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			This book is dedicated to the healing of my family’s generational trauma.

			It’s also dedicated to my partner—thanks for our secure attachment.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			If you’re struggling in your relationship with your significant other, or in matters of love in general, I get it. I’ve been practicing therapy for nine years, and I joke with clients that I had to pay for a graduate-level education to become secure in my own relationships—and now they (and you) get to learn from me! I used to worry I’d be forever stuck in toxic push-pull dynamics. If that’s where you are in your journey, let me reassure you that healing is possible, and you deserve healthy, fulfilling relationships.

			At the beginning of my career, I worked with foster youth and children with emotional disturbances. I switched to focusing on couples when I realized that children do best when parents or caregivers are well regulated and work together as a team. When families are securely attached, the unit becomes a stable base on which a child can stand.

			Even loving parents may have insecurities and unresolved issues that children absorb. Kids are intensely observant, soaking up their environment like a dry sponge. Children’s early relationships with caregivers become the blueprint for their relational model, much like a blueprint becomes the foundation for a house. That house starts shaking with anxious attachment when parents display explosive emotions, when their words and actions don’t align, or when they dismiss their child’s feelings.

			People often say, “Nothing that bad happened to me—why do I feel like this?” Even if we don’t fully grasp them yet, all our feelings are understandable and make sense. The roots of anxious attachment can take time and a trained eye to see, and that’s the goal of this book: to help you understand yourself so you can make new, intentional choices instead of reactive ones.

			Maybe you’re struggling with dating and finding a relationship that meets your needs. Or maybe you’re stuck in a negative cycle with your partner; I know how exhausting and demoralizing it is to be trapped in that fight where no one feels heard, and everyone’s frustrated. Sometimes those with anxious attachment have difficulty knowing when to leave a relationship, wondering, What if I’m leaving something that could be so good, if I tried just a little harder?

			This book will address the top challenges that people with anxious attachment commonly experience in dating, relationships, and love (finding it and letting it go). We’ll explore practical tools step by step to help you develop more self-security. Think of building your secure attachment the same way you’d learn to play the guitar—you’re not shredding the solo from “Stairway to Heaven” the first time out. Instead, you pluck out “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”—badly. Be patient with yourself as you’re learning, and remember that practice leads to improvement. Even small changes are big wins, and those changes will grow over time until you finally feel secure enough in yourself and your relationships.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Building Self-Awareness

			
				Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.

				—Viktor Frankl

			

			Awareness is the first step in any healing journey. With increased awareness, we gain the ability to change our behavior when it really matters: in the moment. In this section, you’ll start to recognize and name your anxious attachment behaviors so you can make new decisions in tough situations. When we notice our behaviors as they happen, it’s much easier to pause, make a different choice, and take one step closer to being secure.

		

	
		
			1

			Anxiously Attached

			
				Does it feel like you keep dating the same person, just with a different face? You might think, It’s so exciting to meet someone new; this time will be different! Then, six months in, you’re experiencing the same tired problems. Attachment dynamics (not necessarily your partners) may be to blame. This chapter explores different attachment styles, how anxious attachment forms in childhood, what it looks like in adult relationships, and how to move toward security. Awareness of your attachment style is key to changing your patterns. Next time, that new person you like might come with a whole new dynamic, not just a new face.

			Attachment Theory

			Attachment theory is really all about safety, specifically, the strategies we learned to create safety for ourselves in relationships. But how can a screaming fight possibly be an attempt to create safety? you may think. Well, some of us learned to scream our emotions to fight for connection. Others may have learned to avoid conflict altogether by always being agreeable. We might’ve learned to cling tightly or, conversely, push love away before it can leave.

			These behaviors don’t make you “bad”—you’re just trying to feel safe. The problem is, these actions aren’t getting you the desired results of security and connection. Developing secure attachment is about learning to identify your feelings, skillfully ask for what you need, and set appropriate boundaries to take care of yourself. Sometimes it means recognizing when to leave. Think of attachment styles like a partner dance. Anxious people take a step toward their partner, and avoidants take a step back. You’re co-creating the dance, but to get in sync, you’ll have to learn new moves.

			It’s the same with attachment behaviors—if you’re feeling anxious and call your partner at work for the third time, they might feel stressed and not respond. Their lack of response increases your anxiety, which makes you call again, so they pull away harder by silencing their phone. Who’s wrong and who’s right in this situation? It’s easy to place blame, but maybe you’re not trying to hurt each other. You just have different ways of expressing your insecurity. Ultimately, attachment theory explains the different ways people reach out to each other for connection and how they get tripped up.

			Attachment Styles

			There are two main attachment styles: secure and insecure. All attachment styles exist on a spectrum, and many of us possess elements of both secure and insecure attachment, but we may lean more heavily into insecurity during times of stress or conflict. Our partner makes a difference, too—remember, the dynamic is co-created. Ask yourself which of the following behaviors resonate most with you.

