often prevent that from happening. So, if the people around you (especially people in positions of authority, or who you feel possess all the power) never admit to wrongdoing, you may be tempted to turn against yourself. When fear and blame are attached to decision-making, it is nearly impossible to create boundaries that support accountability and ownership over our choices.

			Separating Boundaries from Projected Meaning

			It’s natural to resist creating a boundary because you’re afraid of hurting someone’s feelings. At different points in my life, when I questioned my worth, I assumed that something was wrong with me or that I wasn’t truly valued when someone I cared about created a boundary. If you have experienced boundaries being personalized in this way, you may actively work to avoid the potential divisiveness and discomfort that can occur when someone inaccurately interprets a boundary. Instead of allowing other people to project their experiences onto your boundary, you may go so far as to not set one at all. This is a self-destructive way of trying to maintain peace in a relationship. If you think a boundary might trigger someone, you may avoid establishing it in order to prevent a negative reaction to it and any additional emotional fallout that might follow. Unfortunately, avoidance only secures a false sense of control that is rooted in fear, not truth.

			Here are some things I’ve said in conjunction with creating a boundary:

			“My alone time doesn’t mean I don’t love you or cherish being in your presence. This is a need that has nothing to do with you. My nervous system just requires a solo reset.”

			“I really appreciate the invitation, but today I’m going to rest, because that’s what my body is telling me I need.”

			“I’d love to come visit you, but sadly, travel isn’t in the cards right now. I look forward to a time when it is.”

			If you are on the receiving end of a boundary, do your best not to judge, overanalyze, or assign meaning to it. The reason for it will become apparent if a person consistently draws a hard line with you and doesn’t create fluidity or space in their life for a meaningful relationship. However, they might postpone a lunch because they have a sour stomach or just bombed a work presentation. You cannot fully know all of the textures and dimensions of another person’s life, and you aren’t privy to the many variables that impact their decision-making.

			If friends relay to you that you call them too much, or they stop picking up the phone when you call, use their boundary as a catalyst for growth. Invite self-love, unconditional self-acceptance, and resilience to color how you receive feedback, as hard as that may be. We are all growing and learning, and what is desired by one friend might feel claustrophobic or overstimulating to another. We teach all individuals in our lives how to treat us through the behaviors and situations we accept and don’t accept, and they do the same, consciously or not. Instead of judging yourself or wallowing in the shame attached to a perceived rejection, take a deep breath and remind yourself that the healthiest relationships not only require but also invite feedback, so that longevity and mutual respect are possible. As empowerment specialist and life coach Andrea Quinn so brilliantly articulates, if an individual chooses not to include you in their life, they are simply not your person!

			Separating Boundaries from Identity

			It’s easy to label yourself a “bad” person for creating a boundary, or to accuse yourself of being selfish. But prioritizing yourself is part of being kind to yourself. In my own experience, my fear that other people may think I’m selfish, inconsiderate, or unthoughtful drives me to label myself as these things. Labeling ourselves in harsh ways is a form of self-pressure meant to drive us to act in favor of others.

			In reality, we have no idea what people are thinking of us at any given moment. Usually, we make assumptions about who other people believe us to be based on our own insecurities, fears, and negative past experiences. But assumptions are not reality. If someone calls you self-absorbed or narcissistic for saying no to them, is this the kind of person you truly want to be connected with? Should a bully, manipulative coworker, or family member define your boundaries and identity? At all costs, do not bully yourself to avoid being bullied by others.

			Shame Is an Antidote to Boundaries

			My dear friend Grace is caught in a shame cycle that is all too familiar to me. For twenty-five years, she has worked with a woman whose friendship she has relied on heavily. The relationship was buoyant and light for the first decade or so, and Grace celebrated seeing her friend and feeling seen. But over time, the dynamic morphed: her friend consistently forgot her birthday, took advantage of her professionally, and was frequently unthoughtful in the way she communicated with her. For many years, I’ve listened to Grace recount stories that reflect hurt and irritation rather than a sense of safety and satisfaction. And yet the less considerate her friend is, the more attached Grace becomes to saving the friendship.

