


[image: ]







[image: ]
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Author’s Note

The information in this book does not constitute professional mental health advice. It is for informational purposes only and is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure or prevent any mental health condition. Diagnosis and treatment of any mental health condition requires the attention of a physician or qualified mental health professional. Please consult your healthcare provider before applying any of the information to ensure the advice is right for you.

Any case studies are compositions of real clients, whose names and details have been changed to protect their privacy.

Although I have used certain gendered terms in this book, such as masculine and feminine energies, I have done so for concision, and those gendered elements can apply to anyone.

And finally, this book has been written with the intention that any reader, regardless of gender, sexuality and race, will find value and relevance in how to navigate the anxiety experienced in relationships. As a woman myself who works specifically with women, there will inevitably be some limit to the perspectives covered, though it is my hope that every reader can find an aspect of themselves or the people they love in the examples included.
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Introduction

People come to me for help with their anxiety assuming that the goal they wish to reach at the end of our work together is a more permanent state of calm. They have experienced the unsustainable, damaging effects of living life through the exhausting pursuit of perfectionism, people-pleasing and unrelenting pressure that characterise high-functioning anxiety. Some have daily anxiety from the moment they wake, or panic attacks out of the blue, or just feel constantly buzzed and burned out. It would seem logical that being calm is the state one would aspire to achieve, and therefore the opposite experience to anxiety. The truth many people miss is that the opposite state of anxiety and fear is really love and connection. The sense of safety, wellbeing and calm that transpires when we shift into a loving, connected state is an inevitable, pleasant side effect.

There is no greater arena for our deepest fears and highest potential for love to battle it out than in an intimate relationship with another human being. While we often eye-roll, claw and huff our way through these seemingly pointless and torturous moments in life, I’ve come to learn and now teach my clients a way of reframing that helps immensely in the darkest, most anxious moments in relationships. This is an invitation to grow into a more loving, connected and calm version of yourself who can enjoy healthier relationships. Stick with me as I guide you through your fear into love, and you’ll find this can be true for you.

Keep in mind that the examples and stories illustrating this journey come from the perspective of a woman who works exclusively with other women. Women have their own specific lens through which they view life, love and relationships. I cannot possibly account for everyone’s experiences, though it is my hope that every reader will see an aspect of themselves and find common ground in these teachings.

You’ve likely found this book because you have noticed that nothing triggers anxiety in your life more than relationships. Relationship anxiety can be defined as persistent, pervasive doubt, fear or worry about a romantic relationship, whether you are currently partnered or single. Many elements of this book will be relevant and valuable in assisting you in navigating your way through various types of relationships, such as those with family and friends, but to fully cover this subject matter in the detail it calls for, we will focus on anxiety in the context of romantic relationships.

Relationship anxiety is the anxious voice that questions if you’re settling, or if they’re really the one, or if they still love you, or if this is normal, or if they’re planning to leave, or if you’re losing yourself, or if you let The One get away, or what if something happens to them, or what if you’re just not good enough for love? We’re going to ask, why are you feeling anxious in love and what is this anxiety trying to tell you? And then we will step curiously down the intelligent path of anxiety, just like we did in my first book, The Anxiety Reset Method. Together we will explore the deeper answers and allow anxiety to guide you home to your inner healing, your healthiest expression of love and your True Self.

The anxiety experienced in a relationship can take on many forms and flavours. It occurs just as frequently in healthy, loving relationships as it does in more volatile connections. This is because the anxiety often has a lot more to do with you than your partner. In fact, there are four types of fear that can derail our love life, scramble our communication, erode our self-esteem, break down our commitment, create sleepless nights and eat away at our overall wellbeing.

The first fear is one you may already be familiar with: the fear of loss and abandonment. In the grips of this anxiety, you may be terrified of your partner leaving you, find yourself questioning whether you can really trust them, or even worry constantly about what you’d do if something ever happened to them.

The second fear relates to your need to not be rejected by your partner and an anxious desire to seek their approval. You may fear their judgement and unconsciously edit your decisions and actions based on the hope for their validation. For example, you might only wear an outfit or go to the gym because you’re hoping they’ll notice it and approve of you. Perhaps concerns circulate in your mind, like ‘Am I good enough for them? Am I being too needy?’ Or you may find yourself questioning specific areas of the relationship you believe your partner may scrutinise, such as your sex life, fearing you’re not having enough sex or that you lack compatibility in the bedroom.

