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INTRODUCTION

This book is for anyone who's done too much for too
long and has carried more than they should have
carried. It's for anyone who's kept the peace at the
expense of their own wellbeing and who's believed that
being exhausted meant they had a purpose. It's for
anyone who's spent a lifetime saying yes when they
meant to say no. You're tired, overextended, under-

recognised, and done.

Inside these pages, you ‘Il find hard truths, permission
slips, and wake-up calls. You'll find clarity, reflection,
and an insistence on one simple fact: you no longer

need to disappear to survive.

This book is fierce, practical, and deeply honest. It
teaches you how to stop over-functioning, reclaim your
energy, set boundaries that stick, and finally live on your
own terms. Every chapter is a direct, no-nonsense
invitation to step back from exhaustion, to stop
volunteering to carry other people’s emotional
burdens, and take your life back — piece by piece,

boundary by boundary, breath by breath.



This is your guide to noticing, naming, and reclaiming
the energy, time, and peace that has been manipulated,

coerced, and stolen from you.

The only person you'll need to thank at the end of it all...

is yourself.



PART I
RECOGNISING THE PATTERNS



CHAPTER ONE
I'd Like To Thank Myself
I Couldn’t Have Done It Without Me
I'd like to begin by thanking myself because at several
critical junctures in my life — and by “critical junctures” |
mean situations that would have caused a Victorian lady
to simply expire on a chaise longue — there was no
cavalry coming over the hill. There wasn't even a man
on a bicycle with a vague sense of concern. There was
just me, realising that if something needed sorting,
managing, surviving, tolerating, or quietly enduring
without making it ‘Anyone Else’s Problem’, | would have

to be the oneto do it.

Over time, this realisation became less of a one-off
inconvenience and more of a lifestyle choice | never
consciously made - but was now somehow financially

and emotionally committed to.

You start out thinking this is temporary; a phase, a
rough patch, a slightly chaotic season that will
eventually resolve itself once other people become

more reasonable, circumstances improve, or the



universe remembers you exist and reallocates

resources in your direction.

And so, you cope. You adjust your expectations until
disappointment becomes part of the décor. You
become adept at telling yourself that things aren’t that
bad, which is true in the same way that falling down one
flight of stairs is technically better than falling down

three.

You continue in this manner for years - possibly decades
- all the while operating under the assumption that this
constant recalibration of your own needs is what
maturity looks like, that ‘this’ is what being a good
person looks like, that this is what resilience looks like -
the ability to absorb an unlimited amount of
inconvenience, neglect, stress, emotional labour, and
administrative nonsense without ever needing to cry,
breakdown, or sit in a darkened room and ask why this

appears to be happening exclusively to you.

And you get very good at it. Exceptionally good. So
good, in fact, that people begin to rely on it. You
become dependable. Capable. Unflappable. The



person who can be trusted to take things in their stride,
handle it, manage it, smooth it over, keep the peace,
make allowances, see both sides, and generally ensure
that nothing gets too awkward or inconvenient for

anyone else.

You become the person who copes - which would be
admirable, were it not for the small and increasingly
overlooked detail that coping, as a long-term strategy,

has some serious design flaws. Specifically:
It does not end.

There is no finish line for coping.

No certificate.

No small ceremony at which someone hands you a
glass of something cold and says, “thank you so much

for your service. You may rest now.”

Coping is the emotional equivalent of agreeing to “just
hold this for a moment” and discovering, decades later,
thatyou're still holding it - and nobody remembers who

handed it to you in the first place.



At some point something in you starts asking an
extremely unreasonable question: how much of this,
exactly, am | supposed to be able to carry on my
own? Followed closely by: and why does putting it

down feel like a hate crime?

Thatis when the penny begins, very slowly, to drop: the
system you've been running - this highly efficient
arrangement in which you anticipate, absorb, adapt,
and accommodate until there's virtually nothing left of
you that might reasonably be described as a need —is

not strength. It's survival.

So yes. | would like to thank myself. Not for coping
indefinitely, but for eventually noticing that indefinite
coping was becoming indistinguishable from quietly

disappearing.

| genuinely couldn’t have done it without me.



CHAPTER TWO
Coping Is Not A Personality Type
There's a particular type of person who's described,
almost exclusively, as (air quotes) ‘amazing in a crisis.’

This is not, as it turns out, a compliment.

Being ‘amazing in a crisis’ generally means that at some
point in your development, crisis became so familiar
that your nervous system started treating it as a baseline

rather than an escalation.

Other people experience disruption and think, ‘this is
stressful.” You experience disruption and think, ‘ah, a
situation in which I'm required to function while,

internally, on fire. Finally, some normality.’

You know the type. The one who can organise, soothe,
fix, manage, anticipate, de-escalate, rearrange,
problem-solve, emotionally regulate, and locate a
missing document within three minutes while everyone
else is still in the early stages of denial. The one who
says things like, ‘it's fine, I'll handle it," in a tone that
suggests they've accepted, on a numb, pre-set level,

that this will in fact always be the case.



The one who's calm when things go wrong, practical
when plans collapse, and mysteriously competent in
circumstances that would cause a more reasonably
calibrated adult to sit down on the nearest available

surface and whisper, ‘I'm not equipped for this.’

This looks, from the outside, like strength - leadership
even - but really, it's conditioning, training, practice in
adapting to other people’s volatility, in solving
problems that were not yours to solve in the first place,
in managing your own emotional response quickly
enough that it doesn't become someone else’s
inconvenience, and in remaining functional in
environments where functionality was the only thing

standing between you and ‘Things Getting Worse.’

You became functional, highly functional, spectacularly

functional to a degree that became alarming.
You absorb stress without visible collapse.
You keep going when tired.

You continue when overwhelmed.

You produce solutions when you're the one who needs

help.



You reassure other people while privately wondering
how, exactly, you've ended up being the most stable
person in a situation where, inside, you're unravelling

and screaming simultaneously.

And because this is useful — because it keeps things
moving, keeps other people calm, keeps the general
machinery of life from grinding to a halt — it gets

reinforced, rewarded, and relied upon.

You become the go-to, the safe pair of hands, the one
who can handle it - in fact ‘handling it is now your entire
job description, across all areas of life, including ones
that you're not consulted about and don’t remember
applying for. Handling it at work, at home, emotionally,
practically, financially, socially. Handling it in the middle
of the night when your brain wakes you up with a list of

things that have not yet been handled.

Somewhere along the way, 'handling it' stops being

something you do and becomes something you are.

You're the one who copes, the one who can take it, the
one who doesn't fall apart, the one who doesn’t need

much, the one who can manage.



It sounds admirable until you realise that what you're
being admired for is your ability to tolerate an
unsustainable amount of pressure without making it

anyone else’s problem.

You're not being praised for thriving.
You're being praised for enduring.
For adapting.

For quietly adjusting your expectations, your standards,
your needs, and occasionally your entire personality to

keep the situation workable for everyone else involved.

This works for a while until the day arrives - as it always
does - when you're asked to cope with one thing too
many, just one more thing, the thing that lands on top
of everything else you've been handling and pushes the
entire structure from ‘manageable’ into structurally

unsound.

Suddenly, you're not coping. You're overwhelmed and
exhausted. You're snapping at people who have done
nothing wrong. You're crying over simple tasks. You're

laying awake at night negotiating with tomorrow. You're



having what can only be described as an Inappropriate

emotional response to an email.

Since this is not how you see yourself - after all, you're
the one who copes - you assume something has gone
terribly wrong. That you're failing. That you should be
handling this better. In fact, the opposite is true: you're
handling it exactly the way a human being handles
things when they've reached the end of what they can

reasonably handle alone.

And that's the moment handling it' stops being your

personality.
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CHAPTER THREE
Highly Capable Women Are a Public Utility
Certain women become, over time, a shared resource.
Not formally - there's no paperwork or financial reward
acknowledging their contribution - but functionally

speaking.

She's available for advice, for problem-solving, for
emotional regulation. She’s the one you call when
something’s gone wrong - not because she caused the
problem or benefits from fixing it, but because you

know she will.

She'll think it through, she'll find a workaround, she’ll
know what to say, and she'll help you draft the message,
make the decision, calm down, plan the next move,
consider all the angles, anticipate the fallout, and
ensure that nobody feels too uncomfortable in the

process.

She'll do this while privately wondering who, exactly,
would do this for her. As it turns out, nobody would -

but that's beside the point.
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Highly capable women do not become highly capable
in a vacuum. They become highly capable because, at
some point, capability was the difference between

things being bearable and things getting worse.
So, they learn.

They learn how to step in before something escalates,
how to smooth tension before it becomes conflict, how
to absorb stress before it spreads, how to manage
people who are upset, disorganised, overwhelmed,
angry, fragile, or simply unwilling to take responsibility

for their own internal state.

And they get very, very good at it, so good that
eventually the line between ‘helpful’ and ‘expected’
begins to blur. It's helpful the first time you step in. It's
generous the second time, but by the third, fourth and
fifth, it's simply assumed.

Of course she'll handle it, of course she'll understand,
of course she won't make a fuss, of course she'll see
both sides, of course she'll take the high road even
when the low road is right there and frankly looks more

fun.
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This arrangement benefits everyone except her and it
tends to continue indefinitely. She becomes the one
who remembers birthdays, the one who follows up, the
one who notices when someone is struggling and steps
in even before they ask. She's the one who takes
responsibility for the emotional temperature in a room

that she did not create and cannot control.

She becomes, in effect, a public utility: free at the point
of use, available on demand, and taken entirely for

granted.

Eventually she runs out of energy and stops working.
This is evidenced by missed calls, delayed responses, a
sudden and inexplicable refusal to fix something that

she has fixed a hundred times before.

This is universally received as a system failure. People
are confused, concerned, often offended. She's always
been so reliable, so calm, so reasonable, so willing to
take on just one more thing, even when the last ten

things were not hers to carry in the first place.

