   

Chapter 1

CLOSER TO ME, CLOSER TO YOU

Do you know who will never leave your side?

You.

Perhaps this is the relationship you need to nurture the most.

Love.

We can’t live without it. And we shouldn’t. 

Unfortunately, most of us look for love in all the wrong places. This may be a book about relationships, but make no mistake: the love you experience with others will be a direct reflection of the love you share with yourself. Wherever this text takes you, and in whatever place in life it has found you, I want you to understand, above all else, that love is an internal experience. It is found and felt from within. A relationship can help you cultivate more love but, essentially, it will amplify the abundance or lack of love you carry towards yourself. So, let’s talk about where that comes from.

The need to be loved is so strong that from day one of our existence, we demand it. That basic emotional need doesn’t disappear as we get older, instead it grows even stronger.

Which one of us doesn’t want to find their soulmate, or thinks they have found them? The one, the love of our life, the person we can’t live without?

Modern relationships are more complex than ever and our approach to love often comes from a place of lack rather than an outpouring of a cup that is already filled.

Understanding how to love is complex. From a psychological perspective, the way we learn to feel and express love starts from a very young age. Most child development specialists will tell you that newborn babies have two emotional responses: attraction and withdrawal.2 They are attracted by whatever brings them pleasure, comfort, and stimulation, while withdrawing from anything unpleasant, like bitter tastes or physical discomfort. Depending on the care that an infant is given, its consistency and its predictability can contribute to the type of attachment style it develops, or the way it relates to others. In adulthood, it is critical to meet your attachment style with grace and healing so that you do not try to seek a partner who will ‘fix’ or ‘complete’ you. We’ll talk more about attachment styles in Chapter 2.

As babies, we want to be soothed, rocked, or comforted by our caregivers, because we can’t yet regulate our emotions ourselves. Without realizing it, the way we experience and express love is influenced by how others responded to our emotional cues. In our adult relationships, many of us mirror what we learned at a young age, having formed specific attachment styles.

Beyond basic needs, you are a unique individual with experiences, memories, likes, dislikes, habits, and preferences. How you were raised is only a portion of what teaches you how to love – along with your personality and one-of-a-kind perspective. The more intimately you craft yourself through personal development and expansion, the more aligned you remain with the love you have to offer others. As the ancient Greek aphorism goes, ‘Know thyself’. 

Many people don’t take the time to explore themselves and so forget who they really are. As life goes by, they accumulate false ideas about themselves or assume thought patterns that aren’t really their own. In effect, they live without having a deep sense of self, which stops them from forming genuine connections with others.

Acquiring that deep sense of self-knowledge is how you invite conscious, happy, healthy, and fulfilling relationships. Navigating relationships is challenging enough, but to not be rooted in your deepest values and beliefs will make it feel impossible.

Whatever you bring to a relationship, you can be certain that the other person is also carrying their own baggage, and that’s a lot to grapple with. How do you navigate what is right or wrong for you if you aren’t crystal clear about what that means?

We often enter connections with people wondering if they will like us. But do we like them? Discernment is incredibly important when seeking a compatible partner. But it’s also a trait of those who seek love from a higher awareness and not from the unmet, unconscious needs dictated by our early attachment figures. 

I think Rumi was spot on when he said that love can be a bridge between you and everything else, no matter what form it takes. How you create that bridge is up to you, but it has to start with a solid base, right? You have to begin from a sound starting point and know that the crossing will be secure enough to prevent you from falling. It’s the same with love: if you aren’t grounded in your own self-love, it’s tricky to manoeuvre yourself in relationships with new partners.

Knowing who you are is a good starting point. I don’t just mean your name, what you do for a living, or what your favourite colour is, but REALLY having a strong sense of self-awareness and identity. This begins with self-inquiry – raising questions in a mindful way that will help you to rediscover who you are. As a taster, I want you to read the questions below and give yourself some time to reflect on them:


 1.   How do you see yourself? 

 2.   What makes you who you are? 

 3.   What do you offer?

 4.   What do you need?

 5.   What are your deepest values?

 6.   How do you handle criticism, rejection, or failure? 

 7.   What are your non-negotiables with yourself and within a relationship?

 8.   Are you capable of giving without expecting to receive anything in return?

 9.   What does your ideal relationship look like? How do you contribute to that image?

10.   How do you respond to interpersonal challenges?



You don’t have to answer these right away – I’m putting them out there so you can think about them a little bit. You might find some of them tricky or that they take you down a path you aren’t ready to explore, and that’s OK. I do want to say, though, that if you are looking for meaningful connections, you’ve got to do some self-discovery first. You can’t expect a doctor to cure an illness if they don’t look at what’s causing it – or prescribe the right treatment without any idea of what’s wrong in the first place. In the same way, life doesn’t get any better if you are stuck in a pattern of thought and behaviour that isn’t serving you, or is leading you nowhere.

