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			You and Me. Me and you. 
We go together like a sock and a shoe!

		


		
			Dedication

			We dedicate this book to our devoted partners, who celebrate our successes and stand by us during our challenges. Your unwavering love and support have been constant sources of inspiration, reminding us to never abandon our dreams. We are grateful for your presence in our worlds.
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			Preface

			Kelly and Laurie remember their mothers reading fairy tales to them as little girls. The fantastical stories told of princes saving princesses and living happily ever after in a gorgeous castle. But does this happen in real life? Hardly! It is rare to fall in love, marry, and live the fairy tale that misled us as children. This is the issue: when we expect a fairy tale, we are often shocked and bewildered when reality hits. That is why we feel it’s important to acknowledge the reality of your situation. 

			Laurie experienced many failed relationships often because of her poor choices and misguided belief that love was flowers and unicorns. She also watched as friends struggled with dating—having no realistic guideline to help with maneuvering through unhealthy perspectives.

			Over two years ago, Kelly witnessed a close family member end an intimate relationship because of each partner’s conflicting values. She understood that when partners have conflicting values, it’s challenging to build a sound foundation of trust, understanding, and compromise. There was an ever-elusive ideal plaguing this couple (and likely many other couples), preventing them from moving forward together. 

			During an impromptu chat, Kelly and Laurie quipped about authoring a book to debunk the fairy tale notion of the perfect relationship by providing a reality check for couples. Thus, Happily Ever After—A Reality Check was born! Kelly and Laurie wanted to delve deeper into the concept of values and their influence on relationships and began exploring ways in which individuals can identify and align their values to foster healthier and more fulfilling connections. 

			Through their respective experiences, self-reflection, and research, Kelly and Laurie gained valuable insights into the vital roles open communication, empathy, and compromise play in navigating conflicting values within intimate relationships. We believe that by acknowledging and addressing diverse values, a couple can build a stronger and more rewarding partnership. 

			 In her coaching practice, Kelly helps her clients find clarity in themselves and their relationships. Her specialty is supporting people through personal and work life transitions, including career change, and cultivating their sense of ‘enoughness’ in all aspects of their lives.

			And Laurie has found her long-term partner (Dare she say soul mate? Yes!) and is living a happy and healthy relationship. Laurie uses her unique expertise in coaching and therapeutic art exercises to help you shift perspectives, break through barriers, and create a life filled with purpose, passion, and possibility! 

			We both acknowledge and promote the beauty of diverse couples, including those of different ages, genders, sexual orientations, capacities, and other variables. We also acknowledge our westernised, white, middle-class privilege and how this book may portray traditional heterosexual relationships. Our aim is to foster a dialogue that questions the expectations and stereotypes perpetuated by the Happily Ever After fairy tale.

			There is a positive quality to fairy tales that inspires us to work through the challenges of relationships. While we may crave the control and predictability of a happily ever after, fairy tales aren’t passive occurrences that happen to us. Happiness does not depend on how the stars align to decide our fate. We possess the power to create the relationship we dream of. And this is the reality check.
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			Prelude

			The Dating Game

			Also Known as Twenty Questions

			WTF has happened to dating? People used to court each other for months before committing. The first date was a prime opportunity to play twenty questions with your date to learn what made them tick. The twenty questions have sadly dwindled to: Hey, wanna hook up?

			Society pushes us to be unwilling to delay gratification, whether eating, making money, buying items, or finding the right partner. The urge to own and experience everything quickly can lead to debt, ill health, or losing assets in a divorce. Once we get the things we want so badly, we sometimes discard them just as fast. Sometimes we are attracted to shiny new things, including dating partners. 

			Some people enjoy serial dating and opt for the familiarity of monogamy. Others struggle with knowing when to end an unhealthy relationship and stay despite feeling unsatisfied. But one reality we often share is the desire for connection in an intimate relationship. We continue to strive for that, kissing loads of frogs along the way.

			In the film Jerry Maguire (Crowe, 1996, 2:08:23) Jerry (Tom Cruise) tells Dorothy (Renée Zellweger), “You complete me.” Although we may melt at this ideal and expect love to feel like this, we must be complete in ourselves before entering a relationship. That we have worked on ourselves shows a higher level of self-awareness. This doesn’t mean we cannot grow more with a partner or complement one another. We must acknowledge our baggage, pack our life’s toolbox with tools like communication and listening, and apply them. No one is perfect; we must take responsibility for our issues and gain the tools to enter a relationship as whole as possible. 

			Know Your Worth

			Before you even contemplate dating, you must do a deep inner dive to know and affirm your worth. This means you’ve done your inside work to develop healthy self-esteem and self-love that are not dependent on a romantic relationship. You engage in activities that bring you joy, practice self-care, and surround yourself with uplifting people. And this has nothing to do with any monetary value you bring to the table but your value as a person—what you will and will not tolerate, what you expect, what you want for yourself, how you care for yourself and your needs, and your self-confidence in your own deservingness. 

			There is no need to voice this because you know the qualities you bring to a relationship. You show your worth through your actions with everyone you meet. You trust your instincts, communicate your needs and boundaries clearly, and are assertive while being respectful. It is not about being demanding or expecting a perfect partner. You simply refuse to settle for anything less than what you deserve. Only then can you choose relationships that value and appreciate you for who you are.

			You are not Auditioning

			Be aware of the tendency to over-give and be exploited or treated as though you are their wife/husband. The date who keeps you waiting, asks you to chauffeur them around, do their laundry, make them meals, care for their children, or help clean their home is not looking to date you so much as they are looking to be taken care of. 

			We sometimes erroneously think that if we agree to every request or whim, our date will appreciate us more and want to be with us. It’s the opposite! Skip ahead to Boundaries in Chapter Three to understand how critical early limit-setting is. We are not suggesting you avoid doing wonderful things for the other person. Tamper your giving with sound judgment. You don’t have to audition for the role because dating is not a simulation nor playing house—it is a fun time designed to learn about each other. Court and let yourself be courted! 

