
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Love The Key to My Heart

        

        
        
          Tommy Rutgersson

        

        
          Published by Tommy Rutgersson, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      LOVE THE KEY TO MY HEART

    

    
      First edition. September 4, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Tommy Rutgersson.

    

    
    
      Written by Tommy Rutgersson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


y any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Printed in the United States of America

First Edition: 2025

This copyright page includes the necessary copyright notice, permissions request information, acknowledgments for the cover design, interior design, and editing, as well as the details of the first edition. 

Disclaimer: This book is a work of non-fiction and is intended solely for informational and educational purposes. The names mentioned within are trademarks of their respective owners. This publication is not affiliated with, endorsed by, or sponsored by any of these trademark holders. The inclusion of these names is meant to provide context and historical reference.

The author , (Tommy Rutgersson) does not claim ownership of any trademarks or copyrights related to the names and likenesses of the individuals referenced in this book. Any opinions expressed herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of any organization or trademark holder.

––––––––

[image: ]


​Introduction

Why small acts of affection matter

There is a stubborn, hopeful truth at the heart of a lot of modern research: our close relationships shape our health and happiness. A decades-long investigation—The Harvard Study of Adult Development—followed people for generations and found that warm, steady relationships predict better mental and physical health over time. Not money, not fame, not achievements alone. The steady thread was connection. (Source: Harvard Study of Adult Development.)

Yet knowing that doesn’t make it easy to feel close. People move through days with calendars packed and attention frayed. Old hurts nestle under the skin. Fear of rejection lurks like a shadow. Some of us were never shown how to reach a feeling and hold it without panic. So the paradox becomes clear: we want connection, but we often don’t know how to let it in.

I remember a morning years ago, standing in a small kitchen while a friend spoke softly about her marriage. She could list the dates of the couple’s big arguments with exactness, but when I asked what she missed—really missed—her eyes darted away. She knew she loved him, and she wanted affection. She could not stay with the feeling long enough to say it aloud. That scene—the kettle hissing, a late sun through window glass, the way words stuttered and came out thin—has stayed with me. It’s a quick picture of what many of us carry: the desire to feel and the fear that feeling will break us open.

This chapter is a hum of practical permission. It says two things plainly: the challenge is not a lack of desire, and the barrier is not always external. The real work is learning how to access feeling in ways that feel steady and safe. With practice, affection can be felt, expressed, and sustained.

How to open the inner door

There are three broad paths that make this work practical and humane. They overlap. They do not require long retreats or radical life changes. They are about simple habits—tiny bridges between where you are and where you want to be.

The first path is felt safety. Before affection can grow, the body needs to stop being alarmed. This isn’t mystical. It is biological. Short breathing practices, brief reflections, and gentle rhythms teach the nervous system that the present moment is not a repeated emergency. Try this for a moment: breathe in quietly for four counts, hold two, breathe out for six. Do it twice. You’ll notice something subtle—muscles soften, the jaw unclenches. Felt safety doesn’t erase sorrow or history, but it creates the conditions in which a tender feeling can be recognized rather than pushed away.

I once sat with a woman who had been taught to shrug off emotion as weakness. We practiced a two-minute breathing routine before she tried to tell her partner she appreciated him. The first attempt came out halting. The second time, with her body a little calmer, the sentence slid out and landed warm in the room. He blinked, surprised. She felt surprised. It was small, and it was everything.

The second path is conversational habit—how we speak and how we listen. Affection needs reliable openings. That means learning to make small offers and accept small offers back. A habit could be as simple as one sentence every morning: “I noticed you did X—thank you.” Or one listening rule: resist the urge to fix; ask one question instead. These are humble tools. They create micro-moments of connection that stack over days and months.

Language matters. The words “I appreciate” or “I felt” are different from “You always” or “You never.” When we shift from blaming to naming our own feeling, the other person is more likely to meet us. When we slow our talking to let silence live beside a sentence, we make room for a reply that is not defensive. These are small conversational muscles that get stronger with repetition.

The third path asks a larger question: what gives affection meaning in your life? Some people find this in spiritual practice. Others in ethical commitments, community rituals, or personal values. This framing helps affection move from episodic to intentional. When affection is tied to purpose—caring for elders because you believe in dignity, or practicing tenderness because you value presence—it becomes less fragile. It can survive awkward starts and imperfect words.