And now? She isn't. Now, she's tired. Now, she’s no

longer willing to continue operating as an unpaid

13



support service for problems she did not create and
cannot sustainably manage without eventually

collapsing into a pile of polite resentment.
Which is when the feedback begins.

You've changed.

You seem stressed.

You're not yourself lately.

True, she's not herself lately - she is, for the first time in
a very long time someone who is not available for other
people’s emergencies, who is not pre-emptively
adjusting her own needs to keep everything else
running smoothly, someone who is beginning to
suspect that being endlessly capable has been less of a
strength and more of a gross misinterpretation of quite

how much she can independently handle.
And this is deeply inconvenient for everyone.

Except her.
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CHAPTER FOUR
“"You've Changed”
(And Other Things People Say When You
Stop Being Convenient)
Occasionally delivered as a compliment, but more often
in a tone reserved for discovering mould in the fridge
or an unexplained smell in the bathroom, 'you've
changed’ does not mean, 'you seem happier, more
rested,’ or 'you appear to have developed a sustainable
relationship with your own limits.” It means, you're no
longer performing the version of yourself that made
their life easier, you're no longer available at the same
speed, with the same flexibility, and the same cheerful

willingness to absorb whatever has just landed in their
lap.

You're no longer smoothing, fixing, anticipating,
managing, adjusting, accommodating, understanding,
or taking responsibility for emotional weather systems
that do not belong to you. You are, according to

everyone else, malfunctioning.

Because for years, possibly decades, the arrangement

was clear: you would cope, you would be reasonable,

15



you would give people the benefit of the doubt long
after the benefit had expired and the doubt had

become a full-blown personality trait.

You wouldn't react in ways that required follow-up
conversations, you wouldn't say no in ways that created
bad vibes and the silent treatment, you wouldn't
express needs that might have to be met by someone

other than yourself.

You would, essentially, take the edge off life for
everyone else by quietly sanding down your own

corners.
And now you aren't.

Now you're pausing before agreeing. Now you're
saying, 'l can't do that,” without attaching a ten-minute
explanation and a signed affidavit confirming that you
feel terrible about it. Now you're allowing emails to sit
unanswered for longer than five minutes, you're
declining invitations without immediately suggesting
three alternative dates to demonstrate that you're still,

fundamentally, a good person.

16



Now - and this is where it really starts to unravel - you‘re
letting other people experience the natural
consequences of their own decisions without

stepping in to cushion the impact.

And people notice. They notice the delay, they notice
the refusal, they notice the absence of that familiar,

reflexive, ‘don't worry, I'll sort it.’

What they relied on was not just your help, they relied
on your compliance, your predictability, your quiet
commitment to making sure that nothing ever became
too difficult for them, even when it was becoming

impossible for you.

When that changes - when you start operating within
limits that are visible and, worse, enforced - it creates a
ripple. Things take longer. Problems remain unsolved.
Conversations become uncomfortable. Someone must
sit with feelings you would have previously managed on
their behalf.

They've become accustomed to a version of you in
which your capacity was infinite, your availability was

assumed, your boundaries were either negotiable or

17



entirely theoretical, and now they're encountering
something new: resistance. Polite, well-articulated,
occasionally guilt-ridden but resistance none-the-less,
one that says, ‘I'm not able to take this on,” and then,
crucially, doesn't retract itself from fear of rejection,

dismissal, or judgement.

To the recipient, this feels like selfishness. The previous
system worked so well for them. But here's the thing
about change: it's rarely welcomed by people who

benefited from the way things were.

So yes, you've changed (hallelujah). You're less
available. Less accommodating. Less willing to pre-
emptively inconvenience yourself to keep everything
else running smoothly. While this may look from the

outside like deterioration, it is, in fact, maintenance.

And it's long overdue.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Rest Is Not a Reward for Good Behaviour
There is a widely held belief, rarely spoken aloud but
aggressively enforced, that rest is something you earn.

Like a sticker. Or pocket-money.

You work.

You cope.

You handle.

You respond.

You produce.

You tolerate.

You clear the inbox.

You manage the situation.

You solve the problem,

You regulate feelings (yours and several other

people’s).

Once everything that can be done has been done, you
may choose to rest. Briefly. Probably without enjoying it
because surely there must be something you haven't
done, something important, something time sensitive,
something that will, in approximately six minutes, result

in an email that begins with, ‘just looping back on this...’
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And so, you don't really rest. You hover. You sit down
with the posture of someone who expects to be called
upon at any moment. You watch television with a low-
level sense of moral failure. You attempt to relax in a
way that is so tightly managed and organised that it
begins to resemble another ‘to-do’ on the list of never-

ending to-dos.

You are, in essence, resting competitively and this
would be fine if rest worked like that; if it arrived neatly
atthe end of every effort as a kind of physiological thank
you note. If your nervous system could be persuaded to
power down simply because you have, objectively

speaking, had quite enough for one day.

Unfortunately, your nervous system doesn't respond to
logic - itresponds to load. If the load has been excessive
for an extended period, it will begin to protest. Not
politely, not with flowers, but with the kind of exhaustion

that sleep does not fix.

The astonishing thing is, you won't stop and lie down
but instead, you'll do something remarkable: you’ll

attempt to earn your way out of your exhaustion.
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You'll try to be even more efficient. More organised.
More disciplined. You'll download an app. You'll buy a
planner. You'll develop a morning routine so
aggressive it requires you to wake up at a time usually
reserved for fishermen and airport staff. You'll treat

burnout like a time management problem.

But burnout is not caused by bad time management or
a lack of productivity. It's caused by sustained
depletion, by giving more than you have to give for
longer than is reasonable without sufficient
interruption, recovery, or support. Burnout is what

happens when you treat your own limits as optional.

Rest - actual rest, the kind that doesn’t have to be
justified with a completed to-do list - is not the reward
for finally feeling good enough. It's the maintenance
required to remain operational - which means you're

allowed to do it before everything falls apart.
| know.

Controversial, right...?
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CHAPTER SIX
Boundaries Are Not a Personality Transplant
There's a moment - usually sometime after your third
unnecessary apology of the day - when you begin to
suspect that something has gone slightly wrong with

your ‘availability settings'.

Not catastrophically wrong: you're still functioning, still
polite, still responding to things that are not your
responsibility, but wrong enough that you find yourself
agreeing to things you don't have time for, don't want
to do, and will later resent with the intensity of a woman
who may have volunteered, but still wants to file a

complaint.

This is where boundaries enter the chat - not with a legal
team - but with a faint, unfamiliar urge to say, 'no, | can't
do that,” and not immediately follow it with, “...but |
could do this instead, or this, or possibly rearrange my

entire week if that would help?’

When you first start setting boundaries, it feels less like
self-respect and more like a personality transplant. You

say no and then spend the next 24 hours wondering if
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you've become a bad friend, a difficult colleague, an

unreliable family member, or a monster...

Previously, your entire social survival strategy was built
on being helpful, understanding, flexible, low

maintenance, and now you're introducing friction.

You're declining requests.

You're not picking up immediately.

You're taking time to think before agreeing.

You're allowing someone to be mildly inconvenienced
by your existence - which feels illegal, or at the very

least, morally suspicious.

Boundaries are not just logistical, they're reputational.
They change how you're perceived, that you're no
longer the person who will always make it work but now

you're the person who sometimes can't, or won't.

While this is perfectly reasonable in theory, in practice it
can trigger a level of internal panic. You'll want to
explain. To justify. To provide context, a backstory,
supporting documentation. You'll want to demonstrate
that your 'no’ is not a rejection of the person, but merely

a scheduling issue, a temporary lapse in your otherwise
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impeccable willingness to help. You'll want to reassure
everyone that you are still nice, still kind, still
fundamentally committed to making sure that nobody

ever experiences you as difficult.

But this follow-up, the softening, the immediate attempt
to make the ‘other person’ feel comfortable, this is

where most boundaries go to die.

So, here’s the adjustment: a boundary is not the
beginning of a negotiation. It's the end of one. It
doesn’t require enthusiasm or approval. It doesn't
require you to demonstrate that you're still, at heart, the
sort of person who would absolutely say yes if
circumstances were different. It simply requires that you

notice your limits and then behave accordingly.
Even if someone is disappointed.

Especially if someone is disappointed.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Guilt Is Not A Moral Authority
Guilt has excellent PR. It presents itself as your
conscience, your integrity, and your internal ethical
framework gently alerting you to the fact that you may
have just behaved like a selfish asshole - and

occasionally, to be fair, that will be true.

But most of the time, particularly when you start setting
boundaries, guilt is not a moral authority - it's an
historical record. It's your nervous system pulling up an
archived file labelled: LAST TIME YOU DID THIS,
SOMETHING BAD HAPPENED.

Last time you said no, someone withdrew.

Last time you asked for space, someone got angry.
Last time you didnt accommodate, didn't smooth it
over, didn't make it work, didn't make dinner, the
situation escalated in ways that were, at best,

unpleasant and, at worst, genuinely unsafe.

So now, when you do something entirely reasonable -
like declining a request you don't have the time, energy,

money, or emotional bandwidth to meet - your body

25



reacts as though you've just set fire to a bridge and are
waiting for the consequences. Your heart rate speeds
up. Your stomach drops. Your brain begins drafting

apology emails. You feel wrong.

Logically, you know you're allowed to have limits.
Logically, you know that being permanently available is
neither sustainable nor attractive. Logically, you know
that saying yes to everything is how you ended up ‘here’
in the first place, quietly wondering if it would be
socially acceptable to fake your own death to get an

afternoon off.

But guilt is not logical. Guilt is predictive. Guilt is trying
to keep you safe by ensuring that you continue to
behave in ways that historically reduced conflict even if
those behaviours are currently reducing you to a shell
of a person who owns seventeen planners and still can't

find time to sit down.