			Unrequited Love

			You have a terrible crush on someone who barely notices you, let alone returns your feelings of infatuation. Your mind does somersaults trying to figure out why this person does not acknowledge you or ask you out, and it feels heartbreaking. You are trying to live out the fairy tale romance you have built in your head, longing for a love that never happens.

			Unrequited love results when one person develops powerful emotions towards someone who does not reciprocate those feelings with the same intensity or at all. And it can be deeply challenging and painful. Dealing with unrequited love requires self-reflection and emotional resilience because you risk falling into the trap of harbouring unrealistic notions of couple relationships that feed the fairy tale of Happily Ever After.

			This unbalanced affection can create a sense of longing, disappointment, and heartache for the person who is not receiving the desired response from their love interest. When you experience this unreciprocated affection, you may constantly think about the object of your desire, daydreaming about a potential relationship and hoping your love interest returns your feelings. Despite your best efforts, the other person may not feel the same way or may not even be aware of the depth of your emotions.

			Many of us experience unrequited love as high school and college students. Kelly knows of a woman who held a torch for a young man who never knew the extent of this woman’s admiration because she could not bring herself to share her feelings about pursuing a romantic relationship. The woman watched as this guy embarked on other love relationships, eventually marrying. She never dated and married later in life, as it had taken her many years to come to terms with her loss and the pain of her unreciprocated feelings.

			The reasons for unrequited love vary; it could be mismatched feelings, differences in personal preferences, lack of maturity, or simply because love is a complex and unpredictable emotion. Regardless of the cause, it can be difficult for the person experiencing unrequited love to move on and let go of their feelings. According to Dr. Dianne Grande (2020), this may be a fantasy bond resulting from early attachment trauma (childhood neglect and abuse) where you may need professional help to work through it to practice self-restraint—especially if this is a repetitive and addictive pattern.

			While unrequited love can be a painful experience, remember that love is a two-way street. It is not a reflection of your worth or desirability if someone does not reciprocate your feelings. Acknowledge and accept that the other person’s feelings are beyond your control. 

			Distance yourself from your object of affection, allowing time and space for healing and self-growth. Pivot your love obsession towards yourself. Seek support from friends, family, or a therapist to navigate the emotional challenges. Use it as a learning experience and believe that your Person Charming is somewhere out there; someone special who will appreciate and return the love you offer.

			REFLECTION

			Do you find yourself in non-reciprocal love relationships, and if so, think about these questions:

			
					Is this a pattern for me?

					How does this unrequited love serve me?

					What can I do to shift my thoughts and behaviour away from this unavailable person?

					Alternatively, what steps can I take to let the person know how I feel?

			

			Online Dating

			The rise in dating apps and online dating has changed the dating landscape. We don’t always have the time or means to go to places where we can meet others, or we may suffer from social anxiety, and interacting with others from the comfort of home can cure loneliness. Our Person Charming might be one click away! 

			While meeting people online can be fun and safe, it can also be risky. Tune into any news channel for examples of how online dating can go wrong—from stories of individuals who have fallen victim to scams and catfishing to more serious crimes. These incidents remind us that while online interactions can be exciting and secure, we must exercise caution when forming relationships in the digital world.

			Behind the screen, someone may have ulterior motives or hidden agendas. They may display a persona they want us to see, projecting an image that is not reflective of who they are. This can lead to deception and manipulation, as they capitalize on our shared interests and mutual goals to gain our trust. They may shower us with compliments and affection, making us feel valued and loved. These online connections can boost our self-esteem and create a strong bond with us, but those with nefarious intentions may use these tactics to exploit our vulnerabilities and manipulate us emotionally.

			Prioritise your well-being and safety, pay attention to your intuition, and ask the right questions to filter out incompatible individuals. At the risk of sounding overly cautious, we challenge you to activate your critical thinking by asking specific questions and validating the answers you receive. Research your date’s name online. Do a reverse telephone number lookup, and check for legal notifications, such as arrests or any other public notices (Your date may do the same research on you). The more intensive your search, the better! If you have any doubts or uncomfortable feelings, reach out to a trusted friend, family member, or professional for guidance and support. It’s better to lose a bit of your pride versus thousands of dollars. 

			Before starting a committed relationship, it is crucial to clarify your values and goals, establish boundaries, and have confidence in your intuition (Read more in the next chapters). You get to decide whether to meet, and only when you have conducted thorough research about this new person and feel confident in your decision. You should never feel pressured or given ultimatums to meet or engage in any other activity.

			Next, do video chats! It’s important to see the individual you’re going to meet before meeting in person. Video chats allow you to get a better sense of their personality, body language, and overall demeanour. It’s a wonderful way to build a connection and ensure there’s a level of comfort and compatibility. Plus, it’s a convenient way to have face-to-face conversations with no physical proximity. 

			During online chats, remember to keep your personal information, like pictures of your kids or any other sensitive details, out of sight. No stranger should see anything of personal value to you before meeting in person. Refusing to video chat screams ‘Scammer!’ If someone is unwilling to live video chat with you after a week of messaging, it is a clear red flag, so end all communication despite whatever excuse the person gives. They may have a fake profile picture or be in another relationship. If you are not aware, there is a way to check online to verify from where images originate. 

			It’s challenging to uncover if someone is already in a relationship and seeking online affairs outside their marriage, but there are ways. Anyone who sounds like they are whispering over the phone or can only speak at odd hours (and insist on calling you) is obviously in a relationship or hiding something. They could be married and not want their partner to know they are on a dating app. 