Across these three paths—safety, habit, and meaning—the work is always practical. Each approach mixes short exercises, everyday examples, and gentle reflection. They are not silver bullets. They are scaffolding that helps feeling become accessible and reliable.

Scenes that teach

Think of a grocery checkout line. Two people stand side by side. One reaches out and straightens the other’s scarf; the other laughs and says, “You always notice that.” In that laugh are years of small attentions. Or remember a late-night conversation where someone said, “I’m tired,” and their partner put down the phone, didn’t solve anything, and simply said, “I hear you.” That listening was a tiny altar of presence. Scenes like these are not dramatic; they are persistent. They accumulate.

I like to think of affection as a slow weather rather than a single storm. It is made of many small showers. One person opening up a little more after a brief breath practice. A child being thanked for a simple kindness. A neighbor sitting with a parent and holding a hand without words. These acts, repeated, alter the landscape of the heart.

Practical first steps

Begin small. Try one minute of breathing when you wake. Notice one thing you appreciate about someone and say it today. Choose a “no fixing” rule when someone shares a problem: ask "What do you need right now?" rather than offering immediate solutions. Find one short reading, poem, or prayer that names tenderness and return to it twice a week. These practices are modest but they’re aimed at repeatability—the quality that makes affection sustainable.

Expect awkwardness. That’s part of the territory. When a habit is new, the voice may come out thin, or the timing may be wrong. That does not mean you have failed. Think of these moments as fumbling toward fluency. Over time the gestures will require less effort and feel more genuine.

A practical promise

The promise here is not that life will suddenly be perfect. The promise is that affection will become more available. You will feel more capable of saying what you mean, of holding a feeling without running, and of meeting others in a way that feels safe. Small practices build a nervous system that can notice warmth without flinching. Small conversational habits create opportunities to be seen. A meaningful frame gives affection a place to land.

If you want one precise place to start, try this: for seven days, practice a thirty-second breath before you speak in moments that matter. Pair that with one sentence of gratitude each day—two sentences if you can. Keep a small note of what changes. The point is repetition, not perfection.

Closing—what to carry forward

People often ask for quick fixes. There aren’t any. But there are short commitments that yield deep returns. The work of opening to affection is patient. It moves like a tide: low, then higher, then steady. Small acts today can open deeper feeling tomorrow. When you make the inner world safer, when you learn a few ways to speak and listen, and when you anchor affection in larger meaning, you habitually invite warmth into the life you want.

Begin with something so small it feels trivial. Do it until it stops feeling trivial. The heart remembers practice the way a city remembers footsteps on a path. Walk that path enough, and it becomes a road others will want to take with you.
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By the end of this chapter, you will see love as a lifelong process of growth and you will have a simple, practical plan to keep exploring your deepest feelings and affections.

I remember a late afternoon when my neighbor, Mrs. Alvarez, walked across the parking lot holding a mug of tea and a bundle of daisy stems she’d just cut from her balcony. She smiled at me the way people smile when they have something small and honest to give: steady eyes, a half-laugh in the voice. “You know,” she said, “I used to think love was something you either had or didn’t. Now I see it like this plant—some days it looks tired and droopy, and other days it surprises me with a new leaf.” She tapped the mug with the daisy stems. “You water it. You notice it. That’s it.”

Her words stuck with me because they were so quietly true. Love, like the plant, doesn’t belong in a picture where it is forever flawless. It belongs in the slow, sometimes messy work of tending. In the pages that follow, I want to invite you into a view of love as continual growth. I’ll offer small, practical habits you can try, and I’ll tell short stories—tiny, real-feeling moments of kids and teens learning these habits—that show how change happens in small, steady steps. This is not a manual for perfection. It’s an invitation to curiosity, to naming what you feel, and to acting on those names with tenderness and honesty.

See love as continual growth

When we picture love as a fixed moment, we box it into scenes: the grand gesture, the declaration, the happily-ever-after snapshot. Those images are comforting, but they can also make us nervous when our feelings shift. If you have softened toward someone, or if excitement fades into steady companionship, you might worry something is wrong. The truth is simpler: love changes because people change. That’s a healthy thing.

