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            Dedication

         
         This book is dedicated to everyone who loved with everything they had only to find themselves crushed and confused. Again.
            Wondering what went wrong this time.
         

         
         To high school love, when love was life or death, when we hung on every word, died a thousand times because love wasn’t returned.

         
         To our twenties, messy, beautiful, toxic, unforgettable, a long, hard goodbye. To impulsiveness. Unpredictability. Reactiveness.
            Control. Neediness. Codependency. Enmeshment.
         

         
         And to our thirties, when we finally turned the corner, took down the poster, started drawing lines, naming our needs, refusing
            to shrink, realizing that love isn’t about surviving each other but growing through it.
         

         
         For the twenty-something versions of ourselves who thought loving harder could save it. For the ones who chased the high,
            mistook unpredictability for passion, and the need for connection.
         

         
         For all the heartbreaks that built us, the impulsive ones, the codependent ones, the ones that left us checking our phones,
            begging the universe for a sign. For the chaos, the control, the reactivity, the breadcrumb diets we called relationships.
         

         
         For those who lost themselves in someone else and called it love because that’s what we were taught.

         
         To the relationship dynamic we grew up with, believing this is what love looks like. Because it’s all we saw, felt, and knew.

         
         This book is dedicated to everyone who said, “Fuck no. That’s enough. I’m done.” Tore down old walls, rewrote blueprints,
            chose truth over comfort, and came back to a “Fuck yes. I’m ready to love again.” But this time in a new way. To all the couples
            in couples counseling, giving it another shot. To the brave ones who are choosing to be single. On purpose. Even when their
            hands still shake from what came before. To the ones who refused to walk on eggshells. Accept breadcrumbs. Do life around
            or at, instead of with. To everyone who has loved hard and realized how hard healthy love truly is to build.
         

         
         This book is for you.

         
         For your courage to burn the script, to choose truth over familiarity, to believe that love, real love, can be rewritten.

         
         For anyone who is now looking for a corrective love experience.
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            Introduction

         
         Love.

         
         A word so overused, so bloated with fantasy and Pinterest quotes, it’s practically lost all meaning. We say it too soon. We
            wait for it too long. We hang our hopes on it like it’s a lottery ticket, praying it saves us from ourselves.
         

         
         You’ve heard the line: “Love isn’t something you find. Love is something that finds you.”

         
         Cute. Also? Bullshit.

         
         That always sounded to me like a poetic excuse to sit back and wait, as if love were a stray dog that might show up on your
            porch one day. As if you didn’t have to do anything. As if you could just cross your fingers, manifest it, and hope Cupid remembers your zip code.
         

         
         But love isn’t a magical accident.

         
         It doesn’t knock politely. It doesn’t show up clean.

         
         Love is something you go after. Like your life depends on it. Because in many ways, it does.
         

         
         Finding love requires more than wishful thinking and vision boards. It takes effort. Honesty. Risk. It takes confronting your past, your patterns, your protective armor. It takes get-off-your-ass energy. The kind of effort we reserve for things that actually matter. 

         
         So yes, you find love.

         
         You hunt for it. You bleed for it. You choose it.
         

         
         But here’s the twist.

         
         At 51, after a marriage, multiple long-term relationships, fleeting flings, and now a seven-year partnership complete with
            a child, shared mailbox, and real-life adulting, I’ve come to believe something else:
         

         
         Love finds you.

         
         Just not in the way we were taught.

         
         

         Let me explain.

         
         

         Love is an energy, a life force, a constant, like air or gravity, always present, always pulling. Just because we aren’t actively
            “in love” doesn’t mean love isn’t there. It’s an ever-present force, always attracting us to healing. And that’s how love
            finds us. Like water meeting water at its own level, wounded love finds wounded love to eventually heal its parts. But only
            if both people are willing to stay and “do the work,” as they say—to go on an inner journey and evaluation of self. I believe
            that’s why Vanessa and I met. To bring each other corrective love experiences, which I’ll go deeper on later. This is the
            great misunderstanding about love: It finds us not just to thrill us but to heal us. But here’s the catch. It’s messy, complicated,
            and often uncomfortable.
         