			Laurie connected with a man via an online dating app. After a couple of days of texting, she suggested they take the next step of having a phone chat. She noticed he was talking in hushed tones, which her intuition told her was strange. And minutes later, her gut feeling proved correct! There was a kerfuffle and another voice in the background as this guy’s wife wrestled the phone out of his hand, yelling about catching her “serial cheating asshole husband red-handed!” Laurie remained on the phone with the woman for another thirty minutes, providing free relationship coaching. True story!

			The timeline for meeting should be within a couple of weeks. While texting someone can be a fantastic way to connect on a mental level, long-term messaging can lead to building a fantasy image of the other person in your mind. So, if you are serious about taking your relationship further, we recommend an in-person date within two weeks. Here are some guidelines:

			If you feel comfortable to meet, do so in a public place and during the day. Neutral spaces and daylight make our first-time meeting safer. Give friends or family members all the details of your meeting and the contact information of your date. If you choose to meet in a coffee shop, don’t be shy to tell the barista (or anyone else close by) that you are on a blind date. While having an ally can help you feel safer, you have sole responsibility for your safety. 

			No spark? If you meet, chat for a while, and realise you never want to see this person again, be honest and empathic. Rejection sucks! Understand they may see a future with you. And it would feel disappointing for you to be rejected, too. It’s critical to ensure the person you reject doesn’t know where you live or have any of your personal details in case of potential stalking. 

			Your connection feels unbelievably perfect! The person is such an ideal catch that you wonder why no one has snatched them up yet. This individual may be the infamous soulmate that people speak of. Or they are a professional love chameleon (or iguana) expert in wooing and conquering before moving to their next prey. If it feels too good to be true, put on your critical thinking cap and investigate. Be discerning and follow your gut feelings. If their actions match their words, everyone gets along, and your loved ones approve, then decide what comes next for your relationship. 

			Prepare for worst-case scenarios. Ugh! No one wants to think of these, but we learn through newscasts about a family searching for their missing loved one who met up with a stranger. And this is happening somewhere every day! We offer dating tips and safety measures, but it’s your responsibility to exercise caution and vigilance to avoid dating horrors. 

			Here are critical safety considerations for dating:

			
					If you plan to meet someone online, ensure another adult has details of that plan. Teenagers may roll their eyes at this, but most parents want to protect their children from predators. Considering they’ve been on the earth longer, humour them and let your parents help you date safely.

					Phone apps will show someone where you are. Download, activate, and share! You can deactivate the feature once you are safely home. 

					Never get into a car on your first (and even second) date. Arrange a neutral meeting place and go with your own transportation.

					Do not drink alcohol or use the bathroom until you have finished eating and drinking. Never leave your food or drink unattended.

					Trust any feelings that arise (your intuition). If you do not feel secure and are second-guessing yourself, opt to be overly cautious and find a safe way to end the date. 

					If you’re uncomfortable and do not feel confident about ending the date, pre-arrange for a friend to call you an hour into your meeting to check in and create a fake emergency. This is your moment to be nominated for an Oscar, so break a leg! I’m sorry I must leave, but there’s a family emergency. Offer to pay, then take a taxi home. 

					Always text your designated someone when you arrive home.

					Repeat this mantra: It’s better to be safe than sorry.


			

			Meeting Through Friends

			Your best friend’s boyfriend knows someone single and thinks you would be a perfect match! Could this be the ideal set-up? Yes. And no. 

			Yes, if they know the person very well, know their family, have grown up together and hang out regularly. They know all the tea about this person: their past relationships and why they failed, their values, unhealthy habits, good habits, and what they seek in a relationship. This could be a best friend, a family member, a neighbour (as in one of the author’s cases), or a colleague. 

			No, because although your friend has known you for years, they may not know the other person as well. Although you may feel safe, it’s important to remember that your blind date is a stranger. Recognise that your blind date is someone you don’t know and prioritise your safety by asking the right questions to both your friend and your date. It could turn out that your friend thinks you’d be a brilliant match with ‘some person’ they met last week at a keg party. In that case, get a new friend! 

			Thirty-nine percent of sexual assaults happen at the hands of someone known to the victim, according to RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network). This alarming statistic makes it crucial to trust the power of our intuition. That little voice inside often warns us when something doesn’t feel right—listen to it!

			Questions to ask your friend (the same as if you were online dating) when they are setting you up on a date with someone they know:

			
					How long have you known this person, and in what capacity (close friend, acquaintance, colleague)?

					Why do you think we would be a good match?

					What is their full name (so you can perform an online search)?

					Why are they single (or what is wrong with them)? 

			

			Safety first. Always. We all want to feel loved. There is nothing wrong with that chemistry. But, when desire overcomes the cognisant part of our brain, we can convince ourselves that we can spin poop into gold. Desperately wanting something can cause us to make a wrong decision in a millisecond. 

			Rekindling the Fairy Tale

			How often do people find each other again via social media with the goal of rekindling the flame of their adolescent love? Or someone is obsessed with an old flame and finds them online only to discover they are happily married to someone else! 

			The Internet makes it easy to find anyone from our past—despite that sometimes it is best to leave them there! Recreating the fantasy of what once was, hence, the fairy tale bears mentioning here because we may feel what we had was so special and that person is “The One that got away.” We may have spent years thinking about “What if…?”

			Who you once were is not who you are today. Life has happened in between. Take the time to get to know the person as they are now. It may be best to treat them as a stranger because technically they are!

			Kelly experienced this feeling about someone she was engaged to in her early twenties. For years she dreamt of him and regretted their hasty split. She eventually learned these feelings stemmed from her unhappiness in herself, especially when she realised how she’d settled for less by living in an unhealthy relationship with the long-term partner she eventually chose.

			Sometimes we meet an old flame after many years apart and resume as if we’ve never been apart. Because of the death of or desertion by spouses, now we are free to pursue and rekindle that long-ago-but-not-forgotten romance. It can be the making of a beautiful love story to tell grandchildren from our respective families! 