Start small. Sit with yourself for five minutes and simply take stock of what you feel right now. Use plain words. Are you curious, tired, hopeful, cautious? Don’t hunt for the “right” word. Just notice. Then reach back mentally to a moment four weeks ago and ask: what was I feeling then? What’s different now? Maybe anger has eased into curiosity. Maybe attraction has settled into respect. Those differences are not failures; they are the map of how you are learning to care.

Translate noticing into tiny action. Pick a goal so small it feels almost silly: ask one honest question in a conversation this week, or try one new shared activity. Keep a three-line daily check-in for seven days—one line for mood on a scale of one to ten, one line for a single action you took, and one line for a quick note about how the action felt. If your growth feels slow, shrink the goal again. The point is consistency, not drama. Small steps add up.

Let me tell you about Ava. She was twelve, with a clumsy backpack and a laugh that came out like a hiccup when she was surprised. One afternoon she had a fight with her best friend over a group project. On the bus home she thumbed her phone and scrolled through messages that felt colder each time she read them. That night she started a tiny journal because her teacher had suggested it. For a week, she wrote one sentence about how she felt after school and one small thing she could try the next day. The first few entries were hot with anger. By the fourth day something shifted. Instead of a demand, her sentence read, “I’m curious why she didn’t tell me.” That curiosity gave her courage to ask a question the next day—just one—and what followed was not a dramatic make-up scene, but a softer conversation. The friendship didn’t become perfect. Neither did Ava. But she felt herself growing into someone who could choose curiosity when she’d usually pick hurt.

Then there’s Liam at fifteen. He used to be swept up fast—big crushes, inflated expectations. When he met a new friend on his school debate team, his excitement was loud and all-consuming for a while. Over weeks, as they spent time together and discovered shared routines, his feeling changed. The rush softened into respect and a clearer sense of boundaries. He wrote this shift down in a note and planned one low-pressure activity—an afternoon at the library where they could talk and not feel the push to perform. The activity didn’t change the world, but it steadied the connection. Liam learned to honor a feeling that had moved from spark to steady flame.

To measure progress, take a weekly “growth snapshot.” Note one new feeling, one action you took, and one sign that your love is becoming different in a way you want. Remind yourself: growth is rarely a straight line. It is a series of small moves that gradually redraw the map of your heart.

Appreciate the evolving nature of feelings

Feelings respond to things: conversations, coffee dates, silences, setbacks. They don’t stay the same. Recognizing that your feelings will evolve makes it easier to stay patient with yourself and with others. It also helps you respond deliberately instead of panicking.

Practice a daily feelings check-in. Pause for a minute and say out loud or write what you’re feeling: happy, confused, hopeful, wary. If your word list feels thin, borrow a feelings wheel or a short list of core emotions to point to. The act of naming reduces the fog. Once you can name a feeling, you can describe it to someone without turning it into an accusation or a puzzle.

Validation is the next step. When you notice a change, don’t punish it. Try a sentence that simply acknowledges the shift: “I’m feeling more protective of my time lately. I’m noticing I want honest, direct conversations.” That kind of statement honors your experience without blaming the other person for being different. It also opens a gentle doorway to a conversation.

When you talk about a change, keep your language concrete. Say what you need rather than making declarations. Instead of “You never make time for me,” try, “I’ve noticed I need more time to think before we make plans. Can we give each other a day to decide?” Frame it around the feeling and the impact, not the other person’s failures.

I want you to imagine drawing a feelings map. In the middle, circle today. From that center, imagine five lines reaching out like spokes. In each spoke, write a core feeling, the cause you suspect, and one need or boundary that flows from that feeling. Over time, you will see the map change—some spokes widen with new feelings, others narrow. That visual will help you notice what is getting louder inside you and what is quieting down.

Ava used a simpler version of this without realizing it. After a tense start with a classmate, she began to ask herself, “What is this feeling?” She noticed irritation in her chest turning into curiosity as she asked questions. The curiosity pulled her forward to listen; the listening softened the other person. Liam did something similar when his excitement about a friendship became admiration and a desire for mutual respect. He wrote a short note to the person explaining that he appreciated their boundaries and wanted to be honest and supportive. That note didn’t change everything, but it made the relationship feel safer.

Do a weekly feelings map review. Look for patterns. Maybe certain topics spike anxiety. Maybe your sense of connection brightens after shared meals. Use what you find to adjust how you show up. This isn’t about chasing a particular mood, but about learning to respect the way your heart grows and to respond with curiosity and care.
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