			In my experience, when people with deep insecurities feel shame, they are more likely to return again and again to a dysfunctional or disappointing relationship for validation. Ultimately, they hope to receive confirmation that they are worthy, desirable, and lovable. And since actions tend to be the outgrowth of beliefs, their sense of emotional safety and assessment of self-worth are based on how other people treat them. The qualities Grace felt when she first met her friend (alive, inspired, witty, warm) are qualities that she still values in herself and wants to identify with. But since her friend isn’t reflecting these qualities back to Grace, she continues to hope that if she does or says the right thing, she eventually will be rewarded. The reward in Grace’s case is attention, validation, praise, invitations to gatherings, and so on, which she interprets as proof that she is worthy of love.

			The shame of not being seen and valued drives Grace to stay committed to an unhealthy friendship; she is hoping to receive different feedback and secure a more positive perception of herself—one that confirms her identity as a person worthy of attention and love. Instead of concluding that her friend is not treating her according to her value, she is concluding that she is not valuable and that the way to regain confidence in her worth is to find a way to be treated differently. Subsequently, Grace bends over backward to appease and show up for her friend in the hope that her friend will do the same for her. When this doesn’t occur, Grace is left once again feeling worthless, and the shame cycle continues. Subconscious thoughts associated with this type of shame cycle may include:

			If I am perfect and say all the right things, she will never leave me as a friend.

			If I just love him enough, he will love me back.

			If I do everything for them, they will realize they need me and will never abandon me.

			If I am the ideal friend, she will pay attention to me.

			If I continue to show up as my best self, eventually he will show up as his best self.

			If I truly were lovable, they would treat me differently.

			If I receive the adoration of this person, I will feel at peace.

			Notice the many contingencies attached to love and approval. Rationally, if a person is mistreating us or is not able to provide what we require, the appropriate response would be to walk away or make significant changes that reinforce reasonable standards, as we define them. But if we question our own lovability and desirability, instead of creating a boundary and taking space, we may remain in a toxic relationship and attempt to prove why we are worth somebody’s time and love, and why we are special enough to receive their attention. In other words, the shame that arises when somebody ignores us, takes advantage of us, or fails to see us prompts us to want to “fix” the relationship, as opposed to deeming it unworthy of our time and energy.

			In my freshman year of college, I learned one tidbit in Psychology 101 that has remained with me through the years: if we are listening to a song that gets turned off abruptly before it ends, we are far more likely to dwell on that song over any other melody we hear that same day. The reason for this is that most of us want closure and a tidy resolution. Our desire to hear the ending of a song is not unlike our desire for the ending of a relationship: we do not want it to be turned off before we’ve experienced our version of a clean ending. Even if it isn’t our favorite song, and even if the song we are playing invites heartache and grief, we often choose to listen all the way through. Either way, we want the song to be turned off on our terms.

			Boundaries and Abandonment

			When a person turns off emotionally or physically in a relationship, the individual on the receiving end may be left with a sense of incompletion that drives them to want to replay or at least finish the song. This is especially true if the recipient of the aloof or dismissive behavior assumes they are at fault. Many of us have, at one point or another, assumed that we are not enough, or that we are too much, or that something is fundamentally wrong with us because we can’t secure the feedback we desire.

			The experience of abandonment isn’t limited to when a partner or loved one walks away. It can occur again and again within the context of an intact relationship. If a person feels ignored, unloved, unseen, or uncelebrated by the person they are in a relationship with, they may experience a sense of neglect or abandonment daily. Ideally, if we feel cut off in some capacity from the person we’re in partnership with, instead of taking it personally, we would become curious investigators. We would not assume that we lack something but rather seek to understand what has shifted and why. This may involve sharing our experience of the relationship with our loved one and asking for clarification regarding their experience.

