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Chapter One

The Year After Uni

A lot of my friends paired off during their university years. In fact, by the time graduation rolled around I was pretty much the only single woman left among them. I didn’t care – in fact, I was pretty happy to have my independence. I liked being single. I liked the options it gave me, and I liked the fact that I wasn’t beholden to anyone. No – the only person I had to answer to on a day to day basis was myself, and that was just the way I wanted things.

My friends didn’t see it that way though. Whenever we met up and they found out that I was still single they would give me commiserating looks and sympathetic pats on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Babe,” Becky would always say, “You’ll find someone sooner or later.”

“Maybe,” I would always reply. “Or maybe I’ll just become a crazy old cat lady. That actually sounds like a lot of fun.” 

I took it lightly, of course, but it still kind of bothered me. I alone seemed to be of the opinion that I didn’t need a man to complete me – that I was more than okay just by myself. My friends all seemed to think that I was miserable and lonely on my own. The reality couldn’t have been further from the truth.

My name’s Lolita, by the way. I work in Leeds, doing Tech Support for big insurance company. It’s not the job I always dreamed of, but it pays the bills, and it’s interesting. In a way, I lucked out. Most people couldn’t have strolled into a job that pays as well as mine right out of university – what can I say? I interview well.

So, despite what my friends might have made out, I was pretty happy for most of the first half of the year after university. I was
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working in a decent job. I had my own place. I had friends, and I went to gigs. There was always something going on. If I wanted a warm pair of arms for the night I could always go out and find out. That had never been a problem for me; with my petite body, pert little breasts and pixie haircut I pick up my fair share of admirers in whatever club I end up in for the night. In short, things were near enough ideal for me.

It wasn’t until the summer that I started to seriously think about getting a boyfriend. I don’t know what triggered it. Maybe the way my friends always kept going on at me had finally touched a nerve. Maybe I just fancied something a little bit longer term than a goneby-morning one night stand. Maybe it was the fact that near enough everybody I knew was getting either married or engaged or pregnant. I don’t know for sure. All I know is that I woke up one day and decided, finally, that it was time for me to get myself a relationship.

This was, of course, new territory for me. I’d had a couple of sortof boyfriends throughout university, but none of them had been particularly serious. The longest relationship I’d had up until that point had lasted about six months, and that had been with significant downtime. Up until that point it just hadn’t been a thing that I sought out for myself. It would happen when it happened, I figured, and there was no point trying to rush things.

That said, I knew that I’d have to do something different from what I’d been doing up until that point. What’s the old saying: the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. I knew that I’d have to change my behaviour if I ever wanted to hold onto a guy. Quite how I had to change though, was a mystery to me.

I made a few attempts in June. It was a warm month, and things were going well at work. I treated myself to a couple of nights out with the girls. Each and every time I managed to find myself a man 
– we would dance the night away together, and then I would invite him home with me for a night of passionate sex. It was fantastic. My friends and colleagues all watched goggle-eyed as, night after night, I pulled one ridiculously attractive man after another. What they didn’t see were my pathetic attempts to turn these one night stands into something more. My techniques were learned from movies and magazines. In the morning I’d deliberately get up early and make them breakfast. I’d try and arrange a second date – I’d even swap phone numbers with them, and wait keenly for them to text or call.

I met four guys in June, and I slept with all of them. Not a single one of them ever called me again. Oh, they all said that they would, but none of them so much as sent me a single text. They didn’t even reply when I wrote to them. They had, I figured, got what they wanted, and weren’t keen on being dragged into something long lasting. Well, that was fine by me.

June melted into July, and the weather only got hotter. It was time, I decided, to try something a little different. Pulling guys in clubs hadn’t lead to a relationship. Maybe the context was all wrong. Maybe the expectations were off. I was giving out the wrong signals – something like that. What I needed was a brand new way of meeting men. What I needed was something completely different, something that I’d never tried before.

That was why, as the summer approached, I found myself nervously signing up for an online dating site. I had low expectations at that stage, of course. I was young. I was naive. I had no way of knowing all the drama that it would lead to...

Chapter Two

What Is A Healthy Relationship?

The above is a question you might well be asking yourself – and with good reason too. After all, it’s right there in the title of this eBook. This may seem an odd thing to say, but I don’t really have an answer for you. What qualifies as a healthy relationship can vary enormously from couple to couple. For one pair it might mean barely ever seeing each other, while for another it may mean living virtually in one another’s pocket. For one couple it might mean sharing each and every little secret, and for another it might mean keeping oneself to oneself and getting on with your respective lives.

A key part of creating a healthy relationship is finding what works for you and your partner. Naturally this is going to be a highly personal and individual thing. What works for some will not work for others, and what fails miserably for one couple might be the saving grace of another.

The tips and tricks set out in this guide will help you discover what it is that works for you and your partner. They will help you define what a healthy relationship is for you, and give you a window into what constitutes happiness for a lot of other couples. It will provide a stable base on which to build further explorations of your relationship.

As I’ve said though, nothing is one size fits all when it comes to love and relationships. It’s very important that you try things out and see if they work for you. Keep what does work and discard the rest. Don’t expect everything you read in this guide to be true for you – but don’t be surprised if a lot of it is.
With that in mind, though, I’m going to set out some general guidelines for a healthy relationship. These general points are, I hope, things that almost every couple can agree on – things that form the basis of their unique pairing, and which are more or less universal. Have a read through and see what you think.

1 – A healthy relationship is one in which both participants are happy about their relationship to the other. In a healthy relationship, the relationship itself is not a major cause of stress or unhappiness for either of the people involved. Although they may be unhappy or stressed about other things, the relationship is not a contributing factor to their misery or stress.

2 – A healthy relationship has a future. Although the nature of this future might vary, it is generally accepted that both of the people involved wish for it to last for some time. This length of time may be a month, or it may be several years. It may even be forever. A healthy relationship is one that you do not expect to end in the immediate future.

3 – A healthy relationship is a non-abusive one. This may seem like a fairly obvious point, but it’s certainly worth making. Healthy relationships are free from abuse, manipulation and lies. The two people involved generally have good intentions at heart, and do not wish to hurt, abuse, lie to or otherwise manipulate each other.

4 – A healthy relationship means that both of the people involved are on the same page. Generally speaking, one partner in a healthy relationship will not be using or deceiving the other – and neither partner will be being lied to or strung along. In a healthy relationship, both partners are willing to be open with one another, and willing to try and make the relationship work.

The four tenets above are pretty much universal. I’ll cover them in more detail later in the guide, but for the moment it might be worth just taking a moment to consider what a healthy relationship is for you. Have a look at the list below, and think about whether each of the entries is something you would consider to be an element of a healthy or an unhealthy relationship. Unlike the points above, these things are less certain – they may be part of a healthy relationship for some people, and not for others.
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Long distance. Loving.
Living together.

Boyfriend and girlfriend. 

Exclusive.
Open.
Kinky.
Private.
Public.
Fair.
Equal.
Unfair.
Unusual.
Fun.
Serious.

With the goal of marriage. 

Temporary.
Respectful.
Exciting.
Communicative. Sharing everything. Religious.
Simple.
Stress free.
Extreme. Hard work. Easy.
Forever.

Physical.
Asexual.
A priority.
On and off.
With plenty of space. Interesting.
Routine.
Domestic.

Do you agree or disagree with the points above? What about your partner? One of the best ways to use this book is to read through it as a couple. That was you can discuss the points as they come up, and get a good idea of what you both think about different things.

The structure of this eBook will continue in the fashion in which it has began. You’ll read a chapter of Lolita’s story, followed by a chapter of the guide. In this way you can see the points in the guide illustrated in a living and breathing example, and hopefully see better how to apply them to your own life. Feel free to skip from section to section – the guide can be read in any order, but the story will only make sense if taken chronologically!