What do you want and what do you bring to the table? 

Are you willing to challenge the stories about relationships that you maintain? Is it worth thinking of things differently to shed light on new ways of connecting with others?

Your idea about what you need from a relationship is the culmination of your past, as well as projected expectations about your future. Beyond answering a few hard questions posed in this chapter, understand what you need from your relationships by observing current ones and auditing past ones. What did you like about them? What absolutely didn’t work for you? What parts of you do they amplify? How do you feel about life, love, and possibilities when you’re around them?

Love isn’t about operating from a headspace, and you’ll soon learn that I’m not a fan of entering a connection with a checklist. However, these practices are great for the journey within. If you are looking to completely transform your life, heal, and feel whole, I emphasize that the first relationship you must honour and nurture is the one with yourself. 

When we are in love with ourselves and in love with life, it becomes apparent which people and spaces lack love. When love first comes from within, it acts as a compass moving you towards a person who can mirror and sustain that love from within themselves in harmony.

You are a very complex person, but underneath all the layers, you just want to be loved, right? At the same time, you have a massive potential to give love. But do you really know how to give and receive it? 

Common blockages to receiving love


•  Feelings of unworthiness

•  A lack of belief in it

•  A belief that it will always end

•  An unwillingness to work at it

•  General insecurities



Much of who you are is made up of past experiences and some of these experiences may have left you guarded. Many hurt people are still able to give love, despite inconsistency in receiving it.

Common blockages to giving love


•  Fear of vulnerability

•  Uncertainty of what it means to love (often due to lack of positive examples)

•  A belief that everyone leaves

•  Fear of rejection

•  Discomfort with intimacy



If you find it hard to give love, it’s often because you don’t see the value in it. You may not directly associate giving love with happiness or fulfilment. Perhaps you’ve experienced love being weaponized against you – used as emotional blackmail, or manipulation.

Most of us can think of at least one life experience that was painful enough to give up on love. Hurt can cause you to wonder if it’s worth the risk.

As you go through life, love usually grows organically in your close connections with your parents, relatives, children, pets and those within your immediate circle. It’s as if you enter into an unspoken agreement that these relationships are based on giving and receiving love. You can even express it on a wider scale, such as a love for art, poetry, nature, music, sport, and so on. Love is boundless. 

Everyone uses the word ‘love’, but when it comes to more intimate relationships, we all have a unique take on what it means and what it looks like. My idea of love may not be the same as yours because we are two different people. Your understanding could also be linked to positivity, negativity, trauma, pain, bliss, happiness, fulfilment, struggle, salvation, or any number of emotional states.

The relationships that we form naturally through blood ties or at work aren’t so much a matter of choice but more about who we are stuck with. These are different from relationships we choose that may be based on romantic love, platonic love, or even pure sexual attraction. We can face difficulties in all types of relationships, but we can’t always end them. The ‘natural’ ties with relatives, or even our community, can be problematic, and even if we try to withdraw from them, those ties might still remain in some way. As they say, ‘You can choose your friends but you can’t choose your family.’

On the other hand, the relationships we choose to have, such as those with a girlfriend, boyfriend, lover, husband, wife, or friend, are maintained through our own volition. That is to say, we decide whether to keep or end these relationships (unless some outside forces are controlling our choices for us, such as cultural norms or family pressures). This is a unique and powerful responsibility. When we consciously choose healthy, positive relationships, we can create heaven on earth. When done poorly, we can cause ourselves and others an incredible amount of suffering. 

It’s also possible that a past trauma prevents us from being able to change the way we approach relationships. A strong attachment to a certain kind of behaviour pattern can make us feel that we are incapable of developing healthy relationships or breaking free from unhealthy ones. I understand how challenging that might seem and sympathize with anyone who feels unable to walk away. 

Some people may not feel that they have love in their lives, for a number of reasons. They might have lost touch with family or have differences that keep them apart. There are those who don’t have close ties with anyone they can call friends; others who live an isolated life, suffer from social anxiety, or are completely estranged from their partner, spouse, children, and so on. All of these situations can lead to loneliness and a sense of isolation, especially if the person involved finds themself in that position unwillingly.

I believe that when we feel empowered enough to realize that it’s up to us how we handle our intimate relationships, the decision to stay or leave will become a lot easier. Some of these relationships might be deeply meaningful to us or, in contrast, totally superficial. They could be lifelong partnerships that we work hard to invest in or one-night stands that we forget about the day after. There’s no right or wrong here, and everyone has their own cache of personal experiences to refer to and talk about. 

