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 ‘The issues addressed in the book are very relatable and would definitely appeal to all, especially, the women, in a relationship. The book not only attempts to identify the “red flags” in a relationship but also offers a solution to the problem.’

—Flt Lt Gunjan Saxena (retd)
 Co-author of The Kargil Girl: An Autobiography

‘It is very raw and real. Reading through the chapters feels like a friend is holding your hand through your life and teaching you things so you can navigate life and relationships better. A good read for all women.’

—Tanya A. Kaul
 Lawyer and legal influencer

‘Refreshingly honest, insightful, and so relatable with real-life scenarios! Even though the patterns and mindsets Prachi talks about are hard-hitting, the way she brings them out with complete honesty and compassion makes one want to pause and reflect upon oneself without being critical. The book will make you relook at your relationships and yourself, with compassion, to make the change for the better. It’s the kind of read that makes you NOT want to give up.’

—Shikha Pandey
 Mindfulness mindset coach

‘This book is a helpful guide for anyone who wants to improve their relationships and create a more positive and supportive environment at home and work. It’s an eye-opening read that helps people break free from harmful behaviours and develop healthier, more fulfilling ways of interacting with others.’

—Avantika Bahuguna
 Founder @momsleagueglobal and former journalist

 ‘This book is much-needed today, especially in the era of social media where unqualified mental health “quacks” end up fuelling myths about relationships. This book stands out for being scientifically sound yet relatable to anyone who’s experienced red flags in their romantic relationship. Highly recommend it!’

—Dr Meghna
 Clinical psychologist & trauma-informed psychotherapist,
 parenting educator, and founder of The Therapist Mommy

‘This really helped me personally and made me think a lot about everything I’ve seen and done myself. While I feel women will relate to this book more since Prachi is speaking as one, the book is relevant to everyone who wants a fresh perspective on toxicity in relationships.’

—Karan Katiyar
 Composer, producer, and guitar player
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 To the little girl within me,
 You don’t have to be afraid anymore.
 It turned out okay . . . we made it!
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PREFACE

‘Oh, god, please make them stop!’

I covered my ears with my hands. I desperately wanted my parents to stop screaming as my eight-year-old heart continued to pound against my chest.

A shy and geeky girl with thick glasses and two long braids, I was cowering in the bathroom with tears streaming down my face and my screams silenced in my throat. I never knew for sure if one of them would have killed the other when I dared to step out of the bathroom. It was the year when we had recently moved into our own house from a rented place. Instead of feeling excited, I was constantly looking for a place to hide, especially when the shouting matches between my parents began. When there was silence, it typically meant someone used their highest and sharpest voice to ‘win’ or used violence to silence the other. In fact, there was hardly a time when they were not hurling abuses at each other.

Like any other child, this was my first exposure to a relationship. And I thought this was normal.

If someone had asked me to describe my parents’ relationship, it would not be kindness and affection but fear and violence.

Never love.

Now that I think about it, I didn’t know what ‘love’ meant. It was only in my forties, when I had begun healing, at my pace, I realised that ‘love’ did not have a real place in the context of their relationship. What I was told, however, was that everything they do to me is out of ‘love’.

 I had become a convenient target for their conflict and frustration with each other. Whenever I was alone with my mother, she would constantly spew hate-filled statements about my dad. Apparently, he was a monster who had ruined her life. In her frustration, she became an over-possessive and controlling woman, who was very jealous of my friendships at school and ensured she had complete control over whom I met and for how long. My friends don’t know about the days when she beat me up in the kitchen and choked me on the slab with her bare hands while they were chatting away in the next room. After this, I would walk into the room, having wiped my face and swallowed my tears, pretending as if nothing unusual had happened. I eventually stopped calling them over because I was ashamed and embarrassed.

Over four decades of my life, I got exceptionally good at this pretend play—that things were fine when they were, in fact, terrible.

My mother did not leave it at the beatings. She filled my ears with how my dad left no stone unturned in ruining her life and how I came into this world to add to that misery. The young girl in me decided that I better not give any more reasons to make my mother’s life worse. You see, that was the whole thing—I had to prove to her that I loved her. For the longest time in my life, I thought that’s what love was. To love someone meant you had to show a person your love for them, much like an experiment, which would either fail or succeed.

It wasn’t any different with my father. A completely detached man wearing a scowl on his face, he saw his daughter as an extension of his wife, my mother. That’s why looking at me made him angrier. As a result, he avoided spending any time with me unless he wanted to attack my mother. He spent all his time in his office, or with his bridge friends at the club. If he had any specific responsibility, it was merely because I was considered not naturally good at it. For instance, he taught me mathematics, because I was weak. However, his teaching made me fearful of the subject. Every mistake I made became ‘proof ’ that I was dumb like my mother.

My most vivid memory of one such tutoring session was when my father was ready to hurl a chair at me because I did not understand a question on the unitary method. At the same time, when it suited him, he would shout at me for not spending time with him or talking to him. He would remind me that I was the worst daughter and just like my mother because I was ignoring and disrespecting him. I realised I had to prove my allegiance to him, too. I can still visualise myself on my knees, crying and begging him to believe that I loved him.

For both of them, the easiest thing to do to vent their frustrations was to drag me to the bathroom and lock me in there without any light. I would be let out when the person who had locked me would calm down. In the beginning, I would cry, apologise, and beg. Nothing worked. Eventually, I learnt to surrender to the uncertainty of not knowing when the door would open. To date, I cannot step into that bathroom in my childhood home without feeling a pang of anxiety. Getting accidentally locked up in bathrooms is one of my greatest fears.

Growing up, I felt that love meant that you must work hard to earn it. You had to give everything of yourself. If they believed you loved them, it was a success. Then you would not be punished, you would not be beaten or locked up in dark bathrooms, and you would not make them angry. If it worked, and they gave me a smile or a hug, it meant they loved me, too. There was no way I could understand that I also needed to feel loved unconditionally. I was preoccupied with whether everyone around me believed in my love for them, otherwise I had severe punishment in store. And I needed to keep giving without pausing to think about the nourishment I deserved. Little did I see that a relationship is a two-way street, defined by how each person feels in the other’s presence.

As I grew older, I was solely focused on getting others to constantly like me and say that they loved me. I was the girl who would do anything to make that happen. And as soon as people said they loved me or liked me, I would feel a great sense of relief from having accomplished my life’s mission. The experiment was, indeed, a success, even if temporary.

When it came to romantic relationships, I fell for the kind of men who needed me but were emotionally unavailable for me in the way I desired. I had to prove myself once again and like I mentioned, I was getting better at it. I continued to make myself available no matter the odds because that’s how I would be seen as valuable and worthy.

I remember my first boyfriend, a classmate who one day told me that he ‘liked’ me out of the blue. We were sitting next to each other and finishing physics homework. Like any other ninth grader, I hadn’t thought about a relationship but the euphoria I experienced at being wanted and desired surpassed all logic. When he said that he wanted to kiss me, I let it happen simply because I needed to prove that I was invested in this relationship. I acted as if I enjoyed it but inside, I felt nothing and saying no never occurred to me.

In my early teens, I moved through a series of relationships, entering them based on how much I was needed and exiting them abruptly the moment I felt insecure or threatened. If I felt taken for granted, I didn’t know how to assert myself and easily became angry. I wanted to be needed desperately but I would neither show that I needed them nor assert myself. I didn’t even recognise that feeling. In fact, it made me so uncomfortable that I’d run. At some point, I even took a lot of pride in how quickly I could break up with people and move on!

In senior school, my boyfriend saw me as the ‘nice girl’. The quintessential rebel boy, he was tall, fair, and handsome, and had moved to India from abroad. So, when the popular boy started showing interest in walking me home at the end of the day or spending time with me under the guise of participating in competitions together, I felt important. I stayed his ‘best friend’ for two years before he expressed that he wanted a relationship. Of course, I said yes. It was a long-distance relationship, and I never made any demands. After a year, when he suddenly became distant, I tried to ask but got no clear answer. I would cry my heart out alone but on every call with him, I was my chirpy self, hoping he would change his mind. Eventually, he told me I was ‘too nice’ for him. I walked away as I had never really expressed how I felt or what I wanted. However, for the next couple of years, I smoked, drank, and indulged in random flings to prove I was not nice. I wanted to be known as the ‘bitch’ as it made me feel powerful.

This became normal for a while until I chose to be the rescuer for my next boyfriend in college. He was completely hung up on the girl he was madly in love with, but she wouldn’t ever reciprocate it. I felt good about the fact that he used to find solace in my arms, and I made myself as available as possible. However, when he would cancel our plans to spend time with her, I was devastated but still did not ask for his time as that would make me seem weak. I compensated by spending time with his best friend, which he naturally didn’t appreciate. I thought that gave me power over him but, eventually, he started showing his possessiveness. I knew that it was unfair of him to expect me to wait around while he ran errands for another girl, but I didn’t know how to express that without appearing ‘needy’. I bolted from this relationship, too.

It was when I met my ex-husband that brought all my traumas to the surface and forced me to look within myself, to become the person I am today. Even as I begin to write about this, I can feel an anxious pit in my stomach and my heartbeat is up a notch. I almost don’t want to write about it. I have never told this story before but now I must.
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I met him online, through chat. He was a young defence officer, and we got talking and clicked instantly. I thought I was drawn towards him because he was older than me and seemed confident and self-assured.

It is only now that I realise it reopened an old wound within me. The girl who had to prove her love now became the ‘striver’ who would do anything to win his approval, no matter the cost. The first time he saw me, after a few months of chatting online, he told me I was ‘fatter’ than he expected. He said it was for my own good if I lost weight. I was astounded and wanted to rebel. We fought severely for days until I actually told him that it wouldn’t work out, but he told me we should try to meet once more because a plan of mine was already in place to go visit his base. Although I instinctively knew to not pursue it further, I ignored all the alarm bells ringing inside me. I promised myself that, no matter what, he would approve of me and love me for who I am. We spent a blissful week together and I thought I had never known love like this. I couldn’t even wait to finish my master’s degree to marry him. Thankfully, sense prevailed and I did complete it.

