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We are all figuring life out. We show up, do what we do, rest, and repeat the cycle. Some days are better, other days are worse. While we look like we have it all together, as if there was a checklist to a perfect life, we are actually all going through something at any given time. Big or small issues, insecurities, not knowing our “why’s”, feeling stuck, confused or just tired – different things continually hound us in our attempt to make sense of our daily lives. 

We have lived, loved and lost; we share similar stories; and yet, each of our stories is unique. We have been hurt and felt lost; yet time and again we pick up the pieces to start all over again. Each time, loving deeper, while still wiping the tears from our eyes, promising to do better next time. By sharing my thoughts and finding ways to understand and living with love, it is my hope to share how else we can discover more about ourselves, others, and the world around us – and what we can do to have a love-filled life, what we can reflect on, and what we can look forward to. 

This book explores love and its various definitions, versions and expressions. While not claiming to be the end all and be all of all things about love, it hopes to touch your heart, tickle your brain and rejuvenate your soul. It also delves into “what is toxic” and how we might recognize it and ultimately keep it out of our lives, or at least minimize it.

Familiar and yet enlightening concepts are meant to take you through an authentic and empowering experience. As you read through the chapters, there will be some suggested exercises, questions and reminders or mantras. These are the tools that will help guide your journey. I have gained a lot of wisdom and peace through them. Be ready for introspection, be open and be honest. It’s time to get up close and personal with yourself. 

I let myself feel, I let myself believe, I just let things be. With careful thought, an idealistic mind, and a positive approach, I am sharing what made sense to me, how it was like, how I think it could be like. I took inspiration from encounters, observations and insights, working through personal experiences, asking, discerning, meditating and then pursuing my passion to live. 

May you find a sense of calmness, peace and joy, navigating through the pages and doing the exercises. Look forward to doing some writing, too, and having conversations with your inner self. I advise you to stay grounded, raise your self-awareness, and challenge the quality of your thoughts. As you answer the questions, without fear of judgment, aspire to enter a state of clarity and decide to let love in. 
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Chapter 1
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What’s the Love Idea?
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"One word frees us of all the weight and pain in life. That word is Love."

~ Socrates

Everyone would like to have love in their life. At some point, we even get to be in precarious situations all in the name of love. But why are there times when it feels so hard to love? Is it brought about by certain situations in life or perhaps by circumstances we think we have no control over? Perhaps the right kind should never be hard or painful for anyone. While sacrifices, making adjustments, and mutual acceptance are indeed necessary, the moment they become too painful to bear, relationships can become toxic. Yet somehow, we find ourselves staying in these relationships because of love. We have become so focused on making things work, that we do whatever it takes to save the relationship we think we want to keep. 

The idea of love and having someone to love is so elusive that we get drowned in our emotions and forget the true kind of love that really matters. It seems that when we become more in love with the idea of being in love, we become trapped in a place enveloped with more darkness than light.

The feeling of loneliness is so daunting that we beat ourselves up over and over trying to save a relationship, even if we end up hurting each other along the way, including other people within our circle. This is when hurt people also hurt other people, their pain maliciously redirected, and the tendency to take it out on the world spreads like an infection. We become each other’s collateral damage as we swim or sink through our own issues. At times, we don’t even realize it until the distress becomes intolerable. Yet, we continue to push ourselves, because we call it love. We stay in relationships for reasons we tell ourselves – perhaps it comes from the fear of being alone or being judged; perhaps it is because of the promises we made or promises the other person has made; perhaps it is the convenient option; perhaps we think we need it to survive. 

I had a long-time boyfriend. We were together for four years. We met when I was in 4th year high school and were together all throughout college. I really thought I would marry him. I was in love with the idea of marrying my childhood sweetheart. I admired people who had these kinds of love stories and wished my story would be the same.  We got along pretty well. It was fun navigating through life, enjoying each other’s company, and planning our future. Even our families were very accepting and supportive of our relationship. Young as our love was through our teens and early 20’s, the cycle of jealousy and possessiveness was already happening. My then boyfriend was so easy to love. I mean, what’s not to love about him? He was always there for me, gave me all the attention I needed, picked me up, and brought me home. We had fun, and we really did love each other. I was his universe – and that became a problem. 

When the world around us would get in the way, like my time with my friends, family or organizations I was involved in, he needed to be in the picture. He would gate crash my dates with friends. He would pick a fight with me right before I left to meet them, so he would have a reason to go to where we were, demand to speak with me so that we could fix our differences, and eventually join our day out. I actually found it romantic at first. I thought he really got out of his way to make sure we fixed things. Then it kept on happening until I felt suffocated and robbed of my time and own choices. The fights that were rooted in jealousy did not start right away, and we would usually make up and be fine again. In the course of 4 years, however, fights became more frequent and more dramatic; sometimes they felt like a scene from a telenovela. Of course we discussed it, of course we both tried to change and improve, and we really did try to work things out. But I recall the time when I finally decided to break up with him. We did not even have a fight; I just grew tired of the cycle. The inevitable loop of fighting and making up and then fighting and making up again, and the thought of experiencing this loop forever made me decide to end our relationship. 

As we are here, we might as well take a look at one of the most famous definitions of love. Then maybe, just maybe, before we truly fight for it, we can be accepting and gain more insights on this thing we call love. 1 Corinthians 13:4-6 (ESV) says, “Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth.”

When we introspect on the kind of relationships we have with our partner, friends, family and people around us, we can evaluate if it is indeed espousing the kind of love that is nourishing.
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LOVE IS PATIENT.

Patience is tested each time we have to wait. It is having that staying power, or continuing to do something despite difficulties, or maintaining composure, or suffering without complaining or becoming annoyed. 

Is my relationship teaching me to be patient in a healthy manner? In today’s instant world, it has become increasingly difficult to practice patience. We are used to getting and receiving feedback fast, and sometimes we translate that in every part of our lives. We need to be able to strengthen our patience muscles to be calm when we are faced with difficult situations. Observe how we react when things don’t go our way.

Relationships take time to build. We have to remember that we are human beings and not computer processing units. While our brain is magnificently fast in processing information, we need to think things through, not to over analyze but to take control of our thoughts and emotions so as not to let ourselves go to auto-pilot mode. Knee-jerk reactions are common triggers in starting arguments. Appreciate and practice pausing, being self-aware of our headspace and our mood when interacting with people.  If you are a parent, your patience might have been tested by toddlers whose usual nature requires attention right now and everything right now. Do we also go running around like toddlers?

Think about the last time you got upset with someone because the person didn’t understand what you said the first time. Reflecting on our reactions and how we are able to deal with circumstances is helpful, so it will be easy to understand why our patience is challenged. Continuing to calmly do something despite challenges enhances our capabilities as mature human beings. Interactions also become more pleasant and less irritating, and when that happens, we have more room for growth. We are then able to focus our attention on the things that matter to us the most. 
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LOVE IS KIND.

Kindness is the quality of being gentle, caring and helpful. It is being considerate and generous. 

Being kind goes beyond saying “Hello, how are you?'' in a social setting. You can start by thinking of concrete examples – everyday things that make up your day. Each act of kindness toward the people around you can easily multiply and have a compounding effect. The person you encountered this morning might have been going through a tough day, but because of a small act of kindness of yours when you chose to hold open the elevator for him instead of pressing the close button, he was not late for his meeting, and for him, it was the start of a better day. 
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