			The First Date

			Usually superficial, the first date is often based on appearance and ease of conversation. Or sparks fly because you have this amazing chemistry! (Whoa, Horsey!) The second or third date is foundational and allows you to discover your partner on a deeper level. Their answers can help you gain critical information to evaluate your desire to pursue a relationship. 

			We are daring, even double daring, you to move out of your comfort zone by asking specific questions. If you seek a long-term relationship, you can make the best decision by taking things slower and using every opportunity to learn about the other person. As you would interview someone for a position in your company, you can pose questions to your date. Except in this case, you are the position (Oops, Freudian slip)!

			Here are questions to ask your date:

			
					
How do you spend your free time? This helps establish common ground, that the person has a life outside work and other obligations and gives insight into how they engage with the world.

					
What kind of music/bands do you like? This fun question establishes a cultural bent that the person likes entertainment and is not all work and no play.

					
What do you do for work? You want to know their job and financial status. 

					
Do you consider yourself a leader or a follower? While this sounds like a job interview question, you want to know if your potential partner is an initiative-taker with ambition.

					
What would you do if you had the money to do whatever you wanted? This question uncovers financial well-being, values, mission, and what is meaningful to the person.

			

			In today’s fast-paced society, finding time to eat or take a break, let alone date someone, is challenging. Hence the get-to-the-point-questions above. You can be curious about someone without acting interrogating; pepper your conversation as the dialogue fits the context. Pay attention to body language, such as eye contact and nervousness, when your date responds. If your date avoids answering or hedges when you ask a question, it may show they have something to hide.

			Two weeks into dating, Laurie devised and used these in-depth questions with her partner: 

			
					How would your last partner describe you?

					How long have you been with your employer?

					What part did you play in your last relationship break-up?

					What did you learn about yourself from your previous relationship?

					Would you accept it if everyone insisted the world is flat? Why?

					How many relationships have you had in the past five years?

					Would your mother say you are easily influenced?

					What are your top three short and long-term goals?

					What elements define an abusive relationship?

					To what lengths would you go to preserve a relationship, and at what point would you decide to walk away?

					What is the most important to you: money, love, happiness, independence, and integrity?

					How would your best friends describe you?

					How would your enemies describe you?

					What are your best and worst qualities?

					In a partner, what qualities do you look for and respect?

					What kind of relationship do/did your parents have?

					What type of parent are you? Authoritarian or friend?

					How important are your friends to you?

					What do you enjoy most when you meet someone new?

			

			These are suggested questions you can ask. Create a list based on your values and goals. For more examples, visit the link to an expanded list of first-date questions in the Bibliography. 

			Dating conventions continue to develop, so knowing and honouring your values can keep you grounded (See Values in Chapter 2). Happily Ever After—A Reality Check aims to help you achieve clarity as you cut through all the noise to listen to yourself (and your potential partner). If dating is a game, determine your objectives and develop a strategy!

		


		
			Introduction

			Welcome to Getting Clear

			And we lived happily ever after!

			You are dating someone and it’s serious; you feel ready to take the plunge to commit. This exciting step could involve moving in together or getting engaged. Understanding your motivation is crucial when making a major life choice. Knowing your ‘why’ will help you navigate the complexities of living with a chosen partner, spouse, husband, wife, or even a roommate. Sustainable relationships begin with a clear understanding about your reason for being together. Your ‘why’ will motivate you when the going gets tough and you want to get going!

			If you enter a living arrangement or marriage without working on yourself, you may end up with the opposite of what you desire in a relationship. Critical thinking often goes out the window in love relationships. When everything is rosy at the beginning of a new relationship, it’s easy to overlook the warning signs. You must do your homework. Otherwise, you may wonder why your couple is fraught with discord, anger, resentment, or even violence as time passes! 

			EXERCISE: Know your ‘Why?’

			Check all that apply:

			
					We are in love and have a mutual goal of building a life together.

					We’ve been dating for X amount of time, and we want to take our relationship to the next level.

					Time to fly the coop (leave my family’s home/another home, the system).

					I want a parental figure for my children.

					I’m looking for stability or financial security.

					My biological clock is ticking.

					I don’t want to be alone.

					All the above.

					None of the above.

			

			How This Book Can Help

			This book aims to help you clarify why you want to move forward with your current love interest. It delves into the depths of your emotions, thoughts, and motivations, helping you understand the underlying factors that drive your attraction. Whether it’s their unique qualities, shared values, or the chemistry between you, this book encourages introspection and self-reflection to empower you to make informed decisions and build a solid foundation for a fulfilling and meaningful romantic connection.

			As life coaches who help clients identify the gap between where they are and where they want to be, we authored this book in the same style to help you determine how your wishes compare with your reality. The Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries (online) defines a reality check as: “An occasion when you are reminded of how things are in the real world, rather than how you would like things to be.” This book encourages you to conduct reality checks on a wide range of relationship topics.

			Each chapter covers a subject with questions and exercises to help you reflect on your motivations, learning, and steps you can take toward change. When you meditate and reflect on the questions, it may amaze you how the answers percolate and bubble up. If a question eludes you, skip it. You can ponder it and return later.

			As you complete the exercises, we will ask you to identify red flags, deal breakers, and decide if you choose to move forward and how. There are no correct answers; it’s merely a way to put your thoughts into black-and-white and practise a deeper connection to your intuition.

			Red Flags

			Why did the suspicious math teacher always pay attention to red flags? Because she knew they were the square roots of trouble! We find red flags on a beach, alerting us to the dangers of the tides. We see them on construction sites and vehicles carrying awkward, heavy loads or hazardous materials. They tell us to proceed with caution, promoting our safety and preventing harm.

			Red flags arise from our intuition or what we know as a gut feeling or ‘Spidey sense’ when our subconscious processes allow thoughts or feelings to surface. Sensing through intuition lets us use associative thinking to connect unrelated ideas and make conclusions based on our knowledge and experiences. 

