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Why We Fight








INTRODUCTION: 
BEFORE THE FIGHT BEGINS

MY FAMILY WAS SPRINTING THROUGH THE TRAIN STATION in a panic, trying not to miss our connection to Grand Rapids. The train was blaring its horn, making it very clear that it was ready to pull away. My mom and I were the slow ones trailing behind, but it was every person for themselves at that point as we were each trying to find a way onto that train. Just as my mom was twenty yards from the platform, she suddenly stopped, dropped her suitcase, and let out a heavy sigh. I could see her shoulders shaking and knew she was crying. Without thinking, I grabbed her suitcase with my free hand and dragged both her bag and mine up toward the train. We made it aboard just in time. I was eleven years old.

That moment became one of my mom’s favorite stories to tell. How her youngest child saved the day when she saw no hope. For her, it was a tale of heroism. For me, it was just another example of an identity I didn’t yet understand. I was the people-pleasing, hero child who put aside my own feelings and needs for the sake of keeping others pacified. My job became protecting her from unraveling, keeping her anxiety and self-loathing at bay, and walking on eggshells to avoid toppling the apple cart. I didn't realize that I was ignoring myself because I never learned to tune into what my needs were. That’s what many of us do in conflict, too. We don’t always show up as our true selves. Instead, we show up as the roles we learned to play long ago. A job description of sorts, that solidifies our sense of belonging.

The roles we play are a kind of dance with our loved ones. My hero role in the family meant that when I achieved, my parents were pleased. These roles give us a sense of security that relationships will run smoothly or at least in a predictable way. When there’s conflict, most of us don’t think that we’re the problem. I’m the reasonable one, we think. It’s my partner who does X or Y. And yet, somehow, despite sticking to our roles, we keep having the same fights over and over. The details change, but the pattern stays the same: Someone feels hurt, someone shuts down, someone lashes out, and nothing gets resolved.

I can look back and see how my heroic deeds on the train station that day were shaped by my earliest beginnings of abandonment. If my birth mother didn't want me, then I would save the day to avoid rejection and prove my worth.

I was adopted when I was thirteen months old. There aren’t many records about my life before that. What I have pieced together is that in 1972, when I was around five months old, I was left on a path in rural South Korea and found by someone walking by. I was first taken to the police station, then to the children’s hospital, and later placed in a foster home before being adopted. Out of this early separation wound of being given up by my birth mother, my abandonment issues were born.

Research from the Bucharest Early Intervention Project found that when children go through separation like this in their earliest years, it can have a lasting effect in that it makes it harder to trust others and feel secure in relationships later on. My lifelong pattern during conflict played out in a consistent fashion. I’d hear that I hurt someone's feelings and immediately fear the possibility of loss or rejection. I couldn’t freely express my feelings because then I’d be a burden, and the risk of abandonment felt too high. Instead, I’d stuff my feelings, hold onto a grudge as a way to create distance, and convince myself they weren’t safe. In my mind, it always felt safer to leave them, or convince myself I didn’t need them, before they could leave me. I’d shut down and wait for them to initiate contact again because reaching out after an argument felt too vulnerable. Conflict was never truly resolved. With friends and family, we’d just find a way to move forward, and then the cycle would repeat. This also seeded my lifelong struggles with anger and resentment.

I didn’t have language to describe the emotions I was feeling back then. All I knew was that I had limited success with managing my mother’s anxiety. I learned to stay in the background and fly under the radar. I frequently felt upset at my siblings for riling up my mother, which then ruined my ability to keep the peace in our home. I very much related to the sentiment I now hear from many clients, and that is, “Why can’t you just let things go?” Feelings became somewhat of an f-word for me. Maybe it’s no surprise, then, that I went into IT. Computers made sense to me in a way that people didn’t. It was predictable, logical, and I didn’t have to sit around managing other people’s burdensome feelings.

I spent the first chapter of my professional life working as an IT engineer for a couple of Fortune 500 companies. This may sound like a strange qualification for understanding emotional conflict, but my career in IT is exactly where my mind learned how to approach human suffering in a systematic way.

