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         The names and identifying characteristics of some individuals in this book have been changed to protect their privacy.
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            Dedication

         
         
            Vanessa,

            Thank you for supporting me, challenging me, and holding up a mirror. For giving me a new kind of love experience that opens
               fists and creates new definitions. For holding my hand through the dark and my face in the light. For doing life with me.
               Not at me. Or around me. For watching The Golden Girls with me as I fall asleep, squeezing my morning wood (not in a sexual way but in an “I love you now get the fuck up” way),
               accepting my inappropriateness, proofreading all my shit, and scratching my back when I know it grosses you out. For being
               my partner, my friend, my confidant and copilot on this crazy thing called life.
            

         

        
         
            John,

            You remain one of my greatest “knowings.” I appreciate you and all that you are and that you do, for me, for us, for Logan.
               Thank you for challenging my definitions of what a relationship could look and feel like. Thank you for teaching me that we
               can accept responsibility for how we’ve messed up and that it doesn’t mean we are “bad.” Thank you for giving me consistency
               and showing me that real love is calm and patient. Thank you for championing me, my story, and my future. With you, I feel
               both held and free, and as Thich Nhat Hanh says, that is the real way to love and feel loved.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Authors’ Note

         
         There’s a popular daytime talk show where the host, a relationship therapist, grabs his wife’s hand from the audience at the
            end of the show, and together they strut down the runway as if they are disappearing into an imaginary sunset. And giving
            the impression that, when it comes to a picture-perfect relationship, they are the experts and this is where you need to be if your own relationship is fraught with challenges, difficulties, and struggles. If only you were more like them,
            you too could strut down a runway with your beau in perfect loving bliss every day.
         

         
         As therapists, we can tell you, that show irks the shit out of us.

         
         We were hesitant to write this book. We didn’t want to be like that slightly arrogant talk-show host couple—“experts” wagging fingers or telling people what a healthy relationship “should” look like. We also realized that the only way to truly help someone picking up a book looking for relationship advice was to be brutally honest about the state of our own relationship. Which would mean, instead of grabbing each other’s hand and walking off into a sunset, sitting down on the couch across from you and telling you our deepest and darkest secrets, not the other way around (which is what we’re used to). 

         
         The truth is, every relationship is different. No relationship is perfect. There isn’t a “one size fits all.” Our own relationship
            is far from perfect, even though we’re both therapists who specialize in relationships and are probably the most qualified
            people to “get it right” when it comes to love.
         

         
         We may have the kinds of credentials that would make for a perfect union, but we, like you, are flawed and complicated humans.
            We have both learned and grown through many other failed relationships and are committed to putting that learning to work
            in our relationship with each other. Even then, our relationship doesn’t always make for easy breezy days of perfect communication
            and mind-blowing sex and a rom-com-level daily love story. In short, even two people who have all the tools and knowledge
            and 10,000 hours of relationship skill sets, who are best suited to that “perfect” relationship you might be seeking, have
            arguments, miscommunications, expectations that ruin the moment, pasts that ruin the future, competing love languages, different
            ways of cleaning, exercising, eating, and parenting—and the list goes on and on.
         

         
         We wrote this book together in hopes that by pulling the curtain back and exploring our own real issues and how we manage them, as well as stories and learnings from clients over the years, we can help you with your relationship. We have learned and continue to learn from examining our past, showing up and holding ourselves accountable in our present, and working toward a common goal in the future: continued expansion, a deepening of intimacy, and a more solid connection and relationship with Self. This book is not us telling you how to do something. It’s you seeing yourself in someone else’s story and then gaining insight and tools to maybe try again in your own life, or to approach it differently this time. 

         
         
            Self: When capitalized, a reference to “the totality of one’s being,” according to Carl Jung.

         

         This book is not about Mars versus Venus. It’s not about gender or age or whether you’re married, engaged, or even monogamous.
            It’s about relationship dynamics. It doesn’t matter what your relationship structure is or what it looks like from the outside.
            It’s more about how you want it to feel on the inside.
         