In the months leading up to the wedding, there were several red flags. When I hugged a college mate to cheer his victory in a competition, my ex-husband was angry. When I shared that everyone in the class thought someone had a crush on me, he blocked off the conversation. His mother disapproved of me because of my weight after looking at my pictures and various other things. But I strived more and more to win his approval, and, at the same time, I ignored and made light of everything that hurt me. When, on the day of our wedding, his friend joked that the doors of the house should be widened because of my body, I heard him laughing. I waited for him to take a stand for me. It never came. Instead, I laughed it off just like him.

In fourteen years of our marriage, he didn’t wish me on my birthday even once because ‘birthdays weren’t important’ to him. I learnt to laugh that off, too. When I would fall sick or hurt myself, his first response would be to laugh at it. So, I learnt to laugh at it, too. I did what a ‘good’ wife was supposed to do—I learnt cooking, throwing the best parties, and making good friends with other officers and their wives.

Everyone else told him at parties how lucky he was to have a wife like me. Instead, he would tell me not to believe all this because they are just saying things for the heck of it. They don’t know me, the ‘clumsy’, ‘stupid’, ‘dumb’ woman. I was ‘frigid’ for not agreeing to have sex with him—I had ‘trapped’ him and then ‘closed my legs’. At times I really wondered if that was true about me; hence, I tried harder. For fourteen years, I gave everything of myself, all at once, and thought I was happy.

What I didn’t realise was that I was slowly splitting into two. One part of me was struggling hard to be the wife he wanted, but the other part was rebelling and suffocating. So, I drank at parties until I passed out. I smoked cigarette after cigarette. I went out with friends and spent less and less time at home. I became increasingly distant from him and didn’t want to have sex with him. I was hungry for attention from others. That led me to an act that tugs at my conscience till today—I was unfaithful. But that didn’t make me happy either. It was a temporary fix. Like a drug, I craved a fix of external attention to return home and invest energy into repairing my marriage. So that I could smile at him, engage in intimacy, and gain his approval.

Little did I know that I was slowly on the path of self-destruction. The more I rebelled, the more disapproving he became. So, I would try to be who he wanted me to be in front of him. When I was away from him, I would release all my rebellion in self-sabotage. I was caught in this vicious cycle and didn’t know how to break it. I hated who I was becoming but didn’t know how to stop it.

I was confused because it wasn’t all bad. There were good parts, too. He showed me love in his own ways, but I never ended up feeling loved. He genuinely thought he loved me, but I couldn’t tell him that, to me, his actions didn’t match his words. Looking at him broke my heart because I knew he was suffering, too. What I did not know then was that I couldn’t tell him I needed to be loved, not criticised. I didn’t know how to communicate that. All I could think was, ‘I have to take care of my own needs. I can’t ask him.’ So, every time he failed to meet my needs or hurt me, I withdrew more and more into my shell or looked for it outside, and, in turn, he blamed me even more.

I internalised all that blame and started believing I was a horrible wife and person for denying him the partner he wanted. I believed that I wasn’t good enough. Not even for a moment did I stop to admit to myself that even he wasn’t able to be the partner I wanted. For me, he was perfect, and I was utterly flawed. I thought I loved him but struggled to understand why I couldn’t stop hurting him over and over again.

 Funnily enough, there were moments when I would spot something in his patterns which looked dysfunctional to me. The moment I would try to speak up, my internal voice reminded me, ‘You’re not his therapist but his partner, and you must love him unconditionally.’ So, I would keep mum.

Until one day this relationship completely imploded and I was struck by a moment of startling clarity. I thought, ‘I’m hurting both of us by staying here. I can’t do this. I have to accept that I don’t love him and walk away. I don’t know where I’ll go from here, but this is not where I want to be.’ And that was the day I left with Rs 10,000 in my bank account and my eleven-year-old son. Life as I knew it had to end, compelling me to rebuild a new one.

This was the first time I made a conscious decision to stop giving mindlessly and take a pause to think.

After that, I spent one year in extreme emotional pain, guilt, and suicidal thoughts. The only thing that kept me alive was my son and the conviction that I had to be there for him. The same year I took myself apart in therapy—I had to go down all the way to my earliest memories and see myself for who I really was. It was my therapist who made me see that I had grown up with a covert narcissistic (more on this aspect later in the book) mother who was never satisfied with what I could do for her, someone who was completely self-absorbed in her own victimhood. Consequently, I ended up marrying someone similarly critical because that’s the only ‘love’ I knew. I knew that ‘love’ meant proving that you were worthy of living and even if you had to pretend to be someone else to do that, it was okay.

I realised that the blame did not lie with my ex-husband for being who he was. Nor did it lie with me for falling into self-destructive actions. The problem was that I was drawn to someone who showed me from the beginning that he disapproved of me and was disappointed in me, and instead of seeing it as a sign to walk away, I saw it as a challenge to win his approval. We were both heroes and we were both villains in this story.

I was shattered and yet fascinated. Slowly, the puzzle pieces were starting to fall into place. I could see the patterns in the partners I picked. I could see that I never took the stand in my marriage that I should have. If I had done that the first time it happened, I would have saved both of us from this extremely toxic relationship.

A year after ending the relationship with my ex-husband, I found an old journal of mine at my mom’s house from around the time I had first started chatting with him—those days I used to journal every day because that was my escape. I wrote about how I had met a pilot and how exciting it was. The last entry in that journal is from the week after I started chatting with him.


We were having such good conversations but today he said something that has deeply hurt me. I can’t be with someone who can’t love me for who I am. I’m ending this. Good riddance!



As I read this, it hit me that I never wrote in my journal again. All the pages after this entry were blank. I realised that what I chose to do was the opposite of what I thought I would do. I had silenced my inner voice to succumb to my demons. My toxic patterns had won. I just didn’t know it yet.

It wasn’t until my marriage started to collapse, that I came face to face with the concept of toxic relationships. Of course, as a therapist, I knew all of it but in theory, I had successfully worked with hundreds of clients on the same, but what happened in my life was a turning point. Suddenly, so many more dimensions opened up for me to see. Just like I did with my clients, I could now slowly form a coherent story of my relationship patterns, starting from my earliest childhood memories.


	Love meant proving your worth to someone, often at a cost

	People who were unavailable to support me were more attractive because this felt safe and familiar

	The needs of others mattered more than mine



Once I could zoom out and look at how one thing connected to the other, everything made sense. I couldn’t believe that I had been working with several clients on their relationships while being blind to my own personal patterns.

This revelation completely turned my personal life around and brought a new lease of life to the work I was doing as a therapist as well. I had a deeper, firsthand look at the dynamics that played in my client’s lives. I now had a map that I could use to navigate and not only see where they were standing in their relationships but also help them heal better. There was a new sense of conviction from knowing I could provide them with a clear pathway to the other side where they would know why they landed up in a toxic relationship, what was keeping them in there, and what they needed to break free.

I needed to reach so many more people than the ones that came into therapy. I realised there were millions of people out there stuck in unfulfilling and unhealthy relationships and didn’t even know it until it broke their spirit. I wanted to take my voice to them and give them hope.

 That is why you are reading this book today.

I know something has drawn you to this book. I can sense a tiny voice inside you that has been telling you—perhaps for a long time—that you’re hurting. When inexplicable sadness takes you over on some days, when you want to cry or scream when you feel so alone even though you live with your partner, when you binge-eat to drown your feelings, when you have no strength to get out of bed in the morning, or when you toss and turn at night, unable to sleep—all of these times, your inner voice is trying to send you a message. At this point, you probably ignore it because you can’t see a way ahead. It’s too scary to think about the future. Exit doesn’t seem like an option, and you don’t know how you can stay without feeling this weight on your chest. I’m here to tell you that exit is not the only option. All you need is a guide to help you learn what it all means, why you are hurting, and how you can heal.

My hope is that this book will help you hear your inner voice more clearly. It will help you make sense of the confusion you feel in your relationships. You will know how to feel in control and empowered through self-awareness. You will finally learn to reframe your identity as ‘the giver’ to the ‘healthy lover’. You will stop looking at ‘taking’ in relationships as selfish. You will learn to ask for and receive what you need to thrive. Once that happens, no matter what decisions you make, you won’t be afraid to do what’s right for you.



Section I
 Understanding the Basics



1

 RECOGNISING
 THE SIGNS OF A
 TOXIC RELATIONSHIP

Let me introduce the hero—or villain—of this book, toxic behaviour.

Toxic behaviour in humans is any behaviour that eats away at any relationship, and/or attempts to dominate or exert power at the cost of the other’s rights.

Remember how my own childhood experiences turned me into someone who couldn’t understand that ‘love’ doesn’t mean someone constantly needs you? Long before I could see it, I nourished the idea that the more I give, the more I should be accepted.

Toxicity can be within any of us.

My relationships were adversely affected because the seeds of toxicity lay within me. It is a myth that toxicity comes from outside and poisons the equation of a relationship. Many things become a part of an individual from the time they are born, which forge the toxic seed that later enters their relationships. If you read the preface, you will learn how I identified signs of toxicity within me.

Toxicity causes long-term emotional impact.

Think of what a toxin does when it activates within our system. It starts to contaminate our blood and shut down our organs. If it’s a high, sudden dose, we detect it quickly and get help. However, in small regular doses, it works insidiously and is virtually undetectable until it’s too late. You keep feeling uneasy and experience different symptoms including indigestion, fatigue, and nausea. You keep treating them as independent symptoms, never realising there’s something bigger at play. It eats away at your organs until you feel too weak to fight and, at times, it’s too late to figure out the source of the toxin.

Similarly, when a relationship takes a turn for the worse, it starts to drain you from the inside. That sinking feeling in your stomach or a tiredness that you couldn’t explain. Has your appetite gone for a toss? Unable to get a good night’s sleep week after week? Maybe you kept attributing these signs to a vitamin deficiency, got your blood tests done, and went to doctors, but nothing conclusive was found. Could your body be trying to send you a message? It’s time to take a closer look at your primary relationships.

If someone behaves obnoxiously towards you, you will immediately feel turned off and probably not want to get close to such a person. While direct, visible toxicity in a person can deter you from falling into its trap. If everything looks well enough in the beginning, you may initially ignore the troublesome signs, such as disrespect or neglect. You may dismiss them as random occurrences or misunderstandings. You may think, ‘Maybe I misread the sign’ or ‘maybe I was overreacting’. Then, you start staying sad more often than you are happy. Every time you enter the same space as this person, you get a sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach. You suddenly feel unsure of yourself. When they are around, you don’t enjoy the things you used to. You may even constantly feel like you’re never enough. Moreover, every time you try to resolve this situation by conversation, it may seem like you go around in circles and, at the end of it, you feel worse. This is the dangerous way you can slowly fall into the trap of toxicity.