Settle down and read through with your partner or on your own. Whether you’re in a relationship that you consider healthy, or one that you think needs a little fixing up, there should be at least something in this guide to provide you with some food for thought. Delve in with an open mind and you might even be surprised by what you discover! For those who haven’t had the pleasure of experiencing one yet – read on to discover the joys and pleasures of a healthy, happy relationship – and find out how you too can build one for yourself.

Chapter Three

Adventures In Online Dating

I’d always been sceptical of online dating – perhaps if only because my friends suggested it to me so often. Seriously, I must have heard something along the lines of “Have you tried online dating, Lolita?” at least once a month. I’d always laughed at the suggestion before, but as summer approached and my yearning for a relationship grew little by little, I found myself signing up.

The process was actually surprisingly difficult. I’d always thought that it would be a doddle to scribble down a few lines about myself, but in actual fact I found myself sitting staring at a blinking cursor for well over half an hour. What was I supposed to say? What did men want to hear? How could I put my personality across using just some words on a screen? It seemed like an impossible task, and so in the end I simply jotted down the first thing that came to mind and left it at that.

Much to my surprise, the messages flooded in. A few at first, then more and more until I was practically overwhelmed. I found that the vast majority weren’t worth replying to. Although the guys often had decent profiles, they would send me single sentence messages. “Hi,” they wrote. Or, “How’s it going?” – clearly they expected me to do all the actual work of making conversation.

With a dozen one syllable messages rolling into my inbox each day, the men that actually made an effort to read my profile really stood out. I guess a part of me had expected the online dating world to be full of desperate creeps looking to get laid. I was therefore pretty surprised to find out that it wasn’t – not in the slightest. Indeed, most of the men I ended up chatting to were thoroughly charming. 
I went on a few dates. Most of them were fairly tame affairs – there was wine and an atmosphere and plenty of good conversation. Nothing came of them though; the spark simply wasn’t there between us. Sometimes that’s just the way it is.

At the end of July, however, I met David. Things were instantly different with him. Not only was he attractive and funny, but there was a real sense of attraction. We clicked, in other words. Within a couple of dates I found myself back at his house, stretched out on the sofa with him on top of me, kissing and groping. We made out for hours, and he slowly peeled away my clothes before we made love in the middle of his living room floor. For the first time in a long time, I came just from penetration, and we lay together afterwards in a sweaty heap, our limbs entangled. This was it, I thought. I’d found him. I’d found a relationship ready guy who I actually wanted to be with.

Three more dates went by. We went ice skating. We went out for dinner – and each and every time we went home and had hot, panting, pawing sex at his apartment. It was so good that it practically melted my brain each and every time. It was the first time in ages that I’d had sex with the same guy for a continuous period, and it was sublime. The sex just got better with each passing date.

And then it happened. As we lay on his bed one day, David rolled over and nuzzled his face against mine. “So,” he said. “What is this?”

“What’s what?” I said innocently.
“What are we doing?” he said. “Are we dating? Are we in a relationship? What is it you want?” 

I found myself struck dumb by the question. Put to me in that way, I simply didn’t know how to answer. The truth – at least as far as I saw it – was that we were dating, and trying to work out our next steps. I guess I wanted that to be a relationship, but every single piece of advice my friends had given me steered me away from those words. Guys didn’t want relationships – I knew that much. They wanted sex, pure and uncomplicated. The “R Word” would kill whatever was going on between me and David – of that much I was absolutely certain.

“Oh,” I replied lightly. “I don’t know. I guess I just want to see where this goes, you know?”
“Huh,” he said. He brushed a hair from my face. “Is that all you want?”
“Yeah,” I said keenly. “I’m having fun for now. No pressure, right?”
He nodded. “Sure,” he said. “No pressure.” 

We kept going out for another couple of dates, and I thought that all was well. It was, of course, a complete surprise when David broke up with me about a week and half later. He did it kindly, gently, holding my hands as he spoke. His eyes burned into mine.

“I just think we’re looking for different things,” he said. “A bit of fun is all well and good, but... well... don’t you find yourself wanting more sometimes?”

I shrugged. I was struck dumb – I couldn’t find the words to tell him that was exactly what I wanted. That I’d simply been saying what I thought he wanted to hear. When I did finally find my voice and protest, it was too late – his mind was made up. And so, after almost a month of bliss, the longest relationship I’d had since my uni days was over, and David walked out of the door.

Chapter Four

Cut Out Abusive Relationships Altogether

Abusive relationships are, sadly, far more common than most people think – indeed most people will experience one at some point in their lives. The abuse they suffer can be one-way, coming only from their partner, or it can be a two-way street. It can be physical abuse, or it can be emotional or psychological in nature. Often abusive relationships can be more difficult to detect than most people realise.

For the purposes of this guide, abusive relationships are the exact opposite of healthy ones. They are, indeed, poisonous. Not only will they not last, but they’ll actually break you down, wearing away your resolve and self respect until you have very little left to call your own. There is very little in this world more harmful than being caught up in abusive relationship – and that’s why it’s so important that you do everything you can to avoid them.

In order to avoid an abusive relationship, you first need to be able to recognise one. In this chapter I’ll give you a few easy to recognise red flags that you should keep your eyes peeled for at any time. If you see any of these signs, them it’s time to end the relationship. It may seem brutal, but it’s important for your own safety and sanity that you don’t linger in an abusive situation. Indeed, if you know of friends of colleagues who find themselves in any of the situations described below, you should advise them to leave as swiftly and safely as they can. In short, the behaviours described below are so toxic that you shouldn’t even think about trying to fix your relationship – simply get out while you can.

1 – Any kind of physical violence. Be aware that this physical violence can come from a man or a woman – the stereotype of a male abuser is one perpetuated by the media, but women are just as capable of physically hurting men as vice versa. If physical violence is a normal part of your relationship, or your partner displays violent tendencies, leave immediately. There are no second chances when it comes to this.

2 – Psychological manipulation. This can be a lot more difficult to detect, but it’s very much worth watching out for. If your partner frequently manipulates you, twists your versions of events, makes you doubt your own sanity – then be very wary. They may be engaging in a form of psychological manipulation which – if left unchecked – can be every bit as harmful as physical violence.

3 – Emotional manipulation. Does your partner frequently play on your emotions in order to manipulate you? Again, this can be quite difficult to detect, and there are many shades of grey to be considered. At one time or another every person in a relationship becomes emotional with their partner, but if this is consistent, targeted, calculated, and frequently used by your partner to manipulate you, then it’s time to get out.

4 – And invasion of privacy, impersonation, snooping. You may wish to share everything with your partner – and that’s absolutely fine, if it’s what you’ve agreed. However, if you find that your partner has invaded your privacy, accessed your phone or computer without your knowledge, or accessed your social media profiles without your knowledge, it’s time to get out. This is just another form of psychological manipulation. If you want your partner to have access to these parts of your life, it’s vital that you agree this with them in a reasoned and reasonable fashion.

5 – Any attempt to isolate you from friends and family. Does your partner routinely try to isolate you from your friends and family? Do they lie or manipulate you in order to do this? Do they always try to ensure that they are the only source of company and affection in your life? Do they get unreasonably angry or jealous over your interactions with anyone else but them? If this is the case, it could be a sign of a dangerous personality, and a cue to you to get out before you get hurt.

Although this list may seem somewhat dramatic, avoiding toxic and abusive relationships will do you huge favours. It will allow you to flourish naturally, and keep you away from dangerous and debilitating situations. It can be very difficult to spot these situations from the inside, and so I hope the points above will help you out in this respect.

