Introduction

I was 43 before I fell in love and it was nothing short of a miracle. I’d loved before, cared deeply for men, and I’d been infatuated and obsessed but I hadn’t ever been in love, not like this. 

I didn’t think I’d ever get here. I watched friends and relatives fall in love, get married and have families. Everywhere I went people seemed to be partnering up. I used to look at them with bemusement. How on earth did they find someone to be with? How did they manage to choose? And how did some of them dare to get married a second or third time around? Once seemed a big enough challenge.

I developed a habit of staring at the wedding rings on people’s fingers – and not just to find out if a man might be single. How did people do it? How did they tie the knot? I didn’t understand. It felt alien to me. I felt like I was from a different planet.

That’s not to say I didn’t have relationships. I had plenty of them, beginning in my teens. I had brief encounters, short relationships and a relationship that lasted more than four years. I had periods of singleness too, but the truth is I never stopped hoping. I guess, deep down, I always wanted to be in love, even if love was elusive. 

My relationships all ended. There was always a reason to leave or a reason why it wasn’t going to work out. Maybe I just haven’t met the right guy yet, I thought, as I moved on to the next one or took some time out.

Then, in my early thirties, I was forced to go on a journey of self-discovery – a deep exploration of my past and of my inner make-up. I began to understand who I was at my core and why I behaved as I did in relationships, romantic and otherwise. I began to see how much I disliked myself and how much I was harming myself with my punishing behaviours and unhealthy patterns. I started to understand how lost I was and to realise that I needed to find a new path, a more loving, nurturing and compassionate way of being. I also saw that I needed to anchor myself, to find a power greater than myself to hold on to. 

I went on a journey of personal transformation – similar to the journey outlined in this book – and I came out the other side. I grieved the losses of my past and healed my wounds. I challenged my thinking and learned to act in my best interests in many areas of my life. 

I softened and grew stronger inside at the same time. I became a more complete person. I developed confidence in myself and got clearer about what I wanted out of life. I became more resilient and more able to risk my heart because I knew I could survive endings. I did some of the growing up I had neglected to do as a child. I matured emotionally. 

The journey is ongoing, but today I am happily in love. I am now one of those women I used to look at in bemusement, wondering how on earth she managed to find a man and form a relationship. I am in one of those couples I used to stare at as they walked past me, arm-in-arm. My partner and I are not married yet, but I believe we will be when the time is right. 

I now understand why people want to be in a relationship. I don’t think I ever really got it before. Why take that risk? Why lose your freedom? Why compromise? Why put up with someone else’s funny ways? But I get it now. I appreciate the joy of being in a partnership, even with its inevitable ups and downs. I wouldn’t change it for the world. And I’m confident my partner and I will be able to work through any troubles that come our way. There is enough love to keep us strong and I’m more mature than I was.

I did an extraordinary amount of work on myself to get here. I recovered from addictive and compulsive behaviours and from dysfunctional relationship patterns and I spent many hours in therapy sessions. I studied child and adult development as part of a diploma in counselling and psychotherapy skills and I read scores of self-help books. I tried and failed to have relationships many times and I learned my lessons, very slowly, two steps forward, one step back at times. 

Along the way, I benefited hugely from hearing other people’s experiences. I’d now like to see if my story could benefit you. More than that, I feel compelled to share my journey to love. As the poet Rumi said: ‘Everyone has been made for some particular work and the desire of that work has been put in every heart’. I feel this book was put in my heart. 
Before I go any further, however, let me just say that I don’t have the answers. I don’t know for sure why you’re single, why none of your relationships have worked out or why you can’t meet someone you find attractive who is also available. I have my theories, based on my experiences, but I don’t actually know.

But you do. You have your answers, just as I had mine.

I used to think that someone else had the answers for me and I’ve sought a lot of help. But the most useful books, the best therapists, the wisest gurus and the kindest friends haven’t told me what to do. They’ve shown me how to find the answers inside myself. They’ve helped me to connect to my intuition, trust my instinct, make my own mistakes and learn from them.

That’s my goal with this book. I’m not here to give you answers. I’m here to help you connect to the answers inside yourself and to encourage you to take healthy risks based on self-awareness and sound discernment. That said, I am going to offer some suggestions, based on my own personal catalogue of bad dates, painful break-ups, crazy fantasies, wasted years and lessons learned.