			The feeling of being unloved or neglected may be particularly challenging for people whose caregivers were inaccessible or cold to them in their childhood. When we were young and theoretically learning to self-regulate, we were dependent on our caregivers to make us feel safe and connected. Attachment theory, formulated by psychologist John Bowlby, suggests that a young child must form a deep and trustworthy bond with at least one primary caregiver in order to develop socially and emotionally in a healthy way. He refers to “secure attachment,” in which children feel safe and soothed by their caregiver, as the ideal form of attachment. Securely attached children expect their caregiver to respond lovingly to their needs and emotions, which eliminates feelings of guilt or the assumption that they are a burden.3

			A child whose primary caregiver is physically not present—or who is present in the flesh but absent emotionally—may get triggered later as an adult by a friend, lover, family member, or coworker who ignores them or communicates by word or deed that they’re not a priority. When children are ignored or mistreated, they assume that something is wrong with them and seek to remedy the situation by pleasing their caregiver and providing whatever it is they believe their caregiver needs. This cycle continues into adulthood: instead of walking away from people who are behaving poorly, or creating a boundary with them, the scared child part of us pipes up and takes responsibility for our mistreatment. Instead of gracefully accepting the boundaries and limitations of others, we assign blame to ourselves and assume that we’ve done something wrong.

			If you are having trouble ending a dysfunctional or dissatisfying relationship, take the power back by asking yourself if your needs are being met. Challenge any assumption that you lack something by questioning the other party’s capacity to give. Speak to the child part of you that feels scared of being abandoned, neglected, or forgotten, and gently reassure that part that nothing is wrong with you. How others behave is not a reflection of your fundamental worth, and you can—and should—create a boundary with people who take you for granted or communicate in ways that are disrespectful. You are unique and lovable, regardless of the feedback you receive.

			When I was in my twenties, the scared child part of me frequently sabotaged my relationships by refusing to believe that people truly loved me. As a consequence of this, I felt constantly abandoned even in the presence of loving, committed partners. If you find yourself feeling neglected or emotionally distraught in relationships where your significant other is doing their best to show up fully, compassionately ask yourself if you may be having a hard time receiving their love. Others can move mountains to “make” you feel loved, but if deep down inside, you feel unlovable, you may struggle to connect with the experience of being enough until you heal the imprint of rejection from early childhood.

			Boundaries and Food

			When I was fourteen, I struggled with disordered eating. For about a year, I severely restricted calories to the point of starving myself. After that, I ate an appropriate quantity of food but was obsessed with its visual aesthetic. I also spent an inordinate amount of time thinking about food, planning my next meal, and visualizing what it would look like. Even the shape of the bowl I was eating from or the size of my fork could impact my experience of food and influence my mood.

			Recently, I was listening to a podcast interview with author and activist Glennon Doyle, who was describing her struggles with bulimia and bingeing. As I reflected on Doyle’s words, it occurred to me that the complexity of how some individuals relate to food may be largely influenced by the perception that they do not have permission to create boundaries. If we don’t trust our ability to create and maintain healthy and consistent boundaries with other humans, we may seek to create them with inanimate objects that won’t talk back, physically harm us, or react emotionally to our boundary. We can, in essence, assert some level of control, risk-free. This may be especially true for empaths, whose boundaries are frequently crossed simply by them being human and in the same room as other individuals, whose feelings and experiences they absorb.

			While we tend to think about setting boundaries as an assertive physical act or verbal declaration, sensitive people, who are like sponges soaking up the energy, emotions, and reactions of those around them, have to work even harder and more consciously to create conscious boundaries. Otherwise, the experiences of others become their own by proxy. If you are a ten-year-old girl in a family rife with turmoil, and anger permeates most communication, you may have a huge perceived inability to create boundaries. If you are a child whose mother has been wounded by a divorce or whose father doesn’t have a verbal filter, you are, once again, in a position of feeling helpless and unable to create boundaries.
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			PRACTICE: Saying No

			For the next week, practice saying no. If a partner asks you to stay up and watch a movie, and you really need to snooze, choose sleep. If a friend calls, and you’d rather take a bubble bath than chat, don’t pick up. If an associate invites you to a sporting event, but you’re dreaming of Thai food and a movie, stay in. If you’re in the habit of making exotic meals for your family, but don’t feel like cooking, make macaroni and cheese from a box. There is plenty of time to say yes, but just for a moment, experience saying no. As a friend once wisely said, by closing one door, you are freed to open another door. The beauty of being able to create boundaries is that when you do say yes, you are more likely to mean it. When you agree to an opportunity or exchange, you will be fully present. When you give, you will do so from a place of abundance.

