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DIAMONDS FOR PAPERWEIGHTS:
A LOVE STORY

I was supposed to practice this, write out a full pros and cons list, and read that “How to break up better” ebook from a relationship coach I researched. I didn’t get a chance to do any of it. I had no exit plan, no one was yelling, there wasn’t going to be a storming off, no doors would be slammed, no one was lost in the heat of the moment.

Instead, all I could do was look at the patterns of the rug, but now I couldn’t describe them if I wanted to. The shapes were moving as tears filled up my face. The puppy looked at me and realized this was an opportunity to grab tissues out of my hand. She probably loved the taste of the salt of my tears, how fitting.

I didn’t go there to do anything or say anything. I hadn’t made my peace with ending it, but I had been thinking about ending it for weeks, if not months, if not years. She spoke about the lessons she was learning during our “break” and was asking if I was open to seeing a couples therapist, who could possibly provide us with the tools we needed to make it through the rough patch we were going through.

I didn’t say anything, and she knew.

She asked, “Have you made a decision?”

All I could do was keep my head down and look at the rug, skin itchy from the puppy,* envious that she had no idea how horrible the moment was. The puppy and I played tug-of-war with a bandanna as I tried to pick the right words.

My mind was playing words of wisdom on a loop:

 Decency is the absence of strategy.

The goal here can’t be to avoid looking like the bad guy. The goal is to be as honest and open as possible.

“I’m scared to hurt you. I’m scared I wasted your time. I’m scared of hurting my mom and letting everyone down. I’m scared to prove your sister right. I’m just scared.”

I looked up at her for a second. She was crying. I saw the most gut-wrenching pain on her face. And when her eyes met mine, it got worse.

Even with the pain, she was being so kind. That’s a special kind of strength.

“You have to decide and do what’s right for you. Maybe we can just take more space; I feel like I’ve been making so much progress….” She paused and I could feel her negotiating and then stopping herself. “But then again, we’ve taken space, and if this is what you need to do, then decide that.”

She didn’t want to hear the words but wanted to hear the words.

I wanted to say, “I’m sorry, this needs to be over,” and get up and walk out, but I was terrified. I still wasn’t sure, and I didn’t want to throw it all away.

Don’t deny your future by holding on to your past  …. Shut the fuck up! Please, just shut the fuck up. This is not a time for inspiring quotes, this is real life, real people, real consequences, real pain. Just shut the fuck up, please!

“I just don’t want to break up our family. When I see her, I see you, she is you,” she said, looking at our puppy. The puppy really was me—feisty with moments of cuteness, she walked to her own tune and played by her own rules. “I can’t look at her without seeing you.”

My heart crumpled, and my eyes continued to fill up.

She was trying her best not to guilt me into staying. She was trying her best not to make me feel bad. She wasn’t thinking about herself, she was thinking about me. She didn’t have a petty bone in her body. She told me our relationship had no deal breakers and that she would always stick with me, even when I thought I didn’t deserve it.

I tried my best to keep it about me. I wanted to tell her that although she loved me so intensely and unconditionally, I wasn’t able to receive or honor it. Instead, I had been treating her love as a free pass to do dumb shit without consequence, but there’s always consequences. I needed to work on myself so I wouldn’t do that dumb shit anymore, not so I could be in a healthy relationship, but just so I could live with myself.

“I hope at least one percent of you is relieved,” I said.

“Zero percent of me is relieved,” she replied quickly.

Tears and tissues piled up. She wasn’t mad at me, she wasn’t begging me to stay, but she was so sad. I never wanted to make her this sad. I felt like a piece of garbage for doing this to her.

“Just make your decision and go,” she said.

When I went to get up off the floor, I could see the pain in her face go from a 10 to 5,000 as she looked up at me with those eyes, and I was paralyzed.

Earlier in the year, she had looked up at me with those same eyes, tears filling them up as she awkwardly went down on a knee in the water off the beach and gave her version of a proposal: no ring, just her, in her ultimate vulnerability. I was confused until I saw all of our friends with their phones out, excitedly recording the moment.

“I was supposed to have a necklace for you, it was my dad’s, but it wasn’t ready in time, and I don’t want you to see this as pressure, but I mean, we’re here.”