Who this book is for
How to Fall in Love is a dating and relationships guide with a difference. It’s for women and men who are looking for more than a few tips on how to write an appealing online profile or where to meet singletons, although I do touch on those topics. It’s for people who are willing to go deeper, to reflect on the reasons for their singleness and to embrace the prospect of change. So if you’re single and you are struggling to understand why you’ve reached your age or life stage without managing to find a partner or make a relationship work, this book is for you. And if you’ve ever heard the words, ‘You’re a real catch. I can’t understand why you’re still single’ or if you’ve said them to yourself, you’re in the right place.  

This book is also for people who no longer believe they’re a catch and who’ve lost faith in their ability to meet someone and to form a healthy, loving relationship. It’s for women and men who have been single for a long time and for those who are looking for love after separation, divorce or being widowed.
I’m not here to argue that relationships are for everyone or that singleness is the wrong way to be. That’s for you to decide. I’m here to get you thinking about the potential reasons for your single status and the steps you can take to change your circumstances if love is your goal.
How to Fall in Love isn’t just for single readers, however. It’s for anyone who wants to connect with the desires of their heart, understand themselves better, improve their relationships, transform their circumstances or take a leap of faith in any area of their life, and who is looking for the courage and the inspiration to do so. 
What if you still want children?

If you’re a single woman living in what I call ‘the baby gap’ – that period of excruciating uncertainty that kicks in when you start to realise you might want to have children but your fertility window is closing fast – I know how you’re feeling. I get your confusion, frustration, panic and pain. I understand your fear that you might miss out on a big dream and on one of life’s great miracles. I’ve been there. I spent my early forties feeling the same. In fact, the baby gap and the motherhood dilemma are the focus of my other book. 

There is no easy answer here. In our careers, we set ambitious goals and we achieve them through hard work and determination but having a family isn’t like that. Even with the advances of science, with IVF, egg freezing and egg donorship, nothing is guaranteed. Even if you pursue adoption, you can never be sure you’ll tick all the necessary boxes and bring home a child. Having a family is out of our control.

However, if you’re sure you want a child above all else and you’re running out of time, try and make a positive choice. Explore the multitude of options of having a baby or adopting on your own. Do your research. Speak to people who’ve done it. Then take some action. 

But if you’re not ready to be a single parent or if your heart is telling you that’s not your path, commit to working the steps in this book or to finding other ways to transform yourself so that you are able to meet a partner and fall in love as soon as you can. You may find you are able to make a relationship work in time to have a family. I’m not making any promises, but surely it’s worth a try? Or you may find the steps in this book help you to reassess your priorities. You may discover another dream or, once you’re in love, you may find there’s nothing missing from your life, which is how I feel most of the time. 

If you have definitely missed out on motherhood and you are grieving that loss, give yourself the space to feel your feelings and then, when you’re ready, try the steps in this book. Love and partnership may help to soothe your pain.

Why 10 steps?

There are 10 steps in this book and you may be wondering where that number comes from. As with other self-help books, the number is somewhat arbitrary. I could have split the steps into mini-steps or tacked another few steps on the end. However, these are the steps that came to me as I scribbled my plan for this book on a few sheets of A4. And these are the steps I worked through with a small group of women who joined my first ‘How to Fall in Love’ coaching programme in January 2017. You may want to combine these steps with other healing, coaching or personal development work you are doing or you may want to skip through some steps that don’t resonate with you. Take what you like and leave the rest. 

How to use this book

As you read this book, you will notice there are sections where I ask you to pause and reflect. I have also included some further reflections and suggested actions at the end of each step. I hope you can make space in your schedule to do some of the work. But if you’re anything like me, you won’t pause and reflect as you read. You might answer some questions in your head but you won’t stop to pick up a pen and paper. If that’s the case, can I suggest you return to the beginning of the book once you’ve reached the end, work through the questions and choose the actions that feel right for you? You have invested in yourself by buying this book so invest in yourself further by doing the work. You could also find a friend to go on this journey with you or you could join one of my coaching programmes and get support that way. I’ll remind you of the importance of doing the work in my closing words. 

A note on language 

You will read about some concepts in these pages that I have come across on my personal development journey – concepts from the worlds of psychology, psychotherapy, spirituality, faith and addiction recovery. I have written about these concepts as I understand them and as they relate to my experience. Others may interpret them differently. 
     Similarly, where I have written about past experiences or about previous relationships, romantic or otherwise, I have drawn on my own recollections of those experiences and relationships. Other people may remember them in a different way. 
     I wrote this book more or less as I speak because I was working to a tight deadline and I found it easier that way. That means the language I’ve used, for the most part, is that of a heterosexual woman who is looking for a male partner. I have also directed my writing primarily towards women because that is the world I know. Now and then I have varied my pronouns but not often. I hope by writing in this way I have not excluded male or gay readers because I do believe this book is relevant to all. If you feel excluded by my language, please let me know as I may revise this book in the future.
     You will find references to God in these pages. As you’ll read in the early chapters of this book, I’ve been on a spiritual journey and I’ve settled on a faith that works for me. You will have your own path and your own beliefs. If you are looking to connect with something greater than yourself, please use whatever term or concept you’re comfortable with – the Universe, Mother Nature, Higher Power, Love and so forth – or perhaps you prefer the idea of connecting with your Higher Self or your inner voice.