The third fear is especially common: the fear of ending up trapped or stuck in a bad situation. This is where concerns around the health of your relationship, analysis of your fights and disagreements, worries about making the wrong choices and anxiety about being alone forever might come into play. You may wonder with alarm why you still think about your ex or constantly question whether you should end the relationship or stay.

The fear of losing yourself in a relationship is the fourth fear that may come between you and a perfectly good, supportive partnership. It is characterised by fears like ‘What if I’m putting up with too much? What if I’m better off on my own or with someone else? What if I need more space than my partner can give? What if my partner is holding me back from a better life?’

Sometimes these core relationship fears are obvious to you in the moment, but more often than not, they will only rise to your awareness after some patience and contemplation. Whether you can relate to all elements of all four fears or not, we will explore each one, as much of our fear lives in the spaces of our minds of which we aren’t always fully aware.





How I Came to Write This Book

A Glimmer in the Darkness

This book has been cooking in my heart for a long while. I tried to write it several years ago, but like a loaf of banana bread that you pull out onto the cooling rack before it has finished baking through the middle, it appeared it needed more time in the oven. I needed to experience different types of relationships in my own personal life, as well as to guide hundreds more of my clients through their relationship challenges, building upon my background as an anxiety mindset coach, clinical hypnotherapist, nutritionist and naturopath, so that I could add all those essential ingredients together. The book you are holding now is entirely different to what I would have produced then, so I’ll put this down as more evidence that somehow, even though I wanted to create this sooner, life always has a better plan than I ever would have imagined.

In my first book, The Anxiety Reset Method, I told the story of a major heartbreak I went through with the sudden end to a significant relationship in my life. I had truly believed this partner was the love of my life. The breakup and the events leading up to it fuelled a great deal of anxiety for me. My greatest fears had come true. I’d been completely abandoned, discarded and left behind. My insecurities had been confirmed. Obviously, I wasn’t worthy of love, wasn’t special enough or attractive enough. It was all a momentary illusion he’d fallen for, or so I believed. And I couldn’t keep up to the standard that I felt was required of me to be loved. Worst of all, I’d moved halfway across the world to live with him, so our breakup involved rebuilding my life back home after a long journey lugging three huge suitcases I could hardly manage through train stations and airports. I was starting all over again on my own while my friends were announcing engagements and pregnancies.

I was shattered on all levels: mentally, physically, emotionally and spiritually. I shared how that was a sharp dagger plunged into my ability to trust the course of my life. Things weren’t going very well. To add to the bleakness, a global pandemic was just beginning to lock us indoors. In Melbourne, these lockdowns went on for almost two years. Anxiety wanted to chime in incessantly, conjuring images of all the worst ways my life would unfold from there.

But, to my surprise, I discovered something else within. See, it was also a major opportunity for me to find a way to lean into trusting life even more wholeheartedly. In that darkness, living out my anxious mind’s worst nightmare, I had to search for a glimmer inside myself that still believed it would work out okay. That glimmer grew stronger.

Amid that fear, I imagined I’d write my story about it one day to help someone else. In my last book, I did exactly that. But the truth is, there’s much more about the labyrinth of anxiety that occurs in love that I have to share. Whenever I share what I have learned about love and relationships through the burning flames of my own anxiety, anyone who has listened – friends, followers on social media, listeners of my podcast and especially my clients – has told me, ‘Wow. I really needed to hear that.’

I realised that anxiety wasn’t just present in the demise of that one relationship for me. It wasn’t as new as I had originally thought. I had felt anxiety even in my most secure, stable relationship before that. I had also felt it as a child. As I followed the breadcrumbs of the anxiety, worry and doubt that I often felt in my relationships, I discovered that I had experienced all four types of fear, and each one was an opportunity to trust life’s journey even more deeply, to take responsibility for my healing and to grow.