I said yes, and I meant it.

Now I’m standing over her, about to walk away from my fiancée, my partner, the one person who has consistently loved me more than I love myself.

If you knew her, or had even just met her, you would have realized how lucky I was to have such abundant love in my life, but unfortunately, no one can fill our hearts if our doors are closed.

  I didn’t start writing this book because I’m an expert on love—far from it.  I’m writing this because I’m desperate. Desperate to realize love, accept love, and learn how I keep fucking it up. Desperate to know why I had a rare diamond the size of my fist, but treated her like a paperweight, a placeholder, out of sight, doing nothing to encourage her to shine. I didn’t hold space for her to be her beautiful self, leaving us both exhausted, defeated, and alone. Alone not because I’m by myself, but because I don’t enjoy my own company.

I want to figure this love thing out; I want to be worthy of it. I want to appreciate and be aware of it, especially when it walks up and smacks me in the face. I don’t want to learn how to make someone fall for me, or how to craft a perfect text message to leave them wanting more, or how to get noticed. I don’t care who pays, or what not to say or wear on a first date.

I care about love, how to love, and how to be loved.

  If we dig to the root reason of why we do anything in our lives, it’s because of love.  We want it so bad that we’re willing to design our entire lives around chasing it. We lose ourselves in the love stories of others, and daydream about the “what if” love stories from our pasts. There are a billion songs, books, poems, and movies about love. We assigned the most important organ in our body to it, the heart, even changing the shape of it to make our hearts more beautiful, perfect, and symmetrical to look at. It’s not the beauty of our hearts that keeps us alive, it’s that work it does. Our hearts are asymmetrical, slimy, and not nice to look at. But our hearts are consistent, hardworking, and they keep everything else going.

  Our hearts aren’t perfect, and the games we play around love aren’t fun.

Something’s gotta change.

Love is simple, but not easy, and the deeper I went on this journey to better understand, practice, and realize love, the more I learned that it was about letting go of the old, outdated ideas instead of trying to gain new ones. We don’t realize how much shitty love advice has been passed down to us through media, culture, religion, and our own DNA.

Love isn’t something we just achieve, it’s something we have to do, become, practice, and explore. The more we can be a source of love, the more love will be experienced, both in and around our lives.

  This book wasn’t a labor OF love, but a reminder that it’s a labor TO love.  I began taking a deep dive into the world of love after getting engaged in hopes of becoming a better partner and eventual husband. Instead, the journey turned me inward and made me realize I couldn’t continue down this road without drowning and taking her with me. Many of the things I thought were love never were, and even more things I avoided confronting ended up being the only things I needed to realize more love in and around my life.

Here I am, presenting the most expensive piece of work I’ve ever created. Not expensive in terms of the price you paid to read it, but the price I paid to write it.

This book isn’t full of hollow quotes and empty ideas that will look nice on social media. Instead, it’s full of useful thoughts and practical tips to bring love back out into the sun.

  More than showing you how to be loved, I want to show you how to be love.

Although I got up to walk away, I didn’t end up leaving that day, but that’s a story for another page.

Let’s get into it.




0.

HOW TO MAKE ANYBODY AND EVERYBODY FALL IN LOVE WITH YOU

Yeah, right, this isn’t that type of book.

The real title of this chapter is “TLDR: WTF Is Love?”

You may have only bought this book because everyone was talking about it, and you had no plans to actually read it after posting a picture of it in your lap alongside a warm cup of tea and some beautiful scenery in the background.*

For those who only purchased this book because it matched the aesthetics of their bookshelf, I wrote this chapter for you, so you can grasp the gist of this book and still sound interesting at parties when it comes up in conversations.

I promise I wrote this chapter sober.**

A misquote to Rumi summed it up best: “Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I’ll meet you there. When the soul lies down in that grass, the world is too full to talk about.”

Love is that field.

You see, we simplify the world in terms of duality, meaning things are either this or that: good/bad, happy/sad, right/wrong, hot/cold, up/down, black/white. Looking at the world like this came from our early years when our brains were still forming; our simple minds had to view life in a simple way. We carry that simple dualistic view of life into our adulthood, even as we are able to grasp life as something more complex.

Love is the simplest form of that complexity.*** It’s the experience beyond duality.