In the IT world, when a system breaks, the first question is: What is the root cause? There are always patches or workarounds to get the system back up and running, but I wanted to know the source of the problem. We had flowcharts to guide us through the troubleshooting process. They were a series of yes-or-no questions that led to a logical pathway forward. If A happens, go to step B. If not, go to step C. The flowcharts gave us a way to move through a system failure without getting lost in the weeds.

When I eventually transitioned from engineering into relationship coaching, it became obvious to me that people need the same road map in conflict resolution. When we’re hurt, resentful, anxious, or lashing out, our brains don’t naturally move toward exploration or patience. We short-circuit into survival mode. We jump to conclusions and defend ourselves. We fall back into old patterns and put up defenses that make connection feel impossible.

Conflict feels like a severity 1 system failure. The trouble is, most of us have no guideline for what to do next. No one taught us the emotional version of an IT disaster-recovery plan. My flowchart is a way to break a complex emotional rupture into clear, doable steps for repair. I teach you how to approach the problem and get to the root cause, even when you’re scared, angry, exhausted, or feeling hopeless. No tool can reasonably guarantee that every fight will be resolved immediately or that you and your partner will always find common ground. During periods of high conflict, fights are rarely resolved immediately because the biological nature of triggers takes time to regulate. My flowchart helps facilitate the repair process when both parties are ready to come to the table to talk.

My inspiration came from asking whether I could engineer a repeatable solution for conflict resolution in a marriage. Was it possible to “fix” anger or abandonment issues the same way I approached a server infrastructure issue? I started to see the parallels in both fields. Our ability to manage our triggers involves understanding our trauma (root cause). We can learn communication skills (install a new app), but conflict resolution ultimately boils down to a regulation problem, not a communication problem (troubleshooting the bottleneck). This all sounds good on paper, but getting into the lab and testing new skills is a critical piece for sustaining healthy change. Even if a fight with your partner crashes the system, you can reboot with fresh perspectives.

Finding root cause is the heart of this book. Arguments aren’t just about the surface issue, whether it’s dishes in the sink or feeling ignored at dinner. When we fight, we’re reacting to every moment in our past where we were being treated in the same way. That’s why a small comment from your partner can send you into a spiral, and why they seem just as confused as you are about why it upset you so much.

The reason we fight is because of how we learned to perceive danger and as a result how to protect ourselves. The number one job of the brain is to survive, and our triggered responses reflect our sense of danger. Once I understood how anger and grudges protected me in relationships, then I could sit with the shame of my anger outbursts and take an honest look at myself. Leading up to these introspective moments, anger fueled my self-righteous perspectives. I believed that every argument was solely about the person I was arguing with. Had I known how the brain stores trauma, I would’ve understood that the root of my anger was unprocessed sadness from my birth mother. Conflict patterns follow a script, and my script was written long before I entered any relationship.

When couples come to me, their primary goal is to improve communication. What they really need is help understanding why they fight in the first place. If you’ve been in a relationship long enough, you know the vicious cycle: The same arguments repeat, the same wounds get poked, and the same frustrations resurface no matter how much you love your partner. That’s because we’re not fighting about date nights and house chores. We’re fighting for reassurance that our partner loves and cares about us and that our feelings matter. Typically, we didn’t get this kind of emotional support growing up which leaves us longing for it as adults.

Renowned physician and bestselling author of The Myth of Normal Dr. Gabor Maté defined trauma in a way that was life-changing for me. He said that trauma is not only about what happened to us. It’s about what happened inside us as we adapted to those painful experiences. When we only look at the events themselves that happened to us, it can feel very defeating. I had felt hopeless about my lot in life and the abandonment issues I assumed I would carry with me like a corpse throughout the rest of my life. After all, there’s nothing we can do about the harm that others already did to us, right? However, when you consider that trauma is your perspectives and conclusions that you carry as a result of your experiences, then you move into a position of empowerment. You now have a choice in how you view yourself, your circumstances, and your potential. The essence of cognitive behavioral theory posits that your thoughts directly influence your feelings and behaviors. Learning to reframe your thoughts allows you to change your resulting feelings and pave the way for new behaviors. Until you address how you internalize pain from the past, the same arguments will keep replaying, like being stuck in an endless loop that can’t be escaped.