         
         We have all read the relationship self-help books that feel a bit detached. They might claim to give us “tools,” but they feel clinical, like the author is looking at us over the rim of their glasses while telling us how we “should” be in order to get it “right.” We’ve also all read the books by non-experts. They might give us a lot of personal insight and advice, but when none of the growth and change of many couples is tracked or practiced over the long term, it’s hard to guarantee that what worked for one couple will work for you. Because, let’s face it, there is a fair amount of credibility in something that has been researched to death, involving couples who show up and do the work and stay together long enough to know these practices really help. 

         
         We wanted this book to be a combination of both approaches. We have the knowledge and understanding of the research and the
            theories, and we have seen what works and what does not work with hundreds, if not thousands, of clients. But we are also
            human, with stories and baggage and traumas of our own. We are two people who struggle day to day to show up, be vulnerable,
            stay connected and committed, all while raising a kid in today’s crazy world. We just happen to also be therapists.
         

         
         Love is its own living breathing thing. It is formless, and there is no owner’s manual. We are all constantly learning, growing,
            and evolving and holding it all together as best we can.
         

         
         —John and Vanessa

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
Survive the Collision

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction
The American Nightmare

         
         The most common reason our clients end up working with us can be traced back to a single story, what we call the American
            Nightmare.
         

         
         The Norman Rockwell painting:

         
         Jack meets Diane at an early age. (We’re using stereotypically male and female names, but we’ve seen this story play out with many different relationship dynamics.) Maybe in high school or college or in their early twenties. The collision is powerful. Each believes they found their “one.” Now life can really begin. So they run toward the picket fence as fast as they can. Get married, have kids, buy a hybrid SUV. Because that’s what happy looks like, right? That’s the American Dream. Looking into each other’s eyes, wrapped in love as they stand in front of their brand-new home, bought with a high-interest loan because today it’s next to impossible to save for a down payment and maintain good credit. His hand on her stomach reveals that they are expecting. This becomes their Facebook cover photo. Then
            reality hits. Bills and diapers and everything required to start adulting.
         

         
         That is not the nightmare, though most people think it is. That’s just a painting traced by the blueprint passed down from
            our parents combined with the cold realities of raising children and having a mortgage that nobody ever really talks about.
            We know this painting very well. It’s the one we ripped down when our parents and/or society hung it in our living room without
            our conscious permission. So we think the American Nightmare doesn’t apply to us. We know the picket fence has splinters,
            so maybe we try to go a different way.
         

         
         In our generation’s version of the story, Diane spends her twenties exploring her sexuality and new drugs to connect to her
            spiritual self and Jack works smarter not harder as he builds multiple start-ups instead of climbing a single corporate ladder.
            They meet in their thirties on a dating app and quickly have a kid because fertility windows are closing. Or Jack and Diane
            meet in their late teens and decide not to have kids, and instead of moving to the suburbs they buy a loft downtown and settle into a pattern of coexistence where,
            instead of exchanging vows, they open their relationship and exchange partners.
         

         
         Many end up on our “couch” thinking they avoided the nightmare because they didn’t follow their parents’ path or the traditional one. But they end up in the therapy room all the same. Because the nightmare isn’t produced by kids or houses or corner offices or marriage. It doesn’t matter what type of blueprint you’re tracing. The nightmare is produced by what’s underneath the painting. Not being taught how to have healthy relationships. Not knowing about attachment styles and their impact on relationships. Having no clue about different love languages, codependency, and the importance of not repeating patterns. No one taught us that the lightning in the bottle may actually be dysfunction, not “chemistry.” We never learn how to create a safe space, communicate effectively, and fight without fighting. 

         
         So we push things down. Pretend. Run. Hide. Numb. Then one day we wake up and realize we’re not happy. Now we’re processing
            our anger in couples counseling. We’re not doing any work. We’re just going through the motions because we don’t want to be
            the bad guy. Or it’s too late. We have drifted too far to turn back. It’s not just about learning new tools for forgiveness
            at this point. Feelings have permanently changed. We believe we’re with the wrong person. We want out.
         