			Our insights form our convictions and reinforce our feelings of certainty. The powerful emotion of discomfort and the little voice inside tells us something feels off. As we become intuitively or overtly aware, we notice the red flag or warning signal that means danger.

			Sometimes, we see red flags in our relationships and wonder: How can a fairy tale have red flags? We may refuse to see them because we subconsciously desire a relationship so much that we want the connection to work. When our expectations clash with reality, we doubt ourselves and question our instincts. 

			Enter DENIAL. And denial is not a river in Egypt but a massive canal running through our backyard! Because we feel committed, we may minimize the severity of these danger signals. We may feel humiliated and angry because we have already invested much of ourselves in the relationship. Hence, we develop a defence mechanism that can shield us from the pain of facing an unpleasant reality until we are emotionally prepared. When we deny a red flag, we pretend it does not exist. 

			Trusting our instincts can be misleading, so it’s crucial to use evidence and critical thinking when something feels off. While a red flag is not always a deal breaker, it is something to which we must pay attention.

			An Opportunity for Growth

			When you’re in the initial stages of a relationship, the honeymoon phase can make you see your partner as perfect. But when a red flag appears, that illusion shatters. It may prematurely become a deal-breaker, and you end the relationship. It’s important to pay attention to red flags and address them through communication without ignoring them. When red flags occur early on, this presents an opportunity to manage conflict and differences as a couple. 

			A caveat about red flags signalling abuse: Do not overlook or attempt to work through any red flags if your partner engages in intimate partner violence. Abuse only escalates. You must exit the dynamic safely (Read more about abuse in Chapter 4).

			Deal Breakers

			Deal breakers are non-negotiable issues in a relationship that can cause one or both people to withdraw if they can’t tolerate or live with them. They differ from red flags because even though something presents as a red flag; it does not mean it’s a deal breaker. A red flag can be a point of discussion whereby you double-check their importance and severity through honest, open communication. Deal breakers are those toxic behaviours that lead to wanting to end a relationship; there usually is no communication because you are not expecting change, nor are you willing to wait for it. 

			For example, if my boyfriend sometimes (sometimes being the operative word here) watches pornography, this may be a red flag. We discuss it, and since this is not an addiction or something he craves, he stops viewing it. He shows me he is sensitive to my feelings.

			When is a red flag a deal breaker? When you notice the behaviour, you also see a pattern. For example, your boyfriend constantly looks at porn on his computer and tries to hide it by closing the screen whenever you approach. Suppose he overly defends or explains his habit. This may signal a pattern of compulsive behaviour and merits a direct conversation where I listen carefully to what my partner is not saying. I choose not to tolerate someone constantly consuming pornography. In my mind, this could be an active sex addiction which has the potential to escalate and rob the relationship of intimacy. Excessive porn use is a deal breaker, and I choose to end the relationship.

			A deal breaker is present when:

			
					The issue becomes a point of contention in the relationship and causes arguments between you.

					Your focus on the problem distracts you from the relationship.

					Being around your partner doesn’t make you feel good.

					You feel anxious when you think about your relationship or wonder what will happen when your partner shows up.

			

			Your gut tells you something is wrong, and everything inside screams to get out of the relationship. Doubts creep in, and you question your self-worth as it continues to plummet. Each hit to your self-esteem chips away at your confidence, leaving you feeling smaller and less valuable.

			Sometimes, we have blind spots or are in denial concerning our partner’s behaviour. We may tell ourselves he or she will change when we move in or marry (See Rescuing and Fixing in Chapter 3). Not true! When you notice your discomfort, this is your internal radar alerting you to a potential problem and your intolerance to it. It’s smarter to take more time dating before committing to see how your partner’s actions and your couple dynamic affect your relationship. 

			Mind the Gap

			In the United Kingdom, when we board trains, we are frequently reminded to “Mind the gap” to ensure our safety. This cautionary phrase warns about the space between the platform and the train, which could cause us to trip, stumble, or even fall. Similarly, in life, we often encounter a gap between the current state of things and our desired outcomes. It is this discrepancy that we must acknowledge and reconcile to progress and pursue our plans in an intimate relationship.

			A Step Towards Change

			We fear the unknown because change is hard for us emotionally, psychologically, and socially. The following list highlights those reasons:

			
					The unknown is scary - it triggers anxiety and fear, making us crave familiarity and security.

					Loss of control - we cannot control the situation or outcomes.

					Habitual behaviour and comfort zone - we are creatures of habit, comfortable in our way of being—even if it doesn’t serve us well.

					Cognitive dissonance - we resist change to avoid the discomfort of conflicting thoughts or realities.

					Emotional attachment - we have difficulty releasing our attachment to people, places, and things.

					Perceived effort and overwhelm - it may feel like too much work to effect change.

					Social pressure - we want to keep the status quo to please others or toe the line because of others’ judgements.

					Experiences - past negative events associated with change, especially failure, can lead to resistance.

					Identity and image - change can challenge our sense of identity based on our current roles, habits, and behaviours.

					Lack of resources - we need more time, money, or other resources.

					Lack of motivation - we do not feel the impetus to change.

			

			While change can be challenging, it’s not always negative. So, for habits to stick, we must take incremental action. Tiny steps are critical. The last line of each chapter asks you to consider one small action you can take. Remember: Little steps can lead to notable progress when we take enough of them. Embracing the unknown can lead to personal growth, improved skills, new opportunities, and enhanced resilience. And this is how we grow!

			Working This Book

			This book takes a coaching approach based on positive psychology; we are merely planting seeds for thought. It is a guide with suggestions to help you navigate your relationship with yourself and your partner. Trust your intuition, choose whichever chapter speaks to you the most, and jump in!

			Performing Your Reality Check

			Each chapter ends with an opportunity for you to do a reality check about your relationship as it relates to the information presented regarding:

			How things are: Currently, the situation either works for me or is not ideal, meaning there are aspects out of line with my expectations or desires.