If you are reading this, it is possible for you to think, ‘Hey, this has happened in my relationships a few times. But surely ‘toxic’ is too strong a word to use for it! Every relationship has its ups and downs.’

Consider this: You catch a stomach virus and experience some indigestion, nausea, and runny motions for a while. Home remedies and/or over-the-counter medication help you recover in a couple of days, but it weakens your gut slightly, making you vulnerable to further infections. The next time you eat from your favourite roadside stall, you might encounter the virus again. However, this time it might affect you worse than before. You may throw up a few times, get dehydrated, and feel weak, making you even more vulnerable to infections. Every subsequent encounter with this virus or toxin will make you sicker. On its own, each individual exposure to the virus is probably not enough to land you in the hospital or threaten your life. However, each exposure makes you more susceptible to falling ill until your immunity is destroyed.

Similarly, repeated exposure to toxic behaviour in small doses in a relationship may not seem like a big deal. When it accumulates over time, it deals blow after blow to your system until you end up feeling hollow.

So, what you may think of as ‘ups and downs’ and the behaviours you may be reluctant to label as ‘toxic’ might actually be slowly eroding your psychological immunity. Don’t be afraid to see it for what it is—if your instinct tells you that you’re becoming less of who you used to be, open your eyes and see the signs. Acknowledging and correctly labelling the problem is the first step to finding a solution.



Five Ways to Differentiate between Toxic and Non-Toxic Behaviour



There are five fundamental pillars of interaction in a relationship that can lead to toxicity if not managed timely and properly.

Communication

All communication between humans is aimed at conveying something to another person. It can be verbal or non-verbal.

Communication becomes toxic when it ceases to be a means to improve a situation and becomes just a cyclic display of emotion intended only to hurt, control or manipulate a person.

A difficult communication is not necessarily a toxic one. Getting angry, being mean, or sometimes losing control are common occurrences. If you experience remorse after losing control, if you genuinely try to make amends, connect with your partner to hear their side of the story, soothe the hurt person and resolve the issue, then it is clearly not toxic communication.

Expectations

One of the most common reasons for friction in relationships is the weight of expectations. We all grow up with a set idea of what we want our long-term relationships to look like. I like to call this set, structured idea a ‘blueprint’—just like how we have blueprints of houses we want to build. This blueprint is impacted by a multitude of factors, including people such as our parents, their relationship (between themselves and with others), extended family, our peers, public figures and idols, and finally from the things we read, see, and hear. All this information gets stored at a hidden level in our minds and influences our choices and actions without us being actively aware of it.

When a potential partner comes along, we automatically weigh how they integrate with our blueprint and mental checklists. Rarely do we find someone who is an exact match. However, often in the initial stages of romance, the attraction is so strong that we overlook the mismatches and convince ourselves that they fit into our blueprint. A common thought at this stage is: ‘Oh it’s no big deal if they do that . . . they won’t do it once we’re committed; they’ll understand me.’

This is where the problem lies. We fail to pay attention to the fact that our partners, too, come with their own blueprint. While we’re trying to fit them into ours, they are also trying to fit us into theirs. They, too, think that once commitment takes place, their partner will change like you do. The catch is, what if the things they want you to change are the things you really like about yourself, like the love for motorcycling, adventure sports, or solo travelling? Or vice versa, the things you wish to change about your partner are an integral part of their identity—like the people they hang out with or a hobby for expensive art. In that case, either party expecting this change is essentially altering the person they fell in love with; and if you do that, you end up with someone entirely different, and suddenly, you don’t like them.

If some of your partner’s personality traits irk you, but at the end of the day you make peace with those habits, thinking, ‘Oh well, this is part of who my partner is, and as long as this is not detrimental to our relationship, my partner deserves to have their own quirks,’ then you’re on your way to a healthy mutual relationship. However, if those quirks/traits/habits become larger than the person for you (or for them), if you constantly pressurise them to change themselves, despite knowing it will diminish their essence, you’re moving into the toxic zone. The desire for change comes from within and is intended to enrich the relationship, but toxic behaviour is mainly about the desire to change the other person for personal convenience.

Disagreement

Two individuals can never always agree on everything. While disagreement is a natural part of any relationship, there is a healthy way of disagreeing. Here are four ways you can identify toxic disagreement:


	Everything is personal.

In toxic equations, even neutral comments are interpreted as a personal attack. There is low to zero tolerance for constructive feedback. Additionally, a disagreement is readily interpreted as disrespect. For instance, you share how you don’t like the vibe of a restaurant, and your partner responds with, ‘Oh so you don’t like my choice!’ In healthy communication, both parties realise they disagree over a particular subject that has nothing to do with their equation. They accept the counterarguments as pertaining to the subject matter rather than as insults.


	Constant accusations are normalised.

In toxic relationships, blame games take centre stage and partners are unable to take accountability and constantly make accusatory statements to highlight the other person’s fault. It is best to convey your perspective by taking responsibility for their feelings and reactions using ‘I’ statements. For example, ‘You made me angry’ is a blame-oriented statement and ‘I felt angry when I heard you say that’ is a healthy and assertive way to express your feelings.


	Reactions are second nature.

The best way to know the difference between reacting and responding is to observe whether the conversation is becoming constructive. If you know how to respond, you will process what the other person has said before you share your views mindfully. Whereas in toxic conversations, impulsive reactions take centre stage and create a vicious cycle, leaving no room for growth and learning.


	There is an urge to win.

When conversations turn toxic, the end goal is not to arrive at a mutually satisfying conclusion—it becomes a battle to win. Proving oneself right becomes extremely important, leading to the relationship becoming about egos rather than connection. In a healthy conversation, it is understood that there is a debate but no intention to win against each other. It is more about putting forward points from both sides and weighing them against each other. Sometimes, a conclusion may be derived, other times, they might simply agree to disagree.




Toxic disagreements trigger one or both people involved and aim to hit below the belt, threatening the sense of security and respect. The end goal is to put the other down as low as possible, which is also why threats are typical of toxic disagreements.

Insecurity

Insecurity is a deep-rooted diffused fear that something bad will happen to us—we’ll either be abandoned, superseded, left for someone else, or proven that we aren’t good enough. The insecurities of humankind can be grouped under the above-mentioned four broad categories. While everyone has some form of insecurities, they lead to toxic behaviours when we let them get the better of us. I had the insecurity that I would only be loved as long as I was ‘needed’. As long as that insecurity defined my relationships, I sought out people who couldn’t meet my needs because I didn’t take the time to voice them and ended up in heartbreaking breakups. I created a huge mess because my insecurity always got the better of me.

Similarly, someone may feel insecure that their partner could be taken away by someone else, which might lead to jealousy. If they allow jealousy to take control, they risk destroying a good relationship by not giving their partner breathing space.

Aggression

Most of us might have experienced that moment of extreme frustration or anger where we punched a pillow or smashed something. Human beings lose control when they are angry, but aggression is only desirable and relevant in certain situations, including sports and warfare. Everywhere else it is potentially toxic. In a relationship, smashing a vase or slamming a door is typically intended to convey how messy the situation has become, but the toxic version of this aggression is hostile aggression.

Hostile aggression is intended to cause physical or psychological pain or to intimidate. It can be a slew of malicious comments aimed at your weakest psychological spots, intended to bring you to your knees, to break you down, or it can be outright physical. That punch in the wall can be right next to the face, that vase can be smashed when you’re in the way, or that door can be slammed just as you’re trying to walk out. Remember that if aggression seeks a target to inflict hurt in the guise of ‘release’, it is always toxic.
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Having explored the characteristics that define a toxic relationship, let us now examine a succinct checklist of indicators that may suggest toxicity within a relationship. How many of these signs can you identify in your own situation?


	My partner often attacks my personality or character to put me down.

	Every time I make a mistake, my partner makes it about who I am.

	My partner often insults me and calls me names like lazy, stupid, dumb, useless, etc.

	My partner resents me.

	Every time I try to talk to my partner about something that’s bothering me, they accuse me of what I’m not doing right.

	My partner blames me for issues in our relationship. It’s challenging to share my perspective as my partner easily gets sad and/or angry.

	My partner never apologises.

	My partner often gives me the silent treatment when they are upset with me.

	My partner often does not allow me a chance to explain assuming they know me better.

	I feel I am not good enough for my partner no matter what I do.

	 We rarely engage in physical affection such as hugging or holding hands.

	My partner brings up my past against me whenever we have a fight.

	I measure my words to ensure my partner does not get angry.



If you checked three or more items from the above checklist, you may be in a toxic relationship. It’s time to take notice, especially if you have been ignoring the signs of trouble.
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 WHY DO PEOPLE
 TURN TOXIC?

Kashish is a twenty-eight-year-old, tall, beautiful, kindhearted fashion designer with her own quaint boutique. She has been married for two years to Arun, a business owner she met through a common friend three years ago. According to her, Arun changed on their first morning as a married couple, becoming detached and unconcerned. He was never interested in having an adult conversation.

If Kashish was having a hard day and she would share it with him, he would respond with something like, ‘Oh, another one of your dramas, eh?’ If he made plans to go out with his friends, she would often mention that she could visit her parents instead. This would make him angry, and he would accuse her of making plans just to compete with him. Thus, they started having ugly fights, which always ended with Arun stomping out of the room or shutting himself in his den with video games.

Kashish continuously felt an emotional void, and Arun was frustrated because he didn’t know what to do with her emotions. If Kashish would spell out for him, that she would like to be held and comforted, he would gingerly put his arm around her for a few minutes and later declare that he didn’t have time for this ‘drama’. He would also accuse her of trying to take his independence away and dominating him. This behaviour left her feeling confused and alienated. At the same time, she believed Arun’s intentions weren’t malicious. She was wondering if there was something she was doing to trigger his moods. So, she wanted help.

After hearing her out in the first session, I inquired if Arun would agree to come in for a session. Surprisingly, he did! With Arun, I explored his ideas of a life partner. But, first, I started with his childhood. I learnt that Arun and his younger brother were the only two boys in a joint family; everyone else had daughters. The family had a successful business and were very well off.