Time to flourish
Finally, this book isn’t just about dating, relationships and romantic love. It’s about learning to flourish in all areas of your life. It’s about thriving rather than surviving. It’s about trusting yourself, taking healthy risks, identifying your dreams and going for them. 

By writing and publishing this book, I am doing all of those things. I sincerely hope it will help you to do the same. 

Chapter 1 – Step Inside

‘What lies behind you and what lies in front of you 
pales in comparison to what lies inside of you’
Ralph Waldo Emerson
‘Step Inside Love’, sang my fellow Liverpudlian Cilla Black in 1968. 

I invite you to do the same.

I invite you to slow down, sit quietly, look inside and connect to yourself on a deep level.

This is where our journey to love begins. 
Why do we start here? Well, I believe one of the reasons I took so many wrong turns on my dating and relationship journey – and took so long to find love – is that I was disconnected from my feelings. 

I was looking to form romantic relationships with others without a clear understanding of who I was on the inside and without a healthy relationship with myself. The idea that you have to love yourself first before you can love another may sound like a bit of a cliché, but for me, it turned out to be true. 

In my case, the disconnection was extreme. I trust yours isn’t quite so severe. Nevertheless, I want to begin by sharing my story in the hope that you can relate to some elements of it and that it might help you identify if or where you have a faulty connection. 

My story

Throughout my teens, twenties and early thirties, I was completely detached from myself. This was deliberate, or rather it was a deliberate act on the part of my subconscious mind – that part of our brain that stores all our past life experiences and wants to protect us from hurt. 

As a young girl, I found ways to disconnect from myself because the feelings lurking beneath the surface were too painful to feel. I was a sensitive child and my heart broke when my parents split up and my dad moved out. I was about eight at the time and I felt confused, lost, afraid and insecure. I also felt guilty because I thought what was happening was somehow my fault. My world had been rocked and I didn’t know what was coming next. 

Those feelings were overwhelming at times so I looked for ways to avoid, numb or soothe them, as well as to restore some sense of control because everything seemed to be unravelling. 

Food was my first crutch. It became my secret friend and security blanket. In my early teens, I began starving, bingeing and compulsively exercising to change the way I felt and to control how I looked. But as I progressed through adolescence, that cycle of binge eating and starving took control of me. Once I started eating, I couldn’t stop. I gained weight and hated myself. 

I drank to excess too, from the moment I first went to the pub with my friends, aged 14. I used alcohol as an escape and a way to anaesthetise the painful feelings I was experiencing. I also drank to feel more confident and secure in myself. 

At school, I studied and worked obsessively, with a perfectionism that was crippling at times. I became head girl, racked up A-grades in my exams, captained sports teams and topped it all by winning a place at Oxford University. 

After I got my degree, I bought a plane ticket to Sydney with the proceeds of a summer job and began travelling on my own for two years, touring Australia, New Zealand, Fiji and the United States. I shared flats, dorms and lifts with other travellers but food and alcohol were my only constant companions.

I arrived in Mexico in 1995 and began working as a journalist, a career I had wanted to pursue ever since my final year of school when I saw Kate Adie report for BBC TV on the killing of students from China’s Tiananmen Square. 
I climbed the career ladder, moved to Brazil for a few years and then, aged 31, landed the coveted role of UK political correspondent for the global news agency Reuters.

I worked out of an office in the Houses of Parliament, just beneath Big Ben, went to news conferences and cocktail parties in 10 Downing Street and travelled the world with then Prime Minister Tony Blair. I was there when Blair met with George W. Bush to prepare the way for the Iraq war and when he visited British troops in the Iraqi desert after the fall of Baghdad. 

Far from increasing my confidence, however, my elevated work status brought with it a chronic case of imposter syndrome. I never felt good enough and I was constantly afraid I’d be found out as a fraud. 

So I ate. 

I ate because my work could never be perfect. I ate to run from the fear of making a mistake. I binged on sugar to boost my energy because I was working so hard and I gorged on bread because I didn’t have time to prepare proper meals. 

All along, food was my co-pilot and alcohol was in the back seat. The extra layer of fat, which varied in thickness over the years, acted as a protective shield, keeping people and feelings at arm’s length, while a steady flow of adrenaline gave me the sense of power I was so lacking and immunised me against hurt. 