			How I would like things to be: Ideally, I would like things to be different and aligned with my preferences and aspirations. Or my situation is ideal—wonderful!

			Red Flag(s): I am noticing warning signs or indicators suggesting the current situation may not be favourable or healthy, and I must pay attention.

			Deal Breaker(s): Specific factors or circumstances are unacceptable to me because they do not fit with my values and prompt me to reconsider the relationship entirely.

			One action I can take: To address these concerns and work towards a more desired outcome, I can take specific steps or make a decision that will lead to positive change.

			As you consider the diverse topics, you may wonder how relevant they are to you. (Like retirement—really? Must I think about that now? I’ve got years to go!) What may appear irrelevant now can figure into the grander picture as you consider building a life for yourself and with a partner. And that includes the not-so-pressing items because critical conversations and choices will come—sometimes faster than you think!

			You’ll notice we emphasize clear, honest, open communication as it relates to each topic. The constant reminder is to prevent relationship failure because this is the major reason couples drift apart and break up. Communication is a powerful tool to maintain a strong and healthy couple in every aspect of the relationship. We aim to equip couples with the skills to overcome challenges and resolve conflicts to foster a deeper connection.

			Whether you’re in a relationship or using a dating app, this information can also help you understand yourself better. We recommend keeping a separate journal to document your reflections and answers, and we encourage you to do these as a couple. If your partner is unwilling, move ahead and complete the exercises yourself. 

			It’s time to do your homework—your reality check for building your happily ever after. Let’s get started!

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Once Upon a Time

			She kissed the frog, hoping he would become a prince. P.S. He is still a frog!

			The Fairy Tale Begins

			Who knows what attracts us to a particular person? There are so many variables that it would be impossible to name because attraction often overrides appearance. We swear we have a type. But then we meet that off-beat someone who makes us laugh or has other characteristics or values that melt our heart and BOOM—we feel attracted! 

			Our heart has a memory of its own and connects so deeply to someone that it catches us off guard. It could be how they laugh, their confident walk, their intelligence, their sense of adventure, or any other characteristic, and we feel drawn to them. Not all people we feel drawn to fit our ideal image of whom we see ourselves committing to. ‘On paper,’ there may be reasons we would not feel attracted to a particular person, but the heart does not have eyes or reasoning. Despite our intense connection with someone, we must explore the possibilities of what life with this person might be long term. Keep an open mind and take steps to address unexpected challenges in your relationship. 

			Wysiwyg (What you see is what you get) applies in all relationships. As a couple, if we are lucky, we will grow old and ugly together. Time and gravity are realities, so naturally, our appearance changes. The svelte young woman with enormous boobs may become curvier and sport sagging, pendulous breasts. A man with a full head of hair may become bald. These are all surface changes. Beauty is skin deep, so it’s vital to love each other’s core. 

			REFLECTION

			
					OMG, I kissed a frog, and he is still a frog! (If you think this, please head to the nearest wall, and bang your head on it multiple times.)

					I love frogs! (This is not a deal breaker.)

					What frog? (You may still be in the honeymoon phase.)

			

			Every perfect love story charts this course: Boy meets girl, they fall in love, get married and live happily ever after—the making of a fantastic fairy tale! No one mentions the choppy waters, sea storms, and tsunamis! Managing this union can be challenging because of factors like personalities, ethnicity, religion, values, and life changes. Past traumas, societal pressures, and ideologies can complicate relationships and make them less than perfect. 

			How society defines relationships also influences perceptions of the ideal union. There are same-sex couples, ‘throuples,’ multicultural, multi-religion, and multi-binary, which comprise people forming relationships, every one of which has its challenges. Movies, television, magazines, and social media create and feed the expectation of the fairy tale. Open any bridal magazine, and we enter a world of flowing white tulle, flowers, romantic venues, and getaways—all the trappings of a fairy tale wedding. 

			In Western countries, children’s beliefs are shaped by traditional fairy tales like Cinderella, popularised by Disney (Geronimi et al., 1950). Prince Charming sweeps the girl off her feet and takes her to his castle to live happily ever after. No one tells us we’ll have to kiss loads of frogs before meeting ‘Person Charming.’ We grow up believing we will merit the prince (or princess) and a happy ending if we do things correctly. Like Cinderella, we may have learned to be people-pleasers. We believe that if we scrub enough floors, we’ll earn the opportunity to attend the Ball, and the handsome prince will whisk us away to a castle.

			 The unconscious influence of outdated gender stereotypes may still affect our modern relationships. Perpetuated by fairy tales based on patriarchal constructs, these roles imply tasks are gender specific, instead of flexible or interchangeable. Today’s reality is that parents must work long hours to meet rising living costs, requiring them to take on multiple roles, actively working toward equality and sharing household responsibilities. In relationships, both partners contribute to the financial stability of the family and share the emotional and domestic workload. It isn’t easy balancing a fairy tale romance with everyday chores, bills, and children.

			How We Came to Be a Couple

			Each couple has a story that includes how they met, their first date, and their initial declarations of love. You may have met by chance or through mutual friends, took the online dating route, scrolling through myriad profiles to find ‘The One.’ Or you met through your workplace, school, or a shared hobby or social club. Ultimately, forming a couple involves mutual attraction and a desire to be in a relationship. It requires getting to know each other, spending time together, and building a connection that may lead to a long-term commitment.

			Considering your initial motivations when times are challenging can be helpful because it reminds you why you are together. Return to this often to recall your ‘why’ when things get tough.

			EXERCISE A: The Story of Us

			Tell the story of us. How did you meet? Make notes, draw a picture, write a poem, or compose several paragraphs describing your beginning. Does a song or piece of music resonate as in ‘our song’? Perhaps it’s a film you watched or a place you visited together. 