My flowchart is designed to disrupt this pattern. It’s a simple yet powerful tool that will help you identify the underlying reasons for conflict in your relationship. I make it clear how to navigate an argument step by step. Instead of getting stuck in old patterns, you can actually resolve the issue at hand and move forward with a greater understanding of why you got stuck at that point in the argument.

At its core, conflict resolution follows two steps.

Step One: Empathy First

Before any solution can be reached, both partners need to feel heard. Without mutual understanding, there’s no forward movement. We will dig in our heels until we’re convinced our partner understands our position. The first part of my flowchart walks you through expressing empathy, validating your partner’s emotions, and avoiding the common pitfalls that escalate a fight.

Step Two: Solutions Next

Once both people feel understood, you can work toward resolution. What do you need from them? Can you express it without blame or pulling in every instance where they’ve failed you? Negotiate a solution that works for both of you.

When I first developed this flowchart approach after twelve years as a relationship coach, the chart started as one large visual for conflict resolution. Through my work with couples, I realized that it was too ineffective because one partner always wanted to jump to solutions before the other person felt heard. Clients started getting lost in where they were at in the steps. Conflict itself is already overwhelming. The last thing I wanted was to make the solution feel complicated. Instead, I broke the flowchart down into two sections, empathy and solutions.

In my experience, most couples struggle the most with empathy because there is always one partner who wants to jump to solutions. If one person doesn’t feel understood, there’s no way to move forward productively. This is where fights escalate, protective protest behaviors increase, and resentment builds. Empathy deserves its own flowchart because it is a precursor and necessary ingredient for solutions.

Studies on international conflict point out the same thing: Countries at war won’t approach peace talks until they feel their position has been acknowledged. William Zartman, who was a leading researcher in international negotiations, explained that resolution only moves forward when both sides feel the “ripeness” of the moment. When they trust that their perspective is being taken into consideration. The same holds true in relationships. You won’t move to solutions until you feel understood.

A key component of root cause is awareness of why you fight in the first place. If you don’t know what’s fueling your reactions, you can’t change your reactivity. This involves rigorous honesty with yourself and the mindset that drives your behaviors. Maté promotes compassionate curiosity which is an approach I’ve adopted in both my professional and personal life. Our brains love conclusiveness. We don’t so much like the unknown, which is why we have a challenging time letting go of the biases in our narratives. It feels much better to me to conclude that I will be abandoned at the first sign of danger. That way, I can better protect myself rather than be a sitting duck for more pain. It takes a conscious effort to be curious about why I might be angry or to be compassionate as to how trauma influences my partner’s reactions.

The goal of this book is to help you understand your triggers, recognize your patterns, and have the road map to make different choices the next time you and your partner get stuck on repeating the same conflict cycle. I’ll walk you through the process I use with my clients to help you shift those reactions so you can fight in a way that brings you closer instead of pushing you apart. Yes! The goal is not avoiding fighting. Conflict is a necessary evil for building trust in a relationship.

I’m always suspicious of couples who say they never fight. Let’s think about this from a statistical perspective. What are the chances that two people on this planet will be agreeable 100 percent of the time during decision-making and navigating triggers? When couples tell me that they don’t fight, chances are at least one of them is not being completely forthright. There is an even more valuable purpose for arguing and that is it tests whether your partner will love the real you. Suppressing feelings and masking our closet of shame may sound nice, but it will block our ability to receive love. When your partner says, “I love you,” there’s the potential for that inner voice to counter with, “If you really knew all of the shameful parts of me, then you wouldn’t love me.” When we can show up in an authentic way, we loosen the grip our old narratives have on our lack of lovability.