         
         We were sold the idea that if the love is pure and strong, everything should line up. But in reality, love is messy, complicating, and activating. It’s supposed to be. That’s where the growth soil exists. Love without conflict is not love. It’s a commercial. Sugar instead of protein. And since we’ve been programmed to chase the dopamine high and trace glossy posters instead of exploring truth—our wounds, wiring, and dysfunction—we are quick to exit when things get hard. 

         
         Love isn’t just something that fills us; it’s something that changes us. It’s not here to simply make us happy or keep us company. It’s here to heal us, stretch us, and ultimately transform
            us. Love isn’t a trophy to win or a box to check. It’s a process, a mirror, and, if we’re brave enough, a revolution.
         

         
         But this is where most of us get stuck. We cling to outdated ideas of love, rooted in childhood fairy tales or shaped by dysfunctional
            patterns. We confuse dopamine rushes for connection, and we mistake ease for destiny. And when love starts to feel hard, when
            it demands growth instead of comfort, we hit the eject button. We walk away from the very thing that has the power to transform
            us, mistaking the discomfort for failure instead of the necessary soil where growth takes root.
         

         
         To experience the magic and medicine of love, we must navigate the mess. Explore our stories and wiring and why we show up
            the way we do. Through this process, we begin to heal through love, which is the ultimate reward. Not the butterflies, goosebumps,
            or having someone to eat meals with. Love then expands us, as we lean into our discomfort and follow strings tied to our story—creating
            a better understanding of self. Love stretches us as we explore our traumas and wounds and work through our activation, as
            we confront our past and grow in ways we could never have anticipated.
         

         
         But unfortunately, most people don’t experience this. They don’t get this far. Because when the relationship gets tested, forcing them to look inward, they break the safety glass and hit the red button. And the growth soil (the magic and miracle of love) calcifies. 

         
         This is why I wrote this book.

         
         I want to help you know when to stay and when to leave, to recognize love as a form of medicine for your soul and story, and
            to understand that the purpose of love is not just companionship but transformation. If you’re ready to break free of misconceptions
            and see love with new eyes, you’ll make different choices, choices that lead to deeper connections, growth, and a fuller understanding
            of yourself. We’ll explore the beliefs, wounds, and wiring that shape how you love. We’ll break down old definitions that
            no longer serve you and replace them with ones that align with who you are today. We’ll look at why love feels so easy and
            effortless in the beginning and so damn hard when it gets real. Most importantly, we’ll explore how to build and sustain love.
            Not just in your relationships, but in your relationship with yourself.
         

         
         This isn’t just a guide to finding love. It’s a guide to transforming your entire relationship with it. It’s about understanding
            that love is a practice, not a prize. It’s about learning to love higher, deeper, and with intention. It’s about becoming
            the person you need to be to attract and nurture the kind of love that doesn’t just fill your heart but heals you.
         

         
         I wrote this book to offer you a higher template. To learn to put weight on what’s good for you instead of what feels good. To ask the hard questions that will get you to go on your inner journey of self-discovery and stretch. So that you position yourself to attract the kind of love that will give you a corrective experience and transform you—and create an internal greenhouse that continues to grow a whole and honest version of yourself. Which will ripple into all areas of your life. Not just your relationship. 

         
         
            What happens after the new lenses and definitions and internal repositioning that attracts a healing love? How do I maintain
                  and build a healthy sustainable relationship?

         

         Additionally, I will tell you what is required to build a relationship with wings. Through learning from my own failed relationships
            and from working with couples for over 15 years, I have seen the common pitfalls, problems, and patterns that create nosedives.
            Because yes, you’re right, finding love is only half the equation. If you don’t know how to keep the plane in the air, getting
            it off the ground doesn’t matter.
         

         
         Many spend all their time and energy finding love, but when they find it, it doesn’t last because they don’t know how to build
            and maintain that love. So they find themselves alone, and the search begins again. A few more laps of this and they become
            exhausted and hopeless. So they attract the wrong types of people and relationships, the kind that only lead to dead ends,
            which they internalize as false beliefs about themselves and about love. Until they create their own prison.
         

         
         Building a healthy relationship isn’t just about inner work. There are practice steps and tools required to build that healthy space. You can’t just trust the universe and how you feel about someone, as many people do. You have to actively practice loving in your day-to-day. I’ll show you what that looks like. Reps are required. Like sit-ups at the gym. Like a personal love trainer, I will give you a program to build a better relationship. 

