



[image: cover]








The
Selfish
Romantic


How to date without
feeling bad about yourself


MICHELLE
ELMAN


[image: images]









Published in 2023 by Welbeck


an imprint of Welbeck Non-fiction Limited,


part of the Welbeck Publishing Group


Offices in: London – 20 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JW &


Sydney – 205 Commonwealth Street, Surry Hills 2010


www.welbeckpublishing.com


Text © Michelle Elman, 2023


Design and layout copyright © Welbeck Non-fiction Limited, 2023


Michelle Elman has asserted her moral right to be identified as the author of this work under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owners and the publishers.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN


Hardback – 978 1 80279 502 8
eISBN – 978 1 80279 503 5


Typeset by IDSUK (DataConnection) Ltd.


Printed at CPI UK


2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1


[image: images]









For every woman whose love life is a mess, and wondered if it is because you are unlovable – you aren’t.









Author’s Note


Some of the names and identifying details in this book have been changed to protect the privacy of the people in the examples used. All stories involving clients have been included with their permission. My writing is informed by lived experience and therefore it is also limited by it. Within the book I have used the words men and women intentionally, as there are aspects of the book that directly refer to how the patriarchy affects the gender imbalance in romantic relationships. As a straight woman living in a heteronormative society, a number of the examples will be in relation to that. Despite attempting to be as inclusive as possible, I will have blind spots. I never want my writing to be a source of exclusion. If an example doesn’t fit your reality, please apply it to your own situation and orientation.
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From the earliest age – especially as girls – we are told that we are not good enough unless someone loves us. We are told that if we are not coupled, it is because there is something wrong with us and we are unlovable. This persists into adulthood with innocent comments like “Why are you still single?” – the subtext being that not being paired off is our own personal failing. If we try to “fix the problem” and start dating, we will be bombarded with even more confusing advice that makes no sense: “You will find a relationship when you are least looking for it!”, they will hark, and we are forever stuck between not looking too hard (in case we seem desperate) and not looking hard enough (so that we only have ourselves to blame for our singledom). Either way, it is our fault.


The dating advice out there just echoes this message. We are told to change ourselves in order to be more palatable and attractive, particularly to men. We are told to lose weight, remove our body hair and strive to appear as close to the current beauty ideal as possible. It’s not just our looks, though. We are supposed to keep our needs small, for fear of being called “needy”; to bury our true emotions, for fear of being called “emotional”; and to make no requests of our own, for fear of being branded “high maintenance”. When you speak directly, you will be dubbed “rude” – and if you have opinions, that’s “unladylike”. All of this makes you undateable. And if you don’t make dating your top priority, you are selfish – because what if your parents want grandbabies? We actually haven’t come that far from the norm of dismissing any woman over the age of 25 as a spinster and telling women that their mission in life is to get wifed up and procreate.


It’s time for a new kind of dating book. Changing yourself in order to achieve an outcome (finding a life partner) is not only short-sighted but it is also manipulation. These books tell you that it’s fine when you drop the mask and go back to being yourself, because by then, your partner will be hooked. But what if you don’t want to trick someone into liking you and instead want to find someone who is actually compatible? There are people who aren’t intimidated by your needs, who will see your emotions as a strength, can meet your requests and are attracted to opinionated women. In order to find these people, though, you actually have to be honest. We get told things – like the “fact” that men hate loud women. They don’t. Some men hate loud women, and some men love them. But in order to meet someone who loves a loud woman, you need to keep being loud. If you continue pretending to be quiet when you aren’t, then of course you attract someone who confirms this lie. You don’t need to change yourself. You need to stop pretending to be who you are not.


If you’ve followed any of my career, you know that in every area of life, I have found a way to challenge all of society’s implicit messaging around the way I should be and how I should live my life. And yet, within my love life, I would readily accept what I was being told. In my last book, The Joy of Being Selfish, I took you on the journey of how I found my voice and learned how to set boundaries – and the area I found setting those boundaries the hardest was my love life. I believe we all could do with being a little more selfish. As I say within the pages of that book:




I believe in order to have self-love, it is necessary to be selfish. It requires you to reorder your priorities to ensure you come at the top of that list. The word ‘selfish’ holds a stigma in modern society because it is associated with the idea that you have a disregard for other humans. But when you regard others more highly than yourself, the unfortunate consequence is often that you are completely forgotten. I think one of the most loving things you can do for the people around you is to take care of yourself. When you don’t, the people in your life often feel a responsibility to do that for you.





Conversely, when we are selfless, we do things like get married for the wrong reasons to make our parents proud, stay in relationships longer than we should rather than admitting we are unhappy, and put up with more bad behaviour than we deserve. By being selfless, we tell ourselves we are unimportant and everyone else comes first – even some fuckboy who can’t make time for you. Men have been acting selfishly for years. It’s why they plan a date when it’s convenient to them. It’s why they will text you at 2 a.m. rather than at a respectful time. If they can get the same result with less effort, why would they make more? It makes sense, and as soon as I got my own boundaries, I actually stopped getting annoyed about it. Of course they are going to organize their life in a way that is most convenient for them with the least effort. So why wasn’t I doing the same? Why wasn’t I saying no when it didn’t work for me?


Boundaries are how we teach the world to treat us. They are the line between who we are and who the world wants us to be. Being selfish doesn’t mean I won’t do things for other people – it means I no longer do things in exchange for someone’s favour or because it made their life more convenient. Boundaries are my way of saying no to doing anything at the expense of myself. If that makes me unlovable, undateable and selfish, so be it. Enter empowered dating: the revolutionary idea that it is possible to date without sacrificing your self-esteem, self-worth or happiness.


Dating is different when you look like me. I am mixed race, plus size, scarred, and I have a complex medical history. This is something that books about finding love seem to avoid talking about. The intersections that individuals – with our various labels and identities – bring to our relationships mean we are all different. Yet most dating books treat us like a conglomerate, with the only divide being the gender binary and, of course, the knee-jerk assumption that you are heteronormative. Whether it’s race, sexuality, disability, illness, gender identity or size, conversations around these topics in regards to dating never existed, and that silence confirmed my fear that I would be forever alone. It hurt even more because, at heart, I was a romantic. I wanted the fairy tale. But for me, dating was about navigating body shame, consent conversations due to medical caveats, and confronting partners’ racist parents. While most of my friends could turn to a magazine for all the hints and tips they needed, at age 16, I was sitting on Google and looking up “how to tell a boy about my scars”. It came up with no results and unintentionally, I had confirmed my worst fear: that I was alone in facing this problem.


Considering this, it will come as no shock to admit that I was a “late bloomer” when it came to love. At a time when fitting in was paramount, I noticeably didn’t. I wasn’t thin like my friends, I was mixed race unlike most of my friends, and I was marked with surgery scars that resembled an incomplete game of noughts and crosses. My medical issues left me with dilemmas that most kids my age hadn’t faced. When all my friends started getting crushes, kissing people for the first time, and wanting to discuss their latest boy drama, I remember thinking there was something wrong with me. I found talking about boys mind-numbingly boring and the idea of actually interacting with a boy even more so. While my friends worried about how much tongue you should use when kissing someone, I was worrying about how the catheter scars on my thigh look like pee droplets. While they were debating whether it’s OK to kiss a boy that your friend has already got with, I was contemplating when exactly was the right time to tell someone they can’t touch my neck because there is a tube in it that could break. My constant medical problems that resulted in 15 surgeries before the age of 19 were difficult enough to talk about to friends, but the idea of sharing that with a guy terrified me, so it was easier to avoid the situation completely.


It is no wonder, then, that the first relationship I ended up in was an emotionally abusive one. I let society convince me for too many years that because of what I looked like, I should just accept whoever wanted me – and that I didn’t have the right to ask for more, let alone have actual standards. I should accept what I was given, and if I was able to delude someone or trick them into being with me, it would only be because my personality was able to compensate for my body. Standards, good treatment and, ultimately, romance were reserved for the people who fit the beauty ideal. Being fat, mixed race, chronically ill and scarred, that was certainly not me. No wonder every time I tried to date it made me feel like crap. I was treated like shit because I believed that was what I deserved. But how could I know what I wanted from a relationship if I didn’t even know what I wanted from life?


After my first relationship ended, I began a journey of being single that revolutionized the way I started thinking about dating. Being single is sold as the ultimate punishment for the destitute and unlovable, but I started seeing it as a gold mine for fun and opportunity instead. I realized that I had been using dating as a plaster to stop feeling bad about myself. Its main purpose was to fill the void in me that screamed that I wasn’t good enough. So for the first time in my life, I decided to be consciously single – and I was going to stay that way until I sorted myself out. I was a mess in every way, from not knowing what job I wanted to do to my mental health, and the only decision I could make was that I didn’t want to add another person to that mess.


It would take three years until I felt the urge to date again. The moment came when I arrived home after completing my TEDx Talk. My life finally felt fulfilling and satisfying, so to notice something was missing took me off guard. I had spent the majority of those last three years working on myself and I had found satisfaction in a life without dating. So returning to an empty house with this pang of wanting another human surprised me. By taking the pressure off dating and learning to fulfil my own needs, I could recognize the true value of dating – not because I needed it or there was an absence in my life, but because I wanted it and it would make a great addition to my life. I now had the confidence, the boundaries, and the self-esteem to be dating from a place of valuing myself. I don’t know what I was expecting when I had my first foray into the world of dating, but it wasn’t anything like I remembered.


It all started with an innocent question that I was asked one Tuesday: “If you could slide into the DMs of any guy, who would it be?” I was on a photo shoot and two of my friends had booked the same job. As we were chatting in the make-up chairs, I mentioned how I was having this craving to start dating again. They’d asked this question and, long after we had left the photo shoot, it lingered in my mind. I kept thinking about one person whom I had briefly dated a couple of years ago who was, simply put, the best sex I’d ever had. It had ended with him ghosting, but I had always wished there was just one more night. So, with a lot of encouragement and the vague threat of them signing in to my Instagram account and doing it for me, I added him on Instagram and sent him a DM: “Hey stranger! How’s things? xx”. He added me back two minutes later and within three hours he was at mine, having driven two hours from Windsor, bailing on his own party to come over.


Up until this moment, the world had told me if I ever found anyone to like me, it would be for my personality – that only people who fit the beauty ideal could pull moves like this. But it had all been a lie. Yes, he just wanted sex, but so did I, and I had gone after it with the same energy I would have if it had been a job. When he left, I kissed him goodbye at my door. He pressed the button of the elevator and then turned back with a nod and said, “You are definitely going down as the most confident girl I have ever met.” There was something about that statement that awoke something in me. The girl he had known two years before didn’t exist anymore. I wasn’t that person. Stood in her place was a boundaried woman who had her shit together, was living her dream life, and could bring so much to the table – in general, but also in love. It was an epiphany realizing I had been going after everything in my life with confidence, but never thought to apply it to love. This realization, frankly, pissed me off.


How many people were walking through the world convinced that they had to settle? How many people who were being treated like crap because they thought their looks, their size, their disability, their race or their scars limited their dating pool? How many people who exist outside of the beauty norm have to tolerate their “more conventionally attractive” partner being treated like a saint because, God forbid, they love someone bigger than size 14? I had been lied to for years and I was on a mission to prove that I – as well as anyone else who wanted to – could date as much as the next person, and that what you look like is never a reason to deserve any less. I started acting as hot as I am, and it changed my world. What if you walked into a bar and actually assumed the people who you find attractive would also find you attractive? What would happen if you didn’t limit yourself by seeing yourself as a bunch of labels, and instead saw yourself as a person who brought a lot to the table romantically? What would it be like to navigate dating with confidence? How fun would it be to be single without questioning your lovability, to date without taking rejection personally, and to have sex without hating your body?


The more I loved dating, the more it pissed me off that this message about how hard dating should be was everywhere, especially for people who look like me. I had always been a private person when it came to my love life; I never spoke about the people I dated and I never mentioned dates I went on. But after years of being on Instagram, I grew frustrated that any time you ever talked about anyone outside of the beauty norm, the only love stories we heard were negative ones. I started wondering why this was. Then it hit me one day, while I was talking on a panel for Oxford University. The problem wasn’t in the answers I was giving – it was in the questions I was being asked. Every question was about being racially fetishized and being body shamed. I couldn’t say the same of the queries directed at the thin people or the white people on the panel. It wasn’t the fact that I hadn’t had positive dating experiences, it was that, as a society, we only make space for the negative dating stories of marginalized people. I had multiple positive stories I could share but, because that question was asked directly of me, it forced me to talk about one story from when I was 18, ignoring over a decade of experiences since. It didn’t matter that it was only one example out of years of dating, and it didn’t matter that the white people or thin people on the panel probably also had bad dating experiences, because that was never asked of them. Unconsciously, this is part of what builds the narrative that the only things waiting out there for marginalized people are abuse, rejection and hurt.


In a bid to counter this, I started sharing this mentality of confidence in dating and, in turn, coined it “empowered dating”. When I first started sharing it, people thought I was crazy, that I had this absurd confidence that wasn’t realistic for other people. In fact, some people even compared me to a fuckboy for the mere suggestion that a person who looks like me should keep swiping and not just stop at the first match. It was so shocking to them that I didn’t just take the first offer anyone gave me. Over time, the messages I received changed. They went from “This is crazy” to “OMG, it worked”: “Wow, I did that thing about changing your mentality before a first date and he just asked me out!”


Most of the dating advice out there is written by people who fit the beauty ideal. But when you walk through the world in a body like mine, dating is different – not worse, just different. We need books that cater to marginalized identities. There is irony in calling us “minorities”, as it implies there are few of us; there aren’t. In the UK, 20 per cent of people are disabled, roughly 15 per cent are people of colour and approximately 40 per cent of women are plus size – so the chance of you sitting in at least one minority is actually quite high. If you add it together, we are the majority. It is naive to think that our appearances don’t alter how we approach dating. So it’s important that dating books are written by a range of people with differing life experiences in order to truly encapsulate the intersections that affect our dating lives.


The world of dating has changed and, as much as we can try to resist these changes by scorning dating apps and holding on to “meet-cute” stories of bumping into people at the bus stop, these changes are happening, and they are happening quickly. There is an outdated idea of going to the people who have been in the longest relationship to get your love-life advice, but it doesn’t work like that. Love and dating are two distinct skill sets. Relationship advice and dating advice are different. It’s like cooking and baking. Some people might put them in the same category, but you can be good at one without being good at the other. It’s why every friendship group has a single friend who you really get all your love-life advice from. Those childhood sweethearts who have been together since school might know how to make a relationship work, reignite sex once it gets dull, and how to fight without wounding each other too much, but they aren’t the people you go to when it comes to how to manage dating apps or ghosting and how exactly to reply to a nude.


Even if you turn to Instagram for much-needed advice, you will be equally disheartened. The love-life information that I see online is largely composed of opinions that are not backed up with any professional qualifications. This kind of advice leads to contradictory and overly simplistic solutions to complex problems. It’s a lot easier to say “Dump him!” than it is to say “You need to have a difficult conversation about how your boundaries are being crossed, set a consequence for that boundary, reinforce that boundary and if the behaviour is repeated, then end the relationship.” In fact, I actually wrote those words online today and was met with the following comments:




The world is on fire, ma’am, we don’t have time to give men second chances.







All I am hearing is, “Let’s ignore his crossing boundaries the first time.” Heal yourself, sister.







No, because sometimes the answer is to break up.





Our culture has lost the ability to have hard, complex or nuanced conversations. This is exactly the mentality that gave birth to ghosting, and it’s not helping any of us. It’s all too easy to yell “red flag” and run, without contemplating that this could be a way you are affirming your fear of intimacy. It’s simpler to believe that your “strong independent woman” mentality is empowering, rather than questioning whether this is leading to a hyper-independence that means you shame yourself whenever you ask for help. We need to be able to live in the contradictions and the grey. Dating is complicated, and complicated problems deserve nuanced answers, even if they can’t be dissected into a pithy and snappy viral Instagram quote. This book will not include absolutes on the right and wrong way to date because I am not a guru who holds all the wisdom. I’m not going to sell you on a lie that there is a formula to falling in love. I am a life coach who has fucked up just as many times as you have and, through navigating my mistakes, has found a way to date without feeling bad about myself.


Throughout the book, I will use the term “relationship” frequently. In our love lives, relationships usually refer to the arbitrary point at which you both put a label on it, but my definition of a relationship is very liberal as I have found no benefit in creating hierarchies depending on the length or seriousness of your encounters. I believe all experiences are legitimate and therefore they will all be treated under one category whether it’s a one-night stand or anything longer. If I am discussing being official, I will specify that. At the end of every chapter, I have included a “Take Action Toolkit”, because it’s important to me as a life coach that my advice is practical. A book can’t change your life – it’s what you do after reading the book that will do that, and these sections give you the opportunity to do so. Throughout the book, there are also numerous texts. These are real examples from my dating life. They are not designed to be perfect templates, but rather a jumping-off point to create your own. I have spent many hours constructing texts with friends and my own life coach, and my goal is to give you the language to create the change for yourself. It’s important that you make it personal to the situation and customize it to your own style of speaking. They are in the format of texts, but that is not to imply that all these conversations are appropriate over text. There are times you should be having these conversations over the phone or in person.


This is not a book that will teach you how to get a relationship, but it will teach you how to enjoy dating. It stops treating dating as a means to an end and recognizes it as a legitimate phase in life. It was not until I stood in my power and reclaimed my right to date that I realized I didn’t want to marry the first person I went on a date with. I didn’t want a perfect love life – I wanted a full one. I wanted to experience the diverse adventures that love could offer and the range of emotions that life can bring. I didn’t just want the positives. I wanted to risk my heart, potentially get hurt along the way and, most of all, not lose myself on the journey. Now, my hope is that I can share that with you. If you are miserable, thinking you are unlovable and that finding the perfect person is the solution to your problems, this book is for you. If you, like me, were a “late bloomer” and the mere idea of going on a date terrifies you, this book is for you. It’s for you if being single forever is still the worst threat that could ever exist. It’s not about whether being single, dating or in a relationship is the best option, it’s about accepting which phase you are in and making peace with it. And if you would like to do something about creating that peace, then you are in the right place.
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The Myths of Being Single


When I first had the idea for this book, I started asking my friends about their first relationships. With most of my friends, I didn’t know them back then and they were talking about people I never knew. But the more I started asking, the more I realized that nearly every friend’s first relationship was emotionally abusive in some way. Back in the 2010s, we didn’t have the vocabulary for this type of abuse, but upon hearing my friends’ stories, I can’t help but think that the fearmongering around being single is at least significantly to blame. People say that the only reason someone stays in an abusive situation is because “the alternative is worse”. Except the alternative isn’t worse. Being single is better than being in a bad relationship. I wish I had known that when my ex-boyfriend was screaming “You want to make me fat just like you are!” because I fried his egg instead of boiling it the way he liked it. If we lived in a world where being single was the default, I wonder if I would have settled for that.


Here’s the thing: single is the default. We are born single. And if we are repeatedly sold that single is this nightmare, it will be. It took me until I was 21 years old to realize that most people, if they want to be, spend the majority of their lives in a relationship. If that was the inevitability of my life, I wanted to treasure this precious and sacred time where I could enjoy my life not being beholden to anyone, make myself a priority and not have to think about anyone else. I wanted to enjoy the time when I had no responsibilities or dependents so I could fully be selfish. Here are just some of the lies we have been told:


“Every person that is single wants a relationship.”


Single is not the consolation prize for not landing a relationship. It is not a holding station for people who are waiting to be coupled off. Society tells you that one of your main goals should be to be in a relationship and that if you aren’t in one, it should be your highest priority. Is it so unthinkable that your sole purpose in life isn’t to be paired up? There are many people in the world who consciously choose to be single.


“Being single means no one wants to date you.”


Being single is not confirmation of your unlovability. It’s not a punishment for bad karma and it’s not an illness that says there is something wrong with you. The reality is that if you wanted any relationship, you’d be able to find one. Being single means you are secure enough to wait for what you deserve. They say “no one wants to date you”, but what if you don’t want to date them?


“No one would be single if they had a choice.”


Being single is not a burden that gets inflicted upon you when the latest person dumps you; it can be an active conscious decision. After all, for every person that is dumped, there was a person who was doing the dumping, which is proof positive that there are people choosing being single over their current available relationship. What they mean when they say this is that they would never choose it. It’s important we stop treating being single as a layover until your next relationship and actually see it as a valid choice.


“If you’ve been single too long, it’s because of what you look like.”


We can thank the beauty and diet industries for this myth. Society creates a fear of being single by convincing us there is a small window of time in which we are attractive. These industries see an opportunity to make money, so they give you a solution to that problem: lose weight, wear more make-up, have plastic surgery. They believe our self-worth should be tied up in whether or not other people find us attractive. Even if we find ourselves attractive but other people disagree, we are still told to change what we look like in order to fit their definition of beauty. Madness, frankly.


“If you are beautiful and single, you are too picky.”


The idea that lowering your boundaries and settling is the solution to your problems is flawed. What’s wrong with being picky? If I am supposed to spend my whole life with that person, you’d bloody hope I was picky. I have no interest in choosing misery. If I have to spend time with you, then you need to meet the standard of the people who are already in my life. That standard is high because, after years of having no boundaries, I now refuse to tolerate bad treatment.


People ask why you are single for the same reason they tell you that you need to lose weight: because they wouldn’t be that way. They were unable to enjoy their single period and therefore they have assumed you are having the same experience as they did. It is impossible for them to fathom another reality where being single could actually be fun, because it would put their own single period into question. It would challenge the idea that all single people hate being single and therefore put doubt in their mind that maybe the problem is them. This is an uncomfortable thought – rather than experience that cognitive dissonance, they find it easier to shut down the possibility entirely. It doesn’t fit in with their reality of the world being a better place when you are in a relationship – therefore, being single and being happy must not exist.


So if being single is not a burden, an illness or a punishment, what is it instead? It’s whatever you want it to be. It can be a time where you focus on your personal development, or put time and energy into your career. You can take advantage of the fact you aren’t moored to another human, giving you the flexibility to relocate or travel. You can use that time to date or be consciously single. For me, I decided to be consciously single for three years and I spent four years having the most fun I could dating. Ultimately, what being single actually means is nothing. We think being single is this monolithic experience of boredom, loneliness and sadness – and it’s just not. Being single is just as varied an experience as being in a relationship is. Much like each relationship can feel vastly different from the next, your single periods can too. I know for me, being single at 18 felt different to when I was single at 25. Not better or worse, just different. Once you liberate yourself from everything you were taught about being single, you are no longer limited. You are able to embrace the positives of the single life. Once you lose the fear of being alone, you realize the luxury of being alone. You do not have to love being single as a prerequisite for being happy in a future relationship. But as long as being alone is your worst fear, you may not know if you have actively chosen your relationship or simply fear the alternative.


Forget Me Nots


– Being single is better than a bad relationship


– Being single is not the consolation prize for not landing a relationship


– Being single is not confirmation of your unlovability


– How people react to your singledom is a reflection of their own hatred of being alone




Take Action Toolkit: If you are anything like me, you are sick of the word “self-care”. I blame the fact that every brand under the sun has used this word to sell everything from bath bombs to diet pills to gold-leaf face masks. My version of self-care is a little different. I define it as being a parent to yourself. Remember when you were a child and your parents wouldn’t let you hang out with your friends because you had too much homework? Well, as an adult, self-care is when you force yourself to stay home to do your taxes rather than going out. A parent would turn the TV off and tell you to go outside and get some fresh air – so self-care is taking yourself on a walk even if you don’t want to. If you were a parent and your child was hungry, you would get up and make them a meal; when you are lying on the sofa and can’t be bothered to make yourself food, that’s when self-care matters. A parent would never schedule a child’s week without any rest time, and you should have the same considerations for yourself. Sometimes being a parent means staying home to do the laundry because they would never let a child go to school wearing dirty clothes, so why are you treating yourself with any less care? In the past, when I used to date people, my self-care would be neglected. So when I decided to be single, I wanted to establish a solid core of self-care that wouldn’t waver when my love life did. Start paying attention to the small voice in your head that goes, “I really should go to sleep.” Hear that as the parent inside you and listen to what they say.





Do I Need a Dating Detox?


For the first three years of my seven-year single period, I was consciously single. This decision came a year after university. I had just been qualified as a life coach, I had hired my own life coach (who is still my life coach today!) and another guy I had dated had ended in disaster. Actually, it didn’t end so much as he ghosted, only to reappear three weeks later saying, “Hey! Sorry I didn’t reply, my dishwasher broke and my mates moved in next door so understandably, it’s been rather hectic xx”. Thankfully, I had the sanity to not reply, but it was one of those moments where you stop and go “What is my life?”, and I realized something needed to change. He was the last one in a slew of awful guys. Every time I dated one of those guys, I actively found myself regressing. I was making so much progress in my personal development and yet, any time I would walk into a session with “I’m dating someone new”, my life coach would have to visibly restrain herself from sighing. All my life-coaching sessions would stop being about me and become about how to reduce the damage and aftershock of the latest guy – and I hated that. It started feeling like every new person I was dating was halting my growth. So I made an extreme decision: I was going to stop dating, cold turkey. I deleted whatever numbers I had on my phone and dedicated my time to me.


My dating detox, while initially hard, ended up being so liberating. I got off the rollercoaster that was my dating life. Men dictated so many of my emotions – or, I should say, I let them. I never decided on a time frame for my detox, I didn’t declare a year of being single and I didn’t tell anyone. Not even my life coach. All I knew was that my life was a mess. I would get back to dating when, and only when, I had figured out how to exchange the rollercoaster for one of those calm river rides that are quite peaceful. The extreme highs were great but, of course, they would come with extreme lows. While life will always come with peaks and troughs, I wanted to exchange the bounce of a bungee jump for the bounce of a bouncy castle. I was finally sorting myself out and addressing the leftovers of my PTSD. In many ways, I swapped the validation that I was used to getting from men for the validation that came from working on my negative patterns and doing something different.


Over those three years, I never deleted the dating apps. I’d exchange a few flirty messages, and even potentially kissed a random person in a club that I couldn’t name, but that was it. There’s such a cliché around the idea that being single and not actively pursuing a love life is a waste of time, but I’ve never learned more about myself and about dating than I did in those three years. I’m certain I wouldn’t be the person I am today without this period in my life, and I can guarantee I wouldn’t be writing this book without it.


For me, the signs that a dating detox was overdue was that my mood would rise and fall with each man. The ambitious and driven woman I have always been would suddenly stop caring about my career and instead would swap all kinds of work for texting a guy. I would tell everyone how special the guy was, but the reality was that he was no different to the last. Every date I went on was just an avenue for me to gain self-esteem and feel a little less unlovable that day. I needed to learn I was more than my relationship status.


The key to taking a dating detox is that it needs to be intentional. Dating detoxes don’t have to be as intense as three years. Sometimes it can just be a few months when your life gets busy. I often get messages from people saying “I am too busy to date” – then don’t, but also don’t complain. Make it a conscious decision and respect your choice. There is no point deciding not to date and then berating yourself for your lack of dates. When you make a decision, own it. For example, I would take a break from dating every December. Towards the end of December, I always go to Hong Kong to see my family for Christmas, and I had got into this weird pattern of starting to date someone just before I was about to fly across the world. Cue the whole Christmas period, texting every day for a month with a person who I had only been on one, two or three dates with. And every time I would get back to London, we never went on another date. It led to so much being built up in my mind and such great disappointment. I am a stickler for “If you want different results, you need to do something different”, so I stopped swiping a month before I left to avoid this situation.


Make it work for you. You decide the rules. You decide the length. Or do as I did and keep it flexible, but explore what it would feel like to consciously choose being single. If you don’t know who you would be without a love life, it’s your duty to find out. Below is a quiz to find out whether you would benefit from a dating detox – the more questions that are true for you, the more it might be the right time to take a pause from dating.


Do You Need A Dating Detox?




– Does your love life dictate most of your conversations with friends? Y/N


– Do you find yourself checking their last seen/read receipts when texting? Y/N


– Do you get attached as early as the first date? Y/N


– Is your love life the butt of the joke in your friendship group? Y/N


– Do you think being single is a reflection of your worth? Y/N


– Does your mood rise and fall with the matches you get? Y/N


– Are you more pessimistic about dating than you were in the past? Y/N


– When you go on a date, do you compare the person to an ex? Y/N


– Do you feel deflated about dating when even just opening the app? Y/N


– Do you struggle to be yourself on dates? Y/N


– Do you find yourself visualizing long-term commitment (marriage, kids, them meeting your parents) after only a few dates? Y/N


– Do you see being single as a worst-case scenario? Y/N


– Does your productivity decline at work when you are dating someone? Y/N


– Do you feel drained after most of your first dates? Y/N





Forget Me Nots


– Extreme highs come with extreme lows


– If you want different results, you have to do something different


– If you choose not to date, then you can’t complain about your lack of dates


– Your dating detox doesn’t have to be a predetermined length of time




Take Action Toolkit: Throughout the book, I ask you to trust your instinct. There are many words that are used interchangeably, so use whichever resonates with you, but we are going to locate your intuition, gut, inner voice, inner knowing, higher self. I want you to go back to a time where, in hindsight, you should have listened to your intuition. Float into your body at the time so that you can hear what you were hearing, see what you were seeing and feel what you were feeling. Close your eyes so you can visualize what you were experiencing and breathe like you were breathing in the moment. Now hear that inner voice telling you to make the decision you didn’t make. Where is the voice coming from? Is it inside your head or coming from outside? Is it coming from the left or the right? Is it a loud voice or a quiet voice? Is it high-pitched or a deep, low voice? Is it talking quickly or slowly? Notice as many distinguishing features of that voice.


Repeat this with another situation where you should have listened to your instinct, or even a situation where you did listen to your instinct and it worked out well. Check that it’s the same voice in the same location with the same sound. Then I want you to get up, shake yourself around and think about what you had for breakfast. Sit back down. This time, I want you to go back to a memory where you listened to your fear and you wish you hadn’t. Maybe it was a time you were overthinking and then got overwhelmed. Notice all the details of this voice. Do you notice how the two voices sit in two physically different locations? Do you notice how one speaks faster than the other? Maybe one is a feeling and one is a voice? Notice all the differences so that next time, you know whether you are listening to your gut or your inner critic.





What if I Feel Lonely?


It’s normal to feel lonely from time to time. Single or in a relationship, loneliness is an emotion that occurs in every human and it is not an indication of your self-worth. Get out of the mindset of blaming everything on being single. Yes, there were days when I was lonely, sad and frustrated. And there are days now when I feel all those things in a relationship. It’s not your relationship status, it’s life. It’s being a human with emotions. The social media narrative that we are able to slather ourselves in so much self-love that we will never feel lonely again is just as illogical as saying if you drank a gallon of water, you’d never be thirsty again. The importance of being alone lies in something much more specific: being able to spend time with yourself. Once you spend time with yourself, you get to know all facets of your identity. It’s easy to love the strongest part of you, but do you love the version of you that can’t seem to drink something without spilling it down your top? How about the version of you that snorts every time you laugh? Or the version of you that cries too much? I might be clumsy, ungraceful and emotional, but through spending time with myself, I got to know myself and, as a result, no one can tell me who I am because I know myself better.


As a society, we are going through a loneliness crisis and I believe it stems from our lack of community. Robert Putnam describes it as a loss of social capital in his book Bowling Alone. In the past, people had religion and, failing that, you had smaller neighbourhoods. You actually knew the person next door and had strangers asking about you at church on Sunday. These are important ways people feel seen, heard, and cared about. Without that, it can seem like you are all alone on a big planet without anyone caring. It has meant we have come to rely on our primary partners for more. We want them to be our best friend, our therapist and our travel buddy. All of this puts excessive pressure on our romantic relationships because we cannot be everything for one person. It’s also why so many people gravitate to diet culture, because things like weight loss clubs feel like community, even if what you are bonding over is self-hatred. It’s why we are so invested in sports – for that same sense of camaraderie. By having a strong feeling of “us versus them”, you get the feeling of belonging. Additionally, it’s more acceptable in these groups to express emotions than in other social interactions. Think about it: if you saw someone crying in a diet meeting, at a football match or in church, you wouldn’t bat an eyelid. You’d assume one hadn’t lost weight, one was so happy their team was winning (or frustrated they weren’t), or someone was having a quiet moment with God. Experience this level of emotion in any other group setting and it would induce awkwardness.


Without this level of community, it is understandable that we have become more reliant on our romantic relationships and without one, we can feel quite unmoored. The way we combat it is by keeping our support network strong by investing in our other relationships just as much. Loneliness is a pivotal part of empowered dating because until you accept loneliness as a part of the process (and life!), you will use your feelings of loneliness as validation to return to unhealthy relationships.


Loneliness versus being alone


Lonely and alone are not the same thing. The loneliest I have felt is not when I am alone but when I’m in a room full of people who don’t understand me. Loneliness has redefined itself to feel like self-abandonment. It arises because I have chosen what others want me to be, rather than being authentic to who I am. Alone time, however, has now become associated with peace, tranquillity and rest. The thought of returning home to an empty house conjures up the word “freedom”. My home is my safe space and there is nothing that brings me more joy than being able to enjoy it alone. Stop using your loneliness as confirmation you need a relationship. After all, people in relationships get lonely too. Being alone isn’t a last resort, but a necessary life skill. As Elizabeth Gilbert puts it: “We all have to learn how to walk into a party or a restaurant alone. Otherwise, we will be willing to walk in with anybody (or worse, walk out with anybody).” Until we see being alone as a valid choice, we remain vulnerable to choosing a bad relationship over being single. Loneliness, like all emotions, is a signpost to show you a need that is being unmet – so look underneath it in order to get more specific. The unmet need could be community, connection or intimacy. These all can be fulfilled outside of a romantic relationship and should be a part of your life regardless of your relationship status. The brutal irony is loneliness can make us want to isolate further. Avoid doing this. Instead of pushing others away when you feel that pang of loneliness, reach out to someone. It is so easy to ignore the people who already love you, so send a “thinking of you” text and let the responses remind you that people care.


Sitting in the loneliness


When you don’t like yourself, you don’t like spending time with yourself. It gives you time to hear your thoughts and when those thoughts are hateful, it can feel like your mind is a torture chamber. To actually be OK alone, you need to stop being scared of your own thoughts. They can’t do anything if you don’t believe them. You were taught those words, and you were told that was how you should speak to yourself. Wrap yourself in cosy blankets, make yourself comfy, and sit there and do nothing about it. Remind yourself these thoughts aren’t true, and let them exist without fighting them. The more you argue back, the louder they will get. You don’t have to do anything other than just breathe and keep your mind as clear as possible. Let the thoughts drift in and out like clouds. Let the feelings rise in waves and settle again. When you first sit in the loneliness, you might only be able to tolerate listening to that voice for a few minutes before putting the TV on or plugging your headphones in. But, over time, by tolerating that voice, you teach your unconscious that speaking negatively to yourself doesn’t result in action. When your brain tells you that everyone hates you, reach for your compassionate side and be kind to the part of yourself that believes that to be true. Empathize with yourself by saying “That must be so lonely for you”, and validate yourself by saying “I know it feels that way, but I love you and I am always here. I will be here for as long as you need and I am not going anywhere.”


