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Foreword

			This book feels like a real, unfiltered conversation with the best friend I wish I’d had when I was sixteen. It’s that kind of intimate, no-holds-barred wisdom that doesn’t tiptoe around the hard stuff, but meets you right in the middle of your mess with love, clarity, and a cheeky grin. It offers the raw truth and honesty that we so often crave but rarely get served this gently, or this powerfully.

			Reading it felt like being lovingly called out and deeply seen at the same time. Sarah’s words don’t just inform, they transform. Each insight is like a brushstroke of colour, colours I always somehow knew existed, but had never truly seen in the daylight. This book takes those shades of emotional truth- things like self-worth, boundaries, and relational dynamics and paints them in full sunlight. Not only do we get to see them clearly, but we’re invited to wear them, embody them, and let them shape how we move through the world.

			These new colours will become the foundation of an entirely new dating wardrobe, not just for how we show up with others, but for how we dress ourselves in self-respect, discernment, playfulness, and power. Thank you for writing something so smart, so funny, so fiercely real and so damn needed.

			Katherine Haag – Wellness Consultant & Trauma Informed Counsellor; Masters in Social Work (MSW)

			“In a world that often tells us our worth is measured by our relationship status, Sarah provides us with a breath of fresh, soul-cleansing air. With raw honesty, empowering wisdom, and some humour (because, life is going to life), Sarah walks us through some trials and tribulations of dating - not to deliver a fairytale ending, but to remind us that the most important love story we’ll ever live is the one we write for ourselves.”

			Georgie Williams – Psychologist (BPsychSc, GradDipPsych)
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Introduction

			Who is this book for?

			If you are a woman who constantly analyses your dating life and believes that you are yet to find your life partner because you need to change in some way, this book is for you.

			This book will shift your focus away from changing yourself and instead change how you think about yourself and your approach to dating.

			I believe you should find a romantic partner based on a mutual meeting of needs and a matching of lifestyles. This means you need to be aware of your needs and understand the lifestyle you want to lead before you’re in a healthy relationship.

			It’s possible.

			You can comfortably be yourself and be loved. You can only be both if you are comfortable being yourself first. For someone to love who you really are, you need to be who you really are. If you’re holding back on being who you really are for fear of being unlovable, then it’s time we talk about your audacity. Yeah, you heard me, your fucking audacity.

			How dare you decide on behalf of other people that they won’t like you. What do you know about what other people like? This may surprise you, but you’re not that different from every other human being. Well, you have some badass, unique offerings, yes! But, when it comes to what drives your sense of belonging, your fear of being unlovable and your unconscious behaviour patterns, you’re not that unique! We’re all out here trying to fit into the social construct that is our society to survive.

			I’m not going to tell you to ‘just focus on you!’ or ‘just be yourself,’ but that’s exactly what needs to happen. Those statements just aren’t about to spring you into change.

			This book opens your mind to possibilities you haven’t considered, allowing you to decide the kind of relationship you want, believe that you deserve it and behave in a way that will ensure you get it.

			The book moves through three parts. In each part, there are exercises and actions. Exercises are to prompt you to think differently about your own real-life scenarios. Actions are to prompt you to show up differently. I encourage you to pause when you reach these activities of the book and face these opportunities head-on. This is where the real shifts happen.

			In the first part, I will help you understand the problem and see new ways of looking at the problem. You will see the control you have over your outcomes and understand the psychology of dating, why you feel this way, and why it’s not your fault.

			In the second part, we explore the relationship between self-worth and dating, how important your beliefs are and how they impact your self-worth and your dating outcomes. We then break down what self-worth really is and how to lift it.

			In the third part, we shift your approach; we see the positives in being different, in letting go of the outcome and in focusing on what matters most to you. We then go into the practicalities of dating, including how to have boundaries and standards and navigate compromise and effort when entering a relationship.

			Those of us who have discovered that we can be our authentic selves, disappoint some people and be cherished by others are living life with the magic sauce. Come and join us. Not only do we have an abundance of love and laughs, but we also have an absence of self-hatred and minimal existential crisis. You’ll love it.

			In the first chapter, I’d like to share the defining moments that opened my eyes to the dating-disaster land I was living in and the realisation that I deserved better.

			



	

Part 1

			What’s the Problem?