         
         I have written about love and relationships for nearly two decades, in blogs, articles, and various publications. But this
            is officially my first solo book encompassing everything I know and understand about love, our greatest superpower—about attracting
            it, feeding it, growing it, and healing through it.
         

         
         This book is the culmination of nearly two decades of writing, studying, and working with clients on the battlefield of love—through
            blogs, articles, sessions, retreats, intensives, and every DM asking, Why does love feel so hard?

         
         And now, for the first time, it’s all here. In one book.

         
         Everything I know about how to attract love, nurture it, grow inside it, and heal through it.
         

         
         This isn’t a highlight reel. It’s a blueprint.

         
         And whether you’re single, partnered, or somewhere in between, this book will give you the language, structure, and mindset
            to stop waiting on love and start building it.
         

         
         Because love isn’t a lightning strike.

         
         It’s a practice.

         
         And it starts with you.

         
         
            What You’ll Find in These Pages

            This book is divided into three acts, like any good story. Act I is about redefining love. Together, we’ll challenge the cultural
               myths, societal expectations, and personal baggage that have shaped your understanding of love. This is ground zero—the foundation
               for everything that follows.
            

            
            Act II is about repositioning. Here, we’ll look inward, exploring how you’ve shown up in past relationships and how to rewrite those patterns. We’ll dive into your triggers, your fears, and the false stories your nervous system has been telling you for years. This is where you’ll begin to attract healthier, more aligned connections—not by searching for them, but by becoming the kind of person who naturally invites them in. 

            
            Finally, Act III is about building and sustaining love. It’s one thing to find love, and another to keep it. Here we’ll talk
               about the tools, practices, and mindset shifts needed to create a relationship that thrives. From communication and conflict
               resolution to maintaining passion and purpose, this section will give you the practical strategies you need to keep love alive.
            

            
         
         
            Your Hero’s Love Journey

            This book isn’t just a collection of words to skim before you drift off to sleep or a pretty title to adorn your nightstand.
               It’s a call to action. A rallying cry for transformation. Think of it as an invitation—no, a challenge—to embark on your own
               hero’s journey. Because that’s what redefining love demands of you: courage, honesty, and a willingness to confront the shadows
               that linger in the corners of your heart.
            

            
            
               The most transformative kind of love isn’t about finding the perfect person or waiting for the perfect moment. It’s about
                     finding yourself within the love you create.

            

            It’s about slaying your dragons—the unresolved wounds, the patterns you inherited but never questioned, the fears that have kept you small. It’s about taking a hard look at the narratives you’ve carried about love that have been stunting your growth and potential. And then it’s about stepping into the fire, burning away what no longer fits or serves you, and emerging not just different but whole. 

            
            Picking up this book is your first step. By doing so, you’ve already said, I’m ready. Ready to do the work, ready to explore what’s possible, and ready to rewrite your story. But make no mistake. This isn’t
               a passive journey. You’ll need to engage, reflect, and sometimes wrestle with the truths you uncover. That’s the cost of growth,
               but it’s also the reward.
            

            
            Because love isn’t just a destination. It’s not a finish line you cross when you find the “right” person or the “perfect”
               relationship. Love is a way of being, a daily practice, a choice, a commitment to show up as your truest self. It’s not just
               something we do; it’s who we are. Love is what connects us, heals us, and pushes us to become the best versions of ourselves.
            

            
            Love is the most human thing we do. It’s messy and vulnerable and imperfect, but that’s what makes it powerful. It’s transformative
               because it demands growth. It forces us to face parts of ourselves we’d rather ignore and to choose connection over comfort.
            

            
            By the time you finish this book, my hope is that you’ll have come to understand that love is something you build, nurture,
               and grow, starting with yourself. Because the truth is, the relationship you have with yourself sets the tone for every other
               relationship in your life. When you cultivate love within, when you embrace your own worth and show up with intention, you
               transform not only how you love but how you live. And that transformation ripples out into everything, your partnerships,
               your friendships, your work, your purpose. It changes you.
            

            
            This isn’t just a book. It’s a road map to your most authentic self. So let’s begin. Not just to read but to create. To redefine. To love—on purpose, with purpose, and for good. 