“Love is what remains when all other emotions are gone.”

— Naval Ravikant

This is why so many equate love to God, because like the idea of God, love is nothing and everything at the same time. It’s the beginning and end of it all—the source.

This book isn’t about showing you some mystical secret to finding that source, it’s to remind you that you’ve always been that source; it’s just that the choices we make, informed by all the things we’ve been taught and shown, can often make us forget that. Forgetting that we are the source of love has us looking everywhere else but the one place where love is experienced the most within.

We have to let go of the idea that we have to be ENOUGH or WORTHY or DESERVE love; these measurements don’t apply to us. You can have enough money, get enough sleep, eat enough food, and even then defining enough is hard.

Being enough of a person? That’s not a unit of measurement that applies. Love isn’t a roller coaster with a height restriction, or an R-rated film requiring you to be a certain age to watch it. Stop wondering if you’re enough, and realize there’s no such thing as enoughness when it comes to you.

  Love doesn’t have to be earned or found, it just has to be realized.  We don’t have to add anything to our lives to experience love, but rather the opposite. We have to clean out the clutter of outdated beliefs, ideas, and understandings of love. Much of that comes from religion, society, rom-coms, and tribal thinking.

The biggest chunk of this book is to help us see those ideas and choices in our behavior, recognize the patterns, and make better decisions moving forward.

The people we love in our lives are really the people that show us where love is, and we create pathways between them and us to experience more love. This gives us the freedom to love everyone.

Some pathways will be easier than others, some wider and more dependable. Others may only remain open for a moment, and that’s okay.

What we do serves to open or block these pathways. Observing ourselves will allow us more opportunity to decide how much that breeze of love flows in our lives.

Learning to create those pathways of love with ourselves will do wonders to create and strengthen pathways with others. That’s not just an idea, it’s work. Often very obvious and boring work; it’s not trips to Ubud, Naples, and Delhi;**** it’s a trip inside to view and accept all that is there.

Love as a verb is far more important than love as a noun. To realize and experience love is to practice and share it.

I am a schoolteacher, and I will reinforce the most important ideas in this book by revisiting them, because very rarely do we read something once and have it stick with us forever—keep that in mind as you flip through these pages; if it’s worth sharing, it’s worth repeating.

Now, back to making everyone and anyone fall in love with you.*****
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BLANK CHECK:
A LOVE STORY

“$800! That’s how much I paid for the car to begin with! This was supposed to be, like, $150 max to fix!”

I was a student and didn’t have a lot of money. I couldn’t afford it.

“When I gave it to them to fix, they found other problems, so we had to take care of those,” my dad replied.

When I wasn’t home, my father had my shitty $800 Plymouth Sundance towed to the shop to get fixed. I had been trying to find my own hookup on repairs, but he was tired of waiting and did it himself, and now I was stuck with the bill.

I was livid.

The argument got out of hand. I didn’t like that he’d done this behind my back, and he didn’t feel he needed to justify his choices, in his house, to his son.

As the argument grew, things got off topic, and the next thing I heard my dad say was, “If you don’t like it, get out.”

“Fine,” I said, and I ran to the basement and grabbed a bunch of garbage bags. I ran up to my room and started filling the garbage bags up with clothes. I called a friend and told him I needed him to pick me up.

My dad hadn’t expected me to react this way, but we were both stubborn guys cut from the same cloth. I could see he was surprised, and now that I was leaving, my mom and sister chimed in.

“Stop being dramatic,” my sister said.

My mom was confused, half upset and half worried that I was about to leave. I grabbed my garbage bags and headed for the front door. She stood in the way. I ran to the back door, trying to squeeze the bags through the narrow entrance.

My father came out and said, “Don’t leave.”

And I stubbornly replied, “You already told me to.”

My father stood by the backyard gate, so I threw the bags over the fence, hopped it, and ran across the street toward the parking lot where I’d told my friend Harjot to wait.

Years later Harjot still tells the story of seeing me running toward him with all these garbage bags, jumping in the car screaming, “Go! Go! Go!” as if I had just robbed a bank and needed to make a getaway.

For the next week, I crashed on couches, slept on floors, and floated around Toronto at any friend’s place that would take me. My plan was to leave the city and get to a smaller town where I could stay with a friend longer term. I didn’t have a lot saved up but figured I could get a job doing anything.