Ever since the boys became teenagers, they had a suite of rooms to themselves on the upper floor of the house, which was completely off-limits for adults. The boys would hang out there, party with friends, play video games, and live a good life. When Arun finished his studies, he naturally joined the family business where he was very responsible. His parents were simple, permissive parents who did not have many conversations among themselves or with their sons. They believed that if God had been kind enough to bless them with a comfortable life, their children should experience it to the fullest, too, as long as they displayed responsibility towards the family and the business.

Moreover, Arun had never been in a relationship before Kashish. When he met Kashish, he asked his friends how one was supposed to woo a girl and followed every piece of advice and trick in the book until Kashish said yes to his proposal.

In the light of this information, I set out to explore the following questions:


	Was Arun a malicious person who wanted to hurt Kashish? 

	Why was Arun acting the way he was towards Kashish?

	What was the possibility of shifting the dynamics in their relationship?



Here’s how we worked through their therapy sessions to answer these questions.

Arun’s childhood and teenage history told me that he had never experienced the need to connect with another human being. He had been made aware of ‘responsibilities’—towards the family and the business. But responsibility is not the same thing as connection. Connection requires empathy and perspective. However, there had never been an opportunity for Arun to learn, witness, or demonstrate empathy or the need to look at other people’s perspectives.

When we did a small questionnaire with him that asked what marriage and a life partner meant to him, we discovered that, for him, a life partner was someone who was another responsibility but who should also understand him unconditionally. This sounded very similar to the relationship he had with his parents—a deep sense of responsibility and full permissiveness from them to do anything he wanted. He also harboured several myths about wives garnered from jokes, friends, and pop culture. One of the most prominent ones was that wives always try to dominate their husbands. When faced with questions about the contributions he needs to make in their marital relationship, his answers were centred on material things. It was clear that he had no mental model or ‘blueprint’, as I like to call it, for a couple who are mutually connected and engaged in a reciprocal relationship.

 We shared the same questionnaire with Kashish and then made them look at each other’s responses together. While Kashish was looking to have her emotional needs fulfilled, for Arun, they were unnecessary drama. Deeper into counselling sessions, Arun confessed that he felt ill-equipped to handle emotional situations, which always made him angry. This was a big breakthrough for us because it revealed the reason for Arun’s retaliatory behaviour; he felt inadequate when faced with Kashish’s emotions. In further sessions, Kashish and Arun engaged in communication exercises where, more than expressing to each other, they learnt how to actively listen and receive what the other was telling them. Instead of relating their partner’s emotions to their own past experiences and learnings, they learnt to just pay attention to what was being expressed by their partner. They also learnt that most of the time when their partner ‘acted up’, they started projecting their own fears and insecurities onto each other. For instance, when Kashish expressed an emotional moment, Arun feared that she might make an emotional demand on him that he wouldn’t be able to fulfil, and this fear made him react angrily towards Kashish for being ‘dramatic’.

Over time being non-judgemental and non-reactive allowed both of them to be more accepting and understanding of what their partner needs. Arun needed to understand the place of a life partner, not only in terms of just responsibilities but also in terms of intimacy and companionship besides sexual intimacy. Kashish needed to understand the importance of patiently showing Arun what a life partner means to her as well as meeting his emotional needs the way he wanted them.

As of the time this book is being written, they are making steady progress. They have their difficult days, too, but they are slowly working towards being a team rather than opponents. Sometimes, both feel that it is too much work. However, whether they want to continue making the effort will be a choice that they will eventually and independently make and that’s not for me to predict.

So, to answer the questions I set out to explore before, here’s what I discovered.

Is Arun a malicious person who wants to hurt Kashish?

Arun did not want to deliberately hurt Kashish. He simply had no idea that he was hurting her. Even when she tried to communicate to him that she was hurting, he couldn’t empathise with her because he did not possess those skills.

Why is Arun acting the way he is, towards Kashish?

As explained in the case history, Arun didn’t think, ‘I’ll make life hell for Kashish,’ and then went on to do all the things that hurt her. He married her for the reasons that seemed right and then did not know how to live the marriage. He had spent most of his life in male company and did not exactly have the blueprint of an emotionally connected couple to follow. So, when a woman came close to him emotionally, he did not know how to respond or act around her. That was why their relationship bordered on toxicity. During therapy, Arun learnt the reasons behind his reactions and that, just because he developed certain notions due to his upbringing, it did not justify his toxic behaviour. He was an adult, capable of making his own choices, and if he valued Kashish, it was his responsibility to put in the work.

What is the possibility of shifting the dynamics in their relationship?

Yes, Arun is capable of change, and he has certainly demonstrated so in sessions. Toxic behaviour has roots in deep-seated experiences where, often, individuals do not have insight into those experiences. Many times, when those experiences are brought to light, insight sparks. If it does not, the person continues the toxic behaviour, leaving the partners no choice but to exit the relationship. While it is not possible to predict if a person will change, it is true that everyone certainly is capable of it. It is worth a shot if they are willing to try.


A Deep Dive into the Factors that Make Someone Toxic



Kashish and Arun’s relationship showed us a small glimpse of one of the reasons why someone might manifest toxic behaviour in their relationships. However, there are multiple reasons behind people displaying toxic behaviours in relationships.

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are potentially traumatic events that occur in childhood (0–17 years). For instance, experiencing violence or abuse, witnessing violence in the home or community, having a family member attempt or die by suicide, or growing up in an unpredictable or erratic household. A fascinating study conducted by Dr Vincent Felitti in 1985 in California—to find out why people were dropping out of obesity programmes despite losing weight—revealed a fascinating connection between obesity and childhood sexual abuse.1 The study was conducted on a sample of over 17,000 people and eventually went on to reveal how deeply traumatic childhood experiences impact a person in adult life. The study gave birth to a ten-item questionnaire, the ACE Questionnaire (you can take the questionnaire yourself at the end of this book). The study found that people with high ACE scores are more likely to be violent and have more marriages, more broken bones, more drug prescriptions, more depression, more autoimmune diseases, and more work absences.

Exposure to ACEs is associated with a significantly increased risk of a personality disorder diagnosis, intimate partner violence—of victimisation among women and perpetration by men—and an increased likelihood of frequent marital distress.

Although most of us understand love in our own unique ways, people who have experienced ACEs have come to associate a lot of negative expectations with ‘love’. Therefore, how they express it to the people around them can be confusing, hurtful, or mean. So, if you know someone you think is toxic, ask them the questions mentioned in this questionnaire, and you might just gain a new insight into their behaviour.

Trauma

You might have heard this word numerous times in various contexts throughout life. You might have even used it sometimes to describe a friend who is in shock after a terrible loss or someone who develops a strong fear after an accident. Trauma is the after-effect of any highly overwhelming event that leaves a long-lasting impact on one’s psyche.

Trauma can manifest in the form of vivid flashbacks, intrusive thoughts, uncontrollable anxiety, emotional detachment, avoidance, and even re-enactment of painful situations to replay and gain a sense of control over what the person experienced. This is one of the reasons behind a lot of abused children turning into abusers in some form as adults. Trauma is why a woman who was oppressed as a young, unsuspecting daughter-in-law turns into a tyrant mother-in-law when her son gets married. Trauma is what makes a sweet, happy-go-lucky guy turn into a cynical, vicious, suspicious person after a heartbreak. Someone who was bullied as a child might turn into a bully to feel powerful.

My childhood trauma resulting from prolonged emotional and physical abuse prevented me from recognising unhealthy love and didn’t allow me to receive love when it was offered to me. If you discover that a toxic person has experienced some kind of traumatic event in their past, it could be the most important key in navigating the way out of their toxic behaviour.

Feelings of Inadequacy

I’m sure you have heard the words ‘inferiority complex’ before. It’s a fairly common phrase used to describe someone who feels they are not enough. However, an inferiority complex is not always obvious. Sometimes it manifests in exactly the opposite way. What looks like a superiority complex is, in fact, an overcompensation for feeling inadequate. That feeling of inadequacy can turn into rage and manifest itself as anger. Remember Arun and Kashish from the beginning of this chapter? Whenever Arun felt incapable of handling the emotional side of Kashish, he felt angry with himself and directed that anger outward towards her because somewhere in his mind she became the reason for his feeling inadequate.

Inferiority complex is a psychological barrier that usually takes root in puberty. According to psychologist Alfred Adler, ‘Inferiority complex arises when a person finds himself in a situation where his abilities and attitudes are denigrated or rejected by other people’. Psychologists believe that feelings of inferiority are natural and exist in everyone. But when efforts to overcome these feelings of inferiority are blocked, the inferiority complex raises its ugly head. Years of research have found a positive correlation between feelings of low self-esteem and aggression. A toxic person might be feeling that you bring out the worst in them by triggering their insecurities, so they unconsciously punish you.

Emotional Immaturity

When one grows up with parents who are either emotionally unpredictable, disconnected, or shut down, there is little opportunity to learn about the rich complexities of our emotions, leading to a roadblock in emotional growth. Such children will become adults by age, have careers, get married, and become parents, but when it comes to handling emotions, they will be children.

Emotional immaturity looks like this:


	Being self-centred like a child

	Having minimal understanding or perspective of other people’s emotions

	Swinging between extremes to get what they want—either sulking or throwing a tantrum

	Wanting instant gratification

	Inability to possess a mature vision for their future and relationships

	Reckless decision-making skills

	Low self-control



When emotionally immature adults enter relationships, they know what they want from a partner but are unaware of how to be a partner. They have not had any training in sitting with difficult emotions, holding space for their loved ones, or going the extra mile to communicate love and connection. Thus, the relationship becomes one-sided, often leading the other partner to become more reactive than responsive due to frustration and unmet needs. Emotionally immature people genuinely believe they ‘love’ their partners but have no idea how to love like an adult. They often expect their partners to ‘take care’ of them like a parental figure. Therefore, the partners feel exhausted, unfulfilled, and uncared for. This is fertile ground for toxicity to grow.

Lack of Empathy and Remorse

This trait is the central feature of what was earlier known as psychopathy. Psychopathy, narcissism, which is discussed in the next point, and Machiavellianism—a personality trait that sees a person so focused on their own interests that they manipulate, deceive, and exploit others to achieve their goals—are what comprise ‘The Dark Triad’ in psychology. These three together are known as ‘dark’ because of the maliciousness of the thought processes involved in these traits.