It may also seem counter intuitive to find the advice to end or leave a relationship in a guide designed to help you build healthy relationships. The simple truth and the reason behind this is that some relationships are so toxic and so dangerous that they are beyond saving – indeed it would be dangerous to your health and wellbeing to attempt to do so. In the instances described above the only course of action is to escape while escape is still possible. Believe me, you’ll be doing yourself a favour in the long run.

With all that said, however, it’s important to remember that few relationships are abusive, and most can be built into something healthy and lasting. Although most people do experience an abusive relationship at some point in their life, it is often only a single incident – and with luck and sound use of judgement, it can be a fleeting one. Equip yourself by knowing the signs of an abusive relationship and you’ll ensure that you’re not drawn onto an already sinking ship as you search for your perfect partner.

Chapter Five

The Trouble With Jeff

After David came Jeff. Well, actually, there came a couple more disappointing and inconclusive dates with guys who just didn’t do it for me. THEN came Jeff, and Jeff was a breath of fresh air. He was tall, attractive, confident and funny. Even on our first date he had me in stitches with laughter the entire time. Whenever we were together – whether for a date, or on the phone – we had an amazing time.

I’d decided that it was important to be honest with him from the start, too. After what happened with David I wasn’t going to make that kind of mistake again. So after a couple of dates with Jeff we sat down and had the talk. I told him that I wanted to date and see what happened – that I wasn’t going to try and force him into any commitment before he was ready – but that ultimately I was looking for a relationship. A long term one. Jeff listened carefully, then simply smiled and kissed me on the lips.

“Believe me,” he said, “I’m looking for the same thing.” 

Things were pretty much blissful with Jeff. And they moved fast. We both spent a lot of time over at one another’s houses. Or, more accurately, I spent a lot of time over at his. He worked longer hours than me, but we’d rise at the same time in the morning and I’d use the extra time before I had to leave the house to tidy up, straighten things out, or even do his ironing. I’d never been particularly house proud before, but when it came to Jeff – well, I didn’t seem to mind too much.

The sex was fantastic too. Jeff loved to go down on me, and would spend hours between my legs, licking me from one amazing orgasm to the next. Sometimes I’d come so much that I’d have to beg him to stop – I felt as though I simply couldn’t take any more. And his endurance when it came to actual sex was amazing as well. Between us we could fog or hours – and we did! More than one night was spent locked together in a heaving embrace on his bed.

Things didn’t start going sour for quite a while. In fact, for the first few months Jeff was nothing but delightful, and I really felt as though I’d finally found the one. My search was over, and I’d scored the relationship I’d been looking for. I couldn’t have been happier about it.

But then things started to change. It was small things at first. Stuff wasn’t going quite so well for Jeff at work, and so he’d often come home in a mood, and stomp around the house with a face on him like thunder. Other times he’d be short with me, sulky and snappy. He’d always apologise later, and we’d touch and kiss and press our bodies together, and it’d all be fine. But still, the times when he was angry got more and more frequent.

And then, after a while, it wasn’t just work that was frustrating him anymore. No. Now it was me. He’d come home from a hard day at work and start picking holes in everything I’d done. I hadn’t tidied the house enough. I hadn’t texted him enough during the day. I hadn’t folded his clothes the way he liked. Even when we were cuddled up together in front of the television he could find fault in what I was doing.

“Why don’t you tie back your hair?” he would say. “It’s all over the place. Look. It’s a mess.” And he’d push me away, keeping me distant until I’d done what he wanted and tied back my hair. 

He was jealous too. He hated to hear me talk about any other man but him. Even male colleagues from work couldn’t be discussed, and past boyfriends were completely and utterly off the table. If he ever got word that I had so much as talked to another guy – even if it was for a work-related matter – he would completely fly off the handle with me.
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“You cheating bitch,” he’d yell. “You’re bored of me, aren’t you? I bet you can’t wait to find yourself some more cock. That’s it, isn’t it? Huh? Well? Answer me!” 

I didn’t know what to say, and so I apologised. Over and over again, I apologised. And, over time, I learned not to mention the name of any male, not to breathe so much as a word of my male friends. I learned to modify my behaviour, tip toeing around and walking on eggshells so as not to make him mad.

It seems odd to write about it now, but at the time the changes in his behaviour happened so gradually that I didn’t even notice them. Even once I had completely changed my behaviour and personality to keep him happy, I didn’t think anything was amiss.

The trouble was, nothing kept him happy. Nothing satisfied him. No matter what I did or how I changed myself, it was never enough.

It all came to a head one day when he got home from work in a foul mood. I did my usual thing – I tried to comfort him, tried to stroke his ego and make things better. I rubbed his shoulders and sat behind him on the sofa and hugged him and nuzzled my head against his back. And then, all of a sudden, he exploded, shoving me away.

“For fuck’s sake,” he cried, “can’t you ever just shut up.” 

I fell, and I hit my arm on the coffee table. Not badly, but it was enough. Tears welled up in my eyes, and I clutched my arm, and Jeff looked at me in sudden horror – aware of what he had done. Already apologies were spilling from his lips. He was sorry. He hadn’t meant to. He’d just lost his temper for a moment. Forgive him, he pleaded, and he would change. He would make it all better.

“I promise,” he said. “It will never, ever happen again.” 

I listened, but I knew it wasn’t true. And even if it was, it wasn’t enough. I lay in bed that night thinking about it all. How I’d changed – how I’d grown distant from my friends and colleagues – how Jeff was always losing his temper with me. It was a bad situation, and somehow I had wandered right into the middle of it without even realising.

Quietly, I got out of bed and gathered my things. At the door I paused for a moment and looked back at Jeff, sleeping. He looked peaceful when he was sleeping. Then I turned and left, and walked out of his life, and never once turned back.

Chapter Six

You’ve Got To Lay The Groundwork

Building a healthy relationship is a lot like building a house. It takes a long time and a lot of effort – and you have to be good at communicating, otherwise the whole thing can come out skewed! Not only that, but you have to dig some solid foundations before you’re able to start building anything above the ground. If the foundations aren’t solid – well, you might be able to build a lovely looking house, but it won’t last for long. Without solid foundations it will very soon crumble, tumble and fall to pieces.

While the foundations of a house are made of cement and steel, the foundations of a relationship are made of rather different materials. A solid foundation is build of trust, openness, honesty and mutual sharing. Those all sound like fine and noble words, don’t they? Let’s take a closer look at what they mean?

Trust – This is the absolute cornerstone of any relationship. If you don’t trust your partner, then the relationship is doomed to fail. If they don’t trust you, there’s very little you can do. You can help your partner learn to trust, of course, by being open and honest and sharing with them, but ultimately at least some of the work falls to them.

Let’s be clear about what trust means as well. Trust is taking your partner at their word. And doing so because you actually believe them. Sometimes it can be difficult to do this, and you may find yourself desperate to put checks in place – to just glance at your partner’s phone, for example, so as to set your mind at rest. You should resist these urges. If you’re only able to trust someone when you’re checking up on them – well, then you don’t really trust them at all.
Openness – Being open with someone means being willing to share with them. Nobody can see what’s going on inside your head and your heart unless you tell them. It is particularly important to be vocal about your feelings and your thoughts when you’re in a relationship with someone – especially if you want the relationship to be successful. 

In a healthy relationship, you must share what’s going on inside your head with your partner. This can be a difficult task sometimes. Perhaps there’s something you don’t want to share, or something that you think your partner will not want to hear. It’s important to share even in these instances, though. There’s no getting around it. Unless you share and are open with your partner, your relationship will always be built on a shaky foundation.