This book guides you through the flowchart with each chapter mirroring the steps of real-life conflict. By the time you complete the book you will have an intuitive understanding of how to navigate an argument in real time. The test being: Can you repair your relationship after you’ve felt hurt, angry, and triggered? My flowchart will help make that happen.

Every relationship has conflict. This is a book about how to work through conflict in a way that is healing.








PART I

Understanding Yourself and Your Triggers








1

WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

How Childhood Scripts Your Conflicts

CONFLICT ISN’T RANDOM. THE ARGUMENTS YOU HAVE with your partner probably repeat themselves in familiar ways. That’s because the way you fight isn’t just about the current situation but about everything that came before it. Your childhood conditioning, your past relationships, and your deepest insecurities all play a role in how you handle conflict today. Most of us are reacting to something much deeper than whatever our partner just said or did.

If you’ve ever thought, Why do I get so upset over something small? It’s because conflict activates old wounds. If you can identify those wounds, you’ll gain more control over your reactions because your behaviors will start to make sense. Instead of being hijacked by your emotions, you’ll be able to slow down and respond intentionally once you start separating past pain from present pain. This is where real change starts.

The Childhood Roots of Everyday Arguments

Conflict is rarely about the surface issues of loading the dishwasher incorrectly, leaving the lights on, or someone not texting back. Underneath nearly every fight is a deeper fear. Am I lovable? Do I matter to you? Do you still want me?

Romantic relationships bring all this to the surface because they are the closest mirror we have to our early experiences. There’s no relationship in life that mirrors your parents like your romantic partner does. In this dynamic, your lovability is on the line. That’s why you can be completely Zen while you’re single, but the minute you start dating someone seriously, all of your “stuff” shows up.

We didn’t just decide to react this way in conflict. Early experiences growing up determine the wiring of our brain. When parents were steady and supportive, our nervous system learned how to relax into trust and security. When the home was filled with criticism or volatility, our brain learned to stay on edge, watch closely, and pick up on the smallest signs of disapproval.

Every fight follows a pattern. To make sense of those patterns, I use a simple two-step framework that shows what must happen before a conflict can be resolved. Here’s the map.

That framework isn’t abstract for me because it’s shaped by my own history. Long before I studied psychology, I was already paying attention to conflict and how to calm it. In the sixth grade, I was voted the peacemaker of my class, as I was quick to resolve playground disagreements among my classmates. If kids were arguing about a play on the softball field, I’d offer a steady tone and possible compromises to move forward. My calm tone, while born out of fear of confrontation, has become one of my greatest qualities to assist in conflict resolution. To this day, I’m naturally attuned to “negative” feedback of others such as sighs, body language, or micro-expressions indicating others might be upset. I was the quiet peacemaker while others took up the emotional air in the room. To me, this was my love language, and I didn’t see an issue with it.




[image: Flowchart demonstrating the 'yes' and 'no' steps needed to understand an argument, starting with 'Is now a good time?' and ending with 'Do you feel understood'.]
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Clients commonly say, “I had a good childhood,” only to later reveal that they were regularly hit, ignored when they cried, or told they were stupid or ugly. For many people, that was normal since everyone they knew was raised that way. Normal isn’t the same as healthy. Just because something was common doesn’t mean it didn’t leave a wound.

When someone says, “I don’t think I have childhood trauma,” I don’t argue. I just ask them to tell me about the problems in their relationship today. If you tell me what hurts the most today, I can tell you how you were loved back then. Not as a way to place blame, but as a way to find the origin of your reactions so that your emotional blueprint makes sense.

Your perceptions of how conflict plays out is a mirror of what your nervous system learned to anticipate when you were younger. If your feelings were ignored as a child, being dismissed by your partner will feel unbearable. If your parent was overly emotional or chaotic, your partner’s dysregulation might feel like an immense burden. We’re constantly fighting to defend our worth.

Defensiveness, for example, is almost always about shame. When we feel attacked, it’s natural to defend our honor. We’re trying to prove, “I’m a good person.” That’s what makes conflict so triggering because it activates the child in us who felt misunderstood, shamed, or invisible.