People with psychopathic traits have been known to torture animals, play with fire, break rules, and perpetrate violence as adults. They display no remorse for their actions even when they have hurt other people. These individuals are described as ‘cold-hearted’, lacking empathy, so they can’t understand other people’s emotions. Empathy is an emotion that leads individuals to understand and share in another’s emotional state or situation. People who lack empathy don’t form close social ties or attachments and, therefore, don’t fear losing them. They are more prone to using violence or hurtful actions to get their way. This kind of toxic behaviour is very challenging to change and can cause significant damage to the victims.

Narcissistic Personality Disorder

There was a stunning hunter in Greek mythology named Narcissus. His father was the river god Cephissus and his mother, the nymph Liriope. Narcissus was so beautiful that most people fell in love with him, but he treated them with disdain and contempt. He was once led to a pool of water by the goddess Nemesis where he saw his reflection and fell in love with himself. When he realised it was his own reflection and this love would never come to fruition, he fell into despair and died by suicide.

Narcissists are people who maintain a positive self-image through the manipulation of the self, emotions, and their environment. They do this out of the need for constant validation and affirmation and to extract experiences from their environment that boost their sense of self. Narcissism is believed to exist on a continuum—from normal to pathological. There is a difference between ‘love yourself ’ and ‘love only yourself ’.

Healthy narcissistic individuals are usually ambitious, satisfied, and relatively successful, although this may be at the cost of having disagreeable interpersonal relations. When this narcissism reaches pathological levels, such people become extremely disturbed when faced with disappointment and threats to their self-image. They will then do anything to insult, berate, or exploit the other person—the person they hold responsible for the threat; it could be a spouse, family member, colleague, or even their offspring. When such a situation arises, it is known as narcissistic abuse and consists of:


	Verbal abuse

	Manipulation

	Emotional blackmail

	Gaslighting—a tactic through which abusers slowly and intentionally make one doubt their perceptions of reality and perceptions about themselves

	 One-upmanship

	Constant negative comparisons and contrasts between others and themselves

	Sabotaging others’ efforts and relationships

	Invading others’ privacy

	Neglecting others’ emotional needs

	Controlling finances

	Restricting others’ reproductive choices

	Invading privacy

	Assassinating others’ character



This is the deadliest kind of abuse anyone can experience. There is another, more introverted form of narcissism known as ‘covert narcissism’, also known as vulnerable narcissism. These people are more sensitive to criticism, feel awkward in social situations, and assume the victim stance to gain attention from others. Covert narcissists are also more prone to passive-aggressive (silent treatment, slamming doors, sulking, taunting) behaviour and feeling revengeful towards others when they believe they are being attacked or hurt.

Regardless of the type of narcissism, it is clear how a relationship with a narcissistic individual could easily turn toxic. A word of caution though: The word ‘narcissistic’ has become overused in the current world and is, therefore, being used in several situations that are not narcissistic. Narcissism is a complex trait and must be assessed in detail by a professional before a formal diagnosis. There are actual psychological tests that can diagnose narcissism. Sensational blogs and Instagram reels are quick to label any behaviour taken out of context as narcissistic. Don’t fall into this trap because if you end up mistaking an unrelated trait for a narcissistic personality, you

 may actually miss out on a chance to repair your relationship and find the love that you’re looking for.

Borderline Personality Disorder

This is one of the least identified and most difficult conditions responsible for a large percentage of relationships that turn toxic. This also happens to be the most interesting, so I’ll take a little longer to introduce it to you.
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A few years ago, a most interesting case came my way. A smart, intelligent, kind, thirty-two-year-old man with a coveted job and a beautiful family, consisting of a wife and daughter, approached me to help him with depression. Let’s call him Mayank.

The first couple of sessions revealed that the root of his depressive feelings lay in marital conflict at home. He was constantly plagued by the thought of not being able to keep his wife, Nandita, happy. This led him to have serious feelings of inferiority. We worked on boosting his self-esteem for a while, but it didn’t have much effect. He seemed trapped in a cyclic pattern of conflict with his wife. Slowly, I unearthed his wife’s life history—he had known her since childhood—and she seemed to have had a very tumultuous life. I figured that, perhaps, her attachment patterns clashed with his and we needed to sit down together to understand them. So, I requested the wife to join us for a couples’ session.

Soon, Nandita walked in for the session. Beautiful, bright, and cheerful with a disarming smile, she had doe-like eyes with a wounded streak in them, which immediately made one want to ask her what was wrong and comfort her. I caught this reaction within me as a therapist and was quite curious as to why I was instinctively feeling like this (in therapy training we are taught to be vigilant for any exaggerated emotions because they indicate some deeper dynamic). I filed my reaction away in the session notes for further scrutiny. I took a while to establish rapport with Nandita since she was in session with me for the first time. She was a film actress who loved her work, had a large group of friends and enjoyed spending time with them. She adored her daughter and expressed concern for her emotional well-being because of the conflict between Mayank and herself. I knew right away that it would take me a while to get to the root of the conflict, as she was the picture of congeniality.

After a couple of rapport-building sessions, we talked about the disagreements between her and Mayank. I asked both of them to spell out their ugliest fights for me so we could find the dysfunctional pattern. In one such narration, Nandita’s suicide attempt came up. A warning bell went off in my head.

She had tried to slash her wrists with a letter opener after a particularly nasty quarrel with Mayank. The next time there was a fight, she told him, ‘I know you hate me and one day you’re going to leave me anyway, so why don’t I end this right here?’ She then ran to the roof to jump off. These two episodes frightened Mayank so much that afterwards, whenever it seemed the situation might escalate, he would apologise, plead, and do everything Nandita wanted, even if it meant going against his nature.

Every time this happened, Nandita would come to him in tears a few hours later and confess how guilty she felt for putting him through so much pain and how she was unworthy of his love. The pain in her eyes was so genuine that Mayank’s heart would melt, and he vowed to do everything to make her happy. But he couldn’t . . . and that’s why we were sitting in my office.

By now, the warning bells that were once a mere chime were tolling loudly in my head. My clinical judgement and therapist’s instinct were telling me that I was seeing something that wasn’t on the surface, which was the key to this entire issue. This, I discovered by accident, when, one day, Nandita called to inform me that she wanted to see me privately. When I acknowledged her effort and mentioned I could understand her reasons for wanting private space, she eagerly averred what a wonderful therapist I had been and only I had managed to understand her. I thanked her but added that since she was seeing me with Mayank, it would be prudent to discuss everything in his presence as well to avoid miscommunication or misunderstanding, allowing both of them a space to talk about difficult emotions.

In a matter of minutes, her temper flipped, and she accused me of not understanding a woman’s plight and asked me how I couldn’t hear her out when I could see that she was in pain. She pronounced that she doubted I could help them in any way. This display of swinging emotions clicked everything in place for me. What I had just witnessed was a psychological defence mechanism, known as ‘splitting’, where a person views someone as all good or all bad and sometimes the same person can be seen as all good at one time and all bad at another. This is the most prominent defence mechanism in borderline personality disorder.

Nandita’s charming personality, several superficial friendships for constant validation, the ‘damsel in distress’ vibe (that I had first registered), her fear of abandonment, her emotional outbursts, and her suicide threats. She was a ‘borderline’–everything fell into place with one phone call. Borderline personalities are highly unpredictable. They are usually extremely talented but seldom achieve their full potential. They are typically self-destructive, both physically and emotionally—the way Nandita slashed her wrists. They feel both dependent and hostile towards their close relationships, they are dependent because they look to fill an emotional void, and they are hostile because they are always suspicious that the other wants to leave them and abandon them. Hence, they end up having turbulent relationships their entire lives. Additionally, they often complain of feelings of emptiness, boredom, and a lack of identity. Thus they engage in acts that make them ‘stand out’, like fanatically standing up for a cause, covering their bodies in unusual tattoos, hanging out with ‘established’ people but hating them at the same time, and generally indulging in attention-seeking behaviour. Substance abuse, alcohol dependence, and excessive smoking are also commonly found. They have no ‘emotional skin’, so everything rubs them raw, resulting in blown-out reactions to even mildly emotional situations.

Since they have such emotional instability, any relationship in their sphere could easily turn toxic because the other person will always be confused, hurt, and on an emotional rollercoaster ride. After a while, it takes a serious psychological toll and can lead to depression, anxiety, and loss of self-esteem in their partner. This is not to insinuate that every person with a few tattoos or in a protest march for a cause is a ‘borderline’. But if you closely know someone who is a volatile soup of all the aforementioned traits, you need to get them help, because they are suffering and so are you.

I want to emphasise that the real issue is not that toxic individuals are dealing with personal struggles. In other circumstances, this would likely evoke our sympathy and empathy, and we would offer support. In fact, in the initial stages of a relationship with a toxic person, that is exactly what we tend to do. The real problem is that such people rarely have insight into their behaviour patterns. They don’t realise how hurtful and problematic they are and seldom seek help—leaving little choice to the people around them but to cut ties.

Even though in each of the points above, it is clearly established there is some sort of psychological disturbance arising from a traumatic past or a multitude of other factors, this is absolutely not an effort to justify or excuse a toxic behaviour. Your hurt is valid, and they still need to assume responsibility for their actions. The purpose of this chapter was to show you the other side so that you can make an informed decision about what you want to do with your toxic relationship. You can decide to leave because you finally understand, you can feel sympathy or empathy, you may have fresh insight and feel hopeful that with the right help you can salvage your relationship, or you can simply breathe and let go because everything finally makes sense.
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 IDENTIFYING YOUR
 VULNERABILITY TO
 TOXIC RELATIONSHIPS

In my work as a therapist, I have come across many women who describe feeling an inexplicable pull towards men they were in a relationship with, a word often interchangeably used with chemistry. I have lost count of the number of posts I read every day in women-centred Facebook groups where they describe an excruciating and disrespectful relationship, but end their post with, ‘But I love him and can’t think of living without him,’ or they talk about an on again-off again relationship that continues for years where they proudly say, ‘But we keep coming back because we can’t live without each other. The chemistry is so strong!’

A client of mine—a successful chartered accountant—admitted in therapy that the chemistry with her husband was so strong that she ignored many terrible signs, like being extremely critical of her, never allowing her to share her thoughts and feelings, constantly mocking her, and telling her that she thought herself to be smart just because she had a degree—resulting in her constant need to win his approval to feel worthy. And she couldn’t stop.

Another client, in a similar situation, described this experience quite well. She agreed that the bad times were really bad but given the good times were really good, it must have meant there was something ‘strong’ in that relationship.