You override yourself. You say yes. You step in. You fix
it. You help. You respond. You make the call. You take
the responsibility that nobody assigned to you but

which you have, over time, become extremely skilled at
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volunteering for. The guilty feelings go away
temporarily but they're replaced almost immediately
with resentment. The problem with using guilt as your
‘decision-making framework’ is that guilt doesn't
distinguish between doing something wrong and

doing something unfamiliar.

Initially, setting and keeping boundaries will feel deeply
unfamiliar. They'll feel rude, abrupt, disproportionate,
like you've misread a social contract and are behaving
in ways that will get you blacklisted from future events.
But unfamiliar is not the same as unethical. Sometimes,
it's simply the feeling of doing something differently for

the first time.

Guilt is a feeling, not a verdict or a command. It's not a
tiny, robed judge living somewhere behind your left
eye. Guilt is data and heavily influenced by previous
environments in which your needs were best kept to
yourself. You're allowed to notice it and ignore it which,
if you're used to treating guilt like an instruction manual,

will feel absolutely criminal.

Go ahead and ignore it anyway. You criminal, you.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
If It Costs You Your Peace, It's Too Expensive
There comes a point - and it's rarely announced in
advance - when you realise you've been paying for
things you never agreed to buy. Not financially, but

emotionally, mentally, and physically.

You've paid in anticipation, hypervigilance, in the
constant background self-consciousness that follows

you from room to room like a low-grade migraine.

You've been paying in lost sleep, in the way your
shoulders live somewhere near your ears, in the way
your jaw clicks when you chew because apparently

you've been clenching it since 1985.

You've been paying in the subtle but persistent
exhaustion that comes from managing situations that
are not technically yours but have, through a
combination of proximity and competence, Become

Your Problem Anyway.

Because you're reasonable, because you understand

that life is complicated and people are busy and
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sometimes things just need to get done, you've

continued to pay.

You've paid for other people’s disorganisation,
emotional avoidance, their refusal to make a decision
without a twelve-step reassurance process that you're

expected to facilitate.

You've paid for harmony, for smoothness, for the
absence of conflict. You've paid in advance, in arrears,
and occasionally with your entire nervous system when

no other payment plan was accepted.

And now you're tired, not dramatic tired, not 'l need an
early night tired’ but the kind of tired that makes you
briefly consider whether moving to a lighthouse and
communicating exclusively via semaphore might be the

most sustainable long-term plan.

Because here's the part that nobody talks about: peace

is not free. It costs.

It costs letting people be annoyed with you for longer

than is comfortable.

It costs saying no without offering an alternative.
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It costs watching something remain unresolved
because you've decided, for once, that resolution is not

your responsibility.

And this feels extravagant, irresponsible, because
you've been trained, socially, professionally, personally,
to believe that your job is to keep things running
smoothly, to step in, to take over, to ensure that nothing
becomes too awkward, too tense, or too inconvenient

for anyone else involved.

But if the price of harmony is your sanity, your rest, your
ability to exist without a commentary of tasks you've not

yet completed for other people...it's too expensive.

If the price of being easy to work with is lying awake at
night rehearsing conversations you've already had...it's

too expensive.

If the price of being supportive is quietly managing
someone else’s emotional state so they don't have

to...it's too expensive.

If the price of keeping the peace is never having any of

your own...it is absolutely, categorically, too expensive.
You have permission to stop paying.
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CHAPTER NINE
Your Urgency Is Not My Emergency
There's a certain tone people use when they'd like you
to panic with them. It's not always obvious - sometimes
it arrives disguised as enthusiasm, concern, or a casual,
‘hey, just copying you in on this..." sent at 9:47pm with

fourteen attachments and a vague sense of dread.

But the underlying message is the same: this is now a
situation, and because it's a situation for them, it must

immediately become a situation for you.

There's an expectation, often unspoken but heavily
implied, that you'll match their level of urgency and
panic, that you'll drop what you are doing, reprioritise,
step in, and handle it because theyre stressed, and

you're competent.

This combination has, historically, been enough to
trigger your deeply ingrained reflex to manage
anything within a fifty-foot radius that looks like it might
escalate so, you respond. Immediately. Of course you
do, because (sarcastic tone) nothing bad has ever

come from ignoring your own needs in order to
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address someone else’s bad choices and poor

planning...

You answer the message.

You make the call.

You rearrange your evening.

You mentally insert their problem into your already
over-subscribed internal calendar and begin the

process of thinking about it on their behalf.

Just like that, their urgency has become your
emergency. Their stress has become your
responsibility. Their lack of preparation has become

your puzzle to solve.

This would be fine if it happened occasionally, but it
happens repeatedly. When people learn that you'll treat
their urgency as legitimate, they'll continue to catapult

urgency in your direction.

Deadlines will move.
Expectations will expand.

Requests will become assumptions.

Suddenly, you're living in a constant state of low-level

alarm, responding to issues that are not yours to
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respond to - as though failure to do so will result in

catastrophic personal consequences.

Here's the recalibration: other people are allowed to be
in a hurry. They're allowed to feel overwhelmed,
behind, stressed, disorganised, pressed for time,
emotionally activated, or dramatically underprepared

for something they've known about since March.
They're allowed to panic.

They're not, however, entitled to outsource that panic in
your direction. You don't have to respond immediately,
you don't have to fix it tonight, you don't have to
rearrange your plans to accommodate someone else’s

timeline.

You're allowed to let a message sit.

You're allowed to reply tomorrow.

You're allowed to decide that something which feels
urgent to someone else does not automatically

qualify as urgent for you.

Urgency is contagious but you don't have to catch it.

Certain people will consider this to be deeply unhelpful.
Be unhelpful anyway.
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CHAPTER TEN
No Is a Complete Sentence
And Other Things That Feel Forbidden
There’'s something about the word 'no’ that makes
otherwise reasonable adults behave like they've been
personally attacked - not all adults, just the ones who

rely on your inability to say it.

You can say yes to someone a hundred times -
rearrange your schedule, absorb the inconvenience,
pick up the slack, manage the feelings, make the

adjustments - and it will pass without comment.

But say no once - just once - and suddenly we're in a

discussion.

There's confusion. Clarification is necessary. You're
required to justify your 'no’ before someone keels over,

the world ends, and you're tainted for life by bad karma.

The word 'no’ disrupts people’s expectations. It
introduces disagreement, conflict, and suggests that
you have limits previously undisclosed in the

onboarding process of Getting to Know You.
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Saying ‘no’ is disconcerting; you've always been so
flexible, accommodating, so helpful, so willing to make
it work, even when making it work involved you
sacrificing something that would later require therapy,

debt management, and a course of Citalopram.

So now, when you say 'no’ — calmly, politely, without
visible distress — it can feel, to the recipient, like a glitch
in the system, an error message where there used to be

automatic compliance.

Because you're a reasonable person who doesn’t enjoy
disappointing others, your instinct will be to explain, to
provide context, to walk them through the decision-
making process that led you, reluctantly, to this deeply

unfortunate conclusion.

You'll want to say: ‘I'm so sorry, | just have a lot on at the
moment’ or ‘| would love to, but it's been a really busy
week’ or ‘I can't this time, but please do ask me again in
the future when I'm less overwhelmed and more willing

to ignore my own needs for the sake of social harmony.’
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You'll want to cushion it, pad it out, wrap it in enough
politeness that it lands more like a mild scheduling issue

than a firm and deliberate refusal.

Saying no without explanation feels ill-mannered,
discourteous, unfriendly as though you've accidentally
revealed that you're a person with priorities that don't
always align with other people’s needs. Saying no won't
win you friends or approval, but who cares if the price is

your peace of mind, time, and energy?

‘No' is not an opening statement. It's not the beginning
of a negotiation. It's not an invitation to workshop
alternative arrangements that still involve you doing the

thing you just declined.

No is an answer, a complete one. It doesn't require
supporting evidence. It doesn't require a medical note.
It doesn't require you to demonstrate that you've
reached this conclusion reluctantly, after careful
consideration and several hours of internal debate. It
simply requires that you notice your limits and respect
them - which will feel, initially, like you're committing a

socially significant offense. Say no anyway.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Stop Volunteering for Emotional Labour
There's a moment in some conversations when the real
problem becomes obvious. It has nothing to do with the
issue being discussed; it's the point at which the other
person, or people, start passively and indirectly

trying to hand responsibility to someone else.

They want someone to step in, take control, and solve
the issue for them. More often than not, that someone

is you.

Nobody assigned it to you, there’s no formal handover,
no email confirming that you're now in charge of
managing the emotional fallout of a situation you didn't

create. It just...happened.

A pause, a sigh, a lost look, even a quivering lower lip,
eyes tearing up, and suddenly you're in fixing mode -
rescuing, drafting solutions, moderating tone,
considering everyone’s perspective, and ensuring that
nothing becomes too awkward or tense for anyone else

involved.
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Since you're helpful, capable, and because you have in
the past stepped in before things got messy, you
soothe, reframe, and translate what someone meant to
say or do, into something they should have said or
done. You intervene early. You smooth, you fix, you

manage feelings that don't belong to you.

You're now emotionally responsible for a situation you
weren't emotionally involved in five minutes ago.

You're invested.

Later, you ruminate, you replay the conversation. You're
wondering if you said the right thing, whether you
should follow up, whether you've accidentally
committed to being the person who holds this together
indefinitely. It's a clever ploy: nobody asked you to,

you volunteered.

The discomfort was awkward, but here's the truth:
discomfort is not an emergency. Other people are
allowed to be confused, upset, or uncertain about what
to do next and you're allowed to let that be their

problem.

Initially, that feels like negligence. Itisn't. It's delegation.

38



When you stop rushing in, something interesting
happens: the people who were most invested in finding
a solution suddenly discover they have ideas of their
own. The people who genuinely need help, ask for it

directly.

The people who were quietly hoping you would carry
the entire situation on their behalf become noticeably
disappointed. That disappointment can be difficult to
sit with, especially if you've spent years believing your
value lies in being useful. But someone else's
disappointment is not evidence that you've done
something wrong. Often, it's simply evidence that
you've stopped doing something that was convenient

for them.