We all have that child inside us. Even the ones who say, “My parents were great.” Great parents can still miss your emotional needs. We need to be taught everything that we know, and many people were not taught how to process emotions. My parents were very loving God-fearing folks who provided for all of my material needs. At the same time, my mother was very uncomfortable with any extreme emotional expression, good or bad. If I was super excited about my basketball game, she’d tell me to “hyper down.” If I was angry or sad, she’d tell me, “God says don’t let the sun go down on your anger.” If I was proud of my report card, she’d mockingly say, “Well don’t you think highly of yourself.” I understand now that she was trying to teach humility and good Christian values, but I grew up thinking that any emotional expression outside of this median zone of stoicism was wrong. The fact that I was corrected when I had these emotions made me feel like I was broken for even having them in the first place.

Many parents can provide for material needs, but what gets missed is emotional attunement. They can be physically present yet emotionally unavailable. That emotional neglect becomes your love language because it’s the only one you know. That’s why we feel strangely drawn to people who treat us just like our parents did. It feels like home. Familiar doesn’t mean healthy, but there’s a sense of security in familiarity.

If you find yourself in conflict that feels bigger than it should, pause and ask: What am I actually fighting about? What part of me is trying to be seen, validated, or protected? Every argument is an invitation to understand yourself more deeply and to bring that understanding into how you love and want to be loved.


DEVIN AND MAYA: A CASE STUDY

Devin and Maya are a couple who came to me seven years into their marriage. They were a perfect representation of most couples where one leans more toward avoidant traits and the other toward an anxious attachment style.

Attachment theory was first introduced by John Bowlby and furthered by the work of Mary Ainsworth. In recent years, it’s gained more traction as an effective tool for understanding how we get attached to others. Attachment trauma happens when our earliest connection with caregivers involves neglect or abuse, affecting a child’s sense of safety when connected to others.

There are four primary attachment styles with secure attachment being the gold standard. Secure attachment represents the ability to feel safe and valued by loved ones. This then allows a person to move about the world and maintain a healthy closeness with others when setbacks arise. The other three styles represent insecure types of attachment. Anxious-preoccupied attachment involves a high sensitivity to rejection and constant need for reassurance in a relationship. Dismissive-avoidant attachment values independence and strives for emotional distance with loved ones. Fearful-avoidant (FA) attachment involves a combination of both avoidant and anxious traits. With FAs the parent was the source of their fear and instability, and they often display a push-pull dynamic when they start to feel close to someone. One of the common mistakes that people make in self-diagnosing is lumping themselves into either an avoidant or anxious style. In reality, avoidant traits involve nuance that can point to either dismissive-avoidant or fearful-avoidant.

In this couple’s dynamic, Devin is dismissive-avoidant and Maya is anxious-preoccupied. Devin doesn’t understand why Maya needs so much reassurance and blames her behaviors on her unresolved trauma. To him, love should feel easy and effortless. If Maya really loved and trusted him, she would let things go more easily and learn how to be happy. Maya seems like she is never satisfied with him. She needs daily reassurance of his love and more efforts in prioritizing her, such as Devin planning date nights. The more she asks for him to be more emotionally engaged, the more suffocated he feels.

Maya, on the other hand, doesn’t understand how Devin can be so cold and closed off. How he can go days without checking in. How he can seem so unaffected when she is spiraling, and she questions her likability, wondering why he’s not more engaged. She replays every small shift in his tone, searching for hidden meaning. When he does engage, he tells her that she is just like her mother and needs to fix her issues. Maya feels like he doesn’t care because he never shares his feelings with her.

At the point that Devin and Maya came to me, like many couples who seek my help, they were on their last leg. Devin feels like he’s failing Maya as a husband because he can never do anything right. Maya is feeling rejected and confused because she doesn’t understand why Devin can’t just tell her how he feels. In her mind, she won’t need so much reassurance if he just engages with her more instead of withdrawing.