Allow me to burst your bubble: This is not chemistry but a psychological conflict that runs in your subconscious mind, drawing you to a certain kind of people repeatedly. Both clients later discovered in therapy that they had been emotionally deprived since their childhood, which made them perceive disapproval and rejection as a challenge to prove their lovability and worth. Emotional deprivation is one of the three psychological factors that make one vulnerable to toxic patterns. It is important to remember that before any corrective measures are taken, it is a good idea to be aware of what makes one vulnerable.

Let’s take a deep dive into the three factors that can make one vulnerable to toxicity.


Primary Emotional Core Needs



When it comes to relationships, I love to talk about core emotional needs and use them to guide singles, as well as couples, to choose partners for life. When I was growing up, I loved listening to the song ‘What Can I Do’ by The Corrs.


I haven’t slept at all in days

It’s been so long since we’ve talked

And I have been here many times

I just don’t know what I’m doing wrong

What can I do to make you love me

What can I do to make you care

What can I say to make you feel this

What can I do to get you there



 My teenage self thought this song perfectly captured her emotional angst, but when I heard it again a few years ago, I was shocked. Why does anyone do anything and everything to gain someone’s affection, regardless of their situation and/or feelings? Many of us believe that love means going all out and ignoring how the other person treats you, irrespective of the costs involved.

Let me share something that will blow your mind. Psychologically speaking, what we crave within us, especially regarding romantic partners, we chase the people who fuel that craving rather than heal it. Remember, how I was drawn towards men who would need me, which seemed an opportunity above everything else to prove my love? Even when I was belittled, for instance, I did not express myself and/or share my needs to be supported and cared for.

You could be someone who has craved secure, stable love all her life but all the men you feel attracted to seem to be ‘free spirits’, are not eager to be ‘tied down’, or are available erratically whether due to convenience, long distance, or life situations. At some point, you may have even felt an irresistible pull towards someone in another relationship or just healing from a break-up. All these men cannot provide the stable love you crave, yet you seem to be falling for them over and over again. On the other hand, there might be a man who is always emotionally available, but you don’t feel the ‘spark’ and think of him only as a friend.

If this sounds familiar, you are not alone. Millions of men and women across the world are unaware of this unconscious play that draws them towards their deepest voids. These unconscious patterns are called ‘life traps’. These traps unconsciously drive our choices and behaviours in life, leading to intense emotional conflicts. The good news is that you are not trapped forever. The chartered accountant, for instance, is learning to love herself the way she is and is in a beautiful relationship with a man who values her for the same.

The term ‘life trap’ originates from the schema theory coined by Dr Jeffrey Young who pronounced that life traps create a belief system in such a way that you are attracted towards someone unsuitable because they replay your core conflict over and over again. Yet, you move towards them because you don’t recognise anything different, ending up in heartbreak almost every time.

As a therapist, I ensure that even before I begin my work, I take my clients through a detailed assessment of their personalities and life traps. Over the years, I have gained adequate insights and data, allowing me to study patterns in these findings. What I have learnt from these studies is that three life traps are most operational in toxic relationships—emotional deprivation, abandonment, and self-sacrifice.

Emotional Deprivation

A forty-five-year-old woman, Gitanjali, is the picture of confidence. While she loves her job and the perks of corporate life, she feels terrible about herself as, despite her attempts, she fails to get the love she desires. When she was a child, her father was always distant and unaffectionate. She spent her entire childhood trying to win a warm smile or a hug from him. When she grew up, she kept falling for distant men who were disapproving of her. She sincerely believed these men loved her but didn’t know how to show her and that she could change that with her love. With every relationship, she felt tired of craving warmth and connection, and she did not realise when she became demanding and clingy. She was confused when these men broke up with her, saying nothing was ever enough for her.

 Do you see a deep emotional, insatiable hunger in Gitanjali? If you, too, tell yourself absolute statements such as, ‘I’ll never find the love that I need,’ then it is possible that your emotional hunger was created due to an early childhood experience, including an absentee parent, an emotionally detached parent, or parents who provided all the material comforts you needed, but nobody could connect with your inner world. This creates a feeling of perpetual emptiness within, making you crave love and fulfilment and nothing ever seems to be enough.

When you meet someone emotionally unavailable, you recognise this unavailable energy as familiar, because this was what you grew up with. The mind always gravitates towards familiar energy, which is not necessarily healthy. It is the exact opposite of what you crave yet you feel an inexplicable pull towards this person. You believe, ‘If only this time I can make this person love me, I’ll be happy forever!’ This happens because your unconscious mind is full of the pain you have locked away, trying to resolve your life’s earliest psychological conflicts and fill those early voids.

The unavailable person is not necessarily a bad human; they just aren’t right for us. Due to these unconscious conflicts, love seems worthy only when it comes from a person who makes us work hard for it, rather than someone willingly offering it. We don’t recognise it because that’s unfamiliar to us, making us think, ‘There’s something missing here!’

This traps us in a vicious cycle wherein we offer everything we have—especially emotionally—and often all at once in the desire to get the love we want. We also try to change the person into giving the love desired instead of reading the signs that convey this is not the person for us.

 Abandonment

I was recently watching season six of Love is Blind on Netflix, a reality series where men and women form connections without seeing each other, get engaged, and spend time together to see if they are truly compatible. One of the contestants, Chelsea, caught my attention. She formed intense connections with two men on the show: Trevor, who was all in from the start, and Jimmy, who was unsure and formed a connection with another woman as well.

Eventually, both men proposed to Chelsea, but she chose Jimmy, feeling a huge sense of relief when he declared his love for her. However, as their relationship progressed, Chelsea’s constant need for reassurance from Jimmy that he loved her, led to frequent conflicts and she gets visibly upset when he has a friendly conversation with another woman. When they moved in together, she was always hyper-alert about whether he kissed her today, turned towards her, or looked at her a certain way. She continued to challenge him that these little signs showed her that she couldn’t be sure about his commitment.

Mind you, Jimmy is not doing anything different, he’s the same as always. One day, during a fight, Jimmy tells her that he finds her clingy and Chelsea loses her temper and breaks down. Jimmy is so overwhelmed and confused hearing her say that she has been giving and giving to the relationship, that he has to leave home for the night. Although I had not even finished watching the show, I knew that Chelsea’s life trap was her deep-rooted sense of abandonment, which was constantly telling her: ‘People who love me can leave me anytime!’

Like Chelsea, people who grow up with a fear of abandonment, usually come from households where caregivers are completely wrapped up in their own emotional drama such that their moods define how they meet the child’s need for love and security. On one hand, the child naturally loves feeling secure when love is provided and, parallelly, feels intense anxiety that the feeling of being safe and secure may go away at any time. Growing up in an environment where unpredictability is high, and affection and a sense of security are either conditional and/ or highly erratic, the child becomes good at reading people’s faces and body language cues to figure out what mood they are in. If the child learns to please people, it is to ensure they are loved. However, the child carries a looming uncertainty about the feelings, which leads to the development of the fear of abandonment.

When she grows up and engages in romantic relationships, she finds it hard to believe her partner will stay. She keeps expecting to be abandoned any time and finds it hard to trust a man’s commitment. So, when he seems distant, she sometimes clings to him for reassurance, and other times withdraws completely at a perceived rejection thinking that he doesn’t want her and she shouldn’t give any more of herself. Therefore, she swings between wanting a deeper connection and protecting her fragile heart, ending up giving mixed signals to her partner, which, in turn, creates distance, making her think, ‘See, I knew it, he’s drifting away!’

Just like emotional deprivation, the fear of abandonment also draws people to partners more likely to make this prophecy come true—men who are not willing to commit, who are erratically available, or who make their love conditional. And once again, many women gravitate towards the same kind of men, because erratic and conditional love is what they are used to, and they can’t imagine anything better. Moreover, their nervous system is so conditioned to this chaotic attachment style that stable attachment from anyone feels ‘boring’ or ‘suspicious’.

 Self-Sacrifice

The third life trap I see in every single profile of someone caught in a toxic relationship pattern is self-sacrifice. This life trap states: ‘I will do everything in my power to make you happy because I love you.’ On the surface, this looks like a noble thought to have. After all, haven’t we all been taught the virtues of sacrifice for love? But this life trap is a sneaky devil that also makes us extremely vulnerable to toxicity.

This schema develops in people who were made responsible for someone’s care as children. Either you had a sick parent whom you had to play caregiver for, or you had a parent whose emotions you had to take care of by either tiptoeing around their moods or by becoming their shoulder to cry on. It could also be that you had a sibling with challenges and were made to play the ‘bigger’ person repeatedly to accommodate that sibling. All this was done while conditioning you to believe this was how you show love.

Remember how I had to constantly tiptoe around my mother’s erratic moods so I could avoid beatings? I also had to constantly ‘prove’ my love to my parents by doing exactly what they wanted or by being exactly how they wanted me to be. This is the template I carried forward for all my subsequent relationships and constantly tried to anticipate what they needed and tried to fulfil all their needs while ignoring my own. I had the self-sacrifice life trap, too.

On a healthy level, we all go the extra mile for the people we love, and we do so willingly. But when it becomes a maladaptive schema or a life trap, which is an unconsciously ingrained survival coping strategy, it leads to self-destruction. There are two toxic traits that arise because of the self-sacrifice life trap.

 First, they are so used to giving their all to make the other person happy that they never think about their own boundaries. They constantly put their own needs on the backburner in favour of their partner’s. In this manner, they teach their partners to put their needs second. After a while, when their cup runs empty, they try to bring their needs to the forefront, but their partners don’t acknowledge them because they have never seen these needs before.

Ordinarily, for someone without the self-sacrifice schema, this would be a sign to pause and figure out how to get their needs met. On the contrary, someone with the self-sacrifice schema thinks, ‘Oh, let me give some more to this relationship . . . maybe then they will recognise my needs.’ They were already running on empty, now they have gone beyond it. However, nothing changes because they just give and give, not knowing how to say ‘enough’ or draw boundaries. When this continues for a long time, they begin to resent the person they love for not meeting their needs, therefore acting out, rebelling, or lashing out. They still don’t know how to stop giving.

The second toxic trait of this schema is that they think they know better about what makes their partner happy and continue to do the things they feel are good for them without often paying attention to what their partner needs.