            
            

            So take a deep breath.

            
            You’re here for a reason.

            
            Let’s begin.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Act I—We Were Sold Lies

         
         
            We are taught to love romantically before we are taught to love truthfully.

            —Vienna Pharaon

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Our Definitions of Love

         
         Everything starts with our definitions. Our definitions are where we pull from. They are the maps we trace. Either consciously
            or subconsciously, they outline the images we try to bring to life. They lay tracks and become our North Star. We lose our
            peripheral as we run toward these images, turning our landscape lens into portrait, from wide to narrow. The result is often
            not honest to us because we rarely check in with ourselves to make sure it’s accurate and current with our truth. We make
            decisions on autopilot and force things that may not feel right.
         

         
         For example, say you grew up in a house with parents whose definition of success was getting good grades and becoming a doctor
            or lawyer. They grew up poor and never had a chance to receive higher education. So they wanted something different for you
            and harped on you to study so you could get into a great university, drive a BMW, and make a solid salary—so you could be
            “happy.” If you got poor grades, you were punished. If you got good grades, you were praised. Being a doctor was their definition
            of success in America.
         

         
         But you didn’t want this. You wanted to be a professional breakdancer. You were drawn to movement and art and anything creative, not textbooks. You found joy in flow states, not facts. But over the years, their definition of success and happy slowly seeped in. What truly mattered was measured on paper, not by how you felt. So you tried as hard as you could to be “successful.” You put your dancing shoes and paintbrushes away and grinded. You did nothing but study. You studied and studied and studied. It took twice as much effort to get good grades because you were dyslexic and had mild ADHD, which you wouldn’t discover until decades later. 

         
         With a stroke of luck, you got into law school. Not a top 10. But still, it was a law school. You graduated and after three
            attempts, you finally passed the bar. Now you’re officially a lawyer and your parents are proud as fuck. Now they have something
            to brag about at church. You’re also getting praise in the world. Friends think of you as smart and successful. Your fancy
            watch and German automobile are proof of that. But on the inside, you’re slowly dying. Working long billable hours and tucking
            your shirt in, day after day, year after year, has stripped you of your soul. Your left brain is swollen and your right brain
            is neglected. You become disconnected from self and find yourself just going through the motions of life. Not truly living.
            You pay your bills on time, you own a house, and you have a solid 401(k). You’re also close to making partner, which means
            more “success.” But also a faster inner death.
         

         
         One day you wake up and realize you’re depressed. Not a debilitating depression where you can’t get out of bed all day. That would be great. Because people would know and you would be forced to make some big life changes. This depression is mild and low-grade. You’re able to function and keep it inside. So it just eats at you like a virus. You know you’re unhappy, but there’s no urgency. You’ll get to it tomorrow. So you keep punching the clock. Keep buying shiny things that temporarily distract you. And keep paying taxes. Drifting further and further away from self and wondering what the point of this life is. 

         
         All because you didn’t embrace your own definition of success and happiness. You haven’t been living your own life. You’ve
            been living your parents’ life. You were sold their definition of success and happiness and did everything you could to live
            up to it. The moment you started ignoring your own truth and accepted someone else’s—which can be any truth outside of self,
            not just parents’ truth—you started pulling from a false definition.
         

         
         Love is no different.

         
         Replace parents’ definition of success and happiness with their definition of love. So instead of good grades and becoming
            a lawyer, maybe their definition is getting married young and having kids before 30. Or maybe love means the husband stays
            home and raises the kids while the wife builds her empire. Or maybe love means you stay together no matter how bad things
            get, because divorce is never an option. Maybe love means no public expressions of physical affection and separate bedrooms.
            Maybe love means complete enmeshment and dependency. Maybe love means having multiple partners.
         

         
         Now add other influences to our definitions. Yes, our definitions may start at home with our parents but they’re just two cooks in a small kitchen. Life is a food court. Multiple vendors, cooks, chefs, serving all kinds of food from different cultures. Our definitions form as we grow and experience school, friends, society, media, etc. But the results are the same when you live by other people’s definitions instead of your own for long enough: 

         
         
            	Disconnection from self

            	Going through the motions—existing, not living

            	Depression

            	Diminishing of your human potential

            	A dishonest love

         

         Of course, as kids, we don’t yet have the strength, or the spine, to live by our own definitions. We’re still forming, still
            fluid. More sponge than structure. We absorb everything: our parents’ beliefs about love and success, our teachers’ expectations,
            our friends’ fears, the media’s fantasies. We take it all in without filters, without questions. We learn through osmosis
            what’s acceptable, what earns love, what gets praised. We inherit blueprints we didn’t ask for and start building lives around
            them.
         