In our intake session, I asked Devin which parent he felt he couldn’t console. He looked taken aback, and quickly responded that he had a good childhood and still talks to his mom a few times a week. Upon further exploration, it came out that his mom suffered from debilitating anxiety and depression, and Devin was the one who defended her to his dad and siblings. Over the course of our work together, Devin eventually shared how much it bothered him that his mother was so negative. As a little boy, Devin would frequently hide under the bed to avoid her unpredictable rages, or worse yet, weeks where she refused to get out of bed. I remember when Devin broke down crying in our session. For the first time in decades, he connected to the pain of not being able to save his mother. It was a turning point for him in feeling empathy for Maya.

Conflict is not your enemy. Conflict itself, when held with courage and skill, can be one of your greatest teachers. It can show you where you still cling to illusions. It can show you where your tenderness lives. That is why we fight. Not to tear each other down but to learn how to stay. To see why these fights feel so loaded for so many of us, we have to look back.



Why Most People Say They Had a “Good Childhood”

When clients first come to me, I can’t tell you how many insist that “My childhood wasn’t that bad. My parents were loving. I had a good childhood.” I believe them. That’s their genuine perception. As we continue working together, inevitably things start to surface.

They’ll mention regular beatings for no rhyme or reason. That an alcoholic parent ruined every birthday and holiday. That they were told they were no good and would never be successful. That they felt all alone when their parents would fight and ignore them the rest of the night. That their parents never hugged them.

Why do people say they had a good childhood? The answer is that the alternative is too destabilizing. To say that your parents neglected you or didn’t protect you emotionally messes too much with the ideal that we’ve been taught about family. Namely, that parents love their children no matter what. It doesn’t make sense to us that a parent would harm us in any way. If they do, then something is very wrong with me. Defending our parents is a form of self-preservation. It upholds the house of cards that make up our self-esteem. Thinking anything other than that would crumble the house of cards and turn our world upside down. Instead, we staunchly insist that they did their best. Everything was fine. We’ll defend that belief even when it means gaslighting our own pain.

Bringing up the past can be very dicey, and I’m not here to point the finger at your parents. As with my own parents, they were parenting from a handbook they thought would mold me into the best person I could be. What will help us process our past is learning to hold two competing emotions at one time. For example, I feel very grateful to my adoptive parents and all of the ways in which they did show up and support me. I love my parents, and I felt a lot of pain from my parents. My parents didn’t yell or abandon me, and they never taught me how to make sense of my anger. How could they have been expected to attune to my emotions if they didn’t know how to attune to their own?

Some of my clients who struggle most in relationships are the ones who say, “Everything was fine.” No one ever modeled for them what it means to repair or stay present during conflict. To say, “I’m sorry I hurt you. Let’s talk about it.” My mother and father were very laid back reserved personalities. Our home was mostly peaceful, which is one of the few benefits of conflict avoidant parents. I never saw my parents yell at each other, but I did notice the hundreds of times that disagreements were followed by silence and tears behind closed doors.

I recall fighting with my father one time in all of my years living at home. I was in junior high, and my dad mentioned over dinner how he was going to co-coach my softball team with his cousin. I was horrified. As a socially awkward teenage girl, softball was the one area where I could shine. How embarrassing to think of my dad interrupting that world. I snapped at him with all of the petulant sarcasm I could muster, “Oh no you’re not going to coach my team!” My dad fell silent as my words hung in the air. I could see the shame in his eyes, and I immediately wished I could hit the Undo button.

My dad didn’t say much more the rest of that evening, and I honestly thought that we would just move forward from it. Instead, he stopped talking to me. It was the first time he had ever given me the silent treatment. My mom was a pro at it, but my dad? I was panicked and didn’t know what to do, so I did what my nervous system taught me to do in a dangerous situation: I gave him the silent treatment back.

For me, the way I learned to feel safe during conflict was to distance myself from others in an attempt to convince myself that I didn’t need them. I’ll leave you before you leave me. Oh, you’re leaving me? Well then, I never needed you in the first place. While it sounds preposterous, in my mind I was preparing for the possibility that my dad would never speak to me again. I was gripped with fear and an undeniable sadness as the pit in my stomach grew bigger every day that this went on.

