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			For those learning to honor the seasons of their relationships—the ones who are choosing clarity without resentment, closeness without self-abandonment, and truth without fear. May this book be a companion as you gather with care, release with love, and remain open to the joy of being deeply known.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In these pages, I’ll be sharing stories and tools to help you look at yourself, and to take inventory of what and who is not working so that you can build and deepen the connections around you. Adult friendships are a beautiful gift—nurturing, layered, and sometimes complicated. We don’t talk enough about how they shift and stretch with the seasons of our lives, yet that’s just part of their rhythm. We all want to feel seen, safe, and supported in this life. We all deserve that. This book will help you zoom in and identify how to better show up, create clarity, and find peace in and out of your relationships. Over the years, I’ve learned that to reap the rewards of our soul work, we have to surround ourselves with people who support our evolution. Being on the same page with the ones we love is a gift, but it can be a task that isn’t always comfortable. There will be moments in this book that will ask you to pause, reflect, and be radically honest about where you are in your life and relationships. Looking at what is instead of what we want things to be will open the door for deeper truth and connection. If we continue to give our time to the people who want to keep us small, resent our successes, or judge our dreams, we can’t truly experience the benefits of our inner work. If we keep pouring our energy into people who hold us back, dislike our evolution, or discredit our ambitions, we’ll struggle to truly feel the power of genuine community and camaraderie. This journey is about making room for those who uplift us, looking at ourselves and how we need to adjust, and building reciprocal relationships that support growth and healing.

			In 2022, I decided it was time to be more intentional and honest about my friendships and how I showed up in them. It started unexpectedly. I thought I was simply trying to be clearer about what I wanted, needed, and expected in my relationships and vice versa. But as that journey to clarity and honesty unfolded, it became apparent that what I was really doing was asking: Are my friendships—both old and new—still sustainable? And am I showing up fully and authentically for the people I care about?

			The people around us shape us. They can influence so much in our lives, from how we speak and think, to how we deal with conflict. And depending on who we’re with, certain things shift. Some friends make us feel like we’re returning home to ourselves, welcoming every facet of who we are without judgment, while others leave us feeling slightly out of place and maybe even unsure. I realized that standing in my authenticity required me to stay close to people who saw me fully, welcomed me wholly, and had the capacity to walk with me even through rocky terrain.

			Thankfully, I am fortunate to have some wonderful friends willing to work with me to strengthen our ties. Deepening those bonds has been a gift. But, just as painfully, I had to face the truth that some relationships I had carried for years no longer reflected where I was or where I was headed. That wasn’t an easy pill to swallow, but evolution rarely is.

			What becomes clearer to me as I embark on this path of alignment in my relationships is that I desire to have people in my life who encourage and support me through the ups and downs like I do them. One-sided relationships are no longer an option for me. They’ve never been supportive or fruitful. I deeply value having a community of like-minded individuals who share similar intentions and values. As I’ve matured, I’ve seen firsthand that I don’t need a lot of people in my life to feel cared for or deeply loved. My circle is small, but my confidants provide a big safe space for vulnerability, togetherness, and unfolding. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to friendship circles: I thrive with a small network, but others bloom with a large group of friends spread across the globe. I can’t tell you how many friends to have, but I can tell you that you deserve people in your life who help you get through the mud and stand in your joy. This is priceless. Not only that, it is possible. This is why I believe so deeply that the company we keep matters in a major way. The time, attention, and care that we invest in one another so generously is fuel for our relationships.

			Something I’ve longed for since childhood were people who made me feel safe and held, emotionally, physically, and mentally. It’s human to want connection with others that feels comforting and secure. I think everyone does to some extent. I spent a lot of my young adult life not knowing how or where to find my people. Having folks in our lives who make us feel witnessed, cherished, and celebrated for who we truly are is a gift. A good support system is sacred. Being held through the toughest of times with steady love and encouragement is a reminder that we all need to be poured into. There’s a different type of emotional freedom that comes from honest and clear relationships that is unmatched. Knowing that you can show up as your full, authentic self without fear of judgment or rejection is liberating. This book is about discovering, nurturing, and thriving with the people we’re choosing to do life with. It’s about honesty, acceptance, and adjusting along the way. I want you to get excited about building these intentional connections because the reward is a life enriched with genuine support, clarity, and compassion, along with mutual growth. Together, we’ll explore how to create powerful and transformative relationships that will enhance your life and empower you to be more mindful, clear, and honest.

			I hope that you see yourself in my personal stories, vows to stay myself, and the many lessons learned. You’ll see that at times I’ve gotten it right, and other times I’ve gotten it dead wrong. I’ve experienced the turmoil that comes with losing relationships, and the gratitude that settles in after the grief subsides. I’ve welcomed joyful relationships after loss, and I’ve discovered what it means to be a good friend and fit for others. Every instance has planted a deeper seed of self-awareness and reflection. With time and age, I’ve learned that we must be who we seek in the world. We are not alone in finding our people. A turning point in all of this was making a list of vows I promised myself I wouldn’t stray from. My healing journey has taught me that if I want others to honor me, I must first honor myself and keep the promises I make to my own heart. I had to let go of expecting people to hold me in the same light I held them, especially when I wasn’t cradling myself with that same care and reverence.