Responsibility has a natural owner. The problem is that
many of us have become so skilled at collecting other
people's responsibilities that we've forgotten how to
recognise the difference between what belongs to us

and what doesn't.
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Not every problem requires your intervention. Not

every silence needs filling. Not every loose end needs
tying up by you.
Sometimes the healthiest thing you can do is resist the

urge to rescue, tolerate the discomfort, and allow

people the dignity of managing their own lives.

If you struggle to do that, pay attention to what happens
inside you when you resist the urge to step in. The
anxiety, guilt, restlessness, or sense of responsibility
that appears often has very little to do with the situation

in front of you.

More often, it belongs to a much older story: a time
when keeping the peace, fixing the problem,
anticipating needs, or managing other people's
emotions felt necessary for your safety, acceptance, or

survival.

The difficulty isn't that you don't know how to let go. The
difficulty is that, somewhere along the way, you learned
that letting go came at a cost. You learned that being
needed was safer than having needs, that solving

problems earned approval, and that carrying
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responsibility gave you a sense of certainty and

control.

The good news is that every time you allow a problem
to remain with its rightful owner, you challenge that old
belief. You discover that the world does not fall apart,
that other people are often more capable than you
imagined, and that your worth was never dependent on

how much you carried for everyone else.

The goal is not to become indifferent. The goal is to
become discerning. To know the difference between
helping and rescuing, between kindness and self-

abandonment, between support and responsibility.

That difference changes everything.
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PART Il
UNDERSTANDING YOUR POWER
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CHAPTER TWELVE
You’'re Not the Only Adult in the Room
You know that moment when something goes wrong
and everybody looks around for someone to manage
it? A collective, almost imperceptible scan of the
environment for someone who appears capable of
taking charge? Then, before you know it, eye contact is

made with you.

Congratulations. You're now the adult in the room. Not
because you're the oldest. Not because you're the most
qualified. But because you made the fatal error of
appearing calm while everyone else was having an

unreasonable reaction to the situation.

You didn't gasp. You didnt panic. You didn't
immediately begin describing how this was going to

ruin everything.

You paused. You thought. Perhaps you even said
something measured like, ‘let’s just take a breath.” And

from that point on, it was game over.

You're now responsible for stabilising the atmosphere,

for deciding what happens next, for making sure that
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nobody escalates unnecessarily, that the problem is
approached sensibly, that feelings are not indulged but
acknowledged, and that a solution is located before
anyone has to sit with uncertainty for longer than is

socially acceptable.

This is how it starts. You stepped in once. You steadied
things. You helped. Because this is useful — because it

prevents chaos — it becomes the default setting.

Next time something happens, people don't even look
around. They look at you. You handled it last time,
you're good in a crisis, you don't make things worse,
you can be trusted to think clearly while everyone else

is still in the early stages of panic.

Slowly, almost without noticing, you became the person
who manages situations. You are the stabiliser. The
moderator. The one who can be relied upon to keep
everything from tipping over into something that

requires a follow-up conversation.

This would be admirable if it didn't come with a small,

ongoing cost: you are never allowed to get upset and

44



panic. You are never allowed to fall apart. You are never

allowed to be the one who doesn’t know what to do.

Because once you've been identified as the adult in the
room, you're expected to always remain adult-shaped
even when, internally, you're also looking around for
someone more qualified to handle this. Which is why it's
sometimes necessary to do something that for you is

deeply irresponsible: you do nothing.

You notice the pause in the room, the looks, the
unspoken expectation that you’ll now step in and
manage the situation. But you remain silent. You allow
someone else to figure it out. You let the silence stretch.
You watch, with mild interest, as another adult
experiences the unfamiliar but developmentally

appropriate task of Solving Their Own Problem.

Will it be awkward? You bet.
Will it take longer? Almost certainly.
Will someone eventually say, ‘so what do we do now?

in a tone that suggests this is a group project? Probably.

But you're not the only adult in every room - even when

you're the most functional person in it.
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Sometimes, the most responsible thing you can do...is

absolutely nothing.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
How To Get Your Energy Back
You don't get your energy back from one dramatic, life-
altering decision where you wake up at 5am, drink
something green, forgive everyone who's ever annoyed
you and start buying matching Tupperware. You get
your energy back the same way you lost it: in small,

almost invisible increments.

A 'no’ where there used to be a yes.

A pause where there used to be an immediate
response.

An evening protected from something or someone that
would previously have taken you hostage.

A decision not to getinvolved in a situation that benefits

everyone but you.

You start by leaving things undone - not important
things - just the stuff that's only important because

someone else made it that way and left you to handle it.

You let someone else follow up.

You let someone else organise.
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You let someone else sit with the mild discomfort of not

knowing exactly what's happening next.

Nothing explodes. Nobody dies. The earth doesn't split
open to reveal that you've violated a universal contract
by not stepping in to make everything smoother for

everyone else involved.
Things...are fine.

And in the space created by all the things you're no
longer pre-emptively managing, something unfamiliar
starts to happen: you're less tired, not energised exactly

- let's not get ahead of ourselves - but less tired.

Your shoulders drop an inch, your jaw unclenches, you
notice that you're not thinking about six different
problems that belong to six different people. You sit
down without scanning for what still needs doing. You
wake up without the thought that you're already behind
on something. You have capacity - and capacity, as it
turns out, is not something you find, it's something you

stop giving away.

So, you keep going. You keep declining opportunities

to get involved, you keep pausing, you keep noticing
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when something is about to become your problem and
you avoid it. Slowly, your life becomes less about

enduring and more about...you.

You notice that the world keeps turning, the problems
you didn't adopt find their owners, the crisis you didn't
rush to solve somehow survives without your
intervention, the adults around you discover they can

manage their own lives.

Some things fall apart. Most things don't. Either way,
you learn a valuable lesson: you were never holding the
entire world together - you were just exhausted from
trying. The energy that once disappeared into worry,
fixing, rescuing, and anticipating slowly returns to

you.

At first, it arrives in small ways. You read a book and
remember what you've read. You take a walk because
you want to, not because you're rushing somewhere.
You laugh more easily. You sleep a little deeper. You
begin making decisions based on what you need rather

than what everyone else expects.
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Then one day, you realise you've stopped surviving
your life and started living it, not perfectly, but enough

to notice the difference - and the difference is profound.

Your energy was never lost; it was simply trapped inside
obligations that were never yours to carry. Once you put
the obligations down, your energy finds its way back to

where it always belonged. With you.

50



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Peace Is A Scheduling Decision
People talk about peace like it's a spiritual achievement,
something you arrive at after years of meditation,
forgiveness, and sitting cross-legged on a beach at
sunrise while wearing a linen kaftan. Peace, in the real

world, is far less glamorous.

Peace is what happens when you stop filling your life
with things that require you to recover afterwards.
Peace is declining the interrogation you didn't agree to,
the conversation you didn't extend past its natural
lifespan, the problem you didn't indulge out of habit,

and the favour you didn't perform in advance of being

asked.

Peace is what remains when you're no longer running a
full-time side hustle in managing other people's
expectations. It's an evening that stays an evening
because you didn't allow it to become a debrief. It's a
weekend that doesn’t include emotional admin, and a
phone that lives in another room without triggering the
low-grade fear that you may be missing something

urgent - thatisn't, in fact, urgent.
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Peace isn't achieved by becoming a different person.
It's achieved by repeatedly making different decisions -
decisions that, at first, feel selfish, like you're letting
something drop that you've previously been praised for

catching mid-air.

Peace is not the absence of responsibility - it's the
absence of unnecessary responsibility, the kind that has

a way of presenting itself as:

Can you just...
Would you mind...
Do you think you could...

All of which sound reasonable until you realise that the
cumulative effect of saying yes to all of them is a life that
requires over-eating, over-spending, and recovery

time.

Peace becomes a matter of timing, of noticing the
moment when something is about to enter your
schedule and asking, with genuine curiosity: do | want
to pay for this with my energy? Because one way or

another you will pay either up front, or later - but you
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will pay. Your energy is a finite resource, not an

unlimited public utility.

Peace is what happens when you start declining things
you cannot afford - mentally, emotionally, physically,

financially, and spiritually.

Peace is found by becoming more selective about how
you share it. When you stop volunteering yourself as the
emergency service for everyone else's needs, most

people simply find another solution.

The most significant change is that you stop falling into
bed depleted by commitments you never really

wanted.

You realise, at some point, maturity looks less like
learning how to carry more and more, and more like

learning what was never yours to carry in the first place.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
You're Allowed to Disappoint People
If you've spent much of your adult life operating under
the impression that your primary function is to ensure
that nobody ever experiences you as difficult, unhelpful,
unreliable, unwilling or, shock-horror, challenging, this

will, understandably, come...as a shock.

For a long time, you confused being needed and
remaining indispensable with being worthy, feeling
enough, and being valued. Being agreeable felt safe
and being endlessly accommodating brought rave

reviews from other people.

You became responsive, reliable, and predictable in a
way that meant people could ask you for things with a
high degree of confidence that the answer would be
yes - or at the very least, a compromise requiring that

you still did most of the work.
This made life smoother for everyone, except you.

Being the person who never disappoints requires a full-
time commitment to disappointing yourself - over and

over again.
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You cancel your plans, you rearrange your priorities,
you take on one more thing, you say yes now and figure
out how to accommodate it later. And because you can
usually make it work if you try more and sleep less — the

system holds.

But the cost of not disappointing someone is often your
sanity, your rest, and your increasingly fragile
relationship with your own needs. This is where your
fear of disappointing others gives way to the realisation

that you're disappointing yourself.

Disappointment is not a personal failure. It's the
inevitable byproduct of having boundaries and
knowing your limits. Someone will be inconvenienced
by your ‘no’, theyll have to make alternative
arrangements  and  experience  the  deeply
uncomfortable sensation of not getting exactly what

they wanted, exactly when they wanted it.