In the relationship arena, I also swung between extremes. I’d have long periods of singleness or enter into relationships but remain distant and detached, or I’d seek out men who were equally disconnected from their feelings or unavailable in some other way. At other times, I’d be obsessed – high on a fantasy I’d built around some guy I’d decided was ideal for me, until the bubble burst, of course. Or I’d pursue dramatic and even illicit, adrenaline-fuelled flings that began with fireworks but soon went up in smoke. Words like moderation or middle ground were not part of my vocabulary.

My leisure activities provided no refuge from my emotional extremes. Instead, they fuelled my inner adrenaline junkie. I’d parachute out of planes, bungee jump off bridges, camp alone in dark woods or hike up snowy peaks in old trainers. I liked risk. I liked to live on the edge. It gave me a buzz and took me away from myself. 

Your coping mechanisms

The lengths I went to in order to disconnect from my emotions were extreme, as I mentioned, but I wonder if my experience rings any bells with you.

I wonder if your subconscious mind has sought out ways to keep you detached from your feelings or to block you from having a deep, intimate relationship with yourself (and, as a result, with a partner too). 

I wonder if you are eating on your emotions, drinking to excess, working around the clock, exercising compulsively or keeping yourself so busy you don’t have time to breathe or to cook. 

I know some of you are, because we’ve met. 

My social circles are full of ambitious, high-achieving, successful and busy women. And why not? The opportunities were there for us and we jumped at them, some of us determined to create better lives for ourselves than our parents had had. We excelled at our studies and in our careers. We worked hard, played hard and worked out with gusto. We kept our minds and bodies busy. 

I’ve since discovered that my busyness was an incredibly effective way to avoid my feelings and to ignore what was really going on inside. 

I wonder if that’s the case for you too. 

I was a compulsive doer – always working or running or socialising. No wonder my friends used to call me the Duracell Bunny after the hyperactive pink rabbit on the TV advert. But I’ve realised that if we keep moving and never sit still, we can’t connect to ourselves and we end up avoiding any feelings of loneliness, grief, hurt, disappointment or fear that may be lying beneath the surface. 

Isn’t this a good thing? After all, why would we want to feel pain? The problem is if we can’t feel it, we can’t understand where it comes from and that means we can’t process it, heal it or learn to deal with it in a healthy way. It stays with us, making us act against our best interests and sabotaging our efforts to form intimate relationships based on self-awareness, emotional maturity, truth and trust. 

If we can’t connect to ourselves on a deep level, we’ll struggle to connect to others or to feel empathy for other people’s pain. And the same barrier that keeps the unpleasant feelings at bay will also block us from good feelings, from intimacy and from love. 

Similarly, if we pursue the highs and lows of adrenaline-fuelled romantic escapades with unavailable types or live in a fantasy world in which our married work colleague just has to be our Mr Right, we’ll never learn to cope with real feelings or with the ups and downs of real-life relationships. We won’t mature emotionally or grow up. 

This is a great way to stay single. 

I believe it’s only when we stay still long enough to get in touch with all of our feelings that we can process any past hurts and learn to understand, accept and love ourselves fully. And it’s only then that we can do any maturing we may still have to do and build the solid foundations needed to find love. 

That’s why stepping inside is the beginning of our journey towards a true, intimate relationship.

Pause and reflect

· Take a moment to reflect on my story. Can you relate to any elements of it? 

· Think about any crutches or coping mechanisms you may have used over the years to numb your feelings, escape your pain or cope with imposter syndrome. 

· Have you turned to excess food, alcohol, cigarettes, drugs, compulsive work, busyness, punishing exercise, sex or any other substances or behaviours to get by? 

· Do you think you might be ready to connect with the feelings you’ve been hiding from, become more aware of your hurt and process it in healthy ways? 

Embracing the emptiness inside

For me, the journey towards self-awareness began in my early thirties. Up until then, I’d been in denial about my eating disorder but when I was about 32, it dawned on me that I had an abnormal relationship with food and with my body and I realised I needed help. 

I believe I would have carried on bingeing if I could have done, but something changed – the pain and shame I felt after a binge was now greater than the pain and fear I was trying to avoid, so I had no choice but to stop.

I started attending support groups for people with eating disorders and began seeing a therapist and slowly learned to stop numbing my feelings with food. As I let go of the comfort blanket that had been with me since my childhood, I got in touch with the pain, grief, fear and insecurity I’d been hiding from all my life. I began to see that beneath my successful exterior, there was an emotionally immature, frightened child who was terrified of people, of relationships and of love. 