The labyrinth of anxiety in love

As my heart slowly healed, long walks alone became a sacred part of my routine. Every day I’d look out for the vivid green, yellow, red and blue sight of a rainbow lorikeet up in the trees as I walked. These special native Australian birds often move in groups, but if you spot a solitary one, it will always have a partner nearby. I’ve always found it sweet and endearing knowing that the birds mate for life. Seeing those rainbow feathers darting through the sky started to symbolise something far more soothing to me. They gave me hope in the years I spent outside a relationship, moving about the world as a single person, doubting at times that I’d ever meet a viable partner again. I felt a great deal of pressure to prove to everyone that I was just fine on my own, that I was nonchalant about not sharing my life with a partner. A lorikeet pair reminded me that indeed there is something very natural about pairing up with another through life. There’s nothing to apologise for in wanting a partner. While significant relationships can take on many different forms, I firmly believe we aren’t meant to go it alone.

The colourful birds became a regular reminder in the unsteady moments of fear, doubt and anxiety that somehow there must be a way to work it out and come back to the love. Through the ups and downs of life, the lorikeets manage to make their relationship work. They don’t trip up on their insecurities and projections. I imagine they don’t doubt their connection. They don’t wonder what would happen if the other left them, cheated or got sick. They don’t question their worthiness to be together. They aren’t tormented by an anxious mind. How is it that us humans get so caught up in our fears?

This brings me to consider the complexity of human relationships, made even more confusing by the lens of fear and anxiety that so frequently descends over our eyes. It distorts a partner from a lover into an enemy in seconds. It can make a once safe haven of a relationship feel like swimming in a river of crocodiles. It can turn a pleasant sunny morning sipping tea at breakfast into an adrenalised nightmare without any practical circumstance changing. Your partner may be standing there in front of you, well intentioned and trying to love you, but the warp of the anxious mind may have jumped in and covered the truth in a veil. You cannot see their safety. You cannot receive their love.

The anxiety is always there for good reason, even when at face value it can appear ridiculous and downright annoying. Anxiety is never something going wrong inside you. It has a message for you. In some cases, it may be a clear warning sign regarding your safety with a person, just as we will feel a hit of adrenaline in a near-miss road accident to tell us to make a move for our own survival. It is important to be able to identify and respond to that signal when needed, rather than getting lost searching for something that’s wrong inside you.

Getting clear on the truth behind the doubts and fears is perplexing. How do you know if the anxiety you feel is a legitimate call to leave a toxic relationship or simply an alarm bell calling out to address something within yourself? You will come to see that all anxiety, whether directly relevant to the situation at hand or not, is useful to some degree.

With my now fully baked knowledge and seasoned experience on this topic from years of guiding clients around the world and navigating my own labyrinth of anxiety, we will find clarity in the tangled mess of relationship anxiety together.

Follow the labyrinth deep enough and you might come to learn that it’s all working out for you in those tough moments of fear, nudging you to reclaim your power, your trust and your healthiest expression of love.





How to Use This Book

This book will guide you through a customisable four-week program to explore each of the four key relationship anxiety fears and how they resonate for you. Within each type of fear, you’ll be led through a series of the most common anxious questions and doubts that come up in relationships for the people I work with. Each chapter contains practices that will help you analyse and change your thinking around your relationship fears. I will coach you through each scenario almost as though the two of us were working together in my online program.

Naturally, you’ll find more resonance for your situation with some parts of this book than others, so you are encouraged to focus on working with just two or three practices from each part over the course of a week. If you find that more than three of the practices in each part of the book feel valuable for your individual situation, please take note of them as you go. Choose to work with the three practices that most call to you for now, as you can always return to work through any additional practices after you’ve completed your initial four-week journey.

I encourage you to read through all the chapters of the book from start to finish, as many of our deepest anxieties live in our subconscious mind, beneath our conscious awareness. You may find that after more information and introspection, you are in fact able to relate to some of the questions or doubts more than you originally thought. It is worth noting that you will likely find benefit from completing any of the reflective practices at the end of each chapter. Taking the time to complete every practice in sequence is a slower way to move through the book for those who like to be extra thorough. If you choose this approach, be sure to give yourself time, as this will certainly take you more than a few weeks.