While this may feel, initially, like you're the worst,
cruellest person on the planet (‘it wouldn't have killed
me to help, | could have stepped in’) disappointment is,

in fact, part of life.
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Adults are disappointed all the time - by traffic, by
weather, by the printer jamming again, by oat milk
being replaced by almond, and now, in their opinion,
by you. They will cope, just as you've coped with
everyone else’s needs, preferences, moods, timelines,

and expectations for years.

You're allowed to disappoint people. You're allowed to
say 'no’ without providing a compensatory ‘yes'
elsewhere. You're allowed to witness someone feeling
let down without immediately stepping in to manage
their reaction to it. Disappointment is not damage, it's
information, specifically: that you're no longer available

for everything.

If someone asked you to stop the sun rising or the rain
falling you would disappoint that person. Apply the
same anticipatory disappoint rules to the requests

presented to you by other people.

Next time you're asked to meet someone else’s needs
say, 'l can't do that’ with the same energy you'd answer
the person who asks you to dim the sun and stop the

rain. Not possible.
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And I'm not sorry.

Move on.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Your Free Time Is Not A Gap To Be Filled
Somewhere along the way, your ‘free time' became
community property. There was no meeting, no vote,
no formal agreement that your free time, attention,
emotional bandwidth, and problem-solving ability
would now be available for general use by anyone

within conversational distance.
Yet somehow, that's exactly what happened.

Someone spotted a gap in your schedule, a gap where
you might have had a lavender bath, read your book
with a coffee, sat in the sunshine, or simply existed for
an hour without fixing, organising, rescuing, supplying

plasters, tissues, hand sanitiser, or solutions.

Then a decision needed making. A dilemma appeared.
A logistical tangle required untangling. An emotional
wobble arrived with no immediate incentive for anyone

else to deal with it because, after all, ‘you had capacity’.

What is rarely acknowledged is that the arrangement

only seems to work in one direction. When your free
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time disappears, somebody else rarely steps forward

and says, ‘don't worry, I've got this one.’

When you're overwhelmed, few people notice. Nobody
quietly removes something from your plate without
asking for a detailed explanation of why you're
struggling to carry it in the first place. That would be

teamwork. But that's not how this works.

Your free time has been treated not as a resource to be
protected...but as a gap to be filled. An empty shelf, a
spare room, a convenient space in which additional
responsibility can be stored. And so, it grows -
incrementally. One small favour, one quick fix, one ‘can
you just...” until your life becomes structured around

your ability to absorb more.

Your free time is not actually free. It's where recovery
happens. It's where nervous systems settle. It's where
creativity returns. It's where joy, rest, reflection, reading,
wandering, daydreaming, and absolutely nothing at all

is allowed to exist.

Your free time is not a gap to be filled.

It's not spare capacity.
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It's not an open invitation.
It's not automatically available to whoever needs it most
at any given moment.

It's finite, personal, and it's yours.

You're allowed to decide what enters it and what
doesn't. You're allowed to leave it gloriously

unoccupied.

That empty space is not emptiness - it's oxygen. You
don't owe anyone an explanation for wanting to

breathe.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Stop Being Impressed by Your Own Suffering
There's a kind of satisfaction that develops when you've
been holding everything together for too long. It's a
quiet, internal satisfaction that says: look at you, still
functioning, still standing, still managing to respond to

emails while your soul quietly leaves your body.

You become impressed with your own endurance; with
how much you can take, how much you can absorb,
how much you can tolerate without visibly collapsing in

a way that requires inpatient care.

You start treating survival like an achievement, like a
personal best. You compare notes with yourself: what
you handled, what you got through, where you didn’t
even cry as though the goal was never needing to. You
white knuckled your way through situations that were
objectively too much for one human nervous system.
You saw your courage as a sign of strength rather than
a sign that something, somewhere, had gone

structurally wrong.
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This habit of ‘white knuckling’ gets reinforced; by
productivity, by praise, by people saying things like, ‘I
don't know how you do it," with a tone that suggests you
should be flattered rather than concerned so you

keep doing it.

You keep pushing, keep coping, keep adjusting your
expectations downwards until the bar for a successful
day is that nobody yelled, nothing exploded, and you
remained upright - because remaining upright is now

your baseline.

Anything less than total overwhelm starts to feel like
rest, anything less than catastrophic feels manageable,
anything less than actively drowning feels like you're

probably fine.

You are not fine.

You're acclimatised.

You've adapted to a level of stress that would have
horrified you ten years ago and now barely registers as
noteworthy. You're impressed by your ability to endure
things you should never have had to endure in the first

place.
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Endurance is a terrible metric. The longer you endure,
the more normal it feels. The more normal it feels, the
harder it becomes to recognise that you are, in fact,
running on fumes. At some point, the flex must
change. The achievement is no longer how much you

can take - it's how much you’re willing to put down.

It's not impressive to cope indefinitely. It's impressive to
stop and to say, with a straight face, 'I'm not doing that
anymore.” And then withstand the intense social

confusion that follows.
This too shall pass.

Surviving your own life is not a high bar; you're allowed
to want more than that - even if you've become very,

very good at wanting less.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
You Don’t Owe Anyone Your Burnout
Burnout has a funny way of becoming a loyalty
programme - without points for special offers or free
food. The more exhausted you are, the more
committed you appear. The more you sacrifice, the
more invested you seem. The more you run yourself
into the ground trying to keep everything afloat, the
more people assume you must really care. And to be

fair, you probably do.

You care about the work, the relationship, the outcome.
You care about not disappointing anyone in a way that
requires an awkward conversation, or recalibration of

expectations.

So, you give more, you stay later, you take it home, you
think about it all night, you rehearse what you're going
to say tomorrow like you're preparing for the Olympics

rather than a normal interaction between adults.

You push yourself because apparently that's what
caring looks like - like tiredness, like irritability, like

quietly resenting things you once agreed to
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enthusiastically, like waking up already behind on
problems you didn't create but have somehow become

responsible for solving.

Since you've framed ’caring’ as dedication, as
commitment, as going the extra mile, as being a good
person, it becomes difficult to step back without feeling
disloyal, like you're withdrawing help from a vulnerable
person rather than from someone who is broadly

competent and capable.

But here’s the part they don't put on the job description
or the friendship agreement: you don’t owe anyone

your exhaustion, your suffering, or your destruction.

You don't owe anyone the slow, creeping erosion of
your energy in exchange for harmony, or the version of
you that functions beautifully in the short term and then

collapses privately when nobody is looking.

Burnout is not proof that you care. It's proof that the
system or the people you're trying to accommodate are
taking far more than they give back. Loyalty that
requires self-destruction is not loyalty: it's

compliance.
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You're allowed to care without collapsing, to contribute
without combusting, to be committed without quietly
disappearing in the process. If someone interprets that
as a lack of effort or worse, a lack of compassion, you
have all the permission you need to send out a flare and

rescue yourself from burnout.

Sometimes burnout arrives wearing a virtue badge. It
disguises itself as being helpful, reliable, the person
who never says no, the one everyone can count on. But
there comes a point where constantly being available
stops being kind and generous and starts becoming

self-abandonment.

You cannot pour from an empty cup. Eventually
exhaustion begins collecting its debt. It arrives as
resentment, illness, anxiety, numbness, irritability, or a
quiet sense that you've somehow disappeared from

your own life.

The people who genuinely care about you will not
require your depletion as proof of your devotion.
Those who only value what you can do for them may

become uncomfortable when you begin setting limits.
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Let them be uncomfortable.

You don't have to earn your right to exist by being
useful. You're allowed to take up space, to have needs,
and to disappoint those with expectations that you'll

comply and conform.

Boundaries are not punishments. Rest is not laziness.
Stepping back is not failure. The kindest thing you can

do for yourself is stop proving your worth with burnout.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
Just Because You Can Doesn’t Mean You Should
When you're competent you're expected to do things
simply because you can. You've demonstrated the
ability to do whatever is placed before you without
visibly breaking down or messing up. You're
organised? Great. Can you just coordinate this? You're
calm under pressure? Amazing. Do you mind stepping
in here? You communicate well? Perfect. Would you be

able to handle this delicate negotiation?

And because you can - and do - the requests keep
coming. Not maliciously. Just... relentlessly. Why
wouldn’t someone ask the person who makes things

easier to make this easier too?

At first you say yes - you want to help, and it's quicker
than explaining why you can't - but then is starts feeling
awkward to refuse. Before long, your life is structured
around your ability to perform tasks that were never

yours to begin with.

You're fixing problems you didn't create.

Managing outcomes you don't benefit from.
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Absorbing stress that doesn’t belong to you.
All. Because. You. Can.
And then you start to justify:

It's not that hard.
It'll only take a minute.

I'm probably better at this anyway.

Which may all be true, but competence is not consent;
it's not a binding agreement that you'll continue to do
everything indefinitely, for anyone who asks, at any

time, regardless of what it costs you.

Just because you can doesn't mean you should. Just
because you know how, doesn’t mean you're the only
one. Just because it would be easier for everyone else if
you handled it, doesn’t mean it's your responsibility

to make things easier for everyone else involved.

Sometimes, the most appropriate response to ‘could

you just..."is 'l could, but I'm not going to'.

Boom.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
You Taught Them How to Treat You
We'd all like to believe the way other people treat us is
unpredictable, unavoidable, and entirely outside of our
control. Unfortunately, people are learners and you,
through no conscious decision of your own, have been
running a training programme that has taught them

exactly how to treat you.

Every time you said yes when you meant to say no.
Every time you rearranged your plans to accommodate
someone else’s poor planning.

Every time you ‘lent’ something never to get it back.
Every time you absorbed frustration, smoothed tension,
managed feelings, or fixed something that was not
yours to fix...you were providing data on how you were

willing to be treated.

You were teaching not with words but with access,
availability, and with the quiet but unmistakable
message that your time, energy, and attention could be
relied upon to expand in response to demand. That if

they asked, you would find a way, that if they waited
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long enough, you would step in, that if things became

awkward, you would make them less so.