Finally, after two weeks, my mother confronted me in exasperation, “Do you realize that your father isn’t talking to you?” In feigned detachment, I shrugged my shoulders. She went on to explain how deeply hurt he was that I didn’t want him to coach my softball team. I eventually mustered up a somewhat defiant apology and all was repaired. My dad did end up co-coaching our team that summer. Yes, I was still horrified but also desperately relieved that he still loved me.

For me, the silent treatment and emotional manipulation was normal and part of my “good childhood.” If we’ve never seen a healthy conflict play out, how would we know what one looks like? If you were told “you’re too sensitive” every time you cried, how would you know how to validate someone else’s emotions, let alone your own? If you had to suppress your needs to keep the peace, why would you feel safe enough to express those needs now?

This is why I always tell clients, don’t worry about whether your childhood was “bad enough” to count. Rather than focus solely on whether or not you were abused, the question is also, were you emotionally seen? Were you allowed to express yourself ? Were your feelings welcomed or judged?

If our emotional reality was criticized or ignored, then of course conflict feels threatening. Of course we get defensive or avoid hard conversations or crumble inside when someone’s upset with us. The root of the issue is we were never taught. That’s what we’re here to change.


DEVIN AND MAYA: A CASE STUDY

Devin grew up in a house where emotions were never talked about. His mother, Giuliana, was always anxious and overwhelmed, leaning on him as if he were her therapist. He learned that his role was to console her, but that never seemed to make her feel better. He would sit and listen to her cry, believing that if he could just do the right thing, she would finally feel better. She never did.

Over time, Devin stopped bringing up his own struggles. His mother’s emotions were bigger than his, so he learned to keep his feelings inside. Eventually, he shut down, turned inward, and learned that the safest thing to do was to detach. By the time he was grown, love felt like being responsible for someone else's emotions, and he wanted nothing to do with it.

Maya’s home was different but carried the same theme. Her father was around but distant. He came home every night, paid the bills, but he barely noticed her. When Maya was a child, she would excitedly wait for him to get home to tell him about her day, hoping for a reaction. When he got home, he rarely looked up from his laptop. When he did, it was often to tell her she was being dramatic or interrupting something important. She learned that her feelings pushed people away. That the more expressive she was, the more her dad withdrew from her. As she grew older, she started hiding parts of herself and trying to mold herself into something less needy. Still, the craving for attention and validation never went away.

As an adult, she was drawn to avoidant partners. There was something magnetic and mysterious about their cool detachment. What she didn’t realize was that she was replaying an old script, trying to get a distant loved one to finally engage with her and say, “You’re not too much. You never were.”



The Sixth Love Language: Familiarity

You’ve probably heard of the five love languages developed by Dr. Gary Chapman. They are words of affirmation, acts of service, receiving gifts, quality time, and physical touch. They’ve become a fixture in relationship culture, and they’ve given people an easy way to talk about how they give and receive love. Based on what I’ve heard from clients, that framework has helped countless couples start to understand each other.

Based on my experience, there’s a sixth love language no one talks about: familiarity. This is the love language in childhood that we don’t choose. It’s the emotional atmosphere we grew up in, based on how we were treated. Children are constantly seeking how to love and be loved. Whatever happened in the home would have been interpreted as “love” even if it was lonely, inconsistent, or abusive.

Love didn’t always feel like rainbows and unicorns. For some, it felt like fear and unpredictability. Emotional highs and lows that reinforced the addictive dopamine cycle. Working so hard for a parent’s approval or walking on eggshells around someone’s moods. I can’t tell you the number of clients who never heard “I love you” or “I'm sorry” in the home. How many of them had a narcissistic parent who never asked about their feelings or rejected them when they didn’t fall in line with their desires.

Whatever your childhood environment was, that became your emotional language. Our brains look for patterns, and as humans, we seek the familiar and what is known. We understand the rules, even if those
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