You are encouraged to return to this book at different stages of your life, perhaps discovering that your four-week journey looks quite different as different practices will feel more significant depending on what you’re currently going through. You may even be able to apply the concepts to another area of your life, such as friendships and relationships with colleagues or family members. Do not feel the need to stick to a strict timeline if that does not align for you. Doing the inner work is a lifelong process, as our relationships and our personal identities are constantly evolving.

Some readers will prefer to first scan the chapter titles listed in the contents page and flip through to address their most pressing concerns, which is also fine; however, you may miss important pieces of advice if you do this without reading cover to cover. So be sure to return to the beginning of the book and read it through for the full effect.

A journal will be very useful to note down your thoughts and insights as you read and respond to the recommended practices. If you’re familiar with my work, you’ll know I always suggest writing your responses using a physical pen and paper. Writing will help your brain to process your thoughts better than typing on a screen, allowing this book to produce a more profound transformation in your life.





The Perfect Anxiety Trigger

Romantic relationships are the perfect scenario to dig up our deepest fears, doubts and insecurities. Almost like life’s great science experiment for our own self-awareness and personal growth, a relationship will soon reveal to you what you don’t like about yourself, your underdeveloped emotional aspects and where you must grow. In no other circumstance do we feel more vulnerable than in one that requires us to love and be loved. We naturally yearn for certainty in our intimate attachments, which is at complete odds with what two human beings in a relationship have the capacity to provide. Relationships are inherently ever-changing and evolving, just as our individual preferences, needs, desires and patterns continue to develop throughout our lives. This is a problem for the anxious mind: it will fight tooth and nail to grasp a sense of control. How are we to find peace in our relationships in such a futile pursuit?

In our careers and financial investments, we can look at the figures, make neat spreadsheets and weigh up pros and cons to minimise the risk in our decisions. Statistics mitigate our fears. Those afraid of sharks can tell themselves that across all the oceans and beaches of the world, only ten people are killed by shark attacks per year; they are four times more likely to die from a jet-ski accident.1,2,3 And yet it would not appear that many people have nightmares about jet skis. Looking at the stats regarding long-term security and risk management in relationships is not exactly heartwarming. Considering available data on total marriages and total divorces from 2003 to 2022, it could be estimated that 44 per cent of marriages in Australia end in divorce.4,5 Although not everyone who desires a long-term relationship necessarily also wants to get married, these stats illustrate the potential for failure in relationships long term. This inevitably means a lot of children have grown up and entered relationships after their own parents failed in loving each other happily ever after. Many of us deeply desire this thing for which we have no path to follow and which only appears to have a fifty-fifty chance of success.

To love is to risk. To love is to live with fear and anxiety always somewhere beneath the surface of our awareness, waiting for a provocation to arise. A picture in your mind of somehow losing someone you love can feel as severe as death. We are wired for connection, community and the bonding of secure attachments to other human beings, upon whom our needs and welfare depend. In tribal times, you’d be much more likely to survive an illness or injury if you had others around you to feed you, keep you company and care for you. To live your life in isolation, severed from those closest to you, was a death sentence. Losing even one close relationship can be terrifying.

However, no longer are most partnerships about basic, physical survival. Our needs and expectations have become far more complex, based on emotional support, feelings of passion and individual desires. The roles that two people must play in a partnership have never been less clear in Western societies. We have evolved far beyond the standard gender-based roles of the 1950s husband and wife, but many people lack the advanced communication skills that are required right from the beginning to define and negotiate what each partner should contribute to the relationship. The complexity of finding and living with a compatible partner has caused many to anxiously scrutinise what they have, give up on the idea of healthy, mutually beneficial partnerships, find fault and blame in themselves, or settle for less.

Now that most us of have the opportunity and capability to take care of our own financial, safety and physical needs without the help of a partner, we can choose to forgo romantic relationships altogether. We can bypass the frightening vulnerability we feel at entrusting our emotional wellbeing to another person. We might protect ourselves through hyper-independence, even within the context of a relationship. The societal ideal has become the person who does not need anyone: the stylish social media boss babe, the mother who does everything for everyone while working a full-time job, the hustling father who sleeps five hours a night and the self-made success who did it all by themselves.