Many people throw themselves into intimate relationships without having any idea of how to actually handle them. These people don’t know themselves yet, so haven’t a clue what they are bringing to the table. They could be carrying past traumas or unhealthy expectations, and be seeking connections for all the wrong reasons. When this happens, they probably struggle to form solid, healthy relationships and will quickly move on to the next one, taking with them the same unresolved issues. 

Trauma, past conditioning, or unprocessed emotions will just become more magnified within a relationship. Pain and unmet needs that you didn’t even know you had can be easily triggered because the relationship, by its very nature, is expecting you to open up and be examined. It can be unbearably painful. But love has the capacity to bring light to the dark corridors of any heart that has been avoiding it for so long. That’s why it’s important to explore ourselves beforehand so we don’t feel blinded and dazed by the brightness of love when it does appear.

What I’ve come to realize over the years is that nothing is, or ever will be, perfect in a relationship, and that’s OK. Each one of us is constantly changing, growing, transforming, and discovering more about ourselves every day. There’s no secret formula that says, ‘If I do this, everything will be perfect,’ because there are so many variables to consider. But knowing where the goalposts are really helps. From there, it takes a willingness and readiness on both sides to move forward.

ALL ABOARD

I like to think of these personal relationships as a train journey you embark on together, without any idea of where you are going. Once you decide to buy those tickets, it’s a given that you enjoy being with each other and want to take this trip hand in hand. There’s no better feeling in the world than having that important person by your side as you speed past the landscapes of life. You can enjoy the scenery together and discover new horizons. You might stop off somewhere you don’t particularly like, or find a hidden gem you never knew existed. You may go through dark tunnels, only to come out into brilliant sunlight, and often notice the pace slowing down before picking up again. There could be periods of monotony or exciting revelations as you speed along the tracks together, and the trip itself will bring something valuable to you both. 

It’s difficult to navigate when you start such a journey if you don’t know where you are in the first place – where is your north, your south? Which direction is east or west? When you begin your ‘journey’ with someone else, you can’t predict how or when it will end. All you know initially is that you have chosen a travel buddy and want to sit next to them until you reach the end of the line, wherever that may be. If they also have no sense of where they are coming from, it’s going to be a bit disorientating for both of you.

Most of us get on that train with a lot of baggage created from past experiences. No one embarks on a relationship with a clean slate – we all have a past, which forms a large part of how we act and think today. It could be how we were brought up, childhood memories, cultural beliefs, personal relationship experiences, the job we do, our self-perception, or even because of what we have read on the internet. Our luggage is absolutely stuffed with a lot of preconceptions based on what we’ve experienced so far. 

If only we made strict choices about what we need and what can be left behind while packing before that journey so we travel light but still enjoy the trip. 

That’s the secret really for starting any new relationship – to bring only what you need and not be weighed down by unnecessary stuff. It’s also one of the hardest things to do – much harder than packing your suitcase – because it’s all tied up with deep-seated emotions, memories, and patterns of behaviour. 

It’s pretty impossible to enter a relationship without some baggage, but a good connection with someone can actually be a beautiful place to unpack if you have the right support. However, if you go into a relationship badly wounded, you will likely continue to irritate your wounds and hurt your partner in the process. In other words, it’s important to embark on the healing process first.

IT BEGINS WITH US

Before I met Kaushal, I didn’t really know what a mature, meaningful relationship meant. Although I knew what I wanted, I had no idea how to build or maintain it, so that was a learning and unlearning process from day one. Firstly, I had to unlearn those old thought patterns that had built up from former experiences, and then I had to learn how to be fully committed to something that would benefit us both. It wasn’t easy. 

In truth, my relationship with my wife is a result of everything we have both experienced in life up to now, both as individuals and as a couple. We bring every single little thing that has made us who we are into our relationship, good or bad. We’ve had our ups and downs just like everyone else and I would never say that we have the perfect relationship, although it’s something we are continuously working at. As long as we’re both going in the same direction, I think we are on the right track. 

We continue to surprise each other every so often with gifts. We still go on date nights together even though we’re married. We regularly flirt and tease in the same sentences. We feed one another’s mind, body, and soul. We pray for each other’s wellbeing while the other person isn’t around. But not every day in our love story is glamorous.

Sure, you can unload everything on them, but wouldn’t it be fairer and better if you begin with a whole heart, an expanded mind, and the spirit of awareness and self-acceptance? If you can manage that, you will attract a partner who can offer the same or similar emotional maturity. When your desire to give and receive love is fulfilled without being blocked by pain, fear, or a trauma response, that’s the way to attract and develop a fruitful relationship.