As I began to heal, I was advised to find healthier ways to live my life and manage my emotions – to find something else to rely on, some sort of power greater than myself. 

I set out on what I can only describe as a spiritual journey. I took baby steps at first, slowing down, rekindling a relationship with the faith I’d been introduced to as a child and dipping my toe into meditation. But I was still holding on to some other survival tools from my past and I soon realised I would need to let go of all my crutches in order to truly connect to myself. 

I wanted to believe I could carry on drinking socially, but hangovers inevitably led to eating binges so the drinking had to stop. I also thought I could carry on pounding the pavements and working at my high-adrenaline job but my attempts to do so were brought to an abrupt halt. 

I was 34 when my dad died of prostate cancer and his death knocked me for six. I got sick and stopped running – pulling out of the London marathon – but I only took a few weeks off my job, believing the busyness and routine would help me cope with the loss. 

On the surface, my strategy worked and I bounced back well. I even began a relationship five months after my dad’s death but when my boyfriend and I split up a year later, I was hit by an avalanche of grief. 

Around the same time, I reached a crisis point with my work as I realised that the job I’d fought so hard for and that had consumed me for years was stifling my spirit and putting my soul to sleep. As soon as I switched on my computer in that stuffy Reuters office in parliament, a light went out inside me.

The combination of so many raw emotions and the fear I felt around my work became too much to bear. I broke down and got signed off work – ‘stress, anxiety, grief, bereavement and depression’, the doctor’s note said. 

I had been forced to slow down. I had been forced to stop. 

In the stillness that followed, I came face-to-face with a deep emptiness inside me. This nothingness had been there for years but I’d done an incredible job of running away from it and of filling the hole inside with food, alcohol, achievement, work and male attention. 

Late one night, I hit my spiritual rock bottom. I found myself on my knees by the side of my bed sobbing, ‘God, if you’re there, tell me what’s the point?’ 

There was no thunderbolt, no flash of lightning and no reassuring voice but that moment marked a turning point. I had a choice: I could either give up entirely or commit to a new way of living, to a spiritual path of self-love rather than a punishing, self-harming one.

Fortunately, I’m too stubborn to give up.

A process of transformation

I used to think the feelings would kill me if I allowed them to surface. I used to think the emptiness would swallow me up if I faced it head on. But the most courageous thing I have learned to do is to connect with myself, feel the feelings, embrace the emptiness and love myself through the pain. I believe this has been a fundamental step on my journey to forming a healthy relationship with myself and it has enabled me to mature emotionally so I could be open to meeting a partner and falling in love. 

You may not need to feel so much hurt or peer inside any black holes. You may not need to break down in order to break through. But you may have to slow down a bit, explore who you are at your core and spend some time with yourself. 

You may have to let go of some unhealthy habits that are disconnecting you from your feelings, like eating, drinking, running too far or working too much. You may have to learn to embrace all of yourself and to love yourself wholeheartedly. You may have to get in touch with your needs and learn to meet them. You may also need to ask others for help or find some form of community, spirituality or faith. 

Whatever it is, if you’re reluctantly single and you’re reading this book, it’s likely you’re going to have to engage in a process of change or transformation to have the relationship you want.

If you’ve mastered this connection with yourself or have formed a relationship with a power greater than yourself already, I’d invite you to strengthen that relationship as you move through this book. I know from experience that when it comes to getting to know ourselves, understanding who we are and connecting to our heart, soul, spirit or intuition, we can always go deeper.

Ongoing healing

I have continued to evolve since that dark moment by my bed when I reached out for help. I’ve become more consistent with my meditation practice and with prayer. I’ve developed a relationship with God that works for me and I’ve found fellowship and community to help with my recovery. I’ve left my all-consuming news journalism job and now work for myself, doing work that’s more aligned with my authentic self and that feeds my soul, brings me joy and allows me more freedom. I’m by no means cured of all my crazy ways but I have transformed.

This hasn’t been easy. It has involved making bold choices. But I’ve continued to cultivate the art of moving slowly or sitting still, knowing this connection to myself is a priority. I’ve swapped the pavement-pounding for Pilates or gentle walks and I now spend more time doing things that make my heart sing, like cycling in the countryside and swimming outdoors. 

And, in July 2015, I took the momentous step of moving out of London to the Dorset coast where I walk on the beach and swim in the sea as often as I can. 

My life has changed dramatically but the most important change, the change that has enabled me to take risks and to fall in love, has been on the inside.