Like sponges, people soaked up the knowledge you
handed them.

They learned that you were safe to rely on.

That you would handle it.

That you would understand.

That you would not make things difficult by introducing
limits at the exact moment they needed you to be

[imitless.

They asked repeatedly until eventually, asking became
expecting, expecting became assuming, and assuming

became, ‘well, you've always done it before so....

Whilst this is not, strictly speaking, an argument in
favour of you repeating your kindnesses, it is
information that suggests the current system has been

working exactly as it was designed to - for them.

When you change, when you start saying no, pausing
before agreeing, declining without offering a
compensatory solution, it can feel, to the recipient, like

the rules have been altered mid-game - because they
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kind of have. You're no longer reinforcing your original
behaviour, expanding your resources on demand,

you're no longer making it work.

This rule-change will require a period of adjustment for
the people who have benefitted most from your original

teaching.

Allow for confusion, for pushback, for insults and
accusations - and for occasional attempts to renegotiate

the terms of your availability using phrases like:

But it's only this once.
I thought you didn’t mind.
Or the classic:

You've always been so good about this in the past.

Yes. You have. But that was the training phase - for you
as well as them. This is the retraining, and it will be
awkward. Learning new behaviour always is - for
everyone involved. You taught them how to treat you,
now you're reteaching them differently, no apology
required. Let yourself graduate and leave the rest

behind.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Familiar Does Not Mean Safe
You know what feels familiar? A migraine. That one step
on the stairs that always creaks. That exact moment
when you realise *this* is about to become your

problem.

Familiarity has a way of convincing you that something
is normal simply because it keeps happening. You get
used to being the one who follows up, the one who
notices, the one who steps in before things get
awkward, the one who quietly adjusts so that nobody

else needs to.

You get used to the low-level tension of anticipating
needs that have not yet been expressed, to the mental
rehearsal of conversations you haven't had, to the
background awareness that if you don't handle this
now, you'll probably be asked to handle it later, when

it's a lot worse.

Because this is familiar, predictable, because you know
how to do it, it starts to feel safe. You stay in your

comfort zone; you feel like you're in control.
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But manageable is not the same as harmless, control is
not the same as peace. Familiar patterns can still
exhaust you, still drain you. They require you to operate
at a level that would be unnecessary if you weren't
constantly preparing for something that might become

your responsibility by default.

You know how to do this - you've been doing it for years

- which is why it feels less risky to continue, than to stop.

Stopping introduces uncertainty, and uncertainty
means there could be unpredictable responses. People
might be disappointed. They might have to figure
something out without your assistance, and you might
have to sit with the mild but persistent anxiety of not
knowing whether things are being handled correctly in

your absence.

The problem is that the nervous system often mistakes
familiarity for safety. If you grew up in environments
where you had to be alert, useful, accommodating,
responsible, or emotionally available long before you
should have been, those behaviours become more than

habits. They become survival strategies. They helped
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you navigate situations that felt unpredictable. The
trouble is that survival strategies don't always retire
when the danger has passed. Years later, you can find
yourself recreating the same role, not because it's good
for you, but because it's known to you. The pattern feels

comfortable, even when the experience itself does not.

Familiar is not necessarily functional, it's habitual,
rehearsed, a pattern, something known - and what is
known - what doesn't hold surprises or tension and

stress - is very persuasive.

Familiar will keep you in situations that deplete you,
simply because you've developed a high tolerance for

depletion.

Familiar will keep you responding, managing, fixing,
and absorbing long after you've reached capacity

because doing something different feels like a risk.

Familiar will even convince you that exhaustion is
evidence of being needed, and that being needed is

evidence of being valued. Neither is true.

Sometimes exhaustion is simply exhaustion. Sometimes

peace arrives not when everything is under control, but
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when you stop believing it was ever your job to control

itin the first place.

Doing something different is where transformation
happens. You stop asking, what am | used to? and start
asking, what's good for me? You stop asking, what can

| manage? and start asking, what brings me peace?

Something can feel entirely normal...and still be the
reason you're exhausted, emotional, and over it

Something can feel familiar and still be harming you.

And sometimes the healthiest thing you'll ever do is
stop confusing what you've survived with what you

deserve.
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PART Il
RECALIBRATING AND SETTING LIMITS
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Closure Is A DIY Project
When things end well we don't seek closure. We don't
lay awake at night and wonder if it was our fault. A
discussion takes place, nobody is censored, shut down,
or ignored. We part friends, no hard feelings, maybe

even a catch-up can be pencilled in at some point.

When things don't end well, when terminations are
toxic, when we're left with unanswered questions,
feelings of blame and responsibility that simply don't
feel justified or sit well with us, that’s when we seek

closure.

We have the persistent belief that - at some point - the
perpetrator of our pain is going to realise the harm they
did, and arrive at our door with a sincere apology, a full
emotional debrief, and a laminated timeline of events

acknowledging exactly where things went wrong.

They will take responsibility.
They will express remorse.
They will validate our experience in language so precise

it could be submitted as evidence.
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The loose end has been neatly tied off by the person
who created it in the first place, and we'll finally be able

to move on.

This is a lovely idea but it's also a work of fiction. The
people who benefited from your over-functioning are
not, as a rule, lying awake at night wondering if they
should've taken on more responsibility for their life,

instead of you taking it on for them.
They're thriving. You are just about coping.

Closure - the neat, mutually acknowledged ending in
which everyone agrees on what happened and why -
requires participation from people who may have
absolutely no interest in contributing to a conversation
where they may be outed as the less than wonderful

individual they painted themselves to be.

So, you wait.

For the conversation.

For the recognition.

For the moment where someone says, 'you know what,

that was a lot to put on you,” and relieves you of the
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small but persistent sense that you were overreacting or

worse, simply not enough.

And while you wait, the situation remains open.
Unfinished. Still running in the background like an
application you forgot to close. Taking up memory.

Draining the battery.

Closure is not a collaborative process. It's a decision to
stop waiting for someone else to agree that what
happened was not ideal, before allowing yourself to

move on from it.

It's a decision to stop needing acknowledgement as a
prerequisite for release; to stop keeping the door open
‘just in case’ someone eventually arrives with the

apology they should have brought years ago.

You may never get it. You may never hear, ‘I'm sorry, |
should have done more, that wasn't fair.” And while
that's, objectively, disappointing, it doesn’t mean you're

stuck or disqualified from moving on.

You're allowed to finish the conversation internally, to
put the thing down, to stop revisiting it in the hope that

the ending might have changed since last time.
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Closure is not something they give you. It's something
you take without permission, without the follow-up
justification that you've moved on. You've had the last

word. They are the ones who need to deal with it.

Hold on to your dignity. Sit with the discomfort. Seeking
closure from someone who enjoys the power of

denying you a conversation is best avoided anyway.

81



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Self-Respect Is a Conscious Choice
Self-respect has a branding problem. It sounds like
something you feel. A warm, glowing sense of
worthiness that arrives one morning after therapy,
hydration, and perhaps a particularly enlightening

podcast episode.

You wake up.
You stretch.
You respect yourself.

Lovely.
Unfortunately, that's not how self-respect works.

Self-respect is not a feeling; it's a pattern. It's a series
of decisions you make in real time that are either

aligned with your wellbeing...or not.

Practising self-respect is what you do when someone
asks for something you do not have the capacity to
give. Practising self-respect is what you do when
you're tired and there is still more to be done.
Practising self-respect is what you do when saying yes

would make things easier for everyone else and
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significantly worse for you. Practising self-respect is
saying, ‘'no, I'm not available for that...| need more
time...that doesn't work for me’ without immediately

trying to make it sound nicer, softer.

Self-respect is not glamorous, it doesn't come with a
soundtrack, it won't be applauded. In fact, it will often
be interpreted as moodiness, distance, a change in

attitude, an unapproachable vibe.

Self-respect, when introduced into systems that relied
on your lack of it, can look a lot like non-cooperation.
When you're no longer playing along, defaulting to
helpful, volunteering for inconvenience to maintain
harmony, you may even be accused of being

disrespectful.

You're choosing differently and those choices will
occasionally feel selfish, abrupt, and out of character.
You're starting to behave in ways that prioritise your

peace over someone else’s convenience.
Keep going until the unfamiliar becomes familiar.
Self-respect is not an outcome. It's a practice. It's

dignity, it's decency, modesty, and politeness.
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You act like you matter.

Always.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
You Can Be Kind Without Being Available
For a long time, these two things were treated as
interchangeable. Kindness meant saying yes, it meant
stepping in, making yourself available in ways that were

occasionally generous and frequently unsustainable.

You were kind because you understood, because you
accommodated, because you didn't want people to feel
bad for needing something, even when meeting that
need required you to cancel your own plans, absorb
their stress, or quietly move your life around to create

space for theirs.

You were kind because you didn't introduce friction.
You didn't say, 'l can't’, you didn't say, ‘not right now’,

you didn't say, ‘that’s not something I'm able to take on’.

Those things feel unkind - like rejection, like you're
failing to meet a standard that had been implied
somewhere along the line: if you care, you’ll show up,
if you’re a good person, you’ll help, if you're a nice

person, you’ll make it work.
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And you did. You showed up. You helped. You made it
work - even when making it work meant that something
else - your rest, your plans, your increasingly dwindling

resources - had to give.

‘Kindness equals availability’ became the equation you

lived by, therefore, unavailability equalled indifference.

When you begin to introduce limits, to pause, to
decline, to take time before agreeing, it feels like you
become less kind, too distant, too self-involved. You're
no longer accessible, no longer able to absorb every

request without question.

But kindness is not measured by how much of yourself
you're willing to hand over on demand. It's measured

by how you treat people within the limits you have.

You can care about someone deeply and still not
answer the phone. You can want the best for someone
and still not rearrange your evening to fix something
they could reasonably address themselves. You can be

supportive without becoming responsible.
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Kindness does not require constant access. It does not
require you to be on call. It does not require you to

prove your goodwill through exhaustion.