         
         Diane has outgrown Jack. Or Jack may already be getting his emotional (and/or physical) needs met by someone else. Now comes divorce. At first it’s freeing. Then reality hits again. Being single is hard, especially if you have kids. Also, we’re not in our twenties anymore. Add the internal ticking clock and today’s toxic dating swipe culture and we can start to feel hopeless. Old. Left behind. We can start to internalize and believe that we are less than or defective. Or we compromise and get together with anyone who comes our way so we don’t have to be alone. And the same patterns keep happening. We are still in the nightmare because we haven’t done any real work on ourselves. 

         
         Now Jack and Diane are in their late thirties, forties, maybe fifties, depending on how many more relationships they went
            through without going on any kind of inner journey or awakening. Then one day it hits them. Maybe at a coffee shop as they
            overhear a young couple assassinating each other’s character just like they used to do. They know how that’s going to end.
            Or maybe it hits them on the bathroom floor after a long sleepless night crying over another breakup. Either way, they’re
            done. They know they need to change. They can’t do this anymore. They’ve lost something valuable. Not just time, but their
            relationship with themselves. They’ve hit rock bottom. And this is when we get the call, the email, the DM.
         

         
         Finally, they are willing to look inward and work on themselves. Finally, they really want to learn about relationship dynamics
            and their unhealthy patterns, to look at their story and wiring, to heal old wounds. Finally, they are willing to attend Al-Anon
            meetings, read self-help books instead of just buying them, and see a therapist on more than an “as needed” basis. Finally,
            they have a real chance at building something sustainable, meaningful, and lasting. Finally, they are working on their relationship
            with themselves. Finally, they have awakened from the nightmare.
         

         
         This isn’t just what happens to most of our clients. It’s what happened to us. We went through a version of this ourselves. Neither of us had kids or tree swings, but we have both been married and divorced, engaged and broken it off, chased the dream instead of examining the blueprint underneath it. We loved hard and recklessly and learned that intensity and passion aren’t enough to build and sustain a relationship. We lost ourselves, but it wasn’t our fault. No one taught us how to have healthy relationships. We learned like everyone else: through what we saw growing up—advertising, movies—and through lots of pain. Through stuffing feelings down. Reacting instead of responding. Not having healthy boundaries or building a strong sense of self. Not knowing how to communicate. Not having the ability to take ownership or create safe spaces. Seeking validation and approval. Getting into things way too fast. Not spotting (or paying attention to) red flags. Not knowing how to be alone. We ran. Hid. And numbed. 

         
         And that’s why we wrote this book.

         
         It took us many relationships, our own inner self journey (which we’re still on), therapy, therapy school, and experience
            helping thousands of people with their relationships to learn to have better ones ourselves. Vanessa woke up at thirty-one,
            after ending an engagement and moving from New York to Los Angeles to start over. I thought I woke up at thirty-five, after
            my divorce. But I really didn’t wake up until forty. I had to go through a few more relationships with low awareness, repeating
            old unhealthy patterns.
         

         
         This book is the accumulation of our own personal love lessons as well as what we learned working with clients in our therapy
            practices. It’s everything we wish we knew when we were younger. Because, if we had, we would have woken up from the nightmare
            a lot sooner.
         

         
         Let’s end this section by setting some expectations and clearing up a few more things. We’ve said it already and we will repeat it a few more times, maybe a lot more times. We are not perfect. We struggle. Sometimes (a lot of times) we fall back into old patterns. But we keep showing up, over and over, to learn from what happened and then try again. We turn things over and inspect them from all sides, own what is ours, and then recommit to the work. 

         
         We are also not married. We aren’t against the idea of marriage. John has been married before, and Vanessa has been engaged.
            We just don’t see marriage as something necessary at this stage of our lives. For both of us, marriage in the past felt like
            an arbitrary contract. One in which “I am committed to you forever and you are committed to me” didn’t mean “I’m going to
            grow, take care of myself, take responsibility, heal my old wounds, and work to build and foster something thriving and sustainable
            with you.” Or marriage was something that the other person felt was what we “had” to do because it’s what everyone else did,
            or because it was what would make the other person feel that we were really committing to them and that it would somehow magically
            relieve their (or our) deep-rooted fear of abandonment and unlovability.
         