			



	

Chapter 1

			Think Differently or Die Alone

			Everything hurts. But as usual, how I’m feeling is at the bottom of my priority list. My body is screaming at me, but I ignore it.

			My legs are aching, my heart is pumping and sweat beads off my chin. I can feel my temperature rise with each pound of my feet on the concrete. There must only be a kilometre or so to go before I cross the finish line, and it can’t come soon enough, but enduring the physical struggle is delaying my mental torment.

			It looks like pain, but it should feel like success. It should feel like accomplishment. This is how I beat it. This is how I’ll prove it. This is how I’ll change things. It feels like I’m doing it. I’m being it. I’m proving it. I’m fit. I’m driven. I’m accomplished. And I might be getting close. Closer to what I’m meant to be. Closer to what I need to be. Finally close. Close to being enough.

			In the months leading up to this weekend, I challenged myself with open water swimming, changed jobs to one with a long commute and became increasingly anxious that my boyfriend didn’t actually like me.

			What better way to handle these lifestyle changes than to sign up for a triathlon? What a great way to turn my challenges into triumphs! To prove to myself that I’m better than, well, me?

			I turned my morning commute into a bike ride to use the distance for training, and this strict eating regime wasn’t just to ‘fuel my body’ for all the training; I also needed to look somewhat acceptable in this one-piece tri-suit.

			As the last few hundred metres of the event ticked over, I fought back against the feelings of inadequacy. I felt the dread of an ever-extending finish line evading me.

			Once I finish this, what else is there to prove? In fact, why am I even proving that I can do this? Why do I feel the need to swim, ride and run in 40-degree heat to show that I can do it? Do what?

			I knew what this was really about, and my mind was trying to help me avoid it.

			He didn’t show up for me, and I didn’t know how to make him see that I really did deserve his time and attention.

			After two years of long-distance dating and missed phone calls, I so desperately wanted him to be here with me. To see my hard work. To appreciate my dedication: to the training but also to him. And for him to show everybody else that I had this dedicated partner who cared about me. But he wasn’t there. He wasn’t waiting for me at the finish line, and I didn’t feel cared for in the slightest.

			When I told my friend he wasn’t coming this weekend, she responded as if we had all been expecting it and highlighted a silver lining: ‘Well, at least we can all drive to the accommodation in the one car now.’

			I knew she wanted to lift me from my disappointment, but the ready response reinforced the belief I had. That it was of no surprise that he didn’t show up for me. It was because I wasn’t enough.

			I’d arranged all the details of the trip for us, from the accommodation all the way down to the road trip playlist, but he found this to be monotonous. I’d been training hard for months, but that was mostly because I was constantly afraid of gaining weight. When he told me he wasn’t coming that morning, I tried to fix it with all kinds of solutions. I didn’t understand that he just didn’t want to be there.

			His decision to skip the event confirmed what I had been thinking about myself. How can I expect somebody to spend time with me and want to be with me when I’m boring, fat and controlling? As these thoughts swirled in my mind, it all became too overwhelming, and I needed to feel back in control.

			I pushed myself harder than I had all morning. I knew there was a blister forming on my ankle and a slice on my knee from the bike pedals and I was fast becoming dehydrated, but the finish line was right there, and I knew I could do better. I was so close. So I pushed. I suffered. I arrived. And it meant absolutely nothing.

			It took me another year to see the writing on the wall. We broke up one month before my thirtieth birthday. Not before I had moved interstate to try and make it work. Not before he stood me up at the start line of a running event we’d signed up for, a brunch date I’d arranged with his family and an open house we had financial approval for. Not before I had poured all the emotional and mental effort I could muster into making it ‘work.’

			This pattern repeated itself in my relationships until I managed to challenge the beliefs I had about myself and lift my self-worth. I have a few more stories to tell you before I reached that point.

			Another year later, I was still living in the same dating patterns, only this time, I was on the sunny Gold Coast after having relocated my life. Like many of us, my mid-Covid birthday was a bit of a fizzer, so for my thirty-first birthday, I was determined to have a massive ‘30 +1’ party to make up for that. I was so excited for my interstate friends to visit and see my new life.