I’ve been healing my wounds, understanding my past hurts, identifying my patterns and getting to know who I am without the crutches of food, drink, status, busyness or adrenaline. I’ve been loving myself and learning to meet my needs. I’ve been connecting to my intuition and learning to discern what’s right for me.

I now notice the tap on my shoulder or the feeling in my gut that’s directing me down a certain path or warning me off another and often, if not always, I can muster up the courage to pay attention to that voice. If I can’t, I accept this journey is about progress, not perfection. 

For me, getting to this point has been a long and tortuous process. Sometimes I think I’m a slow learner. Other times, I think I’ve had a lot to unlearn and learn again. It’s been a process of growing up. 

I believe many of us need to do this inner work in order to be in the right place to meet a suitable, healthy partner and fall in love. I believe we need to be in touch with our feelings, our heart, our intuition, our patterns and our past hurts in order to make wise choices about whom we date. 

If we can connect with ourselves on a deep level, we’ll be able to approach dating and relationships with a stronger sense of who we are and what we need and with more resilience, confidence and peace. We’ll feel less panic and more acceptance, even if we want children but fear we’re running out of time. We’ll have the courage to say ‘Yes’ when we mean ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ when we mean ‘No’. 

We’ll save months, perhaps years of our lives because we’ll be able to walk away from dead-end relationships, break unhealthy bonds with past loves or ditch obsessions that are holding us back. Best of all, we’ll save a whole heap of heartache and pain by being more discerning about whom we open up to. We’ll sense that tap on the shoulder or that feeling in our gut and listen to our intuition rather than ignore it. We’ll be more aware of our needs and more able to ask for them to be met. We’ll feel more complete and therefore we will find emotionally healthy men attractive, rather than dull as we did before – and they will be drawn to us too. 

So, if you’re looking for love, look no further. Step inside and spend some time with yourself.

Finding your path

Practically speaking, how do we do this? Well, we each need to find our own unique path to self-awareness. We each need to find the best way to connect to ourselves and to our feelings, to hear our intuition and to cultivate peace.

For me, developing a gentle morning routine that prioritises my connection with myself and, in my case, with God has been key. I start by reading a passage or two from one of the many spiritual or self-help books I’ve collected over the years. I do this even if everything in me wants to check Facebook or look at my email. 

Of course, there are days when I have to dash out of the house and don’t have time to sit still but if that happens, I try to find a moment later in the day when I can connect.

Next, I practise some form of meditation. 

Meditation is about accessing a state of consciousness that is different from being awake, asleep or dreaming. It’s a state that gives our bodies deep rest, which enables them to heal. 

There are many forms of meditation but in recent years, I’ve been practising mindfulness meditation – a form of meditation in which you direct your focus to something, like your breath, the feeling of the chair beneath your body or any sounds you can hear. As someone who’s always struggled to sit still and calm my mind, I’ve found this the easiest form of meditation to get my head around. 

In the beginning, however, I found any form of meditation excruciating. I resisted it and railed against it, getting angry with myself because I couldn’t stop the thoughts or do it right. Sometimes I’d give up halfway through. The biggest lesson has been that there is no right or wrong way to meditate so I don’t need to strive to do it perfectly or beat myself up if I only get a few seconds of peace in a 15-minute slot. Yes, my thoughts keep coming and I mull over all the problems I want to solve but as soon as I remember I’m trying to meditate, I detach from the thoughts, let them flow past and focus back on my breath. 

My meditation routine isn’t anything fancy or super spiritual. I have a mindfulness app on my phone via which an American lady encourages me to connect to my breath or to notice any sensations in my body. Sometimes, if I’m struggling to connect to myself, I place my hands on my tummy so I can feel the gentle movement of my breath, or over my heart so I can feel its steady beat. This reminds me I’m a human being, rather than a human doing or a human thinking. It brings me back to the present moment. 

I’m by no means an expert on meditation or mindfulness so if you want to find out more, you could check out some of the many books or studies that discuss the mental health benefits of both practices. All I can do is share my experience, which is that meditation has made me a calmer, more peaceful and more accepting person. I’ve discovered a way to sit still, feel more resilient in the face of life’s trials and be more courageous when it comes to following my heart. 

Most mornings, I spend 15 minutes in meditation. If I’m in a hurry, I’ll only do five minutes but I’ll try for 30 minutes if I’m feeling very anxious. I prefer to meditate at the start of the day because it centres me and helps me to focus on what’s important to me over the next 24 hours. 

Pause and reflect

· Do you feel you would benefit from a moment of calm in your day?