			Telling your story is critical because when relationships get rocky (and they will!), it can help to remember why you became a couple.

			REFLECTION

			Does your partner agree to do the work of this book?

			
					Yes

					No

					I can’t ask (Why not?)

			

			The Honeymoon Period

			The honeymoon period happens in every romantic relationship. It is nature’s way of creating the bonding required for coupling. You are in love. Endorphins course through your system, turning your brain to mush. The idea of love is glamorous and highly seductive. Why is that? It’s part fairy tale, part society’s expectations—mixed with biology. Everything feels fantastic, and your ‘prince’ or ‘princess’ can do no wrong. 

			However, this period is fleeting and not ideal for moving in together or marrying. In this phase, your hormones align with your biology to trick you into making life-changing decisions you may regret later. The hits of serotonin can combine with a lack or void that causes people to feel a relationship will fulfill them. It’s a euphoria fuelled by the desperate need to find a partner. When you have an emptiness to fill, it’s perilous because you risk attracting someone who mirrors that positive image of yourself. You might rely on someone to feel special, as their positive actions and words boost your self-esteem.

			Something about the honeymoon phase entices people to take the path of least resistance and avoid engaging in hard conversations. Things are going exceptionally well. Why rock the boat? In the honeymoon period, we may:

			
					Miss red flags.

					Tolerate the unacceptable—ignore our values and deal breakers (See Chapter 2 for more details).

					Tell ourselves the other person will change.

					Convince ourselves we will adapt to what we don’t like.

					Fall deeper and inextricably in love with the idea of love rather than see the reality.

					Feel too invested to back out, telling ourselves we can make it work. I couldn’t change my dysfunctional family of origin, and here is my golden second chance (Subconsciously, of course)!

			

			REFLECTION

			Ask yourself these questions:

			
					Are you constantly trying to convince your partner to love you?

					Do you hide parts of yourself/your habits from your partner?

					Are your boundaries being respected? 

			

			Here’s a challenge: during the honeymoon period, postpone sex. Wait! Before protesting, consider the reasoning. Engaging in physical intimacy, particularly sexual intercourse, impairs our judgement. A therapist told Kelly that men lose their rationality while waiting to have sex, while women lose it after having sex. 

			Women connect deeply by communicating and expressing their feelings. Men connect through activities and view intimacy as doing things together. It’s no wonder that sex for men is doing something that potentially connects them. Hence, men view sex as intimacy. Ending a troubled relationship becomes difficult after we become emotionally attached through sex. A vast emotional responsibility arises from having sex; often, when hormones are raging, your brain takes a vacation. 

			Now, it’s only fair to warn you that biology has a sneaky plan: to get us to procreate. So, by design, as humans, often we enter a state of denial, compounded by the honeymoon period. Therefore, avoiding sex while endorphins are raging is best. Cloud buster, right? We’re raining on your sex parade! But consider that we cannot make rational, life-altering decisions when so many feel-good hormones are coursing through us.

			Whether you believe in fairy tales or know they aren’t true, you still struggle to deal with their effect. Good for you if you are living a fairy tale with your partner! (Are you still in the honeymoon phase?) Consider the quote about doing the same thing and expecting different outcomes. Stop kissing frogs and expecting princes/princesses! 

			You know when this intense and all-consuming honeymoon period begins, but how do you know when this giddy, drunk-on-love-period is over? The second you feel annoyed by your partner’s behaviour, you understand they’re not perfect, and this marks the start of the end of the honeymoon phase.

			The honeymoon phase can be a delicious period to get to know one another while learning how you can be as a couple. Stay vigilant (it will be over soon enough when you pick up that first dirty sock wedged under the night table). You have options regarding how you want to move forward together or apart. Allow yourselves to use this period to discover and test the reality of your future.

			REFLECTION

			
					How long did your relationship’s honeymoon phase last (Or are you still in it)?

					What significant decisions did you make during this period?

					Before deciding about anything critical, can you wait for the honeymoon phase to end? If not, why?

					Is there something you (half-heartedly) agreed to in the honeymoon phase that you now regret?

					Did your honeymoon phase affect your physical intimacy with your partner? How?

			

			The House Key

			For some couples, exchanging house keys means you have committed to one another and are exclusive. Perhaps you want your partner to water your plants and feed your cats while you are travelling for work. 

			Consider the implications of giving your key during the honeymoon phase. A key to your home means that any person has full access to your belongings and sacred space, including your sensitive documents. If either of you have children, their lives will be directly affected. Just because you feel deeply connected to your partner doesn’t mean your children will feel the same way and may need more time. While they may not pay rent or own the property, your children must consent. 

			How early in a relationship would you give your partner the password to your bank account, social security number, or other legal documents? Consider the following motivations for giving your house key based on your ‘why’:

			
					It’s for convenience.

					Out of necessity, to look after your house while you are away (You can ask for your key back when you return).

					You’re feeling pressured by the other person.

					You’ve been together for a long time and trust one another.

			

			In his book Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man (2014), Steve Harvey advises to never give your house key. His rationale: unless you share a lease or deed. You should only give your house key when you commit and there is implicit trust between you. 	

			Sometimes, we fear the relationship will end if we don’t act the way we think our partner wants us to. However, the opposite is true. A healthy relationship can withstand delay because it tests the strength of the couple and their ability to stay together for the long haul.

			Waiting to offer our house key helps us establish and maintain healthy boundaries. Please do not rush into giving your key. The person you are dating must earn your trust before freely accessing your home. Over time, just as your partner gains the key to your heart, they get the key to your home. Besides, if you give your key too early, you may want it back, especially if the relationship sours or you develop safety concerns. It’s challenging to retrieve your key and costly to change the locks. Once you fully commit to making a home together, either leased or purchased, you will share a key.

			EXERCISE B: The Idea of Being in Love

			Check out the video about Marlon Brando and Rita Moreno’s relationship, How Marlon Brando Love-Tortured Rita Moreno (See the link in the Bibliography).