LET GO

No relationship is a total waste. Despite how painful they may be, they teach you about what you want and what you don’t want. They can remind you that you deserve better. And if it’s painful enough, a bad relationship can be the catalyst for a journey inward. But no relationship, either with a past lover or friend or family member, is worth damaging future opportunities to connect with others or yourself.

Every day starts anew, bringing its own chapter, and what you carry around with you is a choice. I encourage you to end each night and start each day freeing yourself from the suffering and unhelpful stories you may have about love. Invite a new version of possibilities and trust that you are worthy of love and others are worthy of receiving it.

THE MYTH OF TRUE LOVE

Even when we feel tremendously healed, love can still become complicated. After all, we’re human and have incredible ways of messing things up. For starters, we’ve built idealistic notions surrounding true love. With these impossible expectations, modern relationships rarely stand a chance. 

We’ve come to believe the popular myth that when we find true love, all of our problems will be solved. When we meet ‘the one’, we’ll experience fulfilment, contentment, and happiness. I wish it were that simple. The reality is that divorce still happens, couples still break up, and there are a lot of people out there desperately searching for the next ‘one’. It’s a lot to expect of another person to fix all of your worries and fulfil all of your dreams. How would you feel if your partner expected that from you? Intimidated? Pressurized? Overwhelmed? Uncomfortable? Responsible?

We’ll come back to the subject of expectations a bit later on, because it’s one I know many people struggle with. For now, I want to remind you about the need to build that solid base, forming a sound relationship with yourself first, before you set off making the same mistakes you have made time and time again. 

Just like emotional baggage, unreasonable expectations crowd our hearts and suffocate relationships. True love feels like freedom, emotional liberation, a chance to be loved exactly as you are and to love another for exactly who they are.

I want you to think about the beliefs you have that prevent you from being able to connect. I know these are tough questions and it’s not easy to delve into some issues of your life that make you feel uncomfortable. What I will stress, though, is that by doing this type of inquiry, you will learn a lot about yourself, and that’s worth every ounce of effort. You can start by asking yourself things like:


•  How were you brought up? (place, culture, society, rules, beliefs, parental influence . . .)

•  What conditioning was imposed on you by outside forces? (family beliefs, traditions, customs, norms, expectations . . .)

•  How many of those are you still living by? 

•  Who told you what is right or wrong for you?

•  If your caregivers told you what is right or wrong, who told them and how was that confirmed?



Once you start thinking about these questions, how does it make you feel? What thoughts come into your mind? How much is your self-identity tied up with societal norms, upbringing, and conditioning? 

It’s a big subject, and one that needs time to work through. We are all creatures of our environment to a large extent. Your family might include Christians, Hindus, Muslims and so on, so the chances are that you have been brought up in the same faith. The society you live in could be based on white male privilege, and that’s shaped your view of the world. Homosexuality may be illegal in your country, so you live within the framework of that law, or your community may be very diverse, which feeds into your experience of what is normal. 

All of the above go towards shaping who you are, although nothing is written in stone. You can, and should, be able to live by the personal value system that feels right for you, whether that goes against the current trend or not. When you live in accordance with your deepest values, they act like a satnav as you journey through life and relationships. Hopefully, you’ll meet someone who shares those values, but that’s not always the case, and you need to know how to respond if that occurs. 

Growing up in a community where you’re expected to prepare for marriage as soon as you begin to show some facial hair (very early in my case), and where marriage talks happen as soon as you date someone, I’m glad Kaushal and I waited and never let any pressures dictate the pace. We wanted to be in a place not to have a wedding, but a marriage. You can’t arrange, force, or rush this type of commitment. You can only show up each and every moment, ready to create harmony in the next, despite whatever you may be facing.

We’ve been through an incredible journey: from meeting as kids who were merely attracted to each other to a place where we have learned to create organic happiness individually but express it as one. It’s taken a lot of work to get here and it’s going to take even more work to get to the next stage of our evolution, where we continually and selflessly give the love we’ve cultivated together to the rest of the world. But this love, this union, and this desire to improve the world in correlation to our growth, will always be worth working for.

For any couple out there, remember it’s your journey, and there’s no timeline or opinion that you need to follow to pursue it correctly. Live, learn, love, and grow – together.

The more self-awareness you have, the better you will be at putting yourself out there and going on to be a stable partner. Sometimes, one half of a couple may have found that inner balance while the other half has unresolved issues. That’s OK, because one can help the other to grow if they are also ready and willing to do so. Even if you have issues you are still grappling with, you can work through them with a partner and create a stronger bond if there is a supportive space in the relationship to do so. 