			I knew I was ready to deepen my relationship with myself and others when I vowed to:

			
					
					Honor my boundaries as a form of self-respect, and trust that those who truly see me will respect them, too.

				

					
					Choose reciprocity over resentment, prioritizing relationships rooted in honest communication, care, and intention.

				

					
					Speak with honesty, even when it feels uncomfortable, knowing that truth builds stronger connections.

				

					
					Release relationships that no longer align with who I am becoming, without guilt or shame, but with gratitude for the lessons they brought.

				

					
					Welcome the friendships that feel like home, allowing me to lean into the joy of being seen and valued fully.

				

					
					Remain open to change, understanding that growth sometimes requires shifting, repair, or letting go.

				

					
					Hold myself accountable for how I show up in relationships, practicing clarity, care, and intention in every interaction.

				

					
					Trust that there are people who will meet me in the love and effort I give and that I do not need to shrink myself to keep anyone close.

				

			

			I would encourage everyone reading this book to make your own vow list. Getting clear about what you are willing to deal with and what you’re not—on all fronts, not just friendships—will create a road map for your journey to clarity and connection. I know this path can be quite rocky, but please trust that there are folks out there looking for you, too. All of us are trying to figure out how to move in love and create healthy, intentional relationships—and with that comes the willingness to do the work. Understanding ourselves and others is filled with ebbs and flows. We know this and see it on a daily basis. Relationships of every kind are rarely straightforward or linear, but a deep joy can emerge when cultivating a community that nourishes rather than depletes. Looking closely at our friendships and the vows we make to ourselves makes more room for us to name what is aligned and what is not. Friendship is a practice. Connection requires accountability, compassion, and self-awareness. Collectively, moving intentionally in our relationships summons both courage and care. It’s a way of saying: I’m choosing to move with clarity and openness with myself and those ready to walk alongside me.

			Holding up a mirror to the relationship we have with ourselves is a key part of that process. Many folks are moving through the world unwilling to do their soul work or not ready to embark on their healing. This is unfortunate and can ultimately lead to chaotic relationships crumbling in confusion, and that is not the goal. The goal is to create a healthy inner world so that we can foster healthy relationships with others. This will require us to show up for ourselves and be realistic about what and who we are dealing with. It’s an invitation to look at our flaws and theirs without judgment while tapping into what accountability, trust, and self-awareness mean for us in the season we’re in. I used to be one of the people who refused to address how I was showing up, good or bad. That took a lot of unlearning, intentional shifting, and tough sessions with my therapist to unpack and redirect. It’s hard enough to trust ourselves with our own hearts, let alone the hearts of others. But as we embark on this journey of healthy connection and clear communication, self-trust is an absolute must.

			As you read this book, I hope you learn to surrender to the truth that you’re capable of being in nourishing and nurturing relationships. You are worthy of being a part of others’ core group, even if you’re feeling out of place or lonely right now. This journey is not just about finding your people—it’s also about letting your people find you. As we evolve and learn to be more present in our relationships, we’ll start to lean deeper into the importance of creating space for our community to take shape. The intention is to be open to giving as much as we receive, listening as much as we speak, and supporting as much as we seek support. Remember, this work has no arrival point, just constant evolution. It’s about embracing the ongoing process of growth and change, and understanding that each step forward is a valuable part of our journey.

			In gratitude,

			Alex Elle

		

	
		
			A Note Before You Begin

			Part One is part memoir, part mirror—my story, my learnings, and a gentle nudge for you to reexamine the company you keep.

			Part Two is an offering of practice—rooted in storytelling, guided reflection, and tools to help you navigate what comes next.

			May peace and clarity meet you where you are on this journey.
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				One

			
		

	
		
			
				One

				Communication and Care

			
			While I was making myself a cup of coffee, the chime of my iPhone dinged with a message from one of my closest friends, B. We normally spoke multiple times a week, if not multiple times a day. We’d gotten into a rhythm of checking in, even if just to give each other a heads-up that we’d be busy and our regular scheduled communication would be interrupted by adulting, work, and life with little room for balance. But not this week. She had been quiet for a few days, which I hadn’t experienced before. The energy was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. In my heart, I felt something was going on with her, and I wanted to make sure she was okay. I made a mental note to call her at some point to see how she was doing. The friendship was fairly new, and since we were still learning each other, I didn’t want to push or pry if she was having a tough time. Something I valued about our bond, even though the connection was young, was that we knew, without question, that we were safe with each other. Safe to say how and what we were feeling—safe to be honest, unjudged, and fully ourselves, even if things weren’t feeling great internally. From the beginning, our connection felt uncomplicated and easeful, regardless of the stuff life threw our way. I was confident she would reach out when she was ready. And she did, a few minutes after I reminded myself to check on her.

			B: Hey girl, I just wanted to let you know that this weekend has been hard for me, so if I’ve been quiet or giving different energy the past couple of days, that’s why. My partner and I had our first misunderstanding. Things will be okay, but I am sad and trying to process what happened. Right now, I’m feeling extra tender.