I was all in, really not expecting to ever go home. I cared about being right more than I cared about keeping the peace and picking my battles.  I was too upset to listen to anyone in my family. None of them seemed to care about what happened, they just wanted me back home, but there was no way I was going back home when I didn’t feel heard.

Almost two weeks into things I got a call from my sister.

“Mom’s not eating anymore. I’m not telling you what to do, but I thought I’d let you know.”

“I just don’t think it’s fair that no one listens to me in that house. I didn’t do anything wrong this time,” I replied.

“Well, if you want to talk to Dad, I’m sure he’ll talk to you now.”

I had a brief conversation with my dad over the phone. It wasn’t pleasant, but we were both doing it for my mom. I came home, and my father pretty much avoided saying anything to me for the better part of a year. He pretended I wasn’t there and said nothing to me when I was around; we were like two antisocial strangers occupying the same space.

Eventually time went on and things went back to normal between us. We never had a conversation about the fight.

That was 15 years ago.

Recently, when I was having dinner with my sister and my teenage niece, my sister jokingly brings up the story. “I totally forgot, but you ran away once,” she said. That piqued my niece’s interest. She loves hearing stories about how bad we were as kids.

I retold the story in an amusing tone, highlighting the garbage bags more than the argument.

And then my sister chimed in. “I don’t think you know this, but once you left the house, Dad gave me a blank check and told me if you called to give you anything you needed.”

It took time to soak in what she’d just said, but it’s always been that way with my father. Love wasn’t spoken, it was only acted on.  He knew I was him, and he was me, and I really wasn’t coming home. Instead of trying to change my mind, he decided to try to take care of me from afar. My father, like most people from his generation, had limited tools when it came to expressing love and communicating. None of that changes the fact that he’s a parent, and no matter the generation, their priority is keeping their children’s well-being always front of mind.




1.

LOVE IS A PATH, NOT A DESTINATION

It seems like everyone is “looking” for love, like it’s hiding in that secret Harry Potter cupboard under the stairs.* We decide if we can’t find love, it’s because of our shortcomings or lack of worthiness, but really it’s because we don’t realize it’s been under our noses the whole time.

Media teaches us that everything will pay off in the end. The endings of our favorite films generally involve characters living happily ever after, and we assume that’s what they do until they die.

We start to apply this view to our own lives, adding milestones to our timelines that we think we have to hit, not realizing that real life is much more cyclical, and cycles repeat without a happily ever after.

We have to graduate from high school, graduate from college, get a job, get a promotion, find a partner, have some kids, then help the kids finish school, get their jobs, get their promotions, find their partners, and the cycle of hitting milestones never ends. What we need to do is take a step off the hamster wheel and ask WHY am I working toward these things? What’s the meaning behind all of this?**

When we go a layer deeper on our journey, we’ll see a common thread with all the things we chase: it’s a promise of something at the finish line. When we become self-aware, we realize there is no finish line, so instead of trying to win the race, we should enjoy running it.

Robert Holden, Ph.D., coined the term destination addiction to mean “a preoccupation with the idea that happiness is in the next place, the next job, and with the next partner. Until you give up the idea that happiness is somewhere else, it will never be where you are.” This destination addiction applies to love as well, especially when our understandings of and desires about love are heavily influenced by the media we see.

There is no finish line in love; we don’t get the “happily ever after.” Instead, we get another day and our credits roll only after we’re dead. This means love is less of an achievement and more like a way to live. Love is an action more than a reward, and to realize love is to act on it, service it, and receive it when it flows your way.  None of this requires a partner, a child, a lot of social media followers, or anything besides ourselves.

We can walk a journey of love with ourselves and with others, and the more we walk and work on it, the stronger it becomes. It’s like a muscle. You don’t go to the gym because you were born with big muscles; you go to the gym to grow muscles. That same idea applies to love.

The love songs are going to sell an idea that the right person will walk into our lives and with them will be an Amazon package full of love, and now that we’ve found love, we can live until we’re gray and the only wrinkles in our lives will be on our skin. The inconvenient truth is that no one can give us any more love than we can give ourselves, and being on a voyage of life devoted to sharing as much as possible is really the best way to experience love.