‘I feel kind of bad when I go out every Friday evening with my mates because my girlfriend complains about it all the time.’

One thing I hear from many people is that they feel they are losing their identity in a particular relationship. It’s not something that happens overnight, but more of a gradual shift that creeps up on you. One minute, you are free to do whatever you want and before you know it, you feel guilty if you go out with your friends. You start feeling like you’re doing something wrong and gradually lose your independence and your sense of ‘I’. Even if your partner is the sweetest, kindest, most loving person in the world, it can seem like everything you do in life has to include them, otherwise, what kind of couple are you? On the other hand, you may internally begin to feel restricted, constrained, and resentful.

This is probably because you haven’t been able to establish the right kind of boundaries yet, or are following the type of relationship pattern you are used to. If you deal with these issues beforehand and have a partner who can understand and accept where you are coming from, it is possible to avoid these pitfalls. That’s why I say that mastering your inner map is crucial if you want to enjoy a healthy, happy relationship in the future.

We are complicated, for sure, but if you can decode everything that has been piled on top of you in life, you will get a better understanding of your self-identity. Why is this important? Well, imagine striking up a relationship with someone who has amnesia and no memory of who they are. How would that work? 

In effect, a lot of us are going through life with some kind of identity amnesia – totally disconnected from who we really are. We behave according to learned habits and respond to emotional triggers without knowing why. Often, we interpret the way in which someone responds to us as an image of who we really are, even though this isn’t the case. And yet, we expect others to understand us. Hold on a minute, though – do we even understand ourselves? 

It’s worth pausing here and thinking about that. 


•  Do you know why you react the way you do to certain triggers? 

•  Can you explain your thoughts? 

•  Are they all justified? 

•  Are you being honest with yourself? 

•  Do you feel like you have reached your potential? 

•  Do your negative feelings about yourself affect how you see others? 

•  What about how they see you?



These are questions that I think we should all be able to answer.

Often, the person we think we need to be in order to feel safe, validated, successful, and happy is essentially a personality that we form to fit in and avoid pain and danger. It’s based on other people’s impositions, their expectations, and our trauma. In other words, it’s created through fear, control, and emotional pain. Ultimately, we become this person to feel and receive love – even though it’s mostly conditional because it’s given based on what we do and how we act.

Our authentic self is found beyond that, when we express ourselves as we are. Imagine who and how you would be if you had never been hurt in the past, for example. What if other people’s opinions didn’t matter or if you lived alone on a desert island? You might discover a joyful, curious, loving, liberated individual who is free to express their own views, meet their own needs, stay true to their intuition, living in line with their own current beliefs and values.

Living in line with your authentic self will look different as you go through each stage of your life. What was once ‘fact’ to you as a teenager won’t always apply in your adult life, and this is all part of adhering to your current belief systems while accepting previous versions of you. It can also include how you see yourself in the future. When people love you as you are and express their love unconditionally, it’s much purer, because, it’s accepting of your past, present, and future. 

If you stop trying to get people to like you for who you aren’t but for who you really are instead, you will notice how authentic people and experiences align with you naturally.

For those who lean towards a spiritual outlook on life, the concept of authenticity might look different. We might say it’s your truth – but the truth is absolute, which means it doesn’t change. It’s true whether you believe it or not, but your identity can always change throughout life. Therefore, seeing life through a spiritual lens might mean considering the former description of authenticity more like a true-for-now type of personality that isn’t limited by fear, expectations, and trauma.

However, the unchanging you is different. It will remain, regardless of how your life changes. You might call it soul or pure consciousness. In ancient Indian texts called the Upanishads,3 it’s known as the Atman, and it’s basically Self with a capital S. It’s a timeless, steady, and blissful centre that is connected to everyone and everything around us. In a way, when we remove the fear and conditioning, the closer we get to it and can express it in our everyday lives.

When you start to look at all of the things you have gone through in the past, how you’ve been brought up, and what kind of conditioning has been imposed on you, you will see yourself differently. It’s like a fog lifting, allowing you to have a clearer picture. It’s not easy to do because it means meeting some scars or pain on the way. You may have gone through intense heartbreak and could be still holding on to intense feelings of fear, doubt, and insecurity. These are all normal reactions to whatever you have dealt with, but it’s important to heal and move on. Bringing them into your new relationships can deepen the scars and intensify those negative feelings you are harbouring. It’s time to let go of anything that prevents you from enjoying loving, fulfilled relationships with those special people in your life. 