         
         Who knows, maybe someday we’ll get married, but right now we feel good about the life we are trying to create. We feel secure
            in the commitment we each bring to growing and learning together, even if that means together right now, not together forever.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Finally, Someone with Tools. Oh Fuck!

         
         
            Vanessa

            I’ve only had a handful of “knowings.” An immediate deep sense in my body and my soul that I am on the right path or that
               something is truly meant. One of those knowings was that John and I would be together. When people ask how we met, I still very assuredly reply, “I
               manifested him.” What I realize now is that my “knowings” don’t always include all of the important information . . . like
               if things will be easy, or feel good, or how long they will last.
            

            
            One of my best friends turned me on to John’s Instagram account months before I actually met him. She had been following him for some time and resonated with a lot of what he was talking about on his platform. He came up occasionally in my feed, but to be completely honest, I never paused much other than to like something or reshare it if it spoke to me. 

            
            However, for some reason, on one particular day, after reading one particular post of his, I stopped and went deeper. I wish
               I could remember what the post actually said, but it caused me to go to John’s page and start scrolling through it. I clicked
               through images and quotes. Read a few of his blogs, listened to him speak in a few videos.
            

            
            I felt something. It’s hard to pinpoint exactly what it was that John stirred in me at that moment, or why. I was coming out
               the other side of a bout of depression after a breakup that really shook me to my core. It was the first time I had experienced
               depression. I had known sadness and grief, longing and regret, but whenever others, even clients, had described depression,
               I hadn’t been able to truly feel into what they meant. But the few months leading up to this rediscovery of John’s Instagram
               page had been rough. Not getting off the couch or wanting to see anyone. Barely eating or working out. I was in the throes
               of a massive reconciliation of what it meant to continually date in a state of projection. Meaning, dating someone because
               of who they “could be,” choosing not to see red flags because it didn’t fit into the narrative of them or us that I had constructed
               in my head, or falling in love with who I thought they were and not seeing them for the messy and complicated human being they actually were. I had clawed my way through the past few months and was finally in a place of recognizing my pattern and committing
               to changing it.
            

            
            
               Projection: Placing outside of ourselves and onto others the components of ourselves that we are incapable of seeing, whether because they are unconscious or because we find them unacceptable or shameful. 

            

            I shared John’s post with that same best friend via direct message. My message to her read: “I find this guy to be incredibly
               attractive. From what I can tell he’s single, lives in LA, and we have a mutual friend. I’m going to date him.” Her response:
               “Ha! Yea ok. He has like 70k followers. You’re going to date him huh?” To which I replied, “Yup.”
            

            
            A major synchronistic detail that possibly fueled my confidence was that I already had time on my calendar to go hiking with
               our mutual friend, Jason, so I decided to ask him about John. As Jason and I were hiking and talking about my recent move
               to LA and my career transition, my intention was to bring John up to him and ask him to pass along my number. But before I
               ever got the chance to say anything, Jason looked at me and said, “I have this friend that I feel like you would really get
               along with. He’s on IG as The Angry Therapist.”
            

            
            I played it cool. “Oh? I don’t think I know him.” For the next twenty minutes Jason described him to me. Before I agreed that he could pass along my number, I did have one thing I needed to know for sure: “Does he date white girls?” An odd question, I know, but my recent breakup that had left me heartbroken and struggling to get off the couch was with a man who told me five months into dating pretty seriously that he didn’t see a future with me because I was white. And while I respected and understood his connection to his culture, I was still healing from that experience and didn’t want to get hurt again in the same way. Jason said he would check with John and give him my number in the meantime. 

            
            That night John texted. I was sitting on my yoga mat, about to go into class. My heart skipped. It was really crazy to me
               how this whole thing was going down. I have always been known as someone who “makes things happen.” Once I set my mind on
               something, it usually becomes mine if only because of my focus and determination, but this felt bigger than my tenacity. This
               felt like something larger was at play that I couldn’t see or understand.
            