			I booked a high-rise holiday apartment overlooking the ocean. I’d been dating a guy for four months, and we were getting serious. He’d introduced me to his family, we’d been away on a snowboarding trip together, and he was asking me if I saw children in my future. What a turnaround from my previous relationship! I was getting excited for my friends to meet him at the party.

			He had offered to help with the party set-up, from picking up alcohol to installing a photo backdrop. In my overzealous planning frenzy, I had shown him instructions for the backdrop three days earlier and prepaid the alcohol, so he only had to collect it.

			My closest friends arrived the day before the party, and we made a day of it, going skateboarding, swimming and night clubbing. My boyfriend didn’t like those activities and stayed home.

			For the party, my friends collected the cake and the food, let guests in from the lobby, curated the music and truly looked after me as I hosted over 40 people from around the country. As more and more guests arrived, my friends wondered what could be holding up my boyfriend. One jetted to the shops to grab some booze, while another had her husband jump in to perform photo backdrop-building duties.

			My boyfriend did eventually arrive, already drunk and with a friend in tow. He bailed early to the casino and practically avoided my friends until he was asking them for money for blow.

			I wasn’t even surprised anymore. Here we were again with another guy. I felt let down again, but this time, I was surrounded by 40 of my favourite people who loved me. I knew how lovable I was.

			This was both the first time that I absolutely knew that I deserved better and the last time that I made excuses for my partner’s behaviour. We broke up the next day, and it crushed me.

			By my thirties, I was feeling quite jaded by my dating experiences. I had seen so many people have happy relationships where they could rely on their partner. What was it about me that wasn’t good enough to have the same?

			My awkwardly cool friend Billy regularly gave me solid dating advice. Since he was happily married to an amazing woman for 17 years now, I’d be mad to dismiss his advice, yet I had on many occasions.

			After witnessing the interstate move and the birthday party debacle, he professed something to me, and this time, I vowed to listen.

			‘You know, Ecko, you’re alright. You enjoy normal shit like live music and going out. You’re fun to be around when you’re not being neurotic about something, and you’ve got your shit together.’

			All of this was making sense to me, so what was news? What golden advice did Billy have for me this time?

			‘I think you’d be doing alright with guys if you just tried less.’

			Try less.

			This. This was his advice. To stop trying.

			Stop trying? Billy’s grand ol’ advice was to give up? That I’d been trying too hard to get what I wanted? That I didn’t need to try? That trying was causing the problem?

			No. That can’t be the answer because clearly, I’d just not been enough for the guys I was dating. And I was trying SO hard to be enough. To show that I was enough. To do absolutely everything perfectly in a way that made his life better and easy to be with me.

			I just figured that my boyfriend needed a talking-to. I figured he hadn’t realised how good he had it with me and that somebody needed to sit him down and explain it to him. I thought it was a matter of understanding. I thought this problem could be solved with logic. I thought I just needed to show him I was worthy of his time and attention.

			But him not seeing my worth wasn’t the problem.

			In fact, the problem wasn’t with him at all.

			I had approached finding a partner like the other successes in my life: a process that required hard work. I was raised by hard-working parents. The lesson was, to have nice things, you must earn them. I distinctly remember the effort I poured into saving up for the Brisbane Show, an exhibition fair of Queensland culture. My Dad had made it abundantly clear that we would only be going that one year, so we knew we were to make the most of it.

			My brother picked out the best show bags from the magazine, choosing the ones with the most candies and toys for their price. I looked at the show schedule to see if we could manage to see the dog shows and the wood choppers around the same time. We calculated what we could buy and do with our limited time, and we did all we could to get the most from it.

			As the years went on, I revelled in my self-earned pleasures. I bought my first car when I was 16 so I could learn to drive a manual. I paid off my Year 12 ski trip in instalments, absolutely amazed by the idea that I would see snow, even before my mum had. To me, working hard was a rite of passage and was the only honest way to have nice things. I love that my upbringing instilled such a strong work ethic. There is a darker side to this though.

			This upholding idea of self-reliance and ‘hard work’ took me a long way in my life. I finished my degree early by studying extra subjects and paying down my student debt as I studied, all while working full time as I lived out of home. I moved interstate to take a graduate job in Sydney, joining sporting teams and running groups to build my social life, as if that were also a job. I fearlessly travelled to developing countries to stay in villages without running water, as a holiday.

			I worked overtime and carefully
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