You're allowed to be compassionate from a

distance.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
You Don’t Have to Set Yourself on Fire
To Keep the Peace
Peacekeeping sounds noble, diplomatic, like you're
doing something quietly heroic by stepping in before
things escalate. You're smoothing tension, managing
tone, making sure that nobody says anything they can't
later take back without a formal apology, a cup of tea,

and a biscuit.

You keep things calm. You take the edge off. You
translate what someone said into what they should have
said. You absorb the emotional shrapnel, so it doesn't
land anywhere that requires a follow-up conversation.

You keep the peace.

This works for a while. The atmosphere remains stable.
Nobody storms out. Nothing becomes a situation.
You've successfully prevented conflict by volunteering

to handle it on everyone else’s behalf.
But peacekeeping has a cost.

Despite your good intentions, by 'keeping the peace’,

you're preventing conversations that need to happen.
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You're protecting people who are perfectly capable of
tolerating emotional discomfort, you're interrupting
reactions that are perfectly appropriate, and
boundaries that would, if expressed, make things
clearer in the long run even if they are slightly awkward

in the short term.

You're attempting to maintain harmony for others by
introducing friction inside yourself. You swallow the
comments. You let the behaviour slide. You say, ‘it's
fine," in a tone that suggests it's not fine, but you've
decided that addressing it would be too much work for

everyone involved.

You prioritise calm over chaos.
Agreement over honesty.

Peace over your own blood pressure.

And this continues until one day, you realise that the
peace you've been keeping for everyone else has
created an emotional war within you. Everyone else
is comfortable and you are exhausted, irritated, quietly

furious in a way that leaks out in unrelated situations.

So, here's the upside:
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You're allowed to let things be tense.

You're allowed to let someone be annoyed.

You're allowed to let a conversation happen without
stepping in to manage it like a mediator who's not

being paid.

Peace-keeping that requires you to set yourself on fire
is not peace. It's an emotional war being fought
between you...and you. One part of you is desperately
trying to avoid conflict, rejection, disappointment, guilt,
or abandonment. The other part is quietly absorbing

the cost.

Every time you silence your needs, swallow your truth,
ignore your exhaustion, or agree to what you do not
want, the debt is paid by you. Not by the people
around you. By you.

What looks like kindness from the outside can
sometimes be self-abandonment on the inside. The
smile remains. The agreement is given. The relationship
survives. But somewhere beneath the surface,

resentment grows, energy drains away, and a small part
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of you learns the painful lesson that to keep the peace,

everyone else’s needs must matter more.
Real peace does not require a casualty.

It doesn't demand that you collapse so that others can
remain comfortable. It doesn't ask you to betray
yourself in exchange for approval. Genuine peace is
built on honesty, boundaries, mutual respect, and the

understanding that your needs belong at the table too.

The moment you stop volunteering yourself as the
sacrifice,  things  may  become  temporarily
uncomfortable. Some people may not like your
boundaries. Some may question the version of you that
no longer says yes to everything. But discomfort is not

danger, and conflict is not failure.

Your life was never meant to be a permanent
negotiation against your own wellbeing. You don't have
to earn your place by carrying more than your share.
You don't have to prove your worth through exhaustion

or disappear so that others can shine.

The healthiest peace you will ever find is not the peace

that comes from keeping everyone else happy. It's the
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peace that arrives when you stop fighting yourself,
when your words match your feelings, when your
choices honour your needs, when the person you

protect is you.

That is not selfishness.

That is self-respect.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
You're Not Required to Be Understood
The moment you start doing something differently, an
unfamiliar pressure appears. You say no, you step back,
you refuse, and immediately, there's a subtle
expectation that you'll now explain yourself in a way that
makes your decision acceptable, palatable, framed in a
way that has others thinking, ‘ah yes, that makes

sense,’ rather than, ‘oh, | didn’t get what | wanted.’

So, you clarify. You provide context. You outline the
various commitments, responsibilities, and scheduling
constraints that have led you, reluctantly, to this deeply

unfortunate decision.

You attempt to demonstrate that this is not about them,
that this is not a rejection, that under different
circumstances — better timing, more sleep, a slightly
less demanding existence — you would absolutely have

said yes.

Being misunderstood is on your ‘To Be Avoided’ list.
Other fears on the list involve kidnap, spiders, fire,

dungeons, and manacles, so it's a serious concern.
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You don't want to be seen as difficult, selfish, or
unwilling. You want your 'no’ to be approved, you want
it to be reasonable, fair, and justified. But the truth is,

you're not required to be understood.

You don't need someone else to agree with your
reasoning before you're allowed to move forward. Your
limits are valid before they've been translated into
something that creates minimal fuss for the person

encountering them.

You're allowed to make decisions that other people
don't like, to choose differently without securing
unanimous support from everyone else, to say, ‘that
doesn’t work for me’ and then stop talking - which will

feel weird, uncomfortable, and incomplete.

Justifications and explanations are often an attempt to
negotiate your way back into compliance, to present
your boundary in a way that makes it less boundary-
shaped and more like atemporary scheduling issue that

could, with enough persuasion, be revisited.

You don't have to be persuasive or make it make sense.

You're allowed to be clear without being agreed with.
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You're allowed, believe it or not, to be misunderstood
and leave the justifications and explanations for

someone else. You're done.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
You Are Allowed to Change Your Mind
Consistency is very popular. Predictability, reliability,
the comforting knowledge that if you said vyes
yesterday, you'll almost certainly say yes today,
tomorrow, and indefinitely into the future regardless of

what has changed in the meantime.

People like this. It makes planning easier, expectations
smoother, and arrangements less likely to require

renegotiation later.

So when you change your mind, when something you
previously agreed to no longer feels workable,
sustainable, or remotely appealing, it can be received
as a significant failure to honour an agreement you
made when you had more energy, less information, or

a deeply optimistic view of your own capacity.

You'll be tempted to power through, to do the thing
anyway because you said you would. Backing out feels
irresponsible, unreliable, like the sort of behaviour that

gets you quietly downgraded in the internal ranking
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system of people who are notoriously Difficult to Deal
With.

So, you continue. You honour the commitment, you
rearrange your schedule, your priorities, your mood.
You convince yourself that it's only this once, that you

can manage, that you'll recover later.

Sometimes that's appropriate, sometimes following
through matters. But sometimes the most responsible
thing you can do is withdraw, and say, ‘actually, I'm not
able to do that anymore’ - not because you're flaky, not
because you don't care, but because the version of you
that agreed to do this was operating on outdated
information. She didn't know how tired you would be or
how much else would land in your lap in the meantime,
or how quickly your capacity would be filled by things
you cannot move, reschedule, or quietly delegate to
someone else. You're allowed to reassess, to
renegotiate, to recognise that what was once possible

is no longer practical.

Even if someone is inconvenienced, even if someone is

disappointed, changing your mind in response to new
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information is not a character flaw; it's decisive decision-
making. You're allowed to do it in real time without
honouring commitments that will cost you more than

you can afford.

Past You was feeling generous, she meant well, but

Current You is tired.

You're allowed to change your mind. Future You will

thank you for it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
You Cannot Heal in The Same System

That Required Your Silence
There's a point, usually after your fifth deep breath and
third attempt to be the bigger person, where you
realise that the environment you're in doesn't just enjoy
your over-functioning - it requires it. Things run because
you run. Conversations stay calm because you stay
calm. Problems get solved because you solve them
before they become visible enough for anyone else to

take responsibility.

You're the buffer, the filter, the person standing
between ‘this is fine’ and ‘this is now a situation.” If you
continue to manage it quietly, efficiently, without asking
for anything in return the system holds and everyone
else gets to remain comfortable, unchallenged, and
undisturbed by the need to examine their own
behaviour, their own capacity, their own willingness to

contribute.

Because you're handling it, you've always handled it, so
when you start doing something radical, like expressing

a need, or declining a request, or refusing to absorb
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tension that's not yours, the system reacts - not violently,

but noticeably.

There's confusion, resistance, a subtle pressure to
revert to the version of you that kept everything running
smoothly without introducing awkward concepts like

[imits.

Your silence was part of the infrastructure, your
flexibility was structural, your willingness to take it on
was built into the operating model, and now you're

removing it.

You're no longer pre-emptively managing reactions, no
longer cushioning impact, no longer translating
discomfort into something that can be politely ignored.

You're allowing reality to arrive unfiltered.

For people who had grown accustomed to a world in
which you quietly made everything easier, that is
destabilising. They push back because systems resist
change, especially when the change involves
redistributing responsibility that they had previously

outsourced to you.
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This is why healing often looks like disruption, like
things taking longer, conversations becoming
uncomfortable, or someone having to deal with a
consequence that you would previously have managed

on their behalf.

You cannot grow in a system that relies on your
compliance to function, and you cannot recover in an
environment that requires your silence to remain

stable.

At some point, something must change, and if it's not

the system it will have to be you.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Not Everything Is Yours to Carry
Some things will fall apart. A plan will stall, a
conversation will remain unresolved, a situation you'd
previously have stepped up to manage will be left to

sway in the breeze without your involvement.

Your first instinct will be to intervene, to fix, to smooth,
to quietly absorb whatever has just landed so that
nobody else experiences the discomfort of ‘sorting it
outthemselves.’ You can see exactly where this is going,
you can predict the fallout, you can already hear the
conversation that will happen if this continues

unchecked.

It would be so easy to step in, to send the message,
make the suggestion, offer the solution, prevent the
awkwardness before it has time to fully form. But
prevention is not always appropriate. Sometimes, what
you're preventing is growth, responsibility, the
entirely wise expectation that adults manage their own
timelines, their own emotions, their own consequences
without requiring you to quietly take over in the

background.

102



You're not negligent for letting someone experience
the result of their own decisions, unkind for declining to
manage a situation you did not create, you're not failing
by allowing something to remain unresolved simply

because you're no longer available to resolve it.