We can be so caught up in our identity as the ‘giver’ that we don’t even stop to take notice if the partner even wants what we are giving. You can also think of this as a love language clash. For instance, if your partner’s love language is physical touch, but yours is giving gifts, you may continue to buy them the most luxurious things to express your love, but if you aren’t engaging in physical affection or sexual intimacy, your partner will not feel loved. The self-sacrifice life trap suggests that the giver’s actions are superior. This schema convinces the sacrificer that they know what will truly make others happy, but the recipients just fail to appreciate their efforts. This thought process leaves both partners unsatisfied because the receiver is not getting what they need to feel loved, and the giver is not getting acknowledged and seen for what they are giving because they are offering the wrong gifts. So, they get caught in this vicious cycle where the giver feels, ‘But what about all that I have done for you?’ and the receiver wonders, ‘Did I even ask you to do that for me?’

Let me end this section with two very interesting facts about the self-sacrifice life trap. You would be shocked to know that even narcissists have self-sacrifice life traps in their profiles. Although many believe that narcissists are supposed to be the most selfish people alive, even they believe that they do everything for everyone and what they do for everyone is superior to what others do for them, and yet nobody appreciates them. Second, the higher the level of self-sacrifice schema in your profile, the more you’re likely to get attracted to a ‘taker’ or an entitled person who is used to taking everything given to them for granted. This further makes you doubly vulnerable to falling into a toxic relationship from the get-go.

You have now learnt how our early childhood experiences and their deeper emotional impact make us vulnerable to falling prey to toxic relationships and/or even enable toxic patterns to be repeated. We stay trapped in these patterns because:


	We are not aware of its roots

	We find safety in familiarity, so we avoid a relationship that’s likely to heal these wounds

	We struggle with breaking the pattern and forming new habits





The Illusion of Shared Pain



A common pattern I have seen in my clients is when people find mutual connections through sharing their pain. In the modern world, dating apps are full of women looking for men willing to have long conversations, listen to them, understand their pain, and, in return, be vulnerable with them by sharing their own pasts. The moment this happens, she thinks, ‘He gets me!’

Take the example of Vanya and Arnav.

Known for her serene and kind disposition, thirty-two-year-old Vanya is an interior designer who first came across Arnav when they were in college. Vanya was drawn to Arnav because he was quiet and appeared to have a certain sadness in his eyes in contrast to the rowdier boys in their class. Coming from a background filled with familial conflicts, Vanya felt like she matured too soon and was different from her seemingly carefree peers. This sense of being different made Arnav appear relatable and a potential kindred spirit who could understand and share her pain.

After Vanya discovered that Arnav had a strained connection with his father that had left him aloof and cynical, their friendship gradually grew. Vanya connected deeply with Arnav and felt comfortable being open and vulnerable with him. She thought their shared history of suffering and understanding could serve as the cornerstone for their eventual healing. To start a new family free from the baggage of their tumultuous pasts, they got married. However, Vanya soon saw that Arnav mimicked his father’s violent ways. She also found it challenging to assert herself in the marriage because she had grown up seeing the model of a volatile family.

 With time, she came to see that their growth had been constrained by the fact that their relationship was mostly based on their shared pain rather than on common passions or interests. Vanya felt alone in her marriage because the same agony that had brought them together now appeared to be tearing them apart.

It may seem as if there is nothing wrong in connecting with others through shared pain, but this situation is problematic in two ways. First, this kind of connection creates a false sense of intimacy. Relationships can be built on experiences where you connect with someone over an isolated shared experience. There were several surveys conducted on the survivors of the 9/11 attacks, which found that several survivors found partners in each other because this one milestone event in their lives united them in a way that was different from feeling connected with someone who hadn’t gone through this trauma. A similar dynamic plays amongst those in a common support group like that for grief. This connection feels intense and strong and is based on mutual empathy.

In long-term relationships, this can be an illusion because pain is deeply personal and unique. This unique experience also changes how we perceive the world and connect with others. Additionally, it creates the need within us to tell our story repeatedly and seek validation. We want to hear someone say, ‘I understand you.’ This need is so strong that sometimes we hear ‘I understand you’ even when it is not said. Pain does not always bring greater empathy—it often brings impenetrable emotional walls. In our excitement of finding a fellow sufferer, we fail to notice the walls until we crash into them.

Second, the sharing of pain creates such an accelerated sense of closeness and proximity that it overshadows other aspects required to build a relationship in its initial stages. You immediately feel all the deeper emotions, and the illusion of the relationship intensifies based only on one aspect. After crossing this stage, you may already start looking at the other person through a filter of intimacy that makes you overlook any red flags. Remember, even red flags appear normal if you’re looking at the relationship through rose-tinted glasses. You also spend less time understanding each other’s preferences, value systems, and likes and dislikes. Your experience of the shared pain tells you, ‘Oh, he has gone through something similar! Of course, he and I will be very similar in how we see life!’ You then put your relationship on the fast track.

Since we don’t spend enough time to discover the other aspects, pain is the only common thread connecting us. What would happen if one of you heals their wounds later in life? There will be no connection left in the relationship, and that’s when people accuse their partners of ‘changing’. Or what if you try so hard to fulfil your partner’s needs that there’s no space left for yours? Then, you will end up alone in the relationship much like Vanya.

What you desire is real compatibility and shared pain cannot be its only foundation. However, when you build a relationship based only on pain, you make space for the toxicity that comes along with the consequences of that pain. A relationship needs fuel to thrive, which originates from joyful connections based on mutual love and growth. It is harmful to believe that pain from the past can provide this fuel.


Social Conditioning



Our ideas of ‘chemistry’ have been shaped by how we have seen attraction portrayed by popular culture and media. We believe that experiencing rollercoaster emotions in love is a sign of how intense the relationship is. I remember watching a Bollywood movie from the 80s where the hero slaps the heroine because she is trying to woo him. She tells her friend with tears in her eyes and a smile on her face, ‘He hits me because he loves me and considers me his own.’ I remember watching this movie as a teenager and again recently in my forties. I was appalled by the immaturity of the scene but also how I failed to notice it when I was younger. There are enough examples of movies in the current times that portray violence as a justification for the intensity of passion between a couple.

These subtle forms of messaging are ingrained in our subconscious. Emotional and physical violence appear as ‘ways of expressing love’ but instead cause irreparable damage to relationships. These behaviours are found everywhere in the way people talk to each other, treat each other in relationships, communicate their expectations, and even in the way they use humour with each other. In fact, many women gravitate towards partners who express these behaviours because they believe this is how ‘love’ is expressed. Not only that, but men also display these behaviours because they believe that’s how a relationship should be conducted and that women find this attractive. In fact, a common ‘trick’ taught by ‘pick-up coaches’ is called negging—when you meet a woman in a social setting like a bar or party, give her negative feedback on something about her looks or dressing, and she will immediately want to win your approval. Thus, it will become easy to pick her up.

Such behaviours that are common in day-to-day interactions but are extremely unhealthy and violate personal boundaries are called ‘micro-toxic’ behaviours. Some examples of these micro-toxic behaviours are body shaming as a joke, invading personal space in the name of concern, not giving importance to consent, overbearing interference in personal lives, and name-calling disguised as teasing.

If you have grown up in a family where micro-toxic behaviours were a part of day-to-day interactions and considered as ‘normal’ ways to communicate, chances are you have never learnt about personal boundaries, respect, and consent. This makes you vulnerable to getting attracted to people who display the same behaviours because your mind recognises this as familiar and does not know a different way of being treated. Even if you don’t fall in love with such an individual but meet someone in an arranged set-up, you will miss these red flags because, to your mind, these aren’t red flags.

[image: ]
Now that you have an in-depth understanding of the factors that make you vulnerable to toxicity, you will be able to identify your unique risk factors. Becoming aware of the reasons that render you vulnerable to toxicity is the first and foremost important step in charting the healing path. If this chapter has put those factors in place for you, you’re now ready to move forward and learn how being a woman makes you more vulnerable to toxicity in your relationships.
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 UNDERSTANDING WHY
 WOMEN OFTEN OVERLOOK
 WARNING SIGNS

My client, Arshiya, had a very high-profile position with one of India’s leading fashion brands. She struggled with severe anxiety that no one could see. Showing up for every meeting was an ordeal to prepare for hours in advance. She constantly struggled with the thought that she didn’t deserve the profile. She thought she didn’t bring any value to the meetings with other high-value clients. She also believed that men who were junior to her in her team were way more confident than her and thought that she had to be like them to succeed in this role.

The first time I broached the subject of feminine energy with her, she baulked at the idea, ‘What has being a woman got me so far, Prachi?’ She asked with pain in her voice. We explored what being a woman meant to her. She had always struggled with her sexuality and relationships and felt inadequate. She also thought she would never find a partner to settle down and have children with.

‘If I can’t have sex, and I can’t be a mother, how can I call myself a woman?’ was her question.

She also felt frustrated that being a ‘complete’ woman had to be measured within these two parameters. So, we took a fresh look at what feminine energy qualities meant. I reframed for her what the term ‘nurture’ as a feminine quality meant. I shifted her perspective from equating nurture with ‘motherhood’ (purely societal conditioning and a myth). I made her see that nurture can mean raising a pet, nourishing a plant, or building a business. As a woman, she is blessed with the strength of nurturing, and she can apply it wherever she wants! Once she could look at her work and profile as something she could raise and nurture, she poured herself into it with renewed energy. She no longer felt anxious before her meetings because she sat down and listed the qualities she brought to her portfolio. Every opportunity that came her way was a chance to nurture her career. This was a game-changer. She received a promotion within a couple of months of this mindset shift.

Six years ago, I launched the first season of my passion project, The Diva Transformation Retreat. This retreat is a space for women to work with me in a scenic location for four days and tap into their feminine energy to elevate it from wounded to divine and healthy. The strongest inspiration for this retreat came from the hundreds of women I have worked with in therapy over the twenty years of my career. 98 per cent of my clientele were women and I saw them struggling in toxic relationships year after year until we were able to break that cycle. I wondered what it was about us women that made us vulnerable to unhealthy relationships. Was it just society?

Something within told me that it had to be deeper than that. I started to notice that hardly any women who came to me felt powerful as a woman. The feminine energy at their core—which was supposed to be their strength—was untapped and wounded. This left women exposed to toxicity to find its way into their lives. As you read this, if you, too, feel the urge to skip this chapter because you don’t connect with the idea of feminine energy or are resistant to it, chances are that your feminine is wounded. Trust me, read on.