There will definitely be moments when the love feels more potent, and oftentimes that’s not even love. It’s attention, validation, pleasure, and a whole bunch of other things that can temporarily feel like love but aren’t the real thing. I get that when I go on tour, step on stage to a crowd that hoots and hollers at my presence, listens to my words intensely, and lines up for hours to get a book signed. It feels great, but none of it has much value if I don’t prime myself daily to share, receive, and accept love; that will come from my choices and actions, not theirs.

  Commit to a path of love, not a search for it.  As I said in Things No One Else Can Teach Us,*** “There is no pot of gold, the rainbow is the reward.” Finding opportunities to express, share, and receive love is an ongoing journey that doesn’t end until we take our last breath, and even then, the impact of the journey will have touched so many that the love that flowed in and around you will live long after you’re gone.
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2.

BIG L LOVE VS. SMALL L LOVE

There are levels to love, and we’ve felt it our whole life. They are different gestures, sizes, and depths. My friend Aubrey Marcus, an experimentalist, unconventional fitness junkie, and human optimizer, differentiates it as “Big L love” and “Small L love.” Big L love is that all-encompassing, change-your-life rush of emotion that fills every part of your being kind of love, and Small L love is the quick fixes of attention and affection we chase to make up for our lack of Big L love.

Small L is our love for ice-cream sundaes, and Big L is our love for the way our grandmother’s wrinkly, soft hands feel on our face first thing in the morning. Big L compounds over time, gets deeper, and becomes our foundation, while Small L is just a hit that has us wanting more, always leaving us depleted shortly after.

Small L love is the low-hanging fruit, the immediate gratification—the validation, attention, and admiration: think all of the things we get from social media, winning an award, or having a wedding. It’s the external stuff that we think is love. Not only do we chase it, we often believe we have to do and be something to earn it. Once we get it, it rarely feels as good as we’d hoped, so we chase some more.

Big L love, well that’s the love that finds us. That’s the love that sweeps us away the first time we hold our baby niece and see the universe in her eyes. It’s the rush and overwhelmedness we feel and wonder, What did I do to deserve something so abundant?

Big L love doesn’t have to be earned, only realized. Big L love isn’t spread, it’s tapped into. It’s the love we all crave, and when we can’t find it,* we settle for the Small L love.

Big L love makes us feel more and do less, while with Small L love, we’re constantly chasing new hits, new sources, thinking at any moment that if we can feel it one more time, one more victory, one more win, we’ll finally feel satisfied, but we don’t.

I don’t even need to write these out for you to know what I’m talking about. The Big L is what inspired your favorite song, and its absence is what wrote your favorite tragedy. Small L love is the carrot that’s constantly dangled in front of us to live at the bidding of others. It keeps us in line, contributing to the economy, and always feeling like we’re just not enough.

  Small L love gives us pleasure, Big L love gives us peace.  Big L is what the religions promise us and what Disney movies have packaged so well to sell.

Small L is the flowers we give; Big L is the compassion and empathy we share. Small L is attachment; Big L is connection.

Our chase for Small L blocks our path to Big L, so let’s be aware of the difference when we devote our energy to sharing and spreading love in our lives. With that said, we’re human, and we’re most definitely allowed to chase some of those Small L treats. Just make sure you know the difference and enjoy them in moderation.

We can be in love with the idea of being in love without ever really feeling love,  and that leads us down a blind, winding path toward all the Small L love. The Small L love will always come from outside of us, while the Big L love will always be within. If we spent less time chasing and more time allowing, we would realize how much of a source of this beautiful Big L love we can really be.

There are no rules to earning the Big L love other than to reduce the things that block it, whether they are our insecurities, expectations, short-term gratifications, or outdated beliefs. We don’t achieve Big L love, we realize it, open pathways to it, and graciously accept it.

Know the difference and choose wisely.
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3.

LOVE ATTRACTS LOVE

I, like you, deal with anxiety on a daily basis. Some of it feels silly, but most of it feels completely justified. What I learned was that much of my anxiety related to the future. I was worried about someone returning a text, a project getting completed, a future that seemed uncertain. I thought there was a solution and it was to simply “stop worrying,” as if there was a magic light switch somewhere behind my head or under my ribs, and I could be happy-go-lucky forever.