			When I read her message, I felt a mix of concern and gratitude. Concern for what she was going through, and gratitude for the trust she placed in me by sharing her vulnerability. Vulnerability builds emotional safety and I’d literally been praying for that type of communication in friendship. Her trust in me to hold what she was going through, felt like an honor and a stepping stone in our growing friendship. It’s amazing that something as simple as being clear about how we’re feeling can foster such depth and reverence. Having people who value us as we value them creates a lightness in our life. Placing my fresh cup of coffee on the counter, I responded immediately, letting her know I was there for her, ready to listen whenever needed.

			ME: Thank you for sharing. Please let me know if you want to talk about it. I’m here for you.

			As I hit send, I reflected on emotional safety and how hard I’ve worked to get to a place in my relationships to cultivate it. It felt good to read that message from B. It showed that we were truly on the same page when it came to being honest, clear, and present. It would’ve been easier for her to stay in a bubble, not share what she was going through, and come back around when she was ready. Our friendship was new, but it felt kindred and aligned. Our values, communication style, and consideration for the people in our lives felt foundational and important. I’ve had friendships dissolve at the first sign of discomfort. While I understand that when life happens, people can retreat, the lack of communication, begging to know what’s wrong, and sometimes outright ghosting wasn’t something I was willing to tolerate in my relationships anymore. The care that B showed our friendship by leaning into vulnerability was a green flag for me. It made me feel extremely grateful for how far we’d both come in our healing, growth, and emotional maturity. There’s nothing better than having positive actions match the words people say to us.

			Over the years, I’ve come to understand that having the capacity to create a safe space for the ones we love isn’t just about being there during the good times, but also about creating a space where it’s truly okay to be not alright—to have the confidence to say, I’m quiet because… versus shutting down and closing people out from your life. Emotional safety means knowing you can authentically express your feelings without fear of judgment or rejection. Creating this type of care in our connections with others is the footing that allows friendships to weather storms and grow stronger through challenges.

			Like most new friendships, the early stages are like navigating uncharted waters. B and I were learning each other’s likes, dislikes, and boundaries. But from the start, there was a mutual understanding that we could be honest and open—this didn’t happen by accident. We both consciously chose to prioritize true connection with vulnerability, reciprocity, and care. Nurturing our relationships is a delicate dance of discovery that requires intention and trust. Every conversation reveals a new layer of personality, a new facet of character, and a better understanding about how to connect.

			I thought back to the first time B and I met. She’d reached out to me and generously offered to be the photographer for my Washington, DC, book tour stop at the Howard Theatre, as a gift. I wasn’t familiar with her work and did some research—only to find out she was one of the best photographers in the city, whose work had been featured everywhere. I was beyond honored and grateful. We didn’t talk much that night but her kind energy spoke to me. I knew that I wanted to get a chance to sit down and get to know her. As a thank you, I invited her out for tea and a bite to eat at a local coffee shop. There was an immediate connection of sisterhood, a sense of ease that felt comforting, clear, and aligned. From our first sit-down at Tatte Café, the soul work we both had done was very evident, giving us the space to be available for each other without hesitation. There was very little small talk. We dove right into sharing our lives, healing, fears, joys, and everything else. Meeting at Tatte became a thing we did regularly after that. Our bond solidified after each coffee date, photo walk, and phone call with these moments of vulnerability.

			A year or so had passed since then, and now we were facing our first moment of crisis in one of our lives in real time. A couple of days after she texted me about her challenging weekend, we hopped on the phone. B’s voice was soft but steady when we spoke. She recounted the misunderstanding with her partner, and her words were filled with compassion, tenderness, and trust in her relationship and herself. I listened, offering support and reassurance without trying to fix anything. Sometimes, all we need is someone to hear, acknowledge, and remind us that we’re not alone. As our conversation wound down, I felt a renewed appreciation for the emotional safety we developed. We’d come so far since that first meeting in 2022. It was a reminder that genuine friendship is not always measured by the time we’ve known someone but by the depth of our connection and willingness to trust and be trusted. What this experience with B showed me, is that being there for each other and creating a space to be our authentic self is an act of emotional nourishment even in our hushed and tender moments.

			In the following days, we continued to check in with each other. The lightness and cadence we had returned with ease. Through this, I learned that emotional safety is not just a cornerstone of friendship but a gift we give to each other. It’s a reminder that the company we keep matters and that we deserve to be in relationships with people who choose us, see us, and lovingly accept us. An unspoken comfort comes from knowing we are seen, heard, and loved exactly as we are.

			Creating healthy dynamics in our relationships requires effort and intention. If we are not present, mindful of how we show up, or clear with our communication, we risk being misaligned and disconnected.

			Over the years, I’ve realized that I’ve often been a friend to others, but they haven’t always been a friend to me. Initially, this felt painful, leading to feelings of rejection and disappointment, paired with thoughts of why can’t this person show up fully with me, like I do with them? The answer to that is a simple but hard truth—we are
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