As a woman, you are blessed with the energy of creation—the feminine energy. This energy is vivacious, strong, intuitive, and creative. On the flip side, if not allowed to cultivate in a healthy environment, feminine energy can also render you vulnerable to toxicity within yourself as well as in the people you choose.


Masculine and Feminine Energy



Masculine and feminine energies are not about your gender. They are types of energies present in all of us in varying proportions, which we learn to channel in various aspects of our relationships. Before we go any further, let’s look at the masculine and feminine energy qualities:








	Masculine Energy Qualities
	Feminine Energy Qualities





	Stable and more predictable
	Free-flowing and dynamic



	Precise knowledge
	Fluid knowing



	Takes action
	Intuitive and empathic



	Rational and logical
	Emotional and passionate



	Loves challenges and competition
	Seeks and gives love



	Needs admiration and appreciation
	Needs reassurance and attention



	Single task oriented
	Can easily multitask



	Conquest-driven
	Connection driven



	Protective
	Receptive





 We have both these energies within us, but we don’t learn how to channel them correctly. You need to focus on your masculine energy when in action mode. For example, in your professional life, you need to be ambitious, driven, conquest-oriented, and use your rational mind. This is your masculine side. On the contrary, in your personal and intimate relationships, you need to access your beautiful feminine—strong, intuitive, creative, powerful, self-assured, nurturing—side and be receptive to all the wonderful gifts coming your way. Being able to target these energies allows you to make the best of any situation.

We live in a society that values masculine energy qualities more than feminine ones because they are more obvious and conquest-driven. This has led to the feminine energy taking a backseat, feeling powerless and forced to resort to toxic traits to be seen and heard. This is why you feel that, even in a relationship, you must take control. Instead of leaning into your receptive energy, you feel compelled to lean into your action-oriented masculine energy. This is also aggravated in case you have a man who is not channelling his healthy masculine to allow the feminine to relax and receive. When he is not in his right energy, the partner automatically feels forced to compensate by activating her masculine energy to ‘make things happen’. This triggers both the toxic feminine and toxic masculine, causing a clash that turns into a vicious cycle. If both partners are channelling their masculine energies, it will invariably create a power struggle because masculine energy is conquest-driven and wants to win, resulting in perpetual conflict. If both partners are channelling feminine energies, it will lead to stagnation in the relationship because nobody is taking charge or making decisions. Such relationships eventually become dull, boring, and low on excitement.

 How Does Healthy Feminine Energy Develop?

Even though feminine energy is a natural attribute, cultivating healthy feminine energy requires a certain environment. The optimum environment for its nourishment is that of quiet, stable, and mature receptivity. It has to be a space that encourages play, creativity, and emotional richness. The males (fathers, brothers, etc.) in this environment need to be warm, safe, and stable providers, who can create a space for the feminine to lean back and focus on polishing her best self. These males should take joy in her being and simultaneously provide her with the logical guidance that she can internalise as her healthy masculine side.

The women (mothers, older sisters, aunts, etc.) in such an environment need to be assertive yet receptive. They should model being comfortable in their own skin and encourage a connection with nature. They have to be able to sing, dance, and rejoice with the growing feminine energy—and at the same time hold her warmly when she is sad and emotional, without attempting to ‘fix’ her. They should be able to encourage her to follow her intuition and give her the courage to take ownership of her mistakes.

When feminine energy does not receive the proper environment during development, the growth of healthy feminine traits such as creativity, intuition, boundaries, empathy, and a flow state can become stunted. She is then forced to let her masculine energy take over to shape her feminine side according to the unhealthy traits being modelled around her. If the men around her are detached, abusive, abrasive, unsafe, or make her feel like a misfit or a burden, she will learn to fear the masculine but want to please it at the same time for survival. If the women around her are insecure, critical, body-shaming, or controlling, she will internalise these traits as fundamental aspects of femininity. As she grows into adulthood, she may replicate these behaviour patterns in her relationships, thereby perpetuating the stereotypes associated with toxic feminine energy.

How Does Feminine Energy Turn Toxic?

Any energy when oppressed or restricted will tend to turn toxic. Patriarchy has impacted both feminine and masculine energies, oppressing, mocking, and ridiculing healthy feminine energy, while unrealistically idolising, stereotyping, and shutting down healthy masculine energy. Patriarchy has not only created a divide between the healthy feminine and masculine, but it has also created a divide within the feminine to break her away from her natural energy to gain favour with the masculine so that she cannot discover the power her true feminine collective can create. The truth is that both energies are designed to complement each other perfectly and if we were allowed to nurture both energies within ourselves, the universe would be in balance.


	Do you remember feeling proud and smug when your crush said, ‘You’re not like other girls’?

	Do you remember naturally feeling competitive towards all the women present when you walked into a party?

	Do you remember all the stereotyped statements and jokes made for women/wives/girlfriends that circulate on social media?

	Do you remember feeling weighed down by all the impossible beauty standards set for women to measure up to?

	Do you remember how the word ‘emotional’ has always been used as a derogatory word to put you down?



 These are all the subtle ways in which the healthy feminine is being forced to turn toxic and break away from her energy because it is made to feel weak, needy, clingy, and powerless.

Let’s dive deeper into what feminine and masculine energy looks like when it turns toxic.








	Toxic Masculine
	Toxic Feminine





	Too attached to success
	Looks for external validation



	Afraid of failure
	Insecure



	An obsessive need to be right
	Manipulative and passive-aggressive



	Overshadowed by rationality, out of touch with emotions
	Feels like a victim



	Critical and judgemental
	No boundaries



	Controlling
	Feels desperate for love but doesn’t allow vulnerability





If you look closely, you will identify the above traits in most men and women walking around. It is these toxic traits that become the butt of stereotypical jokes about men and women and keep propagating myths about each gender and energy. The controlling man, manipulative wife, jealous girlfriend, and cold-hearted boyfriend are all stereotypes created by patriarchy that want to enhance the toxic feminine and masculine for its benefit. So, we—especially as women—try hard not to be labelled any of these traits. But to avoid being called needy or emotional, we deny ourselves what we truly need. We want to act cool, so we never ask for anything until we are starving for love and attention. To appear independent, we don’t allow ourselves to lean in and receive from our partners, fearing that we will be later taunted for using their resources. We largely have enough evidence for this, too. Men channelling their toxic masculine energy will use sarcasm and insults to convey their feelings, instead of engaging in clear, assertive communication.
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Nisha is a successful corporate honcho and an equal breadwinner in their household. A year ago, she conceived her first child, but she was quite puzzled by her husband not taking any initiative for her or their unborn child. She felt like she had to constantly nag him to think about creating additional savings or use money wisely. The more she nagged, the less interested he seemed. What was extra puzzling for her was that he readily took the initiative for his parents and willingly did a lot of things for them.

When she told me of this, I suspected she may be channelling her masculine energy in this aspect of their relationship. I asked if he had ever bought her gifts. She admitted that he had tried to buy her gifts at first, but she didn’t like his choice. As a result, she asked him to either give her the equivalent cash instead or refrain from giving gifts altogether, since she could buy whatever she wanted for herself. I then asked her if he had ever taken the initiative to make plans. She again recalled that he used to do so initially, but she needed things done ‘in a certain way’ so she eventually told him to step back and took charge of making plans—be it vacations or household decisions. I also asked her if his parents were receptive towards everything he did for them. She nodded and said they were always grateful for everything he did. However, she added. ‘They are so needy that’s why he has to do stuff for them!’

 Following our conversation, we discussed the masculine and feminine energies. We were eventually able to determine that initially when Nisha’s husband’s masculine energy was at the forefront, her masculine energy ended up overriding it. Instead of leaning into her feminine energy and being receptive to his gestures, her masculine energy wanted to take charge. As a result, his masculine energy, which may have been wounded or weakened, started to withdraw and stopped taking action altogether. Gradually, they arrived at a stage where he became stagnant and her masculine energy was compelled to run the relationship, resulting in exhaustion and frustration. Her pregnancy activated her feminine energy, and she needed his masculine energy to wake up and take charge, but the prevalent dynamic between them was hard to break. Whereas, when it came to his parents, they were receptive to his actions; therefore, making him feel like he could do things right for them without his masculine energy being challenged.

This made sense to my client, and she started making some clear changes in their dynamic. She created a receptive yet assertive space for his ideas. She also taught herself to ease up and let go so that she doesn’t have to feel so tightly wound up all the time. She allowed herself to bask in his efforts to make her feel good and realised she enjoyed it. Nisha let her creativity, intuition, and calmness come to the fore, resulting in stronger, more amicable, and more aligned mutual decisions. It was interesting to note that this shift did not make her feel like she was ‘stepping back’. In fact, she felt more at ease, powerful, and centred, making her want to keep using this newly discovered feminine energy in all areas of life.

This is just one example out of the thousands of scenarios played out every day in relationships. We are so alienated from our healthy energies that we fall prey to their toxicity, inadvertently creating toxic dynamics in relationships with good potential.

How Does Feminine Energy Make Women More Vulnerable to Missing Red Flags in Their Partners?

If you have not had sufficient opportunities to cultivate healthy feminine energy, you will fall into the trap of toxic or wounded feminine energy traits. These traits prevent you from attracting healthy masculine energy, allowing you to gravitate towards unhealthy masculine energy. This creates a false chemistry we talked about in the previous chapter. This, in turn, forms filters that don’t allow you to look at the reality that might differ from your perception.

Below are some common ways feminine energy becomes more vulnerable to missing red flags in potential partners.


	Feminine energy is a natural giver and nurturer, so she gets swayed by those who play the victim card. Toxic masculinity often uses this tactic. The nurturer in the feminine will instantly want to soothe this ‘victim’ and rescue him from his pain. He, too, will make her feel like she is the only one who can change his feelings. Only later she realises that his victimhood is generated by his actions, and he is victimising his partners by treating them with resentment.

	Feminine energy is highly intuitive, but sometimes the flood of emotions can be mistakenly interpreted as intuition. Intuition is a gift to women by nature. Everyone has the power of intuition, but it is stronger in women. As girls, our intuition is strong and unfiltered, but it doesn’t last long. Most women don’t get an opportunity to sharpen their intuition, as they are often tasked with ‘explaining’ with logic when they feel something. True, healