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I deeply admire your capacity to love. If only I and others could love as purely as you, the world would be a better place.
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Thank you for being my greatest teacher.





   



Share images or videos of your favourite pages, quotes, and experiences related to this book on social media using #CloserToLove so I can see them and share them across my platforms.


For more inspiration, follow my social media platforms (all @vexking) and sign up to my mailing list using the QR code below.
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INTRODUCTION



How can you share your life with someone else if you are disconnected from yourself? 


How can you establish closeness if you are emotionally distant from your own emotions?


The truth is, it is virtually impossible to build a healthy relationship with another person if you haven’t built one with yourself first. 


It hit me like a ton of bricks.


I felt as though the wind had been knocked out of me. And even though I could see it coming from a mile away, I was still staggered by the impact of my first heartbreak. In a single moment, all I had known of love was wiped away and the future I created in my mind dissipated. For some time, I became a shell of my former self. 


You could say it was a brutal, painful, but absolutely necessary wake-up call for my spiritual and emotional expansion. If it wasn’t for the ending of multiple important relationships, I may have never learned to sit with my own darkness and crawl my way back to love.


When relationships fall apart, so does the illusion of the joint future you had mapped out in your mind. And the tighter you cling to those hopes, the harder you fall.


But despite the isolating feeling of heartache, I soon realized that there was nothing unique about the earth-shattering sensation I was experiencing. Most of us have gone through a break-up and lost someone we’re attached to or in love with. And if you find yourself in that position now, I know how lost, hurt, and hopeless you must be feeling. You might not see the rainbow at the end of the storm yet – but I have. And I’ll usher you there.


During every post-break-up healing process, I would roll my eyes at the sight of happy couples who seemed privy to the meaning of love and the secret to lasting relationships. What did they know or have that I didn’t? This confusion and jealousy was a knee-jerk reaction because of my lack of self-awareness. 


But everything changes when we become empowered by our role in a relationship. Many of us don’t take the time to recover and, instead of doing a deep-dive self-inquiry about how we may have contributed to our own heartache, we seek out another person to help alleviate our longing for love. Then we repeat the cycle.


As some of you might already know, I’m not a psychologist or professional marriage counsellor, and some of what I write may not align with you. The way you interpret anything you read also depends on your current emotional state, past experiences, and the context in which you are reading this book. That said, I’ve spent most of my adult life learning about self-development and looking into different approaches to building strong relationships, and I’ll share all of that with you here.


I’ve always been motivated by my own belief that we are capable of living full, blissful lives if we are given the tools to do so. Love is a basic human need, but it’s also our greatest superpower. A life lived with love is rich, abundant, and rewarding, and if we can share that with someone special, all the better. 


You may carry wounds from a decade ago that have begun to open up again in your current relationship. You feel the love slipping away but have no idea how to save what’s so important to you. Or perhaps your relationship lacks the emotional depth and intimacy you desire, and you want to be closer to the one you love. 


The most important thing I can share with you is not to wait. Don’t let one more month, year, or decade go by without a heart-centred self-reckoning. By becoming radically honest about your relationship patterns, aware of your needs and attachments, and closer to understanding how to nurture and love yourself, you will liberate your heart and know how to experience authentic connection, intimacy, and true love.


When you are able to collect all the little pieces of your heart and show up fully in a relationship, the deep connection and bond you can experience are supreme. Often, modern relationships suffer from a lack of loyalty, fulfilment, and depth. That makes a lot of sense because our relationships can only meet us in the place we’re at emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. But it is possible to grow and move on to a more authentic way to love.


This book is an invitation to do something different; to pause, reflect, and liberate yourself from troubling relationship patterns.


The following chapters will help you to evaluate how and why you love, learn how to do so in healthy and unconditional ways, develop new relationship habits, and deepen your connection to self so that all shared love comes from a place of authenticity and self-knowing.


Use your heartbreak as a catalyst for your growth. 


Discover why you keep repeating unhealthy relationship dynamics. 


Actualize your ability to build thriving relationships, romantic and otherwise.


With every page you read, welcome new ideas about your capacity to give and receive love. Insecurities, fears, and doubts may rise to the surface as your heart and mind are exposed to what relationships can be and how they can look. But understand that, no matter how much loss you may have endured, unconditional love awaits you. It is nestled within the healing and restorative process offered in each chapter.


By traversing this journey of self-healing, I was eventually able to restore my heart, make peace with my past, and build a life with the most joy-filled human. And because I trusted the healing process, I let go of what I thought love was and found a new understanding about relationships that allowed me to give and receive the love she and I both deserved. Now is your chance to do the same.


This book will take you on a journey to self-awareness as we explore fresh possibilities for healing, love, and relationships. You will need to consider what to leave behind as you set out for a new destination – one that will lead you into the unwavering arms of unconditional love.


What are you dealing with?


People are struggling. For years, I have heard from so many who are going through so much emotional pain and are looking for answers to the problems they are facing. 


Much of what I hear has to do with people trying to make their relationships work. I get asked often about how to change someone, what to do when they won’t change, and how to protect themselves from being hurt or from hurting the other. The issues stem from a lack of communication or feelings of being undervalued in some way. Many have been burned in a past relationship and are afraid to start a new one. Others want to know more about unconditional love and whether it really exists. They wonder how loving someone without conditions plays out in practice and are looking for ways to take their relationship to the next level. A lot of people feel like failures when their relationship breaks down, blaming themselves for not doing enough or not ‘being’ enough. 


We’ve got a lot to talk about!


It makes sense that people are struggling, because there’s no handbook on what to do when your partner cheats on you, or how to nurture a relationship based on non-attachment. Schools don’t teach us about codependency, trauma, or self-awareness, so how can we be expected to work through the quagmire of building a meaningful relationship today? My goal in writing this book is to speak to you directly. We can change the way we connect with each other and form lasting, loving, healing, and life-giving bonds. 


A lot of us have to learn through trial and error, painful experiences, confusion, and guesswork. And even then, we don’t all succeed. 


Like every couple, my wife and I have disagreements. Our wounds can get the better of us, and we often allow the waves of our emotional turmoil to drown each other out. Nevertheless, we keep showing up, ready to resolve and evolve. Even when we’re acting not-so-loveable, deep down we know we are loved by one another.


I’m not here to boast about our love. While I’m proud of the woman I’m married to, I know how hard we’ve worked to get to where we are, and how much effort we are willing to invest so we can keep growing. However, this growth can only take place if we are committed to loving ourselves in the first instance.


Recognizing you’re already whole will make you a better half.


Before meeting Kaushal, I hadn’t had many long-term relationships, especially after the devastating one that I wrote about in the Introduction to Healing Is the New High. After that, I had to stop and think about what was really important to me. I realized that I needed to feel aligned with the other person, but in order to do so, I had to be aligned within myself first. When I met Kaushal, I felt deeply connected to her very quickly but wasn’t able to express it properly because I was protecting myself from getting hurt. Although I had already embarked on a journey of self-love, I really stepped it up, because by being with her, so much was revealed about my past, conditioning, expectations, fears, insecurities, and so on.


Let’s face it: we are all looking for someone who understands where we are coming from, and they are looking for the same thing, too. It’s magic when you meet that one person who just ‘gets’ you. But, you have to know how to share, open up, and be vulnerable. This ‘not knowing how’ is one of the reasons people find it difficult to begin or maintain relationships, and it makes absolute sense. 


We can’t get close to someone if we aren’t able to get close to ourselves. When I wrote Good Vibes, Good Life, my aim was to help readers get in touch with their inner self and to begin practising self-love. I mention it here because before we take a seat on the roller coaster of relationships, it really helps if we’ve ousted our demons, got rid of that excess baggage, and come from a place of true self-awareness and authenticity. Even if you haven’t been able to do that completely, as long as you are on a path towards self-love, it’s all good. 


You can enjoy fulfilment within a relationship if you create the space to do so. I know you may find yourself confronted by deeply painful experiences with a partner because you haven’t been able to do the hard work first. That’s the path of learning more about yourself, who you are, what you want, and being willing to grow. But you can mature during a loving, caring relationship, and there’s nothing more wonderful in life than that. Even so, you might keep making the same mistakes, go through the same range of negative emotions and pain, and can’t seem to find a way out. 


Feeling close to someone is a lovely experience. It makes us all warm and fuzzy inside just to be with them and seems to restore and renew us. To establish this closeness with someone else, we need to have something called ‘reciprocal self-disclosure’ – this means being able to communicate often with each other, without fear or criticism, in an accepting way.1 When you hear people saying that they are ‘very close’ to someone else, this is usually what they mean. Their relationship is based on care, warmth, acceptance, and support, making it a mutual intimate connection. 


By sharing your personal feelings, thoughts, and memories, you are allowing the other person to get to know you. If you are reserved and less likely to share these things, it’s much more difficult for them to get closer to you. Having a high level of self-disclosure is one of the most important building blocks in an intimate relationship, as well as in social ones, too. The more you share about yourself, the easier you make it for the other person to share their inner self, and this becomes a mutual exchange that can lead to greater closeness. 


When you do feel close to someone, it’s easier to maintain positive emotions about each other and to express any negative feelings without fear. It takes two to tango and both of you need to have this trust if the relationship is going to thrive. If you can’t communicate how you feel, if you send confusing messages, aren’t honest, or are emotionally shut down, it’s highly unlikely that the other person is going to be able to help you. You need to help yourself first.


You can also live quite happily on your own, without having any particular partner or special person in your life, and still give love to others and be loved. There are just as many happy singles out there as there are happy couples, and it’s not a one-size-fits-all thing here. In this book, I’ll be writing a lot about romantic relationships, but much of what I say covers all kinds of intimate ties. 


Self-love doesn’t require a partner, and I know many people who choose to be single for a variety of reasons but still have caring, loving relationships with others. You have to do what feels right to you and pursue your own life goals, whatever path that creates. 


Most of us jump into relationships from a relatively young age, without even knowing what we want or how to go about getting it. No one told us that we need to connect with ourselves before we can connect with others. I bet you know a few people (perhaps yourself included) who met someone in their late teens or early twenties and then broke up later on because they ‘grew apart’. You’ll have heard that expression many times, right? What they are actually saying, in most cases, is that the relationship didn’t work for them because they aren’t the same people now as they were when they first met. 


Could it also mean that they discovered who they really are at a later stage of their relationship? Maybe one person matured while the other stayed stunted and unable or unwilling to grow. Any of these explanations is possible, as well as other variants. 


It’s completely normal to change, grow, mature, want different things in life, feel a need to start over, or reassess our needs as we grow older. Not all relationships will work out for these very reasons, although some will if they are flexible and resilient enough. 


If you don’t know who you are when you walk into a relationship, how can you make it work? When you have never thought about what is compatible, acceptable, or desirable, how can you spot the incompatibilities, know what is unacceptable, and define what is undesirable? If you have no yardstick, how can you measure anything?


You deserve a relationship where you are seen, heard, understood, and accepted for who you really are. 





   




PART 1



 The Self: Mastering the role you play within your connections


Love is the bridge between you and everything.


– Rumi


 


 


 


You’re never single.


You’re always in a relationship with


yourself; so stay committed to loving


yourself and evolving.





   




HOW IT STARTED



My wife and I went to the same school from the ages of nine to thirteen, although she was in the year below me. We only discovered this fact when we entered into a relationship together.


We looked back at our time at that school and tried to remember one another, but just couldn’t paint a strong image of each other during that period. My long-term memory is pretty good, but I couldn’t form a clear picture of her in my head, no matter how hard I tried.


It wasn’t until I saw a school photo of Kaushal that I remembered her. I was then taken back to a particular moment in the school playground where I looked at her and was intrigued. It was a vivid memory.


I recall her being with two other girls, who she confirmed were her best friends (actually her cousins). I was staring at Kaushal in particular, just wondering who she was and if she had the same origins as me. I’m not going to pretend that I was in love with her at this age or that I was observing her romantically; I just remember there being something about her that captivated me and left me wanting to know more. She was a total stranger to me at school, among many students, 	but I wondered about her during that time and the memory came back to me. It’s strange, I know, but it’s also true. Even at such a young age, her energy was a catalyst for emotions that felt very foreign but very visceral.


When Kaushal was thirteen, she moved to America, only to return to the UK in her late teens. One night, I spotted her out for the first time, not knowing she was the same girl as the one in the playground all those years ago. We shared a brief smile but then she disappeared again for a while. Her face was different, but that same feeling from the playground returned. Who was this being?


At the age of nineteen, I was on the social networking website Myspace and I saw her profile pop up through a mutual friend. I remembered that moment when I saw her a few years before and I just knew there was something about her. I was tempted to add her but I didn’t, although I did hover over the ‘add friend’ button for an unmentionable amount of time.