· If you already meditate, why not deepen your practice? If you don’t, why not start with five minutes, then build up to 15 and then maybe 30?
· If that seems impossible with your schedule – maybe you have young children, elderly parents, a hectic job or all of the above – just take time out for a minute or two each day. 
· Why not try it right now? Stop what you’re doing, close your eyes and listen to the sound of yourself breathing. Put your hand on your heart, your chest or your tummy and take a deep breath, and another. And smile. That’s all it takes to experience a moment of calm.

Sitting with the feelings

When you begin to connect in this way, especially if you’ve never done it before and you’ve been busy rushing around, you may notice some unwelcome emotions. As you experience silence and stillness, you may get in touch with feelings of loneliness or pain. Tears may flow. 

Don’t be alarmed. This isn’t a sign you need to stop. This is you getting in touch with the deep blocks that have held you back for years. These are growing pains.

From my experience, you need to feel these feelings in order to heal them and move forward. So welcome them. Embrace them. Let the tears come. 

If the tears won’t stop or you’re having extreme feelings, seek support from a counsellor or a therapist. Otherwise, just make sure you love yourself through this process. Take care of yourself, nurture yourself and give yourself plenty of rest. Wrap yourself in a warm blanket, both literally and metaphorically. 

These moments of healing are stepping stones on the journey to love.

Everyday mindfulness

As well as having a meditation practice, you can also bring mindfulness into everyday life. You can walk, wash the dishes or brush your teeth in a more mindful way, focusing on what you’re doing rather than thinking about what you’ll be doing next or trying to work out the solution to a problem in your head. If you’re walking, feel the pavement or the grass beneath your feet. Feel the muscles flexing in your legs and listen to your breath flowing in and out of your body. 

As you begin this practice, it’s important to be aware of the difference between meditation and rumination. I’m a great one for ruminating. Just as cows chew the cud, I can chew over a problem relentlessly, believing that if I think long and hard enough about it, I’ll be able to change it or solve it. I’ll ruminate while I’m trying to meditate or when I’m out walking but I’m now aware of this and I soon bring my thoughts back to my breath or to the landscape around me. 

Sometimes, if I’m not in the mood for sitting still, I take my morning routine with me to the beach. I walk or jog slowly and sometimes swim. Being by the sea brings me peace and joy while swimming or playing in the waves delights the little girl inside me. Often, I’m the only one swimming for as far as the eye can see. I glance out to the horizon and up to the sky and realise I’m a tiny speck on a huge, majestic landscape. This calms my anxiety. The earth will keep turning, the tide will keep flowing in and out and I’ll always find a way to resolve whatever problem I’m dealing with. Being in nature grounds me and helps me put things into perspective. It connects me with God. I can also access that feeling of being grounded by hugging trees and standing in mud.
What about you? How do you find peace? How do you get in touch with your intuition, your inner voice or a power greater than yourself? Try experimenting with a few things until you find a way to connect to yourself or to the Universe, Mother Nature, God, a Higher Power, Love or whatever concept works for you. Once you’ve found something that works, just keep doing it. It’s that simple.

Writing and gratitude

As well as physical activities, I also find writing is a wonderful way to connect with my intuition. I’ve always written, ever since I was a little girl. I’ve got diaries dating back decades. But it’s only in recent years that I’ve been able to use writing to tap into my feelings and hear the messages of my heart and soul. 

I write in notebooks and I’ve been blogging for six years, letting the words flow straight from my heart and head onto the computer screen. I find this process freeing.

For months now, I’ve also been writing a gratitude list. I do it most days. I list all the wonderful things in my life: love, my partner, good health, my home, living near the sea, the sunshine, the frost, anything that comes to mind. I also list situations or feelings that aren’t quite so positive, things that are bugging me or causing me stress and I give thanks for them too. So my list may include feelings like anxiety or something that is making me anxious, such as an argument, a difficult conversation or money worries. 

Writing it all down seems to help me accept it. My issues seem less overwhelming when I put them down on paper. They become problems to solve in amongst plenty of other good stuff rather than overwhelming difficulties. 

One thing I’ve learned from doing these lists is that my troubles come and go – nothing stays on the list for too long. 

You may have other ways of connecting to yourself. Perhaps animals help you find peace, or being with children – both have an extraordinary ability to bring us back to the present moment. 

Practices like yoga and Pilates are also a great way to learn about the benefits of being more centred and connected. For some, yoga is the first step on a spiritual journey.

Learning to let go

All of these practices help us to let go a little, to surrender and relinquish control. 

One of the hallmarks of my single life was my belief that I had to control everything, that I could only rely on myself and that I couldn’t be vulnerable or ask for help. Slowly, as I learned to sit still and connect to myself, I began to soften. 