This glorification of individualism raises other concerns when it comes to finding our most harmonious, calm and loving state in relationships. Instead of moving closer together and forming the intimate relationships and communities we crave, many of us are taking more steps towards an inwardly focused life, driving up relationship anxiety. How are we to operate as fierce individuals and be compassionate, caring partners with such extreme societal influences? As trite as it may sound, it all goes back to our childhoods.





Where Relationship Anxiety Comes From

Sarah is five and she yearns for her mother to spend more time with her, but her mother has a very busy work schedule and is always rushing around. Sarah tries all kinds of ways to get her mum’s attention. One day, Sarah throws her yoghurt across the room, and it lands on her mother’s shoes. As her mother reacts with a gasp, Sarah smiles. Finally, her mother is looking at her. It’s worth it to Sarah, even though she is starting to feel like she’s done a bad thing. The moment is short-lived. Her mother is furious with her and doesn’t speak to her for the rest of the day to teach her a lesson. Sarah wonders what is wrong with her and why she’s so bad. She feels confused and afraid, but this is all she knows love to be.

Steven is feeling embarrassed by the fact he is being bullied at school. He’s ten years old. His dad looks up from his phone and glances in his son’s direction when he confesses his feelings. Steven mumbles that he feels like a loser. It takes a lot of effort to open up to his father, but his dad doesn’t disagree with the comment the way Steven needed him to. It doesn’t go unnoticed. Instead, he tells his son to join the hockey team and returns to his screen. Steven has never liked sport. When Steven tells his mother that he’s not sure if his dad loves him, she quickly reassures him that of course he does, just in his own way. Steven feels misunderstood, lonely and scared, but he doesn’t question this feeling. This is love.

Paula is fourteen and has a special dance to attend for school. Boys her age will be there, so she’s feeling nervous and excited. She hopes to borrow her sister’s beautiful blue dress that she no longer wears, because she thinks that would help her feel more confident. Her sister knows Paula feels insecure about her body, but she’s jealous that Paula is getting so much attention from their parents about it all. She says she won’t lend her the dress because ‘You won’t fit into it. You know I’m smaller than you.’ Paula feels miserable inside and goes to her room, wanting to cry, but she holds it in. This is just how sisters are with each other.

Many of our expectations and education about love relationships came from the music and movies we grew up consuming, the perfect Disney fairytales, simple, happy-ending rom-coms, and ‘love is a battlefield’–type song lyrics. They told us love is either right or it’s not. When you know, you just know. Love happens at first sight. Doubt means don’t. It’s black or it’s white. But even more significantly, we learned about love from our family of origin.

It can come as a shock to properly examine what it is we’re looking for in our love relationships and how far off course most of us are. I know that was the case for me, so often feeling confused, anxious and unaware of what love was really about. There was a part of me, deeper down, that had always known what real love was, but I was blindly seeking something else. Like many people, I loved the idea of a romantic love story. I wanted a kissing-in-the-rain, heart-pounding love like Allie and Noah in The Notebook. My heart would often pound in my chest, it is true, but this was from anxiety and not what I actually needed. I’d unintentionally find myself playing a kind of game where the person I was dating or in a relationship with would become my opponent. Love was a game to win. Be perfect. Play by the rules. Don’t get hurt. That was the predominant version of what I knew love to be at the time. No wonder I had so much doubt in myself, as another more authentic truth about love tugged at me from a quiet corner of my heart.

Almost all of us start out experiencing perfect love in our mother’s womb, an environment where all our needs are met without condition. We’re connected, nourished and safe. In my work with clients, believe it or not, we will occasionally regress back to a memory of the feeling of being in the womb. The growing baby may not understand words, but emotions are felt. Some of the people I’ve worked with felt unloved and unwanted even then, but most of us have a natural sense for what this true love is like. To love is most simply defined as the act of considering another as though they are part of you. As mother and child, we are part of each other. What is best for one is best for the other. Love is when the needs and desires of another become as important as your own.

The majority of us are then birthed and raised in an environment where not all of our needs and desires are prioritised, especially the emotional ones. We may have food, education and shelter, but not the emotional safety that is so essential for the development of a calm, regulated nervous system. Most of us experience dysfunction in our families to varying degrees, where the emotions and needs of certain individuals are in some way suppressed, rejected or ignored.