Honesty – This can also be a difficult one. Being honest with your partner means telling them how you really feel, and what you really want. As humans, we hide our thoughts and feelings all the time – in fact, we’re taught to do so in order to preserve the feelings of others. Far too many people have developed the habit of pretending to be happy and pretending to be satisfied when really they are miserable.

You may not want to tell your partner when you are unhappy about something. You may be worried about upsetting things, rocking the boat, shaking what you have built together. But do so anyway. If your relationship is a good one, and if there is trust and communication between you and your partner, then the relationship will survive, and it will be the stronger for it. You cannot build a relationship while pretending to be something or someone you are not – sooner or later it will all come tumbling down.

Mutual Sharing – One of the main ways in which we grow closer to someone we are in a romantic relationship with is by sharing experiences and things. In order to have a strong and healthy relationship with your partner you should start sharing your life early on. This doesn’t have to be anything big or dramatic – it can be as simple as telling them something funny that happened at work that day. That said, it can also be as complicated and dramatic as weathering an illness together, or going on a physical journey.

Whatever you share with your partner, the act of sharing is what brings you closer. Too many couples build walls between themselves, trying to keep their lives compartmentalised. They think, sometimes, that if they were to share their life entirely with their partner, then their partner would lose interest, or not like some of the aspects which they might share. This is, however, a risk that it’s important to take. If you don’t, then the relationship is doomed to fail anyway.

These guidelines should help you set the foundations for a relationship that stands a chance of lasting. By starting out with these values in mind, you put the groundwork in place for a strong and healthy relationship – one that is only going to grow stronger and healthier over time.

If these are not things you’ve tried to do before, then don’t expect overnight results. Just like any skill, sharing takes practice, as does being open and honest. Work together with your partner to practice these skills, to make yourselves better at building a healthy relationship together. You’ll be surprised at how rewarding it can be.

Chapter Seven

After Jeff

After Jeff I went off online dating for a while. Not surprising, I suppose; I simply wasn’t the woman I used to be. I’d lost a lot. I’d become timid, quiet, afraid of my own shadow. And worse than that; I was desperate. I wanted a man in my life more than I ever had before.

That’s why it was kind of tough to move away from dating, to deliberately give it a rest for a while. But that’s also why I absolutely had to. See, when I’d started out I’d been happy. I hadn’t needed a man in my life – I’d just wanted one. No guy I met would have been the centre of my existence. No – he would simply have been a wonderful addition to it. Now, however, in the aftermath of Jeff, I was desperate for a man to come along and complete me. I knew, deep down, that just wasn’t healthy.

So I took some time off, and spent it on myself. I got myself a haircut. I found a new place to stay. I threw myself into work and stayed late almost every day. I got back in touch with my friends. All of the things that I’d sort of let lapse when Jeff came into my life – I picked up their loose threads again and started to reassemble my life.

It wasn’t easy. Often times I felt pretty lonely, and often times I wavered on the very edge of picking up the phone and calling Jeff
– or even David. I was so desperate for validation from a man that I almost didn’t care where it came from. Thankfully though I was able to restrain myself – to hold back and ride it out.

It helped having other things to do. And it helped also to not be dating at all. I looked on it as a kind of holiday – a chance to just spend some time by myself. I even took an actual trip away. One weekend, on a whim, I just hopped on the train to Paris and spent the weekend wandering the beautiful city. It was exactly what I needed in more ways than one. By stepping onto the train I was able to show myself that I was the only one in charge of what I did or how I felt. I was the only one who could make decisions on my behalf. I was free. I didn’t need Jeff, nor any other man.

I remember one night in particular. I was sitting at a cafe watching the Eifffel Tower glitter in the darkness. It was beautiful, and quiet, and serene, and warm. I sipped my cup of tea and felt a wonderful sense of satisfaction diffusing through me. It was just me here, on my own. Nobody else to worry about or be confused by. Nobody else to try to please. Nobody else to make me feel bad or jerk me around.

In a way it felt as though I was coming back to myself. As though I’d been away, ignoring my own needs, for months now – and as I sat there in the Paris night I was meeting myself again for the first time. I made a promise to myself then and there. When OI started dating again, I decided (if, indeed, I did decide to start dating again), I would find a man who allowed me to put my own needs first. A man who had his life sorted out - just as I had mine. There would be no more emotional dependence, no more sloping around when he was in a bad mood, no more walking on eggshells to avoid making someone else mad.

With that resolved, I drained my tea and stood up. I felt like a walk by the river, and nobody was going to stop me from having that. Off I strolled, feeling light and free.

That feeling persisted even when I got back to England. I floated around through my day to day life, happy once more. I felt like my old self – the self I had been before I started dating, before I even had the silly notion that I needed a relationship. I even went so far as to delete my online dating profile. It had been fun for a while, and I was grateful for all the experiences I’d had with it, but for the time being I’d decided I wasn’t going to search. Just for now, I decided, I wanted to let them come to me.

For a while I fell back into my old routine. I went out frequently, danced the nights away until the early hours of the morning, and then took home beautiful men to my bed. Once again my sex life took off – and I loved every second of it. In a way I hadn’t realised just how unhappy I’d been in Jeff’s company until I was out of it – and now that I was free once more, I intended to enjoy myself.

During that time there were a couple of little things that I thought might end up going somewhere. There was a gorgeous Italian man named Franco, who I went out with for almost a month. We never quite gave a name to the fragile thing that existed between us, and so in the end it simply stopped existing. A shame, I suppose, since he really was a very attractive man, but I didn’t mope for too long
– or at all, in fact. I simply picked myself up, dusted myself off, and carried on. If it was meant to be, I figured, then it was meant to be. And if it wasn’t... well, then it wasn’t. As simple as that.

That was the philosophy I had in mind for almost three months. Three glorious months of carefree sex and cuddling and dancing and adventure. And then, at last, it happened again. I stumbled into something like a relationship – and this time not with a controlling piece of work like Jeff. I didn’t know it at the time, but this was set to be one of the longest relationships of my life.

Chapter Eight

Communicate Constantly, And Well

In the last chapter I touched upon the importance of sharing aspects of your life with your partner as much as possible. In this chapter I’ll expand on that idea, and take it a little bit further. Instead of just sharing now, I want to focus on communicating.

Communication is a skill that we hear a huge amount about. Whether it’s in the context of relationships or in the context of leadership, we’re constantly being told of the importance of communication. It’s all too easy to start to think of it as an abstract concept – something that we’re all doing anyway all the time, and so don’t really need to work at.

This is a powerful and damaging notion. Yes, we are communicating all the time. If you go to a local shop and ask for a packet of cigarettes you are communicating. If you say hello to someone on the street you are communicating. Anytime you pick up your phone or log on to your computer you’re communicating. 

This is, however, not quite the kind of communication I’m talking about. People talk all the time, but people all too often underestimate the importance of listening. Both are necessary for good communication, along with a decent degree of empathy, and the ability to see things from another person’s point of view. Without these qualities – although you may be talking – you won’t truly be communicating effectively.

Let’s stick to the context of relationships. Communication between two partners can serve many purposes – it allows them to make domestic arrangements, or to share things that they both enjoy, or to convey to one another how important their relationship is. Sometimes communication is absolutely essential to resolve or avoid arguments and dissatisfaction, and it can be particularly vital in long term relationships where one person might need to convey complicated information about their feelings to the other.

If you want to build a healthy relationship from the very start, it’s important to practice the skill of communication – both speaking and listening. Make sure you talk to your partner frequently, and share as much of your life as you can. Make sure you ask them questions. When they are speaking, make sure that you are actually listening, rather than letting your mind wander. Pay attention to the things that they say – make notes in your diary if you have to – remember things like birthdays, anniversaries and special occasions. Remember things that your partner likes or dislikes and carry this knowledge through to the way you treat them and the gifts you give. 