			Secure Attachment

			This is the goal! Securely attached people trust that a bad moment with their partner is just that: a bad moment. They have enough self-esteem to know that even if they’ve made a mistake or disappointed their partner, it’s not a reflection of themselves as a person. They also have the emotional resilience to tolerate being frustrated or disappointed without blowing up or falling apart. Secure people can communicate clearly and know how to identify and process their emotions so they don’t get bottled up and explode. While all of this sounds nice, secure folks aren’t perfect and don’t have perfect relationships. What they do have is the ability to access positive coping skills, and that allows them to handle the inevitable conflict that arises in relationships.

			Insecure Attachment

			Insecure attachment is not an official diagnosis like anxiety or depression but a way to understand the strategies and behaviors we use to feel safe in our relationships. Remember that your attachment style isn’t fixed, and with positive effort, you can move toward security. While this book’s main focus is on anxious attachment, listed next are all of the insecure attachment styles. It’s common to have elements of other styles as well. See how each style compares with anxious attachment.

			
				Anxious: Anxiously attached folks spend a lot of time thinking about their relationships. They might mentally write a dissertation about why they didn’t get a text back. They tend to obsess over conflict or whether something “feels off” in a relationship. They may appear critical, demanding, or angry when they feel emotionally abandoned or unsupported, but in actuality, they are afraid the person they love most won’t be there for them. If they can’t get their partner to help them process their feelings, they become desperate for reassurance. So they’ll pursue the other person, even if it means causing a fight. To them, fighting is better than no connection at all, and fighting to be heard is better than feeling powerless. Either way, their impulse is to seek out validation from others instead of from within. It’s hard for them to tolerate space or disconnect for very long, and trust is usually thin.

				Avoidant: People with avoidant attachment learned that they might never get their needs met, so why bother trying? They usually have less preoccupation with relationships and focus more on areas of life where they feel successful, like work or hobbies. In conflict, they resort to logic and reasoning and may become defensive, shut down, or try to convince themselves or others why they shouldn’t feel a certain way. They may avoid conflict altogether by saying only what the other person wants to hear (can I get a “Yes, dear”?). Either way, usually, they learned to express upset only internally, not outwardly. Internalized emotions become wrapped in shame, which makes them hard to access. That’s why avoidants can seem detached, cold, or uncaring. It’s not that they don’t feel anything; it’s that they can’t yet tolerate the shame around their feelings, so they push it all away.

				Disorganized: Anxious and avoidant styles are challenging but predictable. Disorganized attachment, however, is unpredictable and confusing—even for the disorganized person! They often share characteristics with both anxious and avoidant types, but they also have a few distinct characteristics that separate them from the other two insecure attachment styles. Many disorganized relationships are “on and off.” That might look like terrible verbal (or even physical) fights, followed by periods of relative peace or a “honeymoon” stage. It might look like breaking up and getting back together, or threatening to do so. Disorganized attachment can have a black-and-white quality: One moment your partner is your soulmate; the next you can’t stand them. Those with disorganized attachment have difficulty holding two truths: that their partner can care about them but also make mistakes that hurt them. Or that it’s OK to have needs, and one person can’t meet all of them 100 percent of the time.

			

			The Anxiously Attached

			Why are some people securely attached while others are insecure? And what causes some people to be anxious and others avoidant? Let’s explore how anxious attachment is created in childhood, how it appears in adult relationships, and how you can use this knowledge to help you move toward more security. The following story illustrates how anxious attachment can begin in childhood and potentially impacts thoughts, behaviors, and beliefs in adult relationships. As you read, please remember that this information is for understanding and awareness, not self-judgment. Be kind to yourself as you make connections to your own life.

			Childhood

			Jane was 10 when it sank in that her parents might not always be there. It was nobody’s fault—one minute, she was laughing with her dad over lunch at a restaurant; the next, he was face-down on the table, caused by too much insulin in his last injection. This wasn’t the first time Jane had witnessed her father go into diabetic shock, and she jumped into action, exclaiming, “Call 911!” Miraculously, an off-duty EMT was nearby. He administered oral glucose and called 911, and ultimately, her dad recovered.

			Did this situation make Jane’s dad a bad parent? Of course not. But the unpredictability of his health due to a lack of self-care created intense and persistent feelings of responsibility and anxiety for Jane, whose core belief grew to be I have to make sure everyone is safe.

			Anxious attachment develops in homes with chronic unpredictability and/or invalidation. On the surface is a deep desire for connection, but lurking below is a pit of mistrust. If you can’t predict your parents’ reactions or reliability, it’s hard to grow a sense of trust in others. As a baby, you’re utterly dependent on adults. The intensity of this need stays with you, so you’ll make the relationship work at any cost. Unfortunately, in these situations, that cost is usually the child’s self-esteem and security.

			Many people with anxious attachment had parents who bottled feelings up and exploded. When an adult unleashes their emotions on a child, a common self-response from kids is It’s my fault. That’s an easier

			Adulthood
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