You are retraining yourself to talk to yourself compassionately, and if you grew up in a household where you weren’t allowed to have your emotions or people spoke to each other harshly, this will be a new skill for you. It will be the first time your inner child is actually listened to, so if tears start to surface, that’s completely normal. This is the practical side of the cliché quote “Talk to yourself like you would a best friend”. This is what it means to sit in the loneliness and not be afraid of it. The reason we run from loneliness is because that pain is what we are avoiding. Showing ourselves we can not only sit in it, but also truly and deeply feel it, liberates us from the fear and allows us to no longer carry it around.


Having romantic friendships


We live in a world that prioritizes romantic love. As a result, we often forget about the love that already exists in our lives, whether that’s family or friends. For the last 17 years of my life, my friends served as both the love of my life and my family. As I lived half a world away from my actual family, they made the perfect surrogates – but they didn’t become so by accident. I invested in them and recognized that as much as romantic love and familial love is wonderful, friendship love was just as important to make my life feel full. I find it ironic when people moan to their friends about how unlovable they are, completely oblivious to the fact that the people they are moaning to are people who love them. It’s the same mentality as the person who is out for brunch with their friends, but secretly checking their phone for a text. You want the attention of a certain person, but as a result, you’re ignoring the people whose attention you have at that moment: your friends. If you ignore the love that already exists in your life, when more love shows up in the form of romantic love, what makes you think you’ll notice it this time? I started injecting more romanticism in my friendships. I buy my best friends Valentine’s Day presents, I hold hands with my friends when we walk down the street and I have become known for my “koala bear” hugs. I stopped treating friendship as a second-tier version of love and made a vow to never be the person who automatically invites their partner without asking, cancels on their friends for a date or disappears when they get into a relationship – only to reappear again when it’s gone tits up. If you treat your friendships like they’re disposable, they will be. There’s an effort you make when you are single that I promised myself I would never stop making, no matter what my relationship status was.


Creating a life you love


A few years ago, I was dating a guy whose favourite hobby was bouldering and for our third date, he promised to take me rock climbing. When he ghosted, I found myself moaning that I was actually more gutted about the rock climbing than the third date. So the next day, I made a plan to go. I was sick of putting off things just because I didn’t have a date, so I started a “Dates men have promised to take me on and haven’t” list. I started filling it with things like minigolf, inspired by the professional golfer who promised to take me. Then I retitled my list: “Dates I am going to take myself on”. At the bottom, I scrawled the words “We don’t wait for men”, and it broadened my horizons. I tried things like puppy yoga, taking a hot-tub boat down the Thames, going axe-throwing or doing an aerial meditation class. The problem wasn’t that I was single, it was that I put my life on hold to wait for someone to give me permission to have fun. I’d walk past my favourite restaurant and think “I wish I was with someone”. Now I force myself to go in and get a table for one. The ironic thing about becoming this kind of person who goes out and does the fun thing is you become the first person people ask. Gaining a reputation for being up for spontaneous fun has landed me adventures like kayaking down the Thames, going to a white-collar boxing match and roller skiing. We spend so much time searching to be with someone we love, we forget to be someone we love. If you make your life one that you love, you don’t let just anyone walk into it and disrupt that. It’s the greatest dating hack of them all. When you love your life, you consider it an honour to let anyone else join you on the ride called life. When you are capable of loving your life, adding a romantic relationship just becomes a bonus.


Forget Me Nots


– Loneliness is a normal human emotion that occurs in everyone, regardless of relationship status


– Until we see being alone as a valid choice, we remain vulnerable to choosing a bad relationship over being single


– If you ignore the love that already exists in your life, when romantic love shows up, you won’t notice it


– If you make your life one that you love, you don’t let just anyone walk into it and disrupt that




Take Action Toolkit: One of the hardest parts about being single during the pandemic was the touch deprivation I experienced, so I was grateful I knew some self-soothing techniques that would work in the absence of another human. These techniques have their roots in the therapy technique of Havening, but are said to work because they imitate the way a child is soothed when young.


Put both hands on top of your opposite shoulder so your arms cross. Stroke down the length of the arm until you reach your elbow, making one stroke per second. Another exercise is to tap on your heart with your hand or to rest it there firmly, which you might find more soothing. It’s a great one to use in public because it is subtle. I even use it when I am public speaking. Another way to self-soothe is to brush your right palm across your forehead from left to right starting with the bottom to the top of your palm and then your fingers. Repeat with the left palm. In public, you can touch the bottom of your palms together and then brush one palm up and down until your fingers brush. If you would like a video of these demonstrated, there is a Story highlight on my Instagram page called “Self-soothing”.





What if I Have Never Dated?


Let’s be honest: the world is set up for coupled people. And when you haven’t had the romantic experiences you are expected to have by a certain age, it’s really easy to feel left out. Out of all the queries, insecurities and concerns I receive around dating, the most common take the form of “I am *enter age you believe is too old* and I’ve never been kissed/had sex/been in a relationship.” This will be accompanied by people asking if there is something wrong with them, if that is normal and does that mean they are unlovable. There is nothing wrong with you – you are normal and you are lovable just as you are. Just because you have never been in love doesn’t mean you aren’t loved. Whatever age you believe is “too late”, I can guarantee that there is someone else who has asked me the same question who is older than you. It’s not about when you start, it’s about how quickly you learn. If you keep making the same mistakes and expecting change, you can do that for decades and you still won’t have the love life you want.


I understand the insecurity that comes with what society terms a “late bloomer”. I was one myself. I was the last in my friendship group to have romantic experiences and I was deeply insecure about it. At 15 years old, I was already worrying about the fact I hadn’t been kissed. When I went to university, I guarded this fact with so much secrecy because I believed no one would be friends with me if they found out. It’s no surprise, then, that I kissed the first guy I could find on the second day of university, and four days later, I would lose my virginity in a rush, overly concerned with the worry that my brand-new friends would find out how inexperienced I was. Even hitting those milestones were not the relief I thought they would be, because I still used the delay to confirm the worst beliefs around my appearance. Once all my friends started being in a relationship, I felt pressure to do the same and, at 20 years old, ended up in a relationship with the first guy I had ever been on a date with, because I was insecure about the fact that I had never been in one.


