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WELCOME



Before you turn one more page, please take a brief moment to pause. Allow yourself one deep, glorious inhale, and one equally impactful exhale. Here you are. You have made it to an important milestone in your journey. Chances are you have felt called to this book due to having trouble with boundaries—or trouble without boundaries. Maybe you’ve previously invested in this worthwhile process but have met difficulties along the way. Perhaps you’re beginning to realize that boundaries, while often challenging, are crucial for your well-being.

On top of this, you may be coming to grips with the reality that, while you’re convinced you will benefit from healthy boundaries, you may not feel confident in your ability to create and maintain them. So here you are. Despite all the obstacles you’ve encountered before finding your way to this book, you haven’t given up. While you have endured hardship, deep down you know you are worthy of peace and are capable of creating healthy boundaries. You’re absolutely right. Below you’ll find the first of many prompts in the book where you can take a moment to reflect. Record your experience in a journal or on a piece of paper.

REFLECTION

What has brought you to this place in your journey? How do you see boundaries? What emotions arise as you reflect?


HOW DO YOU VIEW BOUNDARIES?

To answer this question, consider what your experience of boundaries is right now.


[image: Image] VISUALIZATION: IMAGERY

When you close your eyes and consider a boundary, what image comes to mind? You can use a journal or a piece of paper to sketch an image. After drafting your illustration, reflect on the questions below.

What does this image say about how you may perceive boundaries? For example, does the visual depict one boundary or several? Does it appear strong or fragile? Rigid or flexible?



If we lack healthy boundaries, we’re more likely to endure uncomfortable emotions, unhealthy thoughts, and negative consequences. When we face boundary challenges time and time again, we tend to develop an unpleasant association with boundaries, not necessarily because boundaries are terrible, but because our previous experiences, as informed by poor boundaries, have been undesirable.

To explore this association, let’s take a closer look into how faulty boundaries can cause you to experience uncomfortable emotions, unhealthy thoughts, and negative consequences.

If you’re not aware of where you need boundaries, life can be very confusing. You may become indecisive and find yourself on the fence more often than not, wondering what to do next. Should you continue with your career path? Are you with the person you want to spend the rest of your life with? Even seemingly safe choices can leave you fraught with stress. When the big questions arise, I personally become consumed with the fear of making the wrong decision. This may cause me to procrastinate or avoid the process altogether. If I do select a choice, I may still have bouts of uncertainty and a sense of regret shortly thereafter. I inevitability question my judgment. Did I do the right thing? Sometimes this daunting question bleeds into the future and I become intimidated by what will happen next. Will I do the right thing next time? As this crippling unsureness permeates through my life, I may even find myself questioning: What am I doing? When am I going to break this cycle? Who am I?

REFLECTION

In a journal or on a piece of paper, record your response to the following question:

Do any of the questions above resonate? In what way?

BREAKING THE CYCLE OF UNCERTAINTY

Experiencing a variety of boundary challenges can make us feel helpless, which may lead us to be critical of ourselves. When this goes too far and we feel hopeless, we may also believe that something must be wrong with us, and this may cause us to feel inadequate. In this phase of defeat, we may find ourselves depleted and questioning our self-worth. When we’re burned out, we may recede from things that drain us and struggle to find the energy to engage with the activities and people who once brought us joy.

Living with an underlying uncertainty within ourselves can also make us feel insecure in our interpersonal relationships. So then, not only are we in a cycle of overthinking our own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors—we may also fall into the cyclone of jumping to conclusions as we nervously interpret others’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. And though it’s bad enough when we fall into this pattern in unfamiliar territory, such as with strangers, it can feel even worse when this confusion seeps into our most loving, secure relationships.

Sometimes this uncertainty exists only in our inner worlds, and we’re able to keep our worries to ourselves. However, especially over time, uncertainty can often end up being displayed in our behaviors and choices—even our aura. Even in the healthiest of relationships, a strong uncertainty in one individual can start to evoke a similar hesitance in another. Unfortunately, if we don’t know ourselves, we can’t expect others to genuinely know us either.

For example, we all prefer to receive love in a particular way. But even the most loving and well-intentioned of our loved ones can’t be expected to predict our preferences. Knowing our own needs helps us to communicate those with others. Lack of clarity can be interpreted as nonchalance at the very least. Over time this lack of definition can grow, and others may perceive us to be careless or even disrespectful of the bond we share with them. This miscommunication can become disheartening and can lead them to withdraw.