The way we connect with each other in our relationships will continue to evolve, but that inherent need to give and receive love is as true today as it was at the dawn of time. Everything we do in this life is a means to an end and, ultimately, we are all looking for love. Being able to establish closeness with someone can bring a great sense of comfort, belonging, fulfilment and contentment, so it’s definitely worth pursuing. You can begin by connecting with your inner self, exploring your boundaries, and getting to know the real you. After all, the more you know yourself, the more you have to share with someone else.

Once you get back in touch with the person you really are and have understood how to reframe your past experiences in a more uplifting way, you will be in a much better place to stretch out your hand to another. Next, we’ll explore the art of having an open heart – one that is truly ready to receive and give love without the fear of losing yourself in the process or seeking something in return. 

GETTING CLOSER TO YOURSELF

Here are some more tools to help you return to yourself. You can practise a few or all of them daily on your path to self-awareness.


•  Keep a journal. Writing down your thoughts and feelings each day is a great way to raise your consciousness about who you really are and identify areas of healing. Note how you feel about something that happened or didn’t happen to you. Express your worries, doubts, fears, or the pain you have experienced, as well as including any joy, gratitude, or hope you felt. Reflect on what you have written and think about how you can bring greater positivity and love into your life. Look back often on what you have written. Journaling records changes in thoughts and emotions to track progress and direction while allowing you to connect with your own voice. If you prefer a little more direction than a blank notebook, check out The Greatest Self-Help Book (is the one written by you), a journal where you’ll find lots of prompts and exercises.

•  Spiritual, physical, and mental self-care. Looking after all these aspects is crucial if you want to enjoy a healthy relationship with someone else. Take care of your spiritual needs by spending some time meditating or simply sitting quietly and observing your breath. Look after your physical wellness with healthy eating and regular exercise. Nourish your mind with some light reading. You will find plenty of ways to practise self-care in my book Good Vibes, Good Life, which you can check out if you haven’t read it yet. 

•  Maintain hobbies/interests. Follow your passions and do what you love. Whether that’s playing football, dancing, writing, travelling, painting, or DIY, immerse yourself in activities that bring you personal freedom and a sense of accomplishment. These will feed your sense of self-worth and help you to rediscover joy in your life – something we all need.

•  Self-regulation. During turbulent moments, acknowledge any emotions and observe them from a distance. According to Harvard-trained author and neuroanatomist Dr Jill Bolte Taylor, it takes less than 90 seconds for emotions to dissipate.4 Failing to acknowledge them will allow the same thoughts to trigger the emotions repeatedly. Attempting to resist them will give them further influence over you. The simple act of noticing them tamps down activity in the part of the brain called the amygdala, reducing their charge. Therefore, if you are feeling anger, pause for 90 seconds, take a deep breath and notice how it is a feeling, but it’s not who you are. Let it float on by, and then strongly exhale. Finally, decide which feeling you would prefer to have in those moments and lean towards that trajectory. If the anger continues, inspect the thoughts which may be restimulating the circuitry by journaling.



Audit your heart and mind regularly. 

Where have you contributed to the breakdown of your relationships? 

What false beliefs about love are putting you at risk of unfulfillment? 

As challenging as this first chapter may have been, it is filled with opportunities for you to design and define love for yourself. Removing the influence of trauma, failed relationships, and a broken family system, find what love is to you through confrontational self-discovery. Love yourself whole. This is the best glow-up you can have. Your journey towards more fulfilling connections has begun.

 


KEY INSIGHTS


•  We learn a particular way to love from the moment we are born.

•  When you ask yourself who you are and what you need, the answers may surprise you.

•  Learning to unblock the ability to truly love is crucial.

•  Self-awareness and self-knowledge allow you to love others completely.

•  Starting a relationship is like a journey in which you don’t always know the destination.

•  Unblocking past pain and negative experiences can be done.

•  Make space in your heart for yourself and your partner.

•  Society’s common view of true love is a myth, but deep connection is a real possibility.

•  By rediscovering your authentic self, you can nurture greater closeness with others.






   

Chapter 2

 CLOSED HEART, OPEN HEART

A relationship forms a trinity – you, the other person, and the connection. The trajectory of the relationship will depend on the direction in which the individuals are heading.

Rory’s parents split up when he was five. He grew up never seeing his dad much after that, and his mum was always working a lot of hours to support the family, so he spent most of his early childhood pretty much alone. His mum often had different boyfriends coming and going and he didn’t feel secure with the instability going on around him. He found it hard to make friends as they were always moving house, and by the time he got to his late teens, those emotions had developed into resentment and anger. When it came to relationships, he would usually dump the girl after seeing her a couple of times, and didn’t feel like he was capable of loving anyone enough to have a serious thing with them.