			Since it can be challenging to create boundaries, you may want to choose a friend or loved one with whom you feel safe. Explain that you are practicing saying no and would love to have this person’s support in allowing you to be completely and unapologetically honest for an entire week. If this is your romantic partner, your roommate, or someone you work with, you will have ample opportunities to practice saying no, or “not now,” or “maybe later, but thank you!”
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			The path of the sensitive empath is rarely to cry out with objections or loudly call attention to convoluted family dynamics; instead, the person turns the chaos inward. The internalization of pain, rage, and sadness has the potential to lead to perfectionism, controlling tendencies, superstitious and/or OCD behaviors, and the micromanaging of food, appearance, performance, and so on. If you do not feel empowered to rage against that which harms you, the perception of helplessness may cause you to rage against yourself.

			Softening and Dismantling Boundaries

			While many of us struggle with creating boundaries, others struggle with softening them. It’s even possible for a person to fail to create boundaries with some people in one category of their life, while maintaining overly rigid boundaries with others in that same category or another category. For instance, you may have extremely clear boundaries when it comes to your work life but not when it comes to your love life. You may have no difficulty whatsoever saying no to one friend but cave in every time another friend demands your time and attention. In my own life, I struggled for years to create boundaries with female family members whom I felt emotionally reliant on and was afraid of disappointing, while never hesitating to create boundaries with girlfriends.

			When we feel secure, we are able to create boundaries selectively as needed. We can assess a situation, take inventory of our internal world, and make decisions that reflect our real-time needs and desires. Of course, our roles as professionals or caretakers may demand things of us that don’t always feel good or match our moods or preferences. But all in all, a person who knows their worth is able to sense what feels good and what doesn’t, even when obligations are involved. They are able to tap into their true motivations, and more often than not, make decisions that reflect their truth rather than the expectations of others.

			For people who have habituated to systematically protecting themselves from real or perceived physical, emotional, mental, or psychological threats, it can be more challenging to know what and who to let in and when. It’s natural to generalize after we’ve experienced pain and want to block any potential harm from occurring in the future. Sadly, when we universally say no to everything and anyone who may possibly hurt us, we are saying no to potential experiences and people that may bring us joy, a deep sense of comfort, or sincere love.

			As I see it, the difference between people who have been hurt and are willing to open their heart again and those who clench their heart and refuse to allow anyone in is self-trust. Since none of us can truly predict the outcomes of our relationships or lives, we are all in a position of having to believe that we possess the internal resources to get us through hard times. Hard times may include experiencing a deep sense of rejection, pain, or betrayal. They may include feeling misunderstood or unknown. They may even include feeling unloved by the person we desire to love us the most. If we trust that we possess the internal resources necessary to get us through hard times, we are free to explore relationships and experiences that have unknown outcomes. In order to feel safe letting down our guard and softening our boundaries, we must trust not in the other person, but in ourselves. Below is a list of some of the primary internal resources that support our willingness to dismantle boundaries and allow others in.

			The ability to create boundaries and say no. This may seem counterintuitive at first, but if we don’t trust our ability to create boundaries, softening boundaries most likely will feel very unsafe. If we dismantle certain boundaries and allow ourselves to show up selectively for relationships or opportunities, we must feel capable of shifting course if new information, understandings, or priorities inspire us to redirect our energy, time, and internal resources.

			The willingness to exit toxic relationships, situations, and environments. It is incredibly common for people to linger far too long in relationships, jobs, living situations, and entire identities that do more harm than good. If you are a person who gets comfortable existing in mediocre situations or tends to fear that there’s nothing better out there for you, you may remain in jobs or partnerships that do not support your ultimate growth. I’ve noticed that this tendency is especially prevalent among individuals who have grown up in families where initial understandings of how to love and be loved were skewed by abuse. If you have normalized being mistreated, condescended to, neglected, ignored, misunderstood, or hurt, you may not only put up with these experiences but associate them with intimacy and/or love.

			The ability to be present at any given moment. Many of us live in the future or in the past more than in the current moment. If you can allow yourself to alternate between experiencing and evaluating a real-time relationship or opportunity, you can avoid the tendency to project former trauma or anticipate an imagined ending. It’s common to project to some degree, even unconsciously, but the more we bring our conscious awareness to the fact that we are doing it, the easier it becomes to drop old stories and practice objectivity.