            
            We bantered a bit, and then he set up a “real” date. Dinner reservations on a Sunday evening. No coffee, no “let’s go grab
               a drink.” A real date, from the jump. I was impressed.
            

            
            It was abundantly clear from our very first date that John possessed something that I had never found in another man. I had
               dated men who were self-aware (-ish), men who meditated and took care of themselves, men who talked the talk. But John looked
               at me in a way that disarmed me. He looked at me like he was really listening. Like he was invested in understanding this
               dynamic, digging deeper, exploring if this was something more than just attraction. Like he was just as interested in breaking
               old patterns and changing how he participated in relationships as I was.
            

            
            We were both therapists with a hunger for dissecting relationships and the human experience, and that gave us a connection that I hadn’t experienced with anyone before. When we talked, we dipped so swiftly below our outer layers and into our core selves that I could have stayed in that depth of connection forever. 

            
            I’d like to say that from that point forward it was a storybook romance, but it wasn’t. It was the hardest first few months
               of a relationship I’ve ever had. I don’t think we had a “honeymoon phase,” because John spent most of that time doubting the
               relationship, and I spent most of it trying to decide if this was worth fighting for.
            

            
            Four months in, he asked me to come with him on a semi-work trip to Costa Rica. He wanted to travel and spend time together.
               After going through a few cycles of doubting us and pulling away, leaving me feeling not chosen, John was finally choosing
               me by asking me to come with him on this trip, right? This invitation felt like maybe he was coming around and deciding he
               did really want me, want us. So I went, even with all of my doubts and insecurities still fully present. And then bam. The same pattern of appearing to choose me and then changing his mind happened again. Right in the middle of the trip, he
               emotionally bailed. He got weird, he pulled inside, and he couldn’t have made it more obvious that he did not want me or want
               to be with or around me. I hit my emotional breaking point. I broke down as he talked to me about his “not knowing” about
               us. It was the first time I had cried in front of him, and I remember very clearly telling him through tears that we should
               break up.
            

            
            I spent the following morning in a hammock overlooking the jungle treetops, dissecting the situation on WhatsApp with two of my friends, who were a world away from me. “Fuck him. I’m so over this shit. When we get back I’m done with this relationship, I’m done with him.” I remember my friend who had initially connected me to John’s IG expressing such disappointment that who he portrayed himself to be was not who he really seemed to be. “I cannot believe he got you all the way out there where you’re completely isolated and then dropped this bomb. Fuck him.” After some more “fuck hims” were exchanged and agreed upon and the tears were wiped away, I breathed deeply and went to go shower. We still had four days left on the trip. 

            
            And in those four days I did what I always do: I compartmentalized it all and put a smile on my face to make sure no one felt
               like they needed to take care of me or would even notice that I was hurting. We finished the trip without any more apparent
               conflict.
            

            
            It was on that trip that all of my projections started dissolving in front of my eyes in real time. I was struck with the intense realization that perhaps I had put John on a pedestal because he was a therapist who wrote about himself and relationships in a deep way. He talked like he knew things. But what was he showing me in real life? He was just another guy who had intimacy issues and hadn’t worked through his bullshit. Another guy who said one thing but did another. Another guy who talked a big game about the work he had done, but who hid behind his past and his fear when it came time to put it into practice. He made me feel like he didn’t want me. As I tried to convince him that he did, I had already convinced myself that being with someone like him was the answer. 

            
            During that Costa Rica trip I realized that I was furious with John, but also embarrassed—for assuming this time would be
               different just because he was a therapist.
            

            
         
         
            John

            Jason ran up to me and asked, “Do you date white girls?” I felt insulted. The question seemed racist. But I know he didn’t
               mean it that way. Besides, we were at the gym, where there’s that layer of locker-room verbiage. Verbal chest bumps. Machismo.
               I replied, “I date all girls.” He then said he had a therapist for me. I was insulted again. I told him I didn’t just date
               therapists. What’s wrong with you? I thought. But I was secretly touched that Jason thought of me.
            