Whether or not we’re able to connect this to our original confusion, we may end up feeling overlooked, disrespected, or unworthy. (For example, if your neighbors have been throwing loud parties every night for weeks and you haven’t shared how they are affecting your rest or asked them to quiet down, you may feel unseen, unacknowledged, and invalidated as a reflection of your inability to recognize and respect your own self.) Without recognizing our potential responsibility in the matter, we may grow defensive and be at risk for wrongly blaming others.

If we don’t believe it’s possible to shift this pattern, we may feel ashamed, guilty, and powerless. (With the neighbors in the example above, you may become less likely to flash a friendly smile, wave hello, or you may start to avoid your neighbors altogether.) We may try to cope by being brave and honest. We may have courageous conversations and seek feedback. In our desperation to lessen the hurt, we may also turn to maladaptive methods (e.g., escapism, substances). As this progresses over time, we may find ourselves disconnecting more and more from our own feelings, experiences, and connections. When this numbness sets in, we can become a danger to ourselves and to others.


WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT FROM THIS WORKBOOK

The purpose of this workbook is to help you design healthy boundaries. Speaking of which, congratulations to you! Whatever struggle you have had with boundaries in the past, just by committing to reading this book, you’re already well on your way to creating stronger bonds and boundaries. As you proceed you’ll find better footing, which doesn’t mean you won’t feel hesitant, or even become overwhelmed from time to time. This meaningful work is difficult, and even with guidance it takes a lot of courage and energy to persist. No matter how well equipped you are, challenges are to be expected as you press on. When you move toward accepting the reality of those challenges, you can benefit from thinking about how you can be loving to yourself in this journey.

One foundational way to start to infuse self-love into this journey is to intentionally set space to prioritize and invest in boundaries. Sometimes this begins with a literal place. Where can you comfortably explore your boundaries? What environment allows you to let your guard down and sit with your truth, no matter how uncomfortable it may become? It can be helpful to ponder the opposite as well. What places would you benefit from steering clear from while you’re reflecting on your boundaries? Being mindful of these settings can assist you in both encouraging your efforts and avoiding hurdles in your boundary journey.

Beyond physical space, it can be helpful to set aside time for reflection. Without carving time into your schedule, your best intentions of designing healthy boundaries cannot rise to fruition. It takes time to heighten our awareness, allow broader perspectives, assess past experiences, learn about parameters, and contemplate what serves us best. Even when our hearts are in the right place, healthy boundaries cannot be designed overnight. Knowing this, it is important to create a habit of setting time aside to address your boundaries. Pace yourself in the process, finding space for grace when you need to pause, reevaluate, disconnect, and recuperate. And don’t forget to offer yourself meaningful encouragement throughout the journey.

In this book you’ll find three kinds of opportunities to help you deepen your understanding of boundaries and widen your scope of what designing healthy boundaries may look like in your world. Some offer the chance to reflect on your experience as it relates to what you’ve just read. Others encourage a deeper engagement in more of an activity format. The third will integrate what you’re learning to someone else’s experience. Keep in mind that your responses to the prompts and activities may change, and the true health of this boundary-design process comes with continuing it in the long run. I hope you will create a habit of revisiting this workbook over time. Note, too, that though there is space for you to explore the process here in these pages, you may find it helpful to record your observations in a separate notebook or on your device. Dating your work can help to improve your reflection over time.

The flexible framework presented in this book is intended to incorporate your unique identity. Please do not interpret any suggestions as “musts” or “have to’s.” While the methods provided are designed to suit common boundary hurdles, each situation, and person, is unique. Hence, you will not find specific suggestions to convey to others in the process. Instead, you are encouraged to explore the tenets of healthy boundary design as you tailor what words you find appropriate in each unique scenario. Although this book serves as a guide, the expert in you is you. Stay attuned to your truest self, as it will serve as a compass on the path ahead.

While this book’s methodology of designing healthier boundaries is grounded in self-love, that doesn’t mean it must be used alone. Healing, especially when going against what we were told is the norm, can feel like a lonely path, but it does not need to be. You can reflect on your personal perspective with the help of others, such as in a support group, in a partnership, or with the aid of a therapist. Folks who are on parallel paths can provide accountability to each other. You can even strengthen relationships with loved ones by using this guide in tandem with them. If you find yourself stuck in the process, seeking professional help can assist you in bridging the gap.

Note that incorporating self-love into your boundary-design process will benefit more than just you. Self-love gives us the opportunity to foster healthy interpersonal relationships as well. Hence, boundaries grounded in self-love can better help us love ourselves and others. Boundaries don’t always need to function as a defense system; they can be a catalyst for understanding, respect, and connection. Everyone you interact with can benefit from your having boundaries whether you love them or not. When we zoom out to a consider a wider perspective, you’ll see the benefit from maintaining general boundaries with strangers. Infusing love into the boundary-design process doesn’t mean that you must love someone to have boundaries with them, or that love is the end goal with boundary setting. What it means is that, even in the most challenging dynamics—such as those encapsulated in danger and violence—you can benefit from returning to self-love to find your footing, be reminded of your worth, and heal your wounds.

THE PATH FORWARD

Reflection is essential throughout the process of tailoring healthy boundaries. In chapters 1 through 4 you’ll have a chance to reflect on the process from a wide lens. Then, in chapters 5 through 9, you will explore the scope of boundaries and uncover a variety of areas in which you may benefit from forming boundaries. Finally, in chapters 10 through 12 you’ll apply the framework of healthy boundary design, which is a three-phase process: creation, assertion, and healing.

I’m so glad to take this journey with you!







CHAPTER 1 THE FOUNDATION OF HEALTHY BOUNDARY DESIGN




WHAT ARE BOUNDARIES?

REFLECTION

In a journal or on a piece of paper, record your response to the following question:

What is your definition of a boundary?

Boundaries are parameters that promote safety. These essential borders help to remind us of who we are and what is most meaningful to us. They foster stability, respect, and harmony in our inner world and the world in which we live. In their optimal form, boundaries protect us as well as the people around us. On a map, clear lines distinguish one entity from another. These topographical demarcations are vital for the traveler. They assist in finding your present location, mapping your adventure and navigating through the journey. Our personal boundaries help us to acknowledge what we require in finding alignment and pursuing happiness. Our interpersonal boundaries offer a social code that we value upholding—as we both respect ourselves and demonstrate how we wish to be respected, too.

While boundaries are pragmatic, they are often unclear. This lack of clarity commonly begins with what they are, naturally progresses into why they are important, and falls into the often quite daunting pit of how to effectively design them. Without this understanding, we cannot create a solid foundation. Even if we attempt to move forward with building boundaries, our efforts are futile—as these walls are destined to falter from unsteady ground. Even in the slim chance we are able to erect a resilient structure despite the underlying terrain, after facing the elements of outside pressure it would likely erode over time. As a result, without clarity in the process of boundary creation and management, we are vulnerable to danger.

REFLECTION

In a journal or on a piece of paper, record your responses to the following questions:

Throughout the course of your life you’ve encountered many examples of boundaries; some boundaries are your own, while others you’ve observed in relation to others. What examples come to mind when you consider the parameters you’ve observed others holding (e.g., family, friends, community)? What have your own experiences with boundaries looked like? What triumphs have you had with boundaries? What difficulties have you had with boundaries? What emotions arise when you reflect on these memories?


[image: Image] BOUNDARY HUNTING


Choose one day this week to go boundary hunting. As you progress through your day, use your journal or notebook to keep a running list of all the boundaries you see. Perhaps you recognize that your morning alarm is both a boundary with yourself and an interpersonal boundary with your workplace—in that it’s important to you to arrive on time. Once at work, you may notice how a few colleagues saunter in late to your morning meeting. At the end of the day, reflect on what these boundaries are, what purposes they serve, and how they relate to your own.



Your health equates to your state of wellness. From a biomedical perspective, historically health was assessed by merely the body’s ability to function. While a strong focus on physical wellness (nutrition, hydration, rest, exercise, etc.) still exists today, many perceive health to be more than just what you eat; what you think, say, and do affect your health as well. Health is an integrative interpretation of well-being that encompasses a variety of dimensions—mental, emotional, social, and digital. While a snapshot of one’s physical health can aid an assessment of a particular moment, in its totality health cannot be reduced to a singular state. Moreover, prioritizing health requires continued commitment over time. Hence, the practice of promoting soundness of body and mind can foster healthy habits.

A WELLNESS PRACTICE

Investing in boundaries is a health-conscious practice. For someone who is diagnosed with diabetes, for example, boundaries can help to regulate insulin and maintain equilibrium. For someone who is struggling with being disrespected by coworkers, asserting boundaries can help them to promote their social, occupational, and environmental wellness. For someone who is healing through major depression disorder, setting boundaries can help to promote their safety. Artfully crafting and managing boundaries can help to foster your overall well-being.

While the willingness to pay attention to boundaries is an excellent first step, for them to be healthy we need to do more than simply recognize them; we need to see the merit in investing in them. So let’s consider some of the aspects of healthy boundaries.

Healthy boundaries tend to resonate deeply. They are representative of what matters most to you. Therefore, when you align with them, this intentional effort converts to congruence, purpose, and authenticity.

Healthy boundaries tend to be a resource for protection. In addition to fostering your well-being, the best of boundaries also safeguard your core self, which includes your personality and integrity. Healthy boundaries are not necessarily one-sided; they are able to protect you and others involved in the boundary as well. For example, when someone who values time divulges this to their partner and establishes personal boundaries around timeliness, clear communication supports both partners. How? The initiating partner gets their boundaries met, and the responding partner is given clear information regarding the other’s needs. In addition, the responding partner has been shown how to effectively create a boundary, and in respecting that boundary is able to demonstrate appreciation and support. Further, the responding partner is also able to contribute their perspective on timeliness, seek clarification, or even specify their own needs.

Healthy boundaries tend to be clear. The clarity reduces the amount of space open for misinterpretation and conflict. While boundaries can be deduced by action or inaction over time, the clearest of bound16aries are usually explicitly named—via verbal or written communication. For example, if we use the neighbor party reference, over time the neighbors may infer that the lack of friendly exchange might have something to do with their loud parties, and perhaps they would implement a change. However, it’s also possible that your lack of doing anything causes them to infer that you are unbothered by the ruckus. Your boundaries might be presumed, or guessed, but the best method, when available, is to clearly communicate them. A key factor that contributes to clarity is consistency. Beyond conveying the boundary, adherence to that boundary helps to reduce confusion for all parties involved. Let’s say for example that your digital boundaries have been nonexistent in the past—meaning, you check your messages at all hours, scroll social platforms when you are intended to be sleeping, bury your head in your phone when you’re at a social engagement, and/or respond to work communications outside of work hours. However, you decide to establish an evening routine that includes ignoring your devices after 8:00 p.m. In order to support this shift, you decide to convey this new parameter to loved ones and coworkers who are accustomed to receiving communications from you past that time. But if, despite your intentions and your clarified parameter, you continue communicating after 8:00 p.m., your inconsistent adherence in effect nullifies your boundary.

To continue with this example, let’s say you take a moment to reassess. Perhaps 8:00 p.m. is unrealistic for you. While it may be something that you hoped for, it may not fit with your life. Your intention to improve digital boundaries can still be maintained by reevaluating the specific time. Learning from what was possible for you, you may consider that digital boundaries are still important, and providing yourself a parameter to disconnect from devices is essential, however, you may opt to choose a later time instead. This process of setting, reflecting on, and editing as needed is paramount in boundary design. Tuning into the process and learning from your mistakes can contribute to a healthy boundary. No person or no boundary is perfect, and nothing is the same forever. It is likely that boundaries will need to be fine-tuned over time in order to meet your needs in the current context. Rather than being stubbornly set in your ways and inappropriately adhering to a boundary that may not serve you, you’ll likely find that being open to feedback and willing to reassess will strengthen your boundary-design process.

A healthy boundary does not pertain to a singular person’s well-being. The healthiest of interpersonal boundaries consider multiple people in tandem. The goal of protection can be mutually supportive. Take for example boundaries established by newlyweds. While one partner’s parameters may not be equivalent to the other’s, the compromise and cooperation in the design process supports the marital unit. Even in reference to personal boundaries, investing your energy in crafting individual parameters prompts a natural curiosity of others’ boundaries.