Things may be messier, less efficient, occasionally more
time-consuming, but when you stop carrying everything
other people must pick things up for themselves. This
may involve trial, error, frustration, and the sudden
realisation that the system worked so well before

because you were doing most of the work.

It will be tempting, very tempting, to step back in, to
make it easier, to prevent the inconvenience that you
can see coming from several miles away but not
everything is yours to carry. Even when you're strong

enough to lift it.

Put it down anyway.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
You're Not Behind. You’'re Tired.
You tell yourself you're behind on work, on messages,
on grocery shopping, decisions, admin, personal
growth, friendships, life maintenance, long-term
planning, hydration, or whatever everyone else seems

to manage with suspicious ease.

You've forgotten something, you're not keeping up,
you should be doing more, getting on top of things,
because if you could just get on top of things, you could
finally relax, finally rest, finally stop carrying around the
low-grade dread that there is something you've not yet

handled that will soon become urgent.

So, you push. You stay up, you send the email, you
create the list, you open your laptop in what can only be
described as an act of emotional self-harm. You try to
close the gap between where you are and where you

think you should be.

But here's the thing: you're not behind, you're tired.
Tired from operating at full capacity for too long. Tired

from managing things that are not technically yours but
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have become yours. You're tired from anticipating
needs, solving problems, absorbing stress, and
adjusting in real time, so that nothing becomes too

difficult for anyone else involved.

You’'re not failing to keep up. You're running out of
fuel. The solution is not to drive faster; it's to slow down

before you stop completely.

This will feel counterproductive, like you're making the
problem worse by pausing when there’s still more to
do. But exhaustion doesnt respond to effort - it
responds to rest and rest doesn’t happen at the finish
line; it happens in the middle before everything is done,
before you're caught up, before the inbox is clear and
the house is tidy and every loose end has been neatly

tied off.

You're allowed to stop while things remain unfinished.

You're allowed to rest before you stop entirely.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Your Needs Are Not an Administrative Error
For a long time, your needs have been treated like a
clerical issue, an inconvenience, something that should
be resolved quietly, without disrupting everyone else’s
priorities. You say you're tired and they ask, ‘have you
tried managing your time better? You say you're
overwhelmed and they say, ‘'maybe you need a better
system.’ You say you're at capacity and they say, ‘could

you just do this one last thing?’

Your exhaustion is not a scheduling oversight, a minor
glitch, or a result of poor organisation. It's the result of
taking on more than one person can reasonably carry

for an extended length of time.

So, you troubleshoot, you optimise, you colour-code,
you download something that promises to streamline
your life in three easy steps for a monthly subscription
fee. You attempt to resolve your limits as though they're
a technical fault that can be eliminated with more effort.
Needing less would be easier, more efficient, and

more convenient for everyone involved.
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But your needs are not an administrative error; they're
not evidence that you've failed to manage your
resources effectively, they're information specifically
reminding you that you're human, you require rest, your
time is finite, and your energy doesn't automatically
replenish overnight simply because you have, in theory,

been asleep.

You're allowed to need time, space, support, quiet.
You're allowed to require things that cannot be
squeezed into an already full schedule without
something else giving way - and that something else

does not always have to be you.

Your needs are not a problem to be solved. They're a
reality to be respected. Other people's needs can be
important - sometimes they may even be urgent - but
that doesn’t make them more important than your own

basic wellbeing, safety, health, stability, and survival.

A healthy life is not built on choosing yourself versus
choosing others. It's built on not abandoning yourself
while caring for others. If meeting someone else's

needs requires you to collapse physically, mentally,
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emotionally, financially, or spiritually, the price is too

high.

We're all guilty of self-abandonment - putting other
people's crises, feelings, needs, recovery, happiness, or
approval ahead of our own wellbeing. That pattern can
feel noble because it's often wrapped in love,
responsibility, compassion, loyalty, or caregiving but
the outcome is usually the same: they receive the

benefit, and you carry the cost.

The question isn't whether someone is worth collapsing
for. The question is why collapse is being offered as
the price of love, loyalty, care, or usefulness in the first

place.

There are rare moments in life when we willingly
sacrifice for someone else: a child may have no choice;
a dependent person may temporarily need extra

support. But as a way of living? No.

You've survived. You're rebuilding a future. You have a
life that deserves protecting and you matter within that
life before everyone else has been considered, not

once everyone else is okay.
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No one's needs are more important than your

humanity. No one is worth losing yourself for.
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PART IV
RECLAIMING YOUR LIFE

110



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
The Old Way Is No Longer Survivable
This is where it usually ends - not with a breakdown, not
with a table-flipping declaration that you'll no longer
tolerate this, but a quiet, internal realisation that the
way you've been living is not sustainable, that the
system - this highly efficient arrangement in which you
anticipate, accommodate, absorb, adjust, and endure -

is beginning to cost more than it gives back.

You're tired, irritated by things that would not normally
irritate you. Overwhelmed by decisions that should not
require this much mental processing. You're snapping,
crying over cat videos, considering whether it would be

socially acceptable to simply check out.
And this is confusing.

There's no obvious crisis, no singular event you can
pointto and say, ‘ah yes, this is why I'm now lying on the
kitchen floor wondering how everything became too
much.” It's just accumulation, years of coping, of
stepping in, of saying yes when you meant maybe, and

maybe when you meant absolutely no way. Years of
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making it work, and now, suddenly, it doesn’t. The old
strategies feel heavier, less effective, what once felt
manageable now feels relentless. What once felt like

maturity now feels like self-abandonment.

This is where the pivot happens because the alternative
is continuing exactly as you are and, my friend, that is

no longer survivable.

You begin to withdraw from people, from roles, from
responsibilities.

You stop volunteering, stop pre-empting, stop
managing situations that are not yours to manage.

You say no - not without guilt, but you say it anyway.
You rest even when things are unfinished.

You leave things you'd have previously handled
unresolved.

You allow discomfort, disappointment, delay.

The old way, the one that kept everything running
smoothly while quietly running you into the ground, is

no longer an option.

And from here on out, neither are you.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
This Is Where You Get Your Life Back
Not all at once, nobody hands it to you, there's no
official transfer of ownership where someone returns
your time, your energy, your attention in a fancy parcel
apologising for the wait. You get it back the way it was

taken. In pieces.

An evening that remains yours because you didn't offer
it up in advance.

A request you declined without drafting a counter
proposal.

A situation you noticed and didn't step in to manage.
A silence you allowed to stretch without stepping in to

fill it.

You start leaving gaps in your schedule, in
conversations, in the reflexive urge to fix something
before it becomes inconvenient. In those gaps,

something unfamiliar appears. Space.

Not life-changing space at first, but just enough for you
to sit down without immediately scanning for what still

needs doing, to finish a thought that isn't about
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someone else’s problem, to experience a moment that
doesn't require downtime and plenty of cake

afterwards.

This is, of course, unfamiliar. You're used to being
useful, being the one who notices, who follows up, who
steps in before things escalate, you're used to a life
where your value was measured by how much you
could absorb without complaint. Now, there’s less to
absorb, less to manage, less to anticipate, less demand

on your resources.

This should feel relaxing but often feels stressful. The
lack of structure and busyness can feel unsettling as you
wait for the familiar requests, messages, and the
inevitable problems that require your immediate

attention.

When they don't arrive, you realise that the quiet is not
the calm before the storm. It's just calm. This is where it
all starts to feel less like withdrawal and more like
recovery. You're not disappearing, you're

reappearing.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
I'd Like to Thank Myself.
I Couldn’t Have Done It Without Me.

At this point, I'd like to thank myself. Not in a
performative way, not in the sense that I've single-
handedly triumphed over adversity through grit,
determination, and a morning routine that involves
lemon water and a personality bypass. But in the very

specific sense that:

When the system stopped working...| noticed.

When coping became collapsing...I noticed.

When being helpful became being permanently
responsible...I noticed.

When peacekeeping became self-erasure with a polite

smile...| noticed.

And eventually - not immediately, not gracefully, but
eventually - | stopped.

Stopped volunteering.

Stopped pre-empting.

Stopped rearranging my life to prevent someone else
from solving their own problems.

| stopped saying yes by default.
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Stopped managing reactions that were not mine to
manage.

Stopped treating my own needs like a problem that
could be solved with better time management and a
more optimistic attitude.

| just stopped.

There is no visible evidence of it beyond the fact that |
am less tired, less resentful, and significantly less
interested in participating in situations that require me

to quietly disappear to keep the peace.

Things are occasionally awkward in ways that previously
would have prompted me to step in and make it
smoother for everyone involved. But they are also

quieter. Lighter. Mine.

| am no longer running a full-time side hustle in
managing other people’s expectations. | am no longer
treating exhaustion like proof of commitment. | am no
longer impressed by my own ability to endure things

that should have been declined.

And for that...I would like to thank myself. | genuinely

couldn’t have done it without me.
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AND THERE IT IS!

The moment it clicks.
‘Oh. That's what that is.’

That's why you feel worn down. That's why everything
has felt like too much. That's why your life has felt like a

treadmill you can't get off.

You've been carrying things that were never yours to
carry. Now you see it you can start noticing it in real
time. The moment you're about to say yes when you
mean no. The moment something is about to become
your responsibility. The moment you feel the pull to

step in, fix it, smooth it over, make it work.

Now, there's a pause. A gap between what's happening

and what you do next.
That gap is everything.

Because inside it, there's a choice: to respond the way
you always have, or to respond differently. You catch it,
you notice it, you step in, fully aware of what belongs
to you and what doesn’t. Things shift. You step in less,

you take on less, you pre-empt less, life slows down,
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things are a bit messier, awkward in ways that feel new,

and yet you feel lighter.

You have more energy, you have space and in that
space, you return with time, with energy, with a life that's
no longer built around your ability to hold everything

together.

That's what this is, and once you've seen it you can't

unsee it.

Once you've seen it, you're free.

thehealinglibrary.com
NO CHARGE.JUST CHANGE.
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