            
            I hadn’t been on a date in a while because I was being “single on purpose,” which is a practice I had come up with for growing
               and investing in Self while free and alone. I came up with the idea because I had a horrible pattern of getting into long-term
               relationships too fast. I would meet someone. There would be a connection. The next thing I knew we were having breakfast
               for dinner, walking on eggshells, and splitting the rent. So even though I was touched that Jason thought of me for his white
               girl therapist friend, I told myself, John, you will not get into another long-term relationship.

            
            Instead, I had vowed to only date and do things that made me feel insecure and bad about myself. I was tired of commitment. I wanted to experience debauchery. Wake up next to someone I didn’t like. Have sex on drugs. You get the idea. 

            
            Maybe you need a bit more context. When I was in my twenties and thirties, I was in a relationship that ended in marriage
               and then really ended in divorce. That relationship took up my headspace through many of my younger years, and I always suspected that I
               missed out on certain experiences. It might sound bizarre, but I now intended to have those experiences many of my clients
               were trying to undo. I wanted to know what some of them felt like for myself.
            

            
            But none of that happened, save some sprinkled dating and one innocent night of Ecstasy and conversation with someone I had
               met online a while ago and finally got around to meeting in person. It felt more like two high school kids under the bleachers
               than a wild one-night stand. It was nice, and that was that. Things never play out as you imagine.
            

            
            Enter Vanessa. Jason gave me her number and her social handles. After scrolling through her entire Instagram feed (all the
               way to her very first post, which everyone pretends like they don’t do), I asked her out on a date at a restaurant right next
               door to my apartment. I could literally throw a quarter and hit it. It wasn’t me being lazy. It was one of my favs and on
               her list to try.
            

            
            As far as dates go, I was pleasantly surprised. We accidentally took home each other’s leftovers, which was the hook to another meeting. But I was confused, because my brain didn’t know where to file this. I knew I didn’t want a relationship. I wasn’t done being single on purpose. But she was. Then she touched me. Literally. Her touch felt different. I know that sounds hokey, but it’s true. Yes, she studied Reiki, so maybe that had something to do with it. But her touch
               had a comfort and calm to it that I hadn’t felt before. It felt greater than both of us. And it lingered. Making me more confused.
               And this confusion would set the relationship up for failure. Actually it wasn’t the confusion. It was me denying it instead
               of really looking at it. Turning my cheek to my truth and just going with it because it felt good and made sense. That’s where
               I was irresponsible.
            

            
            Unlike Vanessa, I didn’t let out a sigh of relief because she was a therapist. It was the complete opposite for me. Instead,
               I held my breath. I could finally be exposed here. No more being the “expert” in the relationship. Now someone could call
               me out on my shit instead of assuming it was her fault just because I had letters after my name. No more hiding behind theories,
               concepts, and 10,000-plus hours of helping people with their relationships. Vanessa was my kryptonite. I had met my match. And I was terrified.
            

            
            I paid sixty grand with interest for EQ. I worked really hard for these emotional tools. And subconsciously, I felt I needed
               them to make up for anything I was lacking on the outside. I used my therapist knowledge base as armor against my insecurities.
               I had finally turned my bib into a cape, a cape I wore proudly in my relationships. Relationships and personal development
               was my major. Never theirs. This made it easy to deflect, hide, not take ownership, and move conversations back toward the other
               person at every turn, like we were trained to do with our clients.
            

            
            But my expertise also prevented me from doing work on myself. Behind The Angry Therapist there was still an unhealthy, reactive, jealous, controlling, defensive boy. Vanessa would be the first to discover him. 

            
         
         
            Vanessa

            Even though we finished off the Costa Rica trip at a small, romantic hotel with some good food and hot sex, I wasn’t fully
               present. I had so much brewing inside me that would carry over into the next few weeks of our relationship. When we got back
               to Los Angeles, I made a decision. I was going to break relationship patterns that no longer served me.
            