When I met Rory and spoke about all of this, he was completely shut down emotionally, which was a pity as he is such a nice guy with a lot of tucked-away love to offer others. I could understand why he behaved the way he did, but could also see that he had never sat down to really think about what was going on underneath the surface. Those strong emotions of anger, resentment, and even a sense of insecurity, were actually making him miserable. Not only that: they were blocking him from moving forward to enjoy a warm, close relationship with anyone.

No one can change Rory’s past. It happened years ago and is gone. It’s the after-effects that linger, seeping into his every being and making him believe that his past is to blame for the way his life is now. Obviously, our past moulds us to a great extent, and we are products of that. But that doesn’t mean it has to shape our present, or even our future. I’m not a psychologist, so I’m not going to try to make any kind of psychological analysis here about Rory and his upbringing. What I can do, though, is to work through some of his issues with him and help him to reset the balance.

Instead of saying, ‘I’m like this because such and such happened to me,’ I prefer the statement, ‘This happened to me, but I’m not going to let it stop me from finding happiness.’

Through self-love, you can shatter the parts of your ego and personality that were formed through pain – the bits of emotional armour that were meant to protect your heart after it was hurt. When you carry this old, heavy armour into every relationship, it’s as if you’re preparing for battle. It’s time to disarm, letting your body, mind, and spirit know that you are inviting love not war. The first step in doing so is to let go.

ARE YOU AN EMOTIONAL HOARDER?

Rory is one of those people I would describe as an emotional hoarder, just in the same way that people hoard clothes, rubbish, or even cats. We all hoard things from our past to a certain degree, but some of us are full to the brim of stuff that we really, really don’t need. This is a kind of habit we get into that we think serves some kind of need or purpose but, in reality, it suffocates us. 

Hoarding is a mental disorder recognized by health professionals as the inability to get rid of or part with (often quite trivial) possessions due to a perceived need to save the items. The idea of letting go of these possessions or making decisions about what to keep can cause considerable distress. I think that, in many ways, emotional hoarding is similar. Our desire to hold on to our past can create so much unhappiness and discomfort, and prevent us from living fulfilling lives. When it comes to relationships, just think about which emotions from your past you are bringing to the present. 

How many times have you heard parents, friends, or even work colleagues bickering about what was said or done yesterday, last week, or even years ago? You might recognize this kind of habit in your own relationship with your girlfriend, boyfriend, partner, or spouse, where things get dragged up into the conversation that happened in the past. The reason you keep up this kind of interaction is because you’ve been hoarding your thoughts and feelings surrounding them. Constantly reminding your boyfriend of how he forgot your birthday last year and rubbing it in his face every chance you get isn’t going to make anybody happy – not you, not him, nobody. Instead, this will lead to resentment on both sides, which most therapists agree is a prime suspect for relationship ruin.

What are you really trying to say when you bring up things from the past that upset you? That he doesn’t care about you or love you? Why do you really feel like that? What else is going on inside you and how many of those feelings are actually attached to something much, much deeper? 

I get it – forgetting someone’s birthday can be a big thing, but an oversight doesn’t necessarily mean your boyfriend doesn’t love you or care about you. Often, it has more to do with the expectations within a relationship, which are closely linked to what you have experienced in the past and the needs that spring from that. When you remind your partner all the time of this or any ‘crime’, you are actually dwelling on your own past disappointments and pain. It’s not that you want to; you just haven’t found a way to stop doing it. The way we interact, have conversations, and argue reveals a lot about our emotional hoarding habit, and understanding new ways to communicate will help.

The cat-loving woman down the road who lives with fifty felines can’t possibly look after all of them. After beginning with one or two, she keeps adopting more and more until she gets to the point where she feels overwhelmed. The cats keep breeding at will, do their business everywhere, and there’s a lot of cross-infection. The poor woman can’t cope and someone needs to step in and help her. No one can live healthily in such conditions – but it’s hard for her to accept because she loves all of her cats so much. 

Some of us may cling to pain because we think it’s a part of who we are, while others might attach themselves to people who trigger negative feelings from their past because they think that’s the normal state to be in. When you hoard all of those emotions, they keep resurfacing without being resolved. 

When Rory talks about his inability to connect emotionally with someone, it isn’t because he is unfeeling or uncaring. It’s more likely that he is letting his insecurity and resentment affect his behaviour. These are real, valid emotions, but that doesn’t mean that he needs to cling on to them any more. It can play out in the opposite way with someone who has a past similar to Rory’s – he could end up being too clingy, attaching himself to anyone who shows the slightest interest in him, and desperately trying to form relationships for all the wrong reasons. 