Before I began my spiritual journey, there was a hardness to me – a hardness I prided myself on. My favourite song for many years was Simon & Garfunkel’s ‘I am a Rock’. I liked the idea that I could stay safe behind my armour, that I could build walls or dig a moat to protect myself from further hurt. My past hardness surprises me now, although I understand why the lyrics of that song were my mantra for so long. 
     Your journey may also require a softening. Perhaps you’ll want to open up to those around you, share this new path that you’re on with others and talk about the feelings that are coming up. 
Perhaps you’ll want to challenge yourself to ask for help rather than trying to do everything yourself. Allowing yourself to be vulnerable and to ask for help is risky because you never know whether your request will be met or denied. But learning not to take things too personally and to deal with rejection in a healthy way is part of life’s journey and it will stand you in good stead as you step out and start dating. You may be surprised when you reach out to others. You may discover your friends or family members are overjoyed that you’ve asked them for help and it may bring a new closeness to your relationships. 

Becoming comfortable with vulnerability and learning to trust others will help you to date and form healthy, loving relationships. And if you’re more connected to yourself, you will make better, more loving choices. You will be more aware of your needs and more able to communicate them. You will also be more accepting if you don’t get the answers you want and more able to discern whether to stay in a relationship or leave. This goes for all relationships – romantic relationships, friendships and work relationships.

Over to you

So why not try to practise mindfulness meditation for a few minutes in the morning every day this week? Put your hand on your chest, heart or tummy and listen to your breath. Use a meditation app or play some calming music. Notice how you feel. Do you feel sadness, joy, apprehension or anger? Let the feelings come. 

If you have a decision to make, try to listen out for your intuition as you sit in meditation. Don’t expect a booming voice telling you what your next step should be, just try to sense how you feel.

If answers come to you, notice whether they feel right. Do you feel peaceful or anxious when you think about taking action? You may come away thinking you know which direction to take but then choose not to follow through with it. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve ignored my inner voice. I’m only human, after all. But notice why you decided to ignore your intuition and what happened as a result. You can then store that memory for next time.
This will increase your awareness and awareness is the first step on the journey to change. You’ll be acting more mindfully and more consciously and you’ll be laying some firm foundations on which to build a healthy relationship. 

If you feel resistance, persevere. 

From my experience and from talking to high-achieving women with perfectionist traits, it’s the people who need to meditate the most that find it the hardest to do. It’s the women who are running the fastest who most need to slow down. So be as determined and persistent with your meditation and self-care as you have been with your career or any other aspects of your life you’ve invested in. You deserve it.

From this new place of stillness, with a stronger connection to yourself, you can begin the work of strengthening your core and increasing your self-esteem. We’ll look at that in the next step.

Step One: Reflection and action

1. Notice if you are connected to your feelings or detached from them.

2. Try to identify if you are using unhealthy crutches to manage your emotions and cope with life, such as excess food or alcohol, compulsive work or punishing exercise.

3. Explore healthier ways to get by – meditation, a spiritual connection, gentle exercise, time in nature or a supportive community.

4. Experiment with mindfulness meditation using simple apps such as Mindfulness or Headspace.
Your Next Steps

I hope you enjoyed the first chapter of How to Fall in Love. If you’d like to read on, you can purchase the book in electronic format or in paperback on Amazon by clicking here. Once you’ve read it, I’d be so grateful if you could leave a review.
If you’re ready to take the next step on your journey to love and a fulfilling life, have a look at my How to Fall in Love online courses, which can be taken as part of a group or at your own pace. I have three courses available: 

Step Inside – Reconnect With Your True Self 

How to Fall in Love – Laying the Foundations

How to Fall in Love – Date with Courage, Clarity & Confidence

You can explore all available courses and preview them for free via this link. 

I am developing new courses all the time and will soon have courses available on overcoming emotional overeating, building self-esteem and finding your passion and purpose so please stay in touch.  

If you signed up to my mailing list at www.katherinebaldwin.com or www.howtofallinlove.co.uk, I will send you details of courses, upcoming workshops, masterclasses and retreats, as well as inspiring blogs and infrequent ‘love letters’. 
You can also stay in touch with me on social media. On Twitter: @From40WithLove. On Instagram: katherine.baldwin. Follow my Facebook page here. Or join my free Facebook group, Being Real, Becoming Whole, here. 
If you’d like to read more of my writing, I have nine years of published blogs at www.fromfortywithlove.com. 

Finally, please drop me an email with any thoughts, comments, questions or enquiries about my writing, coaching, courses and retreats: katherine@katherinebaldwin.com. I will reply to you as soon as I can.

Many thanks and best wishes for your journey to love in all its forms,

Katherine x