I never found that switch.

In a conversation with a therapist, I had my anxiety framed as feeling an emotion for something that hasn’t happened and may never happen. I was feeling the rejection from a person before I even asked for a favor, and then feeling too scared to ask the question. As a kid I failed the exam in my mind before I even took it, and that clouded my ability to study. We get anxiety around work, relationships, and being in new environments. That anxiety is like having a flat tire, and our anxious reactions and choices are us slashing the other three. When things are bad, our decisions can make them worse.

Don’t get me wrong, there’s anxiety around death, trauma, and abuse that haunts us, and it needs to be addressed for healing, but outside of the intense stuff, we have to realize that feeling anxiety about a bad thing that hasn’t happened increases the chance of that bad thing happening.

I’m painting my future in the exact way I’m worried about.

If I’m scared, I’m attracting more fear.

If I’m angry, I’m attracting more anger.

If I’m suffering, I’m attracting more suffering.

It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. What I’ve only realized recently is that the solution to any problem shouldn’t begin with the word STOP, it should begin with the word START.

Instead of stop worrying I need to start something. Remember, love is a verb; let’s always focus on the action.

This principle that our feelings attract more of the same doesn’t just apply to the unwanted feelings in our lives, it also applies to the wonderful experiences—happiness, joy, peace, and love.

So if we want more love, we have to START feeling and accessing more love first, because that in itself will attract more love.

This is an important idea to marinate on because for so many of us, when we think about wanting love, it’s coming from a place of thirst, a place of fear, a place of scarcity. We don’t feel like we’re worthy of love and make self-deprecating jokes about being alone forever, not realizing that even those jokes impact the direction of our life.

We have to realize that love could come up and bite us on the ass and we wouldn’t notice because we’ve isolated ourselves in a prison of unwanted emotions. We’re afraid we won’t “find” love, not realizing it’s the fear itself that blocks the love touching our lives. Love isn’t found, it’s realized.  Instead of finding a source of love, we need to realize the source of love that we are, and when we put that out into the world, more love will be attracted.

As Joe Dispenza says, “If you want to find your dream partner, write down all their qualities, and become them.”

What we are is what we attract. This principle is universal, and it empowers us to have and become all that we can be. When we love ourselves, we’ll find love in others.  When we find love in ourselves, we’ll stop looking for love in other places, and instead more love will be easier to realize. This means loving who you are now, but also loving your future. Instead of spending time worrying about potential bad things in the future, START falling in love with an awesome future you can envision.

I’m trying my best not to sound woo-woo “law of attraction”-ish, but it’s completely true that how we feel decides where we go. Thinking in terms of scarcity, thoughts like, There’s never enough, I’m not enough, will always mean there won’t be enough, and you’ll never feel like enough. Thinking in abundance—I love and am loved, and there’s plenty to go around—helps make that true. We always have control over our attitudes and efforts, and this is a great place to direct them.

We don’t realize how often we play the tapes of misery in our past and future and then are surprised when misery is what we get. I don’t blame anybody for doing this; many of us have had to survive some bullshit, and that becomes a part of our story and a central idea to who we are, but it doesn’t have to be. We don’t feel pain because we think about our shitty past, it’s the opposite. We revisit our shitty past because we’re already in pain.  Let’s actively, intentionally, and regularly focus on feeling wonderful, and our memories and future projections will fall in line.

This isn’t going to happen overnight, but neither did your ability to walk, talk, or read. It’ll happen slowly over time, baby step by baby step, and it’ll be a never-ending journey. We can always go deeper with love; there is no finish line, and there shouldn’t be. Let’s commit to START doing what it takes to stay in love with a future that hasn’t happened, and let’s feel love when we think about our past. Then we will become a magnet for love, and in this case, it isn’t opposites attract.*

You know this principle of painting our future with our present emotions is true because that’s every moment of anxiety you’ve ever had. So now, instead of “stop worrying,” let’s “start loving” so we can paint over the fear, pain, suffering, and anxiety that we thought was inevitable.

  I’m not going to guarantee you that you’ll find your soulmate in two to five business days by doing this; I’m going to promise you that, by keeping this up, you won’t care either way.
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