While broad statistics on dysfunctional family systems are difficult to find, a prominent figure in family systems therapy, John Bradshaw, famously suggested that 96 per cent of all families are dysfunctional. He based this figure on his extensive experience in family therapy.6 Having worked with thousands of people myself, I have come across similar rates of family dysfunction in my clients. Bradshaw’s work is still influential in the therapy sphere today. However, research has more recently expanded into records of adverse childhood experiences. A 2021 study run by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that 61 per cent of adults recount at least one adverse childhood experience, including events surrounding mental health problems, domestic violence and alcohol and substance abuse.7 It is important to highlight that dysfunction in families occurs in far more subtle ways than these and the ramifications remain significant.

A common family group anywhere in the world may typically operate under some of these more subtle patterns of dysfunction:


	Meeting one’s physical and material needs is deemed more important than emotional needs.

	The emotional experiences of all or some members are frequently invalidated, creating an unsafe environment to freely express one’s authentic thoughts and feelings.

	Certain important topics of conversation between family members are taboo or off-limits, such as sexuality or money.

	Appearing like a ‘happy family’ on the outside matters more than how each family member genuinely feels.

	Every member must try to prove they are ‘good’ and ‘right’ according to the family’s values, because otherwise you are ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ and will be rejected in some way.

	There is a lack of responsibility taken for any hurt caused and a lack of effort to repair when conflict arises. The aftermath of a conflict will likely include waiting for time to pass so that the dust settles, then both parties pretending everything is normal, without any apology or accountability.

	There is little respect and honouring for one another’s boundaries.

	Siblings are usually compared to one another in a way that fosters competition rather than healthy collaboration.

	In order for one member to get their desires and needs met, another member has to lose or self-abandon. (For example, a father is busy working and his child wants to play. The father repeatedly tells his son, ‘I’m busy now. Go away.’ The child eventually has to cope without the father–son time he needs, pretending it’s okay even though he is in pain, while the father wins his preference of working uninterrupted.)

	Children’s unwanted actions are labelled as ‘misbehaving’ or being ‘too sensitive’. There is a lack of time put into understanding what is really going on for them behind the undesirable actions.



Very few family groups operate in a genuinely healthy dynamic: taking accountability, honouring one another’s boundaries, engaging in repair conversations, considering the needs of every family member and validating each other’s emotional experiences.

Perhaps family dysfunction for you looked like a parenting culture of ‘children are to be seen and not heard’, where children are treated like dolls to dress up and show to others rather than small human beings whose needs should be attended to patiently. In these situations, a child is put into the position where they have to choose between their authentic emotions and desires and staying on good terms with their caregivers. They are not consistently encouraged to explore their innate interests or feelings. Because children so desperately need to belong to and please those who feed, soothe, clothe and house them, they will always choose belonging over authenticity.

If you’re highly anxious and often feel confused, pulled in multiple directions inside your own mind, it’s quite likely this was the reality of your childhood, even if you think you had a great one. Some people easily see the faults in their upbringing, while for others they are hidden because of a sense of loyalty to our parents and gratitude for what we had. It could have been so much worse, right? No matter who you are and how wonderful your parents were, you will have wounds that occurred in your early life. The evidence is in the anxiety you experience as an adult, particularly in relationships. No child is happy, satisfied and understood all the time. The wounding that inevitably takes place is part of life’s design. Nothing has gone wrong here, unless we fail to identify those wounds later in life and instead continue to act out of them, creating suffering for others and suffering ourselves because of them.

Dysfunctional relations between family members may be subtle or overt, including on the more subtle side games of blame and shame. This is where no one takes responsibility for the hurt they have caused and someone else is always in the wrong, so that the other can be right and perceived as ‘good’. Proving one’s goodness is an important bargaining chip for love in a family where love, acceptance and support are highly conditional. Love is conditional when it must be earned by good behaviour, always being happy, independence, academic brilliance, attractiveness or some other measure of worth. There may be a frequent disrespect of boundaries, a culture of comparison between siblings, the constant need to explain and defend one’s choices and, most notably, the invalidation of emotional experiences.