         
         But something begins to shift as we step into adulthood. We start to feel the friction between what we were taught and what
            actually feels honest. We begin to hear a quieter voice, our own, underneath all the noise. And even if we don’t have the
            full picture, we start asking better questions: What if my parents were wrong? What if the love I saw in movies was never real to begin with? What if my friends have been
               running the same program and calling it truth?

         
         This is the fork in the road. The moment the autopilot turns off. Because now, for the first time, you have a choice. To keep tracing someone else’s map or start drawing your own. To stop reciting lines from a script you didn’t write—and begin telling a story that’s actually yours. 

         
         
            Where Our Definitions of Love Come From

            Many of our definitions are formed by media and movies, social media, cultural narratives, education and upbringing, advertising,
               and, of course, our peers.
            

            
            Movies, TV shows, books, and music frequently portray idealized and unrealistic versions of love and relationships. They highlight
               the dramatic and romanticized aspects of love, skewing our perceptions. Either love is everything or it’s crushing. It’s life
               or death. Anything in between, which is where most love takes place, doesn’t sell tickets. Platforms like Instagram and Facebook
               allow people to share curated and glossy versions of their lives that show only the highs of their relationships. Your neighbor’s
               grass has never been greener, leading us into comparisons and unrealistic expectations. We start wondering if there’s something
               wrong with our own relationship. Maybe we can have more or better.
            

            
            Add to that societal norms and traditions that promote certain stereotypes about love and relationships. For example, the
               idea of “soulmates” or “happily ever after” can create the expectation that love should be effortless and perfect. And if
               it isn’t, it’s not meant to be. So instead of working on ourselves and the relationship, we trust the universe to deliver
               someone more “aligned” with us.
            

            
            Families and educational systems also play a major role in distorting our early definitions of love. School gives us zero education on what a healthy relationship looks like and fails to provide the tools required to build sustainable love. We only learn through experiences, most of them chaotic and explosive because we don’t have the right tools, or any at all. We experience love as a reaction, one strictly based on feelings and our nervous system’s attempts to protect us. It isn’t until we have come out the other side of many expired relationships that we learn about ourselves and begin to redefine love. 

            
            We also didn’t have healthy models growing up. Our image of what is “normal” or acceptable was shaped by the dysfunctional
               relationships we witnessed in our own families, starting with our parents. Love was survival stories dressed up as relationships.
               And for many of us, that meant watching our parents act more like roommates than romantic partners.
            

            
            In my case, love looked like silence, obligation, and separate bedrooms. My parents weren’t together out of passion. They
               were together because, in Korean culture and for their generation, divorce wasn’t an option. Love wasn’t a choice; it was
               a contract. They stayed together out of duty, not desire. Emotional dependence disguised as commitment. Partnership without
               intimacy. They weren’t holding hands; they were just holding it together.
            

            
            I didn’t grow up seeing slow dancing in the kitchen or shared glances across the dinner table. I saw arguments. I saw distance.
               I saw a kind of quiet resignation passed off as “normal.” Romance? Nowhere in sight. Instead, I learned that love was about
               what needed to get done. Who picked up the kids. Who paid the bills. Who folded the laundry, and who brought home the paycheck.
            

            
            Old-school gender roles were alive and well in my house. My mom did everything inside the home, cooking, cleaning, caretaking. My dad handled everything outside the home, work, finances, and didn’t show up until dinner. They operated more like a system than a couple. A functioning unit. And from that dynamic, I absorbed a silent blueprint: This is what a relationship looks like. This is what love means. 

            
            It took years and a lot of unlearning to realize that just because something is familiar doesn’t mean it’s healthy. That what
               we witness early on becomes the framework we either follow or fight our whole lives.
            