If you feel as though your communication skills are lacking, or that you frequently struggle to remember important things that your partner has told you – then work on these issues. You can improve your communication no end by practicing active listening, and you can improve your memory by practicing and using memory tricks. More information about both of these things ca be discovered with a simple internet search.

It’s crucial to make these practices into a habit, so that over time they become things you do without even thinking about it. Once you’ve learned how to listen and communicate well, and made it into an unconscious habit you’ll start to wonder how you ever managed to do without it. 

Communication has a particularly special place when it comes to resolving arguments. Arguments all too often arise from a misunderstanding or miscommunication. Often one partner or the other feels affronted by a thing that the other has done – but fails to communicate this early enough or well enough. Because of this lapse in communication, the situation quickly worsens, and negative feelings creep in. By this stage the argument will often be about the negative feelings themselves, rather than about the issue at hand. 
It may often seem ridiculous just how much you need to tell a partner about your own thoughts and feelings. It’s tempting to think that they should already know the way certain actions or ideas might make you feel. People often even trick themselves into thinking that – if their partner doesn’t know how they’re feeling at any given time – it’s an indication that their partner doesn’t truly care about them at all.

Take a minute to think about that. It’s an astonishingly prevalent belief, and it’s typified by the statement, “Well, if you don’t know what’s upset me then there’s no point telling you.” But that’s a ridiculous thing to say to someone. After all, how can they know what’s upsetting you, unless you tell them. Remember, each and every person in the world is an island. Our thoughts, feelings and motivations are opaque to anyone outside our own heads, and the only way to communicate these feelings is often by talking about them.

Therefore, both you and your partner should keep a finger on the pulse of your own emotions. If you’re upset by something, troubled by something, worried by something, or in any other way perturbed – tell your partner! Make sure that they know, and don’t simply assume that they’ll pick up on your negative vibes and automatically know the reason behind them. Similarly, you should also share the things that make you happy or that make you feel fulfilled. By communicating these more positive elements of your mood, not only do you stand a chance of elevating the mood of your partner, but you also let them know in detail what it is that makes you happy.

By communicating well and often, you not only bring yourself closer to your partner, but you open up whole new vistas between you as a couple. Once you’ve learned the skills of open and honest communication your ability to develop as a couple is almost limitless – so learn these skills early and learn them well – and make sure both of you know how and when to communicate, as well as how to listen. That way you can build your relationship nice and strong from the very beginning, and keep it strong throughout the time that the pair of you spend together.

Chapter Nine

My Almost Perfect Almost Marriage

The guy’s name was Marcus, and I met him on a night out. It was one of the odder nights out that I’ve ever enjoyed. We started off at the apartment of a friend, enjoying some drinks, then headed out into town to dance and drink until the early hours of the morning. Sometime after midnight I stumbled into Marcus’s strong arms, and stayed there for the entire rest of the night. There was an instant electricity between us. We were making out and running our hands all over one another’s bodies before we’d even left the club.

That was nothing, of course, to what passed between us when we got back to his flat. The sex was incredible. We stumbled through the door to his bedroom already ripping away our clothes. By the time we tumbled backwards onto his bed we were both near enough naked. But we didn’t start fucking straight away. No – Marcus was a guy who enjoyed his foreplay, and before he even put his cock inside of me we spent several long and luxurious hours touching one another, massaging one another, kissing and licking all over our bodies.

By the time we finally did get around to doing it I was wetter than I ever had been in my life before. Marcus slid right into me easily and deeply and before long we were rutting fiercely. I came within minutes, a while before he did, and once we both had finished we collapsed into a sweaty heap on his bed.

“That was incredible,” I gasped, barely able to gather my words. Marcus simply smiled and cuddled me against him. We fell asleep with our warm bodies intertwined on his bed, and when we woke up the next day the first thing he did was bring me a cup of tea. What can I say – Marcus was different from other men. His focus was different – he seemed to actually care about me – and not just care about me enough to soothe my feelings, but to really care and really take an interest. It wasn’t something I was used to experiencing with a man.

Well, things progressed – as they tend to do, and before long he and I were dating. It was one of the most intensely happy times of my life as far as seeking a relationship goes. Marcus was everything I was looking for in a man. With him I had freedom but also support – I had a partner who was interested in all aspects of my life, and keen to be a part of them, but who also had a life of his own. I had someone who wasn’t needy or jealous or controlling, but who wanted me every bit as much as I wanted him. 

Time flew. Before I knew exactly what was going on we were celebrating our first anniversary with dinner and dancing. It felt as though no more time had passed than the blink of an eye before we had been going out for a solid nine months. I was blissfully happy. And so was Marcus – perhaps that was what the trouble was.

As we neared two years together he started talking about marriage. It was a bit of a joke at first – he’d pull it out sometimes and we’d have a laugh about it, but I never thought he was serious. As time went on though it gradually dawned on me that he was. Yes, he might be joking when he mentioned it sometimes, but the simple fact was that he planned to marry me one day.

I didn’t really know how to feel about this. On the one hand I supposed Marcus was the best man I’d ever dated. On the other, I simply didn’t feel ready for that kind of commitment. I’d never really entertained the idea of getting married or settling down or having children before. In my mind those were all things that happened to other people – more sensible people than me, perhaps. And I was happy that way! I had no desire for a wedding and a marriage and two and a half kids.

But how to tell Marcus that? It seemed, suddenly, to be way more difficult than I would ever have thought before. Everything was so perfect between us, and I was afraid that if I simply blurted out my reservations to him then it would all come tumbling down like a house of cards. And yet I had to tell him too – to go on hiding the truth from him was more than I was capable of.

And so I tried to pick my moment. Whenever he mentioned marriage – even if he was just joking at the time – a little voice in the back of my head would scream for me to do it, to tell him. Get it out and over and done with before it was too late. And several times I almost did. The words reached the very tip of my tongue before the stalled, and wouldn’t come past my lips. Instead I found myself smiling and laughing and nodding along with him.

It was an awful situation to be in, and with each passing day I was angrier and angrier with myself. It had started to seem to me that I was in some way deliberately deceiving him. I had left it so long and missed so many opportunities to raise my objections, that there could be no other explanation than deliberate malice. And he was so good! So happy and positive and caring and wonderful! It was a source of almost physical pain to me that I wasn’t being completely truthful with him.

Of course, the strain started to show through before long. I found myself snapping at him sometimes over little things. It was always such trivial stuff, but I couldn’t help myself. I was so angry with myself that I couldn’t keep it from spilling over sometimes into anger at him. And poor Marcus had no idea why he was being snapped at all the time. He was hurt by it, I could tell that much – and I knew that I was slowly and surely sabotaging the best relationship I’d ever had. Unfortunately I was helpless to stop myself, and there was only one way that things could end up.

Chapter Ten

Take Responsibility For Your Own Happiness

The gold at the end of the rainbow that most people are seeking when they embark on a relationship is happiness. Think about it – the reason that we seek companionship, connection and closeness to our fellow human beings is to, ultimately, make us happy. Indeed, happiness could be said to be the end goal of most human endeavours. Perhaps that undersells it a little – happiness just not mean being able to grin like a lunatic all the time; it means being satisfied and settled in your life, and therefore its importance should not be underestimated.

For this reason, people quite often become immensely frustrated when they find that a relationship doesn’t necessarily make them happy. They expect that, having found someone who they want to be with, happiness should be the automatic result. Indeed they come to feel as though they are owed a degree of happiness. Worse still, some people come to feel that it is their partner who should personally be ensuring that they receive the dose of happiness that is due to them.

This is a corrosive world view. If you come to believe that happiness is owed to you, you will naturally find yourself becoming unhappy and resentful whenever you find yourself not blissfully happy. To make someone else responsible for your happiness is a recipe for disaster, but it’s an activity that people engage in all too often.