I only ever saw her once over a period of seven years or so after she returned from the States, despite both of us being from the same town. We knew of each other but never seemed to meet. I was naturally drawn to her, even though I tried to play it cool. This only began to make sense after our first real interaction and conversation, which occurred just before I’d finished university. It felt like we had known each other for a lifetime. At this point, our connection consisted primarily of a handful of glances and a single conversation. But I had a feeling it would be the first of many.


It was weird because when we got talking, we also randomly started seeing the same signs. We were both big believers in having a Positive Mental Attitude (PMA) after experiencing hardships we had both gone through in life. Before we entered into a relationship, we’d see PMA written everywhere, even on takeaway leaflets. 


Perhaps this was our Reticular Activating System (RAS) in action – a grouping of neurons in the brain that’s hard-wired to focus on what’s important and filter out what’s unnecessary. It essentially focuses on what your brain finds relevant or highlights what you already believe (along with other functions such as regulating arousal and our sleep–wake cycles).


We’re inundated with millions of bits of information every second from all of our senses. If we were paying attention to every piece of information, it would feel like we’re going to explode. Our RAS filters out irrelevant details and only permits data into our consciousness that will keep us safe and be of interest to us.


But our coming together, perhaps that’s synchronicity. Now that she is my wife, I feel like I was always gravitating towards her. The signs were guiding me to Kaushal, even if I ignored them for a while. In fact, she also remembers the night she saw me for the first time, many moons ago; she had enquired about me to her best friend, who knew me. We have since learned that these weren’t rom-com coincidences. This was energy.


In quantum mechanics, there’s a phenomenon called quantum entanglement, which is where two sub-atomic particles become intimately linked across time and space, with a change in one particle affecting the other, no matter how far apart they are.


This concept makes me think of the way people are inexplicably drawn together – and perhaps in the future there will be discoveries about how our own sub-atomic particles are somehow linked. I feel that my wife and I were linked long before we said ‘I do’, and the brief encounters were the natural ebb and flow of our energies colliding and separating.


It may not be scientifically accurate but I like to think that those who are meant for you, will find you, because there is already a bond that exists between you and them. An ancient Chinese proverb says: ‘An invisible red thread connects those destined to meet, despite the time, the place, and the circumstances. The thread can be tightened or tangled, but will never be broken.’


Nevertheless, even when you find someone that you feel aligned with, there’s no guarantee it will always work out.


Some relationships will feel like the big bang that creates worlds of wonder and magic within you. Others will feel like a meteor, zipping through your life with burning passion but disappearing as fast as they came. Some will be like a dying star that vanishes but leaves you wishing for more. But all experiences of love can be used for your greater good and deeper self-knowing. The energy of love is found in all things and surrounds you even now. 


As variable as the opportunities and ways in which we can experience love, so are the degrees and kinds of relationships possible. In this book, I will feature a few fictitious and real-life relationship examples. But I want to be clear that these scenarios apply to all gender roles and different couplings. Love is love. And these practices and examples span all relationship types.


I hope I can offer you clarity on past experiences, help you to renew your perspective on current relationships, and to master your heart so that you may foster as much authentic love as possible in all connections.





   




Chapter 1


CLOSER TO ME, CLOSER TO YOU


Do you know who will never leave your side?


You.


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


Love.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




 1.   How do you see yourself? 


 2.   What makes you who you are? 


 3.   What do you offer?


 4.   What do you need?


 5.   What are your deepest values?


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


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


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


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


10.   How do you respond to interpersonal challenges?





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Common blockages to receiving love




•  Feelings of unworthiness


•  A lack of belief in it


•  A belief that it will always end


•  An unwillingness to work at it


•  General insecurities





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


Common blockages to giving love




•  Fear of vulnerability


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


•  A belief that everyone leaves


•  Fear of rejection


•  Discomfort with intimacy





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


ALL ABOARD


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


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


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


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


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


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


IT BEGINS WITH US


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


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


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


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


LET GO


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


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


THE MYTH OF TRUE LOVE


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


•  How many of those are you still living by? 


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It’s worth pausing here and thinking about that. 




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


•  Can you explain your thoughts? 


•  Are they all justified? 


•  Are you being honest with yourself? 


•  Do you feel like you have reached your potential? 


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


•  What about how they see you?





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


GETTING CLOSER TO YOURSELF


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




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


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


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


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





Audit your heart and mind regularly. 


Where have you contributed to the breakdown of your relationships? 


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


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


 




KEY INSIGHTS




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


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


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


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


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


•  Unblocking past pain and negative experiences can be done.


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


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


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