These dynamics are often spoken of as normal and just the way families are, when in fact they are detrimental to the health of the entire family group. Everyone gets hurt on some level, at some point. Everyone deep down feels that being a part of this group means taking care of your needs individually, rather than as a functioning, healthy group. Feelings of worthlessness and insecurity will often be the symptom of dysfunctional family dynamics for one who has particularly suffered, a result of the thousands of unacknowledged papercuts of hurt built up over years and years. The only ‘normal’ we know is what we grew up with, and so as adults we typically behave with patterns influenced by our upbringing in our romantic relationships.

In many ways, I had an excellent childhood, but there was so much sensitivity, so much pain and so many parts of myself that had to be buried deep at the time to ensure I was a good girl and not being too burdensome for my parents. I had to rediscover those parts of myself as an adult. To say that the story of my own childhood is purely positive is to deny the whole reality of what that little girl I once was experienced. It is to silence her, allowing the unavoidable distressing buzz of anxiety to speak up instead. Besides, the relationship patterns I fell into as I grew up, and the consequent anxiety I experienced, have made far too much sense in the context of my upbringing to deny its importance. Understanding these patterns provided me with life-changing relief. If you can keep your mind open to the influence of your first years of life on the person you are today, soon you will experience this relief too.





The Three Stages of Love

I’ve already introduced the concept of four types of fear in love – the different ways that anxiety can show up in our relationships. However, we must also explore the three stages of love that people commonly experience: Base, Chaotic and Expansive. Inspired by the work of Kate Rose, who describes a similar concept in her book You Only Fall in Love Three Times, these stages are something I’ve experienced myself, and I’ve witnessed the pattern show up in countless clients and people around me. Some people experience these stages with different partners, while others will experience them all with one person who has evolved alongside them. No single story can possibly match up precisely to the experience of every individual, but it certainly offers a general validation for the evolutionary journey so many take through their love experiences and their self-development.

I have seen how those who are struggling with anxiety in love and relationships benefit greatly from an understanding of this self-development growth chart, like a road map that can help you pinpoint where you are in your evolution through love and what lies ahead of you should you dare to open up again after immense pain and disappointment. Whether you’re currently partnered or not, the main message to take away here is that even when it feels like you’re going back to square one or stuck in some unhealthy relationship pattern you can’t break out of, the natural trajectory for your experiences in love can only get better, should you embrace your inner work. This is nature’s way of expanding your consciousness and helping you to feel lighter and freer in love, especially within yourself. As you will continue to understand, your relationships, current and past, and the anxiety they bring up, are your self-development university, a brilliant opportunity to discover what love is and who you truly are.

Base Love

The Base Love is our first or one of our very early experiences of a romantic relationship. It’s worth noting that some people go on to marry and stay with their first love for the rest of their lives. These relationships can be healthy and comfortable. However, many people have an unconscious yearning for more growth in the area of relationships and require additional experiences to carry out that development. Most of those who read this book will fall into the latter category. These people find their lives eventually move in a different direction away from this initial partner. It might involve two young people with dreams to study in different places, one moving overseas, one callously cheating on the other, one partner realising they’re attracted to another gender or one simply falling out of love with the other. Something happens to signal that two people are no longer a match, even though when they initially got together, they seemed to have a lovely connection.

Often the Base Love is one that develops from our own lack of awareness of who we truly are and what we want out of a relationship. We may just go with the person who shows interest, rather than choosing someone who truly makes sense. We may pick someone our parents would have approved of or what we grew up expecting we should want in a partner. Usually, this choosing comes from a less authentic place, well before we’ve been able to experience life as an adult and fully understand ourselves.

Chaotic Love

The second stage is the Chaotic Love. After experiencing one version of love, we are unconsciously called to experience a new level that will test us. It will inspire the highest of highs and the lowest of lows. If we let it, it will rapidly teach us lessons. The Chaotic Love is the one who we fall head over heels for. It could be love at first sight.

The story often unfolds with a world-shaking romance, an overseas rendezvous, a dozen roses on the bed or hand-written letters in the mail. The attraction is wild. The passion and chemistry are unlike anything we’ve experienced before. We believe we’ve met The One and we have every reason to believe that’s true, given what we know so far. Many people will choose to marry in their Chaotic Love stage. It’s just like every love song we’ve ever heard. Finally, we know what it is to experience a love like in the
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