Once you’ve started to entertain this thought, it’s very difficult to shake. If you find yourself unhappy in a relationship you will automatically look to the behaviour of your partner for a reason as to why. You will start to analyse everything they do, and evaluate whether or not their particular behaviours are contributing to your unhappiness. Perhaps you’ll even engage in some wistful thinking: if only your partner didn’t spend so much time out with their friends you would he happy. If only your partner got a promotion at their job you would be happy. If only your partner would listen to you when you talk you would be happy.

If the above sounds familiar, then it’s something you desperately need to move away from. The secret to any good relationship is simple, as is the secret to being happy with your partner. In fact, it’s so simple that people often overlook it. The secret is this: you are responsible for your own happiness. You and you alone are the one who can ensure that you are happy and well. If you are unhappy, then it quite often isn’t the behaviour of your partner that’s at fault, but instead something that you can control. Even if it is down to the behaviour of your partner, you have to accept the fact that it’s your responsibility to communicate to them your unhappiness, and seek out something new if a compromise cannot be reached.

Something magical happens when you take responsibility for your own happiness – you start to realise that your happiness is within reach. When you attribute your wellbeing to someone else, it can all too often seem as though you are powerless to do anything, powerless to change things. It can be a frustrating and depressing situation to be in. When you are responsible for your own happiness, you are in the driving seat. You are in control and can make the decisions that you need to make in order to ensure your general happiness and wellbeing.

It can be tough to take responsibility for your own happiness sometimes. Apart from anything else, it’s a lot easier to believe that you are unhappy through situations beyond your control, and that there’s nothing you personally can do to change your situation. If it’s out of your hands, there’s nothing you can do, after all – and nothing you need to do. On the other hand, if your happiness is down to you and you alone, then it’s up to you to take action.

Once you’ve accepted responsibility for your own happiness, you then have to work out how to make yourself happy. It can be down to some of the most simple things in the world – taking a little time off work or going for a walk. Or it can be down to a series of more complicated things – you might find that you need to withdraw from your partner a little and send some time on yourself to recharge your batteries, or perhaps even engage in some form of escapism. Whatever it is that makes you happy, take some time to identify it early on, so that you can put it to good use whenever you need to in order to keep your relationship healthy.

By doing this early on in your relationship – and by ensuring that your partner does the same – you put in place a set of release valves that help you vent out tension and unhappiness. Without these releases, the negative feelings would build up within the relationship until they reached toxic levels, and finally overflowed. That’s something I’m sure you’re keen to avoid, so take the time to take responsibility for your own happiness, and to work out how to make yourself happy when you need to.

Relationship in which both partners rely on the other as their sole source of happiness are rarely happy ones. For a healthy and balanced relationship you need to be able to approach your partner as a complete and well-balanced person, and taking responsibility for your happiness, and working out how to make yourself happy when you need to is a key part of this. Don’t neglect it!

Chapter Eleven

Recovering From Love

Things ended between me and Marcus after several months of tension and unhappiness. Things dragged out – and I felt them dragging out, and having the end of relationship hanging over me like that only made me unhappier. That, in turn, made me even more short tempered, even more miserable. It was a vicious cycle that built and built, and it all came to a head one day in the winter when we were closeted together in Marcus’s flat.

We’d just argued. Or, more accurately, I had snapped at Marcus for some tiny issue about him leaving his shoes lying around. We weren’t talking to one another – instead we were sitting in silence in front of the television, both of us secretly fuming at the other. And then Marcus stood up, stretched, turned off the television and turned to me.

“Lolita,” he said. “This isn’t working.” 

And just like that the tension between us seemed to break. I felt tears leap to my eyes. It was as if I had known this was coming for quite some time now, but had been in denial about it. Now that it was finally here, however, it felt as though a giant weight was being lifted from my shoulders.

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s not working. It hasn’t been working for a while.” 

We sat down on the sofa together and talked for hours that night. I cried. He cried. And we broke up. That was how it ended. It was one of the strangest, saddest breakups I’ve ever been through. I came clean to him about my reservations, and he nodded and listened and hugged me all the same. He was wonderful – just as with the rest of our relationship, I don’t think I could have asked for a better man than Marcus.

In the aftermath, I didn’t date. Again, I retreated, took a little time for myself. I didn’t even sleep with anyone. Though I went out dancing with my friends every now and then I was far too heartbroken to even consider letting someone into my bed, let alone my life again for quite some time. I thought of Marcus often, and each time I did I felt as though something was being ripped from me by force.

Steadily and surely though the hurt got less. It was a slow process
– an immensely slow one. And it hurt, but I’d been through that hurt before. I knew that time would help it heal, and the days would help it pass. I spend those months focussing on myself, throwing myself into work, and keeping a journal. It was hard, but slowly and surely it passed. 

It was almost a year before I reactivated my online dating profile. I had sworn to myself that I wouldn’t, but it felt as though the woman who had made that promise to herself was someone else entirely. I wasn’t desperate to meet someone – I wasn’t even particularly keen. I was just a little bored, and I wanted to see what might happen.

What happened was, I met Simon. In fact, he was one of the very first people to send me a message after I reactivated my profile. It pinged into my inbox the very same day, and I almost deleted it then and there. I don’t know why – I guess I had the strange notion that I didn’t want to go with the very first guy who approached me. If I was ever going to date anyone again, I wanted to be as choosy as possible, and make sure they could live up to Marcus. I wanted to do thing right, this time.

But I didn’t delete Simon’s message. I read it, and it was lovely. He was polite and charming, but with a rougish sense of humour that really shone through. He was funny and he was clever, and he seemed to find me interesting. In spite of myself I was drawn into a chat with him that lasted all night. Very soon we had arranged to meet in town for a drink or twp.
The drinks went well. He was every bit as funny and charming and handsome in real life as he was through a computer screen. And... as I found out that night – he was a good kisser too, I had told myself before stepping out the door that I wouldn’t sleep with him
– that I wasn’t ready to do so, and that I wouldn’t be ready for quite a few months. But then, on the night itself – well, it all just felt so incredibly right.

The sex was good as well. We made love on the floor of his flat – we didn’t even get as far as the bedroom. And it was fierce – animal, primal. He bit my neck and sank into me, and I cried out his name as I came. Afterwards we lay together with our limbs entangled on his floor.

“That was interesting,” he said, grinning down at me.
“Interesting?” I say. “What’s that supposed to mean.”

“It means,” said Simon, ducking his head to kiss me on the lips. “That I think we should try it again and see what happens.” 

And so we did try it again. This time on Simon’s bed. If anything it was better than before. Every bit as fierce, every bit as urgent. Our hands were all over one another, and our mouths were locked together the entire time. He pulled out and finished in my mouth, and I swallowed down his seed gratefully and eagerly. It tasted wonderful, and as I lay in his arms afterwards with the taste of him still on my lips I felt closer than I had to anyone for almost a year.

We spent the entire next day together. Most of it in bed, but we also went out for a wlak in the park. And we talked. We talked and talked, and I told him everything that had happened to me the last few years. It was strange. I don’t think I realised it at the time, but I was very much falling in love with him.

Chapter Twelve

Admit Your Mistakes Whenever You Make Them

We’re all human. And a key part of being human is that we make mistakes. This is something we can’t avoid, and it’s something that happens to all of us. Whether it’s at work, at home, or in our relationships, we all slip up every so often.

Mistakes that might affect our romantic relationships range widely in severity. They can be something as simple as forgetting an appointment, or not remembering a birthday. They can also be rather a lot more serious; like cheating, or falling back onto an old habit that you promised your partner you’d give up.