			Resiliency. The majority of successful entrepreneurs and artists I know have experienced some form of real or perceived rejection and disappointment before achieving some form of success. While hearing “no” from someone you are hoping to hear “yes” from can be heart-wrenching, it need not be so. Our hearts don’t break when we experience pain; they simply feel more deeply than we ever imagined possible. Deeply feeling pain is part of being human, and in my opinion, it is preferable to feeling nothing at all.

			A sense of safety and a practice of self-love. We cannot expect to cultivate intimacy if fundamentally we don’t trust ourselves or others and are constantly on the lookout for potential danger. Self-love is equally essential but confusing, because many of us unconsciously assign to others the job of making us feel loved. But for better or for worse, we cannot fully rely on others to love us. We can hope for it and desire it, but ultimately it is our responsibility to love ourselves so deeply and without condition that our identity, happiness, and sense of safety are not contingent on the love of others. Of course, this is a work in progress for every one of us, and unequivocal self-love is certainly not a requirement to love others or receive love.

			Because we associate love with approval, worthiness, and a sense of belonging and safety, it is ingrained in the fundamental fabric of our beings to seek love from others. But without the foundation of self-love, we may find ourselves cracking when others don’t love us the way we want to be loved, when their version or manifestation of love differs from ours, or when they choose consciously or unconsciously to withdraw their love. If at the root of our being, we believe that we are lovable and can reassure ourselves of this regardless of the circumstances in which we find ourselves, or how the people around us treat us, we are more likely to allow deserving individuals into our hearts.

			The ability to self-soothe. I did not learn how to self-soothe until I had children. In the process of comforting them, using very clear, direct, and loving language, I created a road map for self-soothing. Using very simple words to define and support their feelings, I began to do the same for myself. “You seem very sad right now,” I would tell them. “I will sit with you while you have this feeling. I’m not going anywhere. It’s okay to be sad. I love you even when you’re sad.” In telling my son and daughter that I loved them even when they were sad or angry or stomping their feet, I realized that I wasn’t fully loving myself when I was having those same experiences. Instead of nourishing my heart in the midst of confusion and pain, I was judging myself for having complex feelings. “Grow up,” I would tell myself. “Get over it. You’re fine.” But I wasn’t fine, and rattling around inside of me was a little girl who wasn’t grown up at all; she was scared and felt incredibly alone. As I nurture my children, I practice nurturing my inner child with kindness and compassion, promising in a gentle voice not to abandon her when she feels something she wishes she weren’t feeling.

			Boundaries in Relation to Self

			In addition to managing the boundaries we create in relation to others, it’s helpful to examine the boundaries we create for ourselves. Many of us wrongly believe that it’s not okay to experience emotions that surface without warning or are inconvenient and uncomfortable. We create stipulations and boundaries for our feelings that dictate not only what we are allowed to feel but to what extent. Often these assumptions form when as children, we watch our caregivers for verbal and nonverbal cues as to what is acceptable, healthy, and “good.” When you were a child, if a parent scolded you for crying or suggested in some way that you were weak when you expressed vulnerability, you may have internalized the notion that crying is for babies only. If your grandmother never allowed you to feel disappointed because, in her eyes, she had survived much worse, you may have come to believe that a state of constant gratitude is necessary.

			If, at a very early age, you cut yourself off from your feelings in order to feel safe, keep the people around you happy, or prevent them from criticizing or harming you, it may be harder for you to access those feelings as an adult. You may, without even realizing it, still not approve of them. You may even think it’s okay for everyone except you to experience sadness. Or you may believe it’s okay for other people to be angry, but it’s unsafe for you to express rage. Sometimes we categorize feelings as good or bad without even realizing we’re doing it. Of course you do not need to act on everything you feel. But kindness means permitting yourself access to all that exists within you. If we judge our feelings and classify which ones are acceptable to feel and which ones aren’t, we cut ourselves off from crucial understandings. All of our feelings teach us something about who we are, what we want, what we don’t want, and what requires comfort or transformation. So, try to embrace all of your feelings as equally valid. This is surely what you would encourage a child or a beloved friend or family member to do.
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