Healthy boundaries help to facilitate healing. While forming boundaries is generally helpful sooner than later, there is no deadline on healthy boundary creation. As you learn and heal through the process, you are better equipped to form meaningful parameters. Being able to take your ownership in your healing journey elicits a sense of empowerment. Healthy boundaries help you to acknowledge the doubts that arise as informed by the past, while eliciting hopefulness for the possible transformation that can occur with awareness, dedication, and resilience.

REFLECTION

In a journal or on a piece of paper, record your responses to the following questions:

What misconceptions have you held regarding boundaries? Where do you think those misconceptions come from?

DESIGNING HEALTHY BOUNDARIES

A design is a pattern constructed to implement a specific purpose. The process of designing is often intentional, and is informed by experience and information. Designing often incorporates a balance of specific parameters, originality, and often, a particular style. While we tend to associate design with fields of art and engineering, it can be applied to boundaries as well. Just as a designer’s first sketch may not be the exact pattern that becomes the final product, a boundary can be edited in terms of how you apply it, in what context, and whom it applies to.

The entire boundary process serves as a practice of self-respect. As you reflect on which boundaries to set, you acknowledge what matters most to you. As you design those boundaries, you artfully attune to your values and honor yourself by articulating the best ways to protect them. When you remain connected to this purposeful process, you inevitability reap harmony among your thoughts, feelings, values, and actions. When this becomes a common practice, you can find yourself feeling more calm, secure, stable, genuine, confident, happy, and empowered. Further, while all of these benefits can be achieved by personal boundaries alone, the congruence acquired within can then set the stage for advantages in your relationships with others. When you practice self-respect by investing in boundaries, you give others an opportunity to better respect you in turn. Experiencing others respecting your boundaries can help you to feel seen—and, in the best of cases, honored. Healthy connections serve as a great reminder that boundary comprehension and communication do not have to be perpetually draining; instead, they can be an expression of love.

When you foster healthy relationships, the people in your life can help you to see your worth, even in times that you may not. For example, let’s say you don’t recognize a slip of your own boundary—perhaps you mutter an unkind remark about yourself. A close friend can gently nudge you back to accountability by reminding you that you’ve been working hard to practice self-kindness and that your remark breaks your own promise. A loved one or a mental health professional can also serve as an extra pair of eyes in situations where you don’t realize that someone has bypassed one of your boundaries. In such a moment, that loved one or mental health professional can help you to process this situation, or may even have the opportunity to advocate for you. Furthermore, when you’re having trouble understanding, forming, asserting, and healing with boundaries, others who are dedicated to investing in healthy boundaries can serve as an example, can make space for your challenges, and can encourage you throughout the process.


[image: Image] SOURCES OF INSPIRATION


This activity involves seeking sources of inspiration to infuse in your boundary-design journey. This may include past experiences with boundaries of your own or boundaries you have observed (see Reflection on page 14), or what you encountered from your Boundary Hunting (page 14), or you can get creative by including examples from books, movies, and shows. First, list out sources that inspire you. Then, taking each one separately, write it down in the center of a piece of paper and draw a circle around it. Then draw lines out from that circle; at the end of each line, include one detail of why that source inspires you. For example, see the Batman graphic below. Recreate your own design in a journal or on a piece of paper.

[image: Image]



THE STRUCTURE OF HEALTHY BOUNDARIES

This section introduces the framework to cultivate healthy boundary design. You will delve deeper into domains and levels in chapters 5 through 9. Additionally, worksheets to help you explore your domains and levels can be found in the appendix on pages 189, 190, and 191.

BOUNDARY DOMAINS

Boundary domains are the categories in which boundaries may be warranted in your world. They parallel who you are, what you value, what you wish for, and how you choose to live your life. Hence, personal boundaries are often a direct reflection of boundary domains. Also, note that boundaries are not a one-size-fits-all resource. While there may be categories that commonly apply across people, in honoring the uniqueness of every person, that boundary may not appear the same. For example, someone training for a triathlon will likely have different boundaries for rest than someone recovering from surgery—even though their boundaries regarding nutrition and hydration might be similar.