All too often there is an expectation that mistakes should never happen. This, particularly in relationships, leads to a lot of unhappiness. Couples embark on their journey together sometimes believing that nothing will ever go wrong – and that if anything does go awry, it certainly won’t be down to their own actions. This world view is both immature and unrealistic, and those that subscribe to it are doomed to view any mistake which their partner makes as a deliberate betrayal – and therefore something that is far more difficult to move past and forgive than a simply human error might be.

It is far more healthy and productive to embrace the idea that we are human and that we make mistakes. You will make mistakes. Your partner will also make mistakes. You must learn early on to accept this reality, and work with it, rather than flat out denying it.

When you come to accept that mistakes happen, suddenly you’ll find that your relationships become a lot easier and lot more pleasant. You don’t set unrealistic expectations for your partner, and nor do you find yourself labouring to match up to a standard that you cannot possible achieve. You are, instead, held to a much more reasonable set of values – ones that take account of the natural fallibility of both you and your partner.

That’s not to say that you’re completely without responsibility. Learning to accept your partner’s mistakes and move past them can be a difficult task, especially if the mistakes are large in magnitude. It requires a great deal of clear and open communication to be able to move past barriers like these. To be able to accept your partner – mistakes and all – you must practice empathy and sharing as much as possible. You also must be prepared to work at the relationship, and to work on your own feelings.

Similarly, when it comes to your own mistakes you must be able to admit them freely and openly, and as soon as possible after they happen. It is a good idea not to try and conceal things for too long
– the longer that you keep something from your partner the worse the impact will be when you finally do impart it. Instead you should be honest with them at the earliest opportunity.

You might find it difficult to work out how to approach your partner when it comes to revealing your mistakes. It’s quite simple, however. You should ensure that you are serious, and that you communicate to them that you understand the seriousness of your mistake. You should be honest – don’t lie about your thoughts or feelings, but do think about how you feel beforehand so that you can tell them the exact extent of the truth. Try not to pre-empt their reaction to your mistakes, and instead let them react to it in whatever way they wish. Offer comfort if you can, and apologise with genuine feeling if you feel that you wish to do so. 

Apologising is something that many people struggle with. Perhaps this is due to the fact that an apology represents an admission of culpability. Perhaps it is also due to the fact that an apology requires the issuer to swallow their pride to a certain degree. Whatever the reason, apologies can be difficult things to give – but push through that difficulty. You’ll find them liberating in a number of ways – not only can they provide some solace to your partner if you have wronged them in any way, but they can also help ease your own conscience and make you feel better. An apology, in short, can seriously clear the air when there has been any kind of wrongdoing. Though it may be difficult at first, it’s worth doing. Swallow your pride if you have to – think instead about what your relationship is worth to you.

When it comes to accepting an apology, we find that this too can also be difficult at times. Quite apart from anything else it can be tricky to know what to say. If your partner is admitting that they have made a mistake it may be a mistake that wrongs you in particular. You may be feeling emotional – hurt, betrayed, upset or otherwise. In this emotional state it can be very difficult to simply accept an apology and move on.

However, there is plenty of value in being able to accept an apology. If you demonstrate to your partner that you are able to accept an apology and accept their mistakes and still keep on loving them and working on the relationship in spite of the errors they may have made, you open up a whole new vista between you. You accept them as they are – mistakes and all. This can be an immensely powerful thing. If, between you, you can establish a sense of mutual respect and understanding, you’ll find your relationship flows a lot easier from then on out.

There are, of course, times when it might not be appropriate to simply accept an apology. Take a look at the earlier chapter for some example of behaviour that might indicate an abusive personality. In these cases, you certainly shouldn’t simply require your partner to apologise. And, indeed, there may be other things that are beyond the pale of what you can accept as mistakes and errors. If this is the case, then you should make sure to make these things clear to your partner as early as possible. As I said at the opening of this chapter – we’re all human, and we all make mistakes. Clear communication, however, can often help minimise these mistakes, or even avoid them altogether.

Chapter Thirteen

Almost Perfect

Things were almost perfect between me and Simon. I don’t say that lightly, but they really were. I don’t mean that we never argued, or that we saw eye to eye about absolutely everything. No 
– quite the contrary. Simon was someone who I frequently disagreed with. We had some amazing discussions, and he knew just how to push my buttons. But even when we did argue, we did it together. It was as if – even if we disagreed vehemently about something – we still both wanted to resolve the problem, and so we’d actually talk about it. 

The biggest issue we ran into was what happened at the office Christmas party about six months after we got together. Simon had his own party to go to and so I was there on my own. One of my colleagues – a weedy little rat named Kevin – came on to me pretty heavily. I was drunk – although drunk might be a bit of an understatement – and I had no idea what was going on until he pushed me into a corner and started making out with me. I was so shocked that it was a second or two before I gathered my wits enough to shove him away.

I stomped home after that, wracked with guilt, and threw myself into bed. All night I was almost shaking with anxiety. How was I going to tell Simon what had happened? How would he take it? I knew that for a lot of my previous boyfriends it would have been too much to know that another man had kissed me – even if I’d resisted as I had done this time. They’d see it as a line that just couldn’t be crossed, no matter what the circumstances. They’d yell at me, rage at me, say that I shouldn’t have got so drunk. 

I knew that – for a lot of my previous boyfriends – in one way or another, that stupid drunken kiss would have spelled the end of our relationship. I desperately didn’t want that to be the case with Simon. We’d been going out for just six months, but I was already pretty certain that I was madly in love with the guy. We spent every spare second in one another’s company. We were crazy for each other, and I was terrified that I’d just ruined it in the most stupid way possible.

So I sweated it out for a couple of hours until Simon arrived home. He undressed and slipped into bed with me. By that time I’d had a chance to sober up a little bit, but I was still every bit as anxious as before. I turned to him, hugged him close against me and burst into tears.

“What’s the matter, Lolita?” he said, tenderly touching my face. “What’s wrong? Tell me.” 

I shook my head. Little by little I managed to confess the whole sorry story. When I was done I lay in Simon’s arms, waiting for the inevitable argument that was to follow. But he simply laughed. “Is that all you’re worried about?” he said.

“He... he kissed me,” I repeated, not certain that Simon had really heard what I was saying.
“I know,” said Simon. “And then you pushed him away. End of story. It’s no big deal, is it? It wasn’t like you did it deliberately.” “I still feel guilty though,” I said.
He stroked my hair. “Well, there’s no need. If it helps – I forgive you.” 

And that was that. We talked about it a little more in the morning once the two of us were sober, but Simon was quick to forgive me. It was wonderful. I’d been so worried about it that I hadn’t been able to see – hadn’t been able to put it in perspective. After it was all resolved it only made me love Simon more – the fact that we could get past something like that together was incredible, and it made me feel... safe in his arms. I knew that, whatever happened in the future, the chances were we’d be able to talk it out and resolve things, rather than just splitting up when it all got difficult. There were other issues, other disagreements, but we weathered them all. In fact, most of them barely took an ounce of wind out of our sails. I’d never been with someone like Simon before – someone who was so... mature, so able to talk about things. He was smart and he was articulate, and he encouraged me to be the same. It felt, for the first time, as though I was in a really serious relationship. I couldn’t have been happier.

Six months quickly turned into a year. We moved in together. That was a big decision. We already spent an extraordinary amount of time around one another’s houses, and so it made sense as a course of action – but I was wary about living with anyone. I knew that a lot of my friends had bad things to say about it. As soon as you started living with someone, they warned me, the romance went out of the relationship. You started to see that person as a housemate rather than a lover, and pretty soon things would be on the rocks.