			
					Are there any elements of your relationship that resonate?

					Are you in love with the idea of love?

					How does your relationship help you be your best self?

			

			Commitment

			Sometimes, we float into a living arrangement. Other times, we plan it. We may plan a legally binding commitment that involves a contract, such as a cohabitation or prenuptial agreement (See Chapter 17). And we marry, declaring our commitment before various parties (God, family, friends). Or we move in together with the goal to marry in the future (or not). It’s widespread practice today to live together before marrying or opt out of entering the legal union of marriage. We are no less committed when we decide to cohabit. 

			We must be clear on our values and communicate honestly to make our intentions transparent while protecting ourselves. Worse is to harbour expectations based on a lack of or false information. We avoid discussing our living situation and make impulsive choices without thinking about the outcomes. We invest emotionally and financially, and when the relationship ends, it surprises us to learn we do not have the same rights as if we had legally married. 

			The Stages of Commitment

			Committing to another person happens in stages and builds slowly along a continuum. We may discuss our status when we date: What are we doing here? What is this? What do we call ourselves? We hold conversations about being exclusive because we are spending more time together. We may notice that keeping two apartments is costly and decide to find one home to share because we’re together all the time. 

			When we commit to another person, we pledge to preserve the integrity of our relationship by:

			
					Respecting and supporting each other’s values

					Wanting for our partner what we want for ourselves

					Having each other’s back

					Installing healthy interdependence

			

			Open communication, trust, empathy, and cooperation are hallmarks of healthy interdependence. Foundational for all relationships, it is the mutually supportive and beneficial relationship between individuals. Each relies on the other while maintaining a sense of autonomy and independence. In a healthy relationship, individuals respect each other’s needs and work towards common goals.

			By working together, we can accomplish more than we could on our own because everyone has unique strengths and weaknesses. Healthy interdependence applies to all relationships, including romantic, family, friendships, and professional collaborations.

			The benefits of healthy interdependence include:

			
					Increased emotional support

					Improved problem-solving abilities

					Greater resilience in the face of challenges

			

			Balancing each other’s needs and desires can lead to greater self-awareness and personal growth. While independent of thought, feelings, and personhood, you become emotionally interdependent with your partner. Shifting from ‘me’ to ‘we’ and prioritising communication, respect, and cooperation can create a valuable relationship dynamic.

			Milestones

			There are dating milestones, then there are relationship milestones. We deepen and renew our feelings with every stage we experience as a couple. Dating milestones depend on variables related to our personalities and relationship dynamics. While you get to decide when your own milestones will unfold, the following milestones appear in the order in which they usually happen:

			
					Going on your first date: This is the initial meeting where you get to know each other and decide if you want to continue dating.

					Touching, such as hugging, hand-holding, putting your arm around each other, which can be a prelude to a more intimate touch.

					Enjoying your first kiss: A kiss can be a significant moment in a relationship, signalling that you are becoming more intimate. 

					Becoming exclusive: You might stop dating other people and commit to a monogamous relationship with your partner. You label the relationship, often referring to the other as girlfriend/boyfriend (girlfriend/girlfriend, boyfriend/boyfriend).

					Having sex for the first time: You become physically intimate with your partner.

					Meeting family and friends: Introducing your partner to your family signifies you are serious and intend to integrate them into your life.

					Declaring your love: “I love you” is a big step in a relationship, displaying and wanting to express powerful feelings for your partner.

					Moving in together: Cohabiting is a significant commitment and a major step in a relationship.

					Getting engaged: An engagement is a formal commitment to get married and often involves a proposal and giving an engagement ring.

					Marrying: Marriage expresses the ultimate commitment in a romantic relationship and can be a milestone couples aspire to.

					Making financial and legal commitments: Completing legal documents and merging finances may involve opening a joint bank account, buying a home together, and creating a legal will.

					Having a child together: Deciding to expand your family to include a child is a major decision that affects your couple and creates your joint responsibility for someone dependent.

			

			You may choose to cohabitate and not marry. Communicate regularly with your partner to ensure you’re heading in the same direction regarding your relationship. 

			When you move in together with the expectation of getting married, and that never materializes, it can lead to feelings of being trapped and unable to move forward from that important milestone. You’ve invested, and you may feel as though you wasted your time. So, you stick with the relationship because it feels odd to pack up and leave. Kelly experienced this very thing: she felt frustrated waiting around for a marriage proposal only to discover her then common-law partner was not the marrying type. 

			REFLECTION

			
					What are the main milestones in your relationship?

					What do they mean to you?

					Are there any desired relationship milestones that you are not achieving, and what is stopping you? 

			

			Types of Commitment

			Commitments often follow milestones, representing significant achievement or progress towards a goal. When we reach a milestone, this shows we are advancing in our relationship. This motivates us to make commitments to continue our progress. 

			We propose three types of commitment: emotional, physical/sexual, and legal. 

			Emotional commitment refers to the degree of emotional attachment and investment in a relationship. It involves feelings of love, care, and support for the other person and a desire to maintain a long-term relationship with them. Emotional commitment involves trust, loyalty, and overcoming relationship challenges. You show respect for your partner and form an allegiance, defining the relationship and nurturing each other. Of course, chemistry—that attraction you have for your partner—is your starting point. An emotional commitment in a monogamous relationship means being faithful to your partner.

			Physical/sexual commitment refers to intimacy and sexual exclusivity between two people in a relationship. This type of commitment involves a mutual agreement to be sexually exclusive and to engage in physical acts of affection and intimacy. Physical (/sexual) commitment describes sexual faithfulness. We agree to be exclusive with our partner and engage physically and sexually with them. We are present to our partner and commit to accompanying and caring for them through the challenging and good times. You make a physical commitment by sharing space and financial responsibilities with your partner.
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