There’s no blueprint for how we interpret our past or use our experiences in the present. Everyone is different, but we all act in response to what we have gone through, no matter what that response is.

Imagine where the cat lady would be if she had just one or two cats. Their home would be so much cleaner, with plenty of space to roam. The pets would likely be happy and healthy and the woman would be relieved of all that excess pressure. Similarly, when we relinquish painful memories, we create space in our heart, decluttering it of resentment, anger, fear, and pain. But it can be easier said than done if you are unconsciously attached to maintaining these feelings.

HOW ATTACHED ARE YOU?

Your memories and experiences of when you were a child may be vague, or it could be that you can’t access them at all. Psychologists often talk about ‘attachment issues’, but it can be hard to be aware of any that you may have. That’s why it’s difficult to know why you or someone you know acts the way they do as a grown adult. I honestly never understood what the problem was with me when I was going through a phase of not being able to commit to a relationship, and today I see many people struggling with things like conflict, insecurity, jealousy, possessiveness, or even controlling behaviour. Many of these behaviours are triggered by our attachment style.

Going into any relationship is a minefield because there are so many hidden challenges that might come up. Two people with totally different stories trying to make a new one together can be explosive. 

You might have very specific expectations of how your partner should behave and also expect them to accept the way you are. If these patterns are old, ingrained habits, they could stunt the relationship from the start and that’s obviously not what you want. 

I get to hear about a lot of people’s stories in my work and, sure enough, many of them remind me of the type of attachment styles that are well known and talked about by wellness coaches, psychologists, and relationship experts. Sometimes, we just can’t understand why we don’t feel fulfilled in our relationships, but attachment styles provide us with a clue. 

The concept of attachment theory was first introduced by the psychologists John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth in the 1970s, and since then, a lot of research has been done on the subject. To put it briefly, your attachment style is the specific way that you relate to others in relationships. It’s something that was shaped in your early childhood in response to your relationship with your caregivers. Your adult attachment style is, essentially, a mirror of the earlier dynamic you developed with your caregivers as an infant. Just in the way you learned (or didn’t) to love, you also learned to what degree to attach or not attach to another person, regardless of how important and valued their role in your life. 

It’s pretty clear that attachment is an emotional bond with another person, and we all exhibit one kind of attachment or another in our relationships.

According to attachment theory,5 there are four different attachment styles:


1.   Secure. You find it easy to love and be loved, and to trust others. You’re not afraid of intimacy or of your partner needing/wanting space from you. You are better able to enjoy stable, fulfilling relationships and have healthy responses and coping mechanisms for relationship conflict.

2.   Anxious. You have a tendency to feel insecure and to worry about your relationship a lot. You might feel like your partner doesn’t care enough about you or find it hard to trust them and often have dramatic relationship experiences. When conflicts arise, you tend to cling to your partner more tightly in fear of them leaving and are more likely to forgo your own needs for the sake of the relationship.

3.   Dismissive Avoidant. You struggle to get close to others and have a fear of intimacy that you may not even be aware of. Relationships can feel suffocating and prevent you from making a commitment. You may miss important emotional cues within yourself and others and are often considered cold and uncaring, even though you are thoughtful but fail to express it.

4.   Fearful Avoidant. This is a combination of avoidant and anxious attachment styles. You might crave affection and love but also avoid relationships to minimize your chances of getting hurt. Your response to relationship conflict varies and you are prone to creating a push–pull dynamic with your partner.



Attachment styles apply to all of our relationships, and not just the romantic ones. Understanding them can be helpful when it comes to building more supportive, peaceful relationships with family, friends, and partners. Although we can never completely understand another person or be in control of our own responses to emotional triggers, we can gain some awareness of where those reactions come from and be more compassionate with ourselves and the other person. 

I mention compassion because it’s an essential part of any relationship. If you look solely at someone’s reaction to a situation, a lot of misunderstanding can follow. You might misinterpret their behaviour towards you, think they are deliberately trying to hurt you, or don’t love you enough. By having some compassion, you will see them through a totally different lens and have a much better chance of working things out together as a team.

Many of us will have a mixture of attachment styles, with one more dominant than the other – and we could also show different attachment styles in different kinds of relationships. As I said in Chapter 1, we are already developing these attachment styles as babies, but that doesn’t mean we are incapable of changing them. 

How is your attachment style affecting your
























































Here’s an example of what I mean:
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Accept rejection.

Don’t beg.

Never chase.

Know your worth.

Choose yourself.
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