Not so with Simon. That was the other thing I loved about him. Even when we were living together we spent a decent amount of time on our own, pursuing our own interests. Simon painted, and I read or went for long walks to refresh myself. When we did seek out one another’s company once more, we did so refreshed and happy.

In short, things were pretty much perfect. I should have known, really, that it wouldn’t be long before Simon proposed to me. 

Chapter Fourteen

Prioritise Your Relationship

There are two parts to this chapter – two ways in which it’s important to prioritise your relationship. The first is in general. Especially in long term relationships., it can be easy to forget how important your partner is to you, and to lose interest or put other aspects of your life before your relationship. This is a recipe for disaster. Like plants, relationships need time, love, attention and effort in order to grow. If you stop putting these things into a relationship it will stop growing, and eventually wither and starve.

There are plenty of easy ways to make sure you give your relationship the time and energy it deserves. A common method is by arranging a date night – one night in the week where you always make a point of going out and doing something with your partner. Make it something special – something that you don’t normally do. And put some effort into your preparations for it. Get tickets for something unusual. Get dressed up and go out. Arrange to have dinner in a romantic restaurant. It doesn’t really matter what you go for – the important thing is that you’re spending time together, and pouring some effort into doing so.

Also try to spend some quiet time with your partner each week. Remember to be open and honest and share with them. Just having regular conversations is an important part of maintaining the health of a relationship. So is sex and intimate time spent together. Keep your sex drives high by always exploring new things together, and by talking about your wants and desires, your likes and dislikes.

In this fashion you can ensure that you give your relationship the time and energy it deserves. It may be that you’re neglecting these aspects of your life somewhat. Take a minute now to evaluate where you place your relationship on your list of priorities. If it’s a long way below work, leisure and other things, then you may wish to rethink the order in which you live your life.

The other time when it’s important to prioritise your relationship is when you and your partner are arguing. This is crucial. It is a point at which your relationship and your love for one another are in jeopardy, and a simple shift in thinking and priorities can make the difference between your relationship surviving and it withering and dying.

What do I mean by prioritising your relationship during an argument or disagreement? Well, it’s relatively simple. Usually when couples argue they takes sides – they set up with their point of view and dig in, unwilling to change their mind or see the other person’s viewpoint. They want to win the argument. They are convinced that they’re right and wish to defeat their partner. But think about it – that’s actually a pretty unhelpful way to look at a disagreement. After all, when you find yourself arguing with your partner, what should your ultimate goal be? Should it be to win the argument and defeat them? Or should it be to resolve the argument in a way that works for you both, and in so doing preserve the life of your relationship?

All too many people subscribe to the first view of arguments. They forget that their relationship is important to them, and instead focus on winning the argument, on being the one who is proven right. In the course of doing this they – somewhat unwittingly – turn against their partner, and at that stage the argument becomes impossible to win in a way that will allow the relationship to continue.

Don’t fall into this trap. Don’t allow yourself to become focussed on the wrong way to resolve an argument. Keep in mind, always, that your goal (and your partner’s goal too) should be to resolve the argument in a way that works for both of you. By doing so you will be prioritising your relationship over your desire to win the argument.

As with many of the other measures in this book, it’s important to establish this as a pattern early on. Once you and your partner have worked out – mutually – that you wish to resolve arguments rather than win them, you’ll find that you’re able to communicate in a much more mature and positive way – a way that enables your relationship to survive the kind of thorny arguments that would put an end to the connection between other, less robust couples.

In other words, once you can enact this and the other ideas described in this book, you will have built a healthy relationship – a house that stands on solid foundations, the potential for which is limitless. All that’s left to do once you’ve enjoyed building this house, is to live in it! And while you do, enjoy every day – building a healthy relationship from the very start can be a lot of work, but once you’ve built it, I’m sure you’ll agree that it was worth every moment.

Chapter Fifteen

Wedding Bells

Simon’s proposal wasn’t a complete surprise to me. We’d been going out for five years by that stage, and we’d started talking about it frequently. Just like before, of course, I’d had some reservations, but we’d discussed it so much over time that I’d slowly come around to the idea. It helped that Simon was quite happy for me to disagree with him, to say that I wanted different things. It made all the difference – I felt like I could actually be myself and say what was on my mind, even if it was something that went contrary to what he wanted.

After our fourth year together, in fact, marriage had started to seem like something of an appealing idea. It was odd, I suppose, as I was someone who had never before really seen themselves as the marrying type - but I guess I must have changed over time, and as me and Simon grew closer together. When his proposal finally did come, I was all too happy to accept.

He did in an incredibly romantic way. We were on holiday in Bali, and one night – it was a perfect warm, still, full moon night – he suggested a walk on the beach. We headed out of our hotel room and strolled barefoot on the sand. I saw a light in the distance and we made our way towards it. As we got closer I could see that it was some kind of party.

“We should turn back,” I said. “We might not be welcome.” “Let’s keep going,” said Simon, a wicked grin on his face.

Gradually we made our way closer and closer to the light, and it resolved itself into a fire surrounded by torches. There were people waiting for us there – a circle of them. Much to my surprise, I recognised several of them as my friends. Before I could so much as say hello, Simon drew me into the centre of the circle and went down on one knee. I felt myself flood with emotion – it was finally happening, and it couldn’t have taken place anywhere more beautiful than where we found ourselves.

Of course, I said yes. And as soon as I did fireworks leapt into the sky out over the rolling ocean. We kissed in the sparkling light of them, and held hands as we walked back up the beach with all our friends. I couldn’t believe the amount of organisation that had gone into it – the amount of work that Simon had put into crafting the perfect proposal for me.

Over the next year we planned the perfect wedding as well. It was a lot of work – way more than I was expecting. But it was enjoyable too. Simon was happy to leave the majority of planning to me, and that was something I was perfectly fine with. Although I’d never been particularly marriage minded before, now that it was happening I found that I was actually quite into the idea. I sorted out caterers and flowers and tables and bridesmaids. I worked tirelessly on a list of people to invite – and on a much shorter list of people not to invite.

We set a date in the summer of the next year, and time flew by. Before we knew it we were making the final preparations. In July, on a perfect summer day, we were married in the grounds of an old stately home on the outskirts of London. I cried twice, once during the ceremony, and once as Simon read the vows he had written for me.

“I promise to love and cherish you always,” he said, “to hold you through thick and thin. To be there for you always. To love you as I love you now.”

I wasn’t the only one crying. In fact, by the end of the ceremony there was scarcely a dry eye in the house. After the food the tables were cleared away, and we danced late into the night. We were there, happy and content, surrounded by all our dearest friends and family. I couldn’t possibly have asked for a better day that the one that we had.

AM I IN A HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP? 

By the time we made our way home I was absolutely exhausted. We still made love, but slowly and tenderly – just perfect for a wedding night. And then we lay beside each other staring into one another’s eyes. Simon’s were a deep brown colour, and whenever I looked into them I always felt as though I was falling down into a pair of deep pools. I was staring into his soul.

Six years ago I never would have thought that I’d find myself here. I never would have thought that this was something I wanted. And yet here I was, content beyond words in the arms of a man who as now my husband. I wanted for nothing. It hadn’t been an easy search – not by any means. But I was so glad that I’d gone t the trouble of searching for him, and of building the relationship we had together. None of it would have been possible, of course, without all the men I met before I met him. I understood that now. They had shaped me, made me, readied me for him.

I reached out and touched his cheek, brushing a hand gently along the angles of that face that I knew so well – almost as well as my own. “I’m so glad to have found you,” I said. Simon smiled. He was almost asleep – as was I. But he reached out and touched me too, drawing me in close for a final, sleepy kiss.

“I love you,” he said. And I said the same, and then the both us were asleep, lying in one another’s arms, husband and wife. Collection: Taboo Sex Erotica
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