            
            

            These factors collectively contribute to the formation and reinforcement of misconceptions about love, leading to unrealistic
               expectations and potentially unhealthy relationship dynamics. These definitions are wrapped in “shoulds” and often don’t line
               up with our current truth, creating cracks in our relationship container as well as our connection to ourselves. The unrealistic
               expectations created by our definitions wall off our ability to form healthy and fulfilling connections.
            

            
         
         
            How Relationship Residue Turns into Distorted Definitions

            During our younger years, before we have a solid sense of self, we love purely with our hearts, without any emotional intelligence because, well, we don’t have any. These early experiences, often filled with unhealthy conflict, internalization, and sacrifice of our own voice, left us with distorted and damaging beliefs about love and self. We then internalized what happened in those relationships. When we told ourselves that if only we were different things would have been different, we formed damaging beliefs about ourselves as well. We blamed ourselves and believed that we were defective, that there was something inherently wrong with us. These false beliefs about ourselves became part of our blueprint for love. They became the wounds that we would react from later. 

            
            As we get older, these old definitions of love stay imprinted on us, like patchy ice that never melts. We become less open
               to new definitions and more guarded, fearing further heartbreak. We stay this way until we’ve experienced enough heartbreak
               to start questioning our definitions. Through our many collisions and expired relationships, we have revelations that begin
               to reshape our definition of love. We gain insights about ourselves, others, and what we think love is. We start to understand
               that love is not about self-sacrifice but about making healthy compromises and repairing conflict, which no one taught us
               how to do. Our perspective on what feels healthy and fulfilling in a relationship begins to change. We drop into our body
               and focus on how we feel instead of being stuck in a spiral of overwrought logic and distorted thoughts. We start to question
               old definitions that no longer serve us and seek new ones, realizing that our definitions can change as we change. When we
               learn that love is a choice, we can finally retire the glossy poster glorifying romance we’ve had hanging in our bedroom for
               so long. And with a new definition of love, one that is more honest to us, we start to attract a different kind of love and,
               ultimately, to build a different kind of relationship. One with legs.
            

            
         
         
            Common Old Definitions of Love

            Here are some examples of old definitions of love:

            
            
               	Love as a fairy tale: This definition portrays love as a perfect, effortless, and eternal state of bliss. It suggests that once you find “the one,”
                  everything will fall into place and you’ll live happily ever after.
               

               	Love as self-sacrifice: This definition emphasizes putting the needs and desires of your partner above your own. It suggests that love means constantly
                  giving and sacrificing without considering your own well-being.
               

               	Love as possession: This definition views love as ownership and control over your partner. It implies that you should have complete authority
                  over your partner’s actions, thoughts, and choices.
               

               	Love as completion: This definition suggests that finding a romantic partner will fill the void within you and make you whole. It implies that
                  you need someone else to complete you and find happiness.
               

               	Love as dependency: This definition portrays love as relying solely on your partner for happiness, validation, and a sense of identity. It suggests
                  that without your partner, you are incomplete and unable to function.
               

            

            These old definitions of love often lead to unhealthy dynamics, unrealistic expectations, and limited personal growth within
               relationships. It’s important to recognize and challenge these old beliefs to create healthier and more fulfilling definitions
               of love.
            

            
         
         
            My Old Definition of Love

            When I was in my twenties, my definition of love was the lightning in the bottle. Someone walks into a room and you know.
               Feelings override logic. The draw is inevitable, the connection magical. Love for me meant giving everything, including my
               life if necessary. If you go down, I go down with you. And vice versa. This was romantic. There was no you or me. Only us.
               Love meant losing yourself in the other. Love meant fixing people. Love meant ownership. Love meant never taking your hands
               off each other and drowning in one single tub filled with bubbles and shared dreams. Love meant the other always comes first,
               for each of us. It was us against the world. We didn’t need friends. They were extra. Love meant finishing each other’s sentences
               and fulfilling each other’s every single need. Or die trying. Love meant rings and picket fences.
            

            
            For many people, this happily-ever-after/you-complete-me idea is the definition of love, courtesy of messaging from Disney
               movies, rom-coms, and romance novels. It’s simple and beautifully packaged. There’s no talk about activation, introspection,
               or how to handle conflict and process our activation. Nothing about trauma or upbringing, how our stories cause us to run,
               sabotage, react, possess, and control. Nothing about what happens when the chemicals fade, or about the tools, not just powerful
               feelings, required to build a sustainable relationship.
            