Remembering that time now, at 29 years old, it makes me laugh. Why was I in such a rush? Twenty is so young. The problem is that, at the time, you don’t feel young. Instead, you feel a pressure to have ticked boxes by a certain age because society only gives a voice to one narrative. Remember that the only expectation is the societal one. It’s not that there are fewer people having sex for the first time in their thirties and forties, it’s the fact that it isn’t discussed. It’s not that everyone has their first kiss in school or university, it’s the fact that those are the stories that see daylight. I felt judged at that age because I was judging myself. In reality, no one cares as much as you do! I was too busy playing catch-up with my friends and not wanting to be left behind that being in any relationship was better than staying single. How wrong I was! Getting into a relationship for the sake of getting into one will never land you in a good relationship. Unless you want the specific person in front of you, it won’t work. And what’s worse is that you prevent yourself from finding someone who actually interests you by attaching yourself to the first person who will have you.


I had all my “firsts” in a hurry, and rushing through these milestones made me settle for behaviour that I should have never tolerated. If only I had just had enough confidence to believe that I could have taken my time, I could’ve gone at my own pace and let it happen when it was meant to. It was only once I hit all those milestones of first kiss, first sexual experience and first relationship that I understood how unimportant they are. Just as you only realize how irrelevant school exams are once you are an adult with a complete CV and no one has ever asked you what you did for school exams to gauge your competency in your job, no one is going to ask you when your first kiss was to decide if they want to date you in your twenties.


The morning after I had sex for the first time, I felt duped that everyone had convinced me it was such a big deal. To wake up and not feel like a brand-new woman was underwhelming and a let-down. The sad thing is, you only see that there was truly no need to rush only after you’ve rushed. I genuinely believed sex would revolutionize my life in that it would give me knowledge that could not be garnered in any other way; I never stopped to think that my first was simply the beginning of the journey. Once you’ve had that sexual debut, there is even more to learn, grow and develop. That’s why your first experience will rarely be your best, and in years to come, it’s not even very memorable . . . well, unless it was memorable for all the wrong reasons.


Stop trying to find meaning behind why your love life has happened at a later age than some others. We need to remove the idea that “everything happens for a reason” and understand that sometimes there is no reason why your first relationship happened at 25 or why you didn’t have sex until you were 35. Even if you do have a reason, it’s not always an indication of you and your self-worth or level of confidence. From a practical standpoint, I went to an all-girls boarding school and, since I’m straight, the opportunities to meet people I could potentially kiss were lowered. On top of that, I had a wealth of medical trauma to sort through, which was a top priority. Whether it’s because you are a carer for your parent, you grew up in a culture where teenage dating was frowned upon or you were busy working extra jobs to help your parents with money, there are countless reasons why your love life might not have been your highest priority. Not all teenagers are love-obsessed, and while my interest in having a love life came later in life, for some people, it might not come at all. If you fall on the asexual or aromantic spectrum and want to opt out of these milestones that society tells you are so crucial, then opt out. If your reason for waiting is because of insecurity or not feeling safe or ready yet, that’s perfectly valid, and rushing yourself is not going to make that journey easier. Putting love or sex on a pedestal and turning them into pivotal life moments will add unnecessary pressure. Instead, remind yourself that there is no rush and all of it is waiting for you if you are ready. How exciting that you have all of that fun ahead of you!


We need to eradicate this idea that you can “fall behind”. Everyone believes they are doing life wrong at some point. Different is not wrong. Life is not a race. You can envy your friend who has been in a relationship with her childhood sweetheart and got married at 25, but there is nothing to promise you that they won’t be divorced within a year. As much as this book is written in chronological order, do not be fooled. Love lives do not come in the linear trajectory that we have been sold: dating, relationship, engagement, marriage and kids. It just requires one match, one conversation, one date or even one moment talking to a stranger in a club that can change your entire love life – in the same way that it takes one break-up, one divorce, one argument and one too many mean words to end a relationship. When you look at all of this together, you realize there is no “behind” or “ahead”. Where you are in your love life can change in an instant, and we need to re-evaluate what we constitute as stages.


The solution to it all is to focus more on your path. Comparing your love life to those of others is like going on the road and looking at other drivers. You will crash! You aren’t going to learn anything from other drivers; you need to experience it yourself. Staring out your window will only distract you from where you are going. We are all on our own journey. When we get lost admiring someone else’s, we forget how far we have come. Remind yourself how much you have improved over the years and the wins you may not have noticed. Accept that your path is the right way for you and remove this idea that taking a break from dating is a roadblock. It’s not a delay, it’s preparation.


Comparison, to some extent, is inevitable. It is inbuilt in humans, so to say “stop comparing” is like asking us to go against our hardwiring. When we compare, we do so either up or down. We compare ourselves up to the person who just got a divorce after being cheated on after 25 years of marriage and go, “Phew! Thank God that isn’t me.” Then we compare ourselves down to the newlywed who just announced their pregnancy, and we use their marital bliss as confirmation that we will forever be alone. So instead of making the goal to stop comparison completely, just make sure you are comparing yourself in context. Maybe your love life isn’t where you want it to be – but you’ve never had to worry about your health or experienced the loss of a sibling. You don’t compare yourself in those contexts because you don’t even think about them. When we look at our life with a big-picture lens, we see the things we should be grateful for, usually things that we have overlooked. There is no point comparing if you know that you’ve been putting your time and energy elsewhere. For example, I spent the first three years of my single life focused on my career. If I compared my love life to those of my peers at the end of the three years, I would have gotten sad. But if I compared my career, I was far ahead of a lot of my peers. Once I switched my focus and wanted more of a work/life balance, many of them caught up career-wise.


When we rip it out of context, we only see the accomplishment and not the work to get to that point. We see someone get a book deal and feel jealous, but we forget (or never know about!) the years of rejections that person endured. The same works for our love lives. We are jealous of the wedding day, but forget the fights, vulnerability and improvement in communication the couple had to work through to create a relationship with a person they wanted to marry. It’s really easy to look perfect from the outside, but what you are envying is often an illusion. Everyone is happy on their wedding day, but you have to live with that person all the other days, too.
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