BOUNDARY LEVELS

Boundaries occur on multiple levels. They can be personal or interpersonal. Personal boundaries encompass the parameters that you establish and honor within yourself. Each personal boundary domain has the potential to be further refined by the different roles that you hold. Let’s say, for example, that you value honesty. How you define that truthfulness may vary with different people in different contexts, such as a partner at dinner, a colleague in a collaborative meeting, or a child in the hospital. Interpersonal boundaries are those you have with other people, and each domain can vary from one person to the next. For example, your boundaries pertaining to physical touch may differ regarding touch from a partner, another family member, and a stranger. Personal boundaries serve as your core boundaries and provide the basis for peripheral boundaries. Let’s say for example that someone highly values mental wellness. Their core boundaries may encompass details such as going to therapy and challenging their unhealthy self-talk. In their relationships, they may intend to cultivate mutual respect and support. On a wider scale, they may try to find environments that do not condone mental health stigmatization or stereotyping.


[image: Image] PARKER

Let’s hear Parker’s experience:

If I close my eyes and think of the happiest moments of my life, vivid memories of football come to mind. I see our filled living room on Super Bowl Sunday. I see my mom dropping me off for practice, and a glimpse of everyone I love cheering me on. It is, and has always been, the best part of my life. It helps that I’m good at it, but it’s not just about me. Football has always brought my family and friends together. When I look at the stands and see how proud my parents are, there is nothing in the world like it. Knowing that I have the potential to be the first in my family to go to college with a full ride doesn’t just make me happy for me, but for my whole family. I’m not good at a lot of things, but when I’m in the game I feel powerful. Coach says if I work hard and play hard I could even have a shot at the pros, and you better bet I’m going to try.



Applying what you’ve learned in this chapter to Parker’s testimony, explore examples for each domain and level in his world, as well as where boundaries may be warranted. For example, one of Parker’s domain’s is evidently family. In that area, you may suppose that he could benefit from boundaries about how time much time is spent together and how it is spent. Recreate the chart below in a journal or on a piece of paper.



	Boundary Domains

	Boundary Levels




	 

	 











CHAPTER 2 THREE COMMON OBSTACLES TO CREATING HEALTHY BOUNDARIES




While we all need boundaries, our experiences vary. From my personal and professional work with boundaries, I’ve noticed that there are three key concerns that impede our ability to have healthy boundaries. Explore each obstacle described to follow, and reflect on if those concerns have affected your journey.

1. OVERLOOKING BOUNDARIES

One major mistake that we often make when it comes to boundary setting is not realizing how essential boundaries are to our well-being. If we experience many of the drawbacks explored earlier, we may not draw the connection to a lack of boundaries being the cause and may fail to see how valuable boundaries could be in our lives. When we don’t realize how important boundaries are, it’s no surprise that we don’t take the time to invest in the process of creating them. Yet the truth is, healthy boundaries often require a substantial amount of time and energy. While the ultimate process often offers the reward of ease, understanding, and harmony, there are times in the process when you can endure the opposite. You may question if the boundary is truly worth the cost. When we initially establish a boundary, going against the grain can be a test of gauging how important the barrier really is for us. For example, a person who is getting accustomed to turning off electronics two hours before bed may toss and turn at first as they adjust to winding down without a TV on. We may consider that a boundary is important but then, after asserting it, the backlash we receive may bring us to second-guess ourselves and potentially back down from upholding it.

Even if we do realize how important boundaries are, we may still miss the mark in evaluating exactly how much time and energy is required to support healthy boundaries. For example, we may aim to establish boundaries, but we may not begin with the prerequisite reflection that is crucial for a sturdy boundary-setting foundation. Without this assessment, we may miss important considerations in our boundary-setting process, such as the purpose of the boundary, who is involved in the boundary, signs that the boundary has been overstepped, and how we can best support the boundary over time.

Another way in which we commonly devalue boundaries is by seeing boundary setting as the entirety of the boundary-management process. We may fall prey to the “set it and forget it” habit of creating boundaries. For example, we recognize that boundaries are important and so we work to create them—but if we fail to realize that the process continues far beyond creation, our initial efforts can eventually fall short. In this realm, we may grow detached from the original intention of establishing the boundary. Over time, we may be less likely to follow the boundary ourselves. In addition, without a firm consistent connection, we may not learn how the boundary can be improved: we may ignore signs that a boundary needs to be enforced—or even cues that it could be loosened.
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