            
            I was no longer going to base my self-worth on whether or not the other person in the relationship, romantic or otherwise,
               was choosing me. I had spent my life contorting who I really was in order to be chosen. Telling myself, don’t rock the boat.
               Say the right thing. Don’t say the wrong thing. Be the cool girl who’s not too needy. Don’t have any needs, period. Be sexual,
               make them want you, but not so sexual that they only want that. Be funny, but don’t talk too much. Don’t be too much. Always
               be on. Like what they like. Give, give, give, but don’t take. I was exhausted.
            

            
            I decided during that trip that it didn’t matter who chose me if I didn’t choose me. I wanted to be able to be myself, fully authentic, in this relationship and in any relationships moving forward. But that was entirely on me. Maybe my “knowing” with John wasn’t about him being my person. Maybe it was about the importance of him coming into my life so I could finally face myself and decide I was worth choosing. 

            
            I had spent years in therapy learning to trust myself, learning to hear what my gut, my intuition, was actually saying. I
               had finally listened to it when I left my last relationship. My gut had been telling me for years that this wasn’t right for
               either of us and it was time to let go, and yet I had stayed and fought and forced it until a massive blowup ending was the
               only way out. At the time I thought I had finally learned the lesson. “I choose me” was what I told myself as I packed my
               bags and moved across the country alone, leaving everything I knew and everyone I loved behind. But since I had landed in
               LA, I had already had two relationships in which I was back in my old pattern of tap dancing and performing in order to be
               chosen. Now here was John, giving me the greatest gift—the opportunity to walk the walk.
            

            
            So a couple days after we got back from Costa Rica I told him I needed time to think. I asked for a week without any contact.
               No texting, calling, or seeing each other. In that week I got clear: this wasn’t about him, this was about me. Yes, I had
               fallen for John already, and my inner voice, based on my story, was screaming to do anything to keep him, to make him stay
               and not “abandon” me. But instead of listening to that voice, at the end of that week I let my gut do the talking.
            

            
            I invited him over to talk. He showed up with flowers. I laid it out. “I can’t do this anymore. This hot and cold. One minute you want me, and the next minute you pull the rug out from under me and I don’t know which way is up. You’re cold, you’re in your head, you’re disconnected. It makes me feel unsafe, like I can’t trust you or me. I don’t expect you to know that you want to be with me forever. I don’t even know if I want to be with you forever, but you’re either in or you’re out. You either want to do this, to see where this goes, to see if there is something here to build together, or you don’t.” Essentially I told him to “shit or get off the pot.” 

            
            His first response was “I thought you were calling me over here tonight to break up with me.” Then he said, “I’m sorry I’ve
               made you feel unsafe. This is my stuff, not yours. I’m in.”
            

            
         
         
            Questions to Ask Yourself

            Where in your life are you acting, performing, or phoning it in, in order to be chosen? What does that look like in your behavior?
               Are you open and honest with yourself and others, regardless of the possibility that they might not like it or could walk
               away? What does it feel like in your body in those moments when you don’t show up authentically? When you stuff the real you
               down? Do you remember a moment when you did choose yourself? Do you remember how that felt?
            

            
         
         
            The Practice

            Sure, there can be big moments when we decide to choose ourselves. And these moments can feel amazing, empowering even. But listening to our knowings, hearing what our gut is saying in the everyday, the mundane, is a lifelong practice. Pay close attention to the time when you choose to say or not say something in order to not rock the boat. Notice when you swallow asking for something, or when you shy away from having a hard conversation, or when the narrative in your head says something like “It’s not worth it” or “What’s the point?” 

            
            All the small moments like these that come up in a relationship are opportunities to choose yourself. In that one moment when
               you notice your fear but you say the thing anyway, you are turning up the volume on your intuition ever so slightly. You are
               telling yourself that you are worth choosing. It’s in those micro moments that your sense of worth and value as a person will
               start to grow and strengthen. Think of each of those moments as a building block. Every time one of those blocks is laid,
               a foundation of Self is built.
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