            
            What happens when you move in together and realize you’re more different than similar? When the glossy poster comes down and there’s a real person standing there? With a mouth guard and abandonment issues? What do you do when life happens and you start growing apart? When you have children and your lives, bodies, and desires change? All of these conditions are spelled out in very fine print. We sign without reading that part, because we believe we found our person and that’s all that matters. We fall. We trust. It’s forever. 

            
         
         
            How My Old Definition Plays Out in Relationships

            It’s crucial to know and understand how our definitions play out in our relationships. To see the results of our thinking,
               not just in theory but in real life. To see the truth. There is no greater motivation.
            

            
            Lightning in the bottle. She walks into a room and you know. Feelings override logic. The draw is inevitable, the connection
                  magical. → Based on this definition, we were meant to be—forever. She was my soulmate. There was no one else, since she was “the one,”
                  “my one,” and the only one, and I couldn’t lose her. Afraid she might fall in love with someone else, I had to keep her close.
                  This definition caused me to grab love instead of holding it. It gave me a sense of entitlement and possession.

            
            
               Behaviors

               
                  	Being possessive and controlling

                  	Feeling insecure, jealous, and suspicious when she had male friends

                  	Placing lots of “shoulds” on how a wife acts or doesn’t act with other men, backed by my definition of love

               

               Love means giving everything, including your life. If you go down, I go down with you. And vice versa. Losing yourself in the other. → Based on this definition, we didn’t need anything or anyone else. We had each other and that was all that mattered. So friends
                     were extra and interests and passions came second.

               
            
            
               Behaviors

               
                  	Expecting to come first with her, right after God, and concluding that, if she didn’t make me feel that way, she didn’t love
                     me
                  

                  	Always putting her first and accommodating everything else to her and her schedule

                  	Not investing much in friendships and expecting her to do the same

                  	Making all plans for the two of us together, leaving little space for our separate lives

               

               Love means not taking our hands off each other and drowning in one single tub filled with bubbles and shared dreams. Fulfilling
                     each other’s every need. Love means rings and picket fences. → Based on this definition, if my partner loved me, she would always desire me. She would want as much sex as I did. Our dreams
                     would align. I would fulfill her every need, and she would do the same for me. Love hung on the promise of exchanging vows,
                     buying a house, and having kids. Now. Not one day.

               
            
            
               Behaviors

               
                  	Enmeshment, codependency—putting her needs before mine, and not filling my own cup (taking care of my own needs) but rather
                     expecting her to fill it
                  

                  	Doing everything I could to make money to buy us a house so we could have kids and a family—getting more and more angry, unhappy, and depressed as this proved hard to do 

                  	If she wasn’t intimate with me, she didn’t love and desire me. So I harbored anger and resentment, doubting her love and attraction
                     toward me because she didn’t want to have as much sex as I did. Love meant we shouldn’t find other people attractive. That
                     she shouldn’t engage with other men and I shouldn’t engage with other women. If we didn’t crave each other and think about
                     each other all the time, then something was wrong. So I checked in with her constantly to make sure everything was okay. That
                     she was there and thinking about me.
                  

               

               In a nutshell, based on my old definition of love, I suffocated the relationship. I drew hard lines around what love should
                  look like. If either of us smeared those lines, it meant we didn’t love each other. So we stayed inside the lines, and she
                  started to suffocate. I didn’t allow any space for us to grow as individuals, to explore and evolve into anything new. My
                  definition of love stunted not only my own growth but the growth of our relationship, and it allowed me to hide behind the
                  pouty wounded child and call it love. It helped me avoid stretching or examining myself, letting the wounds see daylight.
                  Instead, my definition told me to react only from my insecurity. Pulling from my old definition of love put me and the relationship
                  in a coffin instead of a cocoon.
               

               
               I wasn’t an evil person. I didn’t have a master plan at 25 to control my partner. I genuinely believed this was what love looked like. It was what was modeled at home, and what I saw in the movies. I didn’t know any different. But what I was buying into was not a healthy or sustainable love. Underlying this love was a murkiness, like addiction or trauma bonds, that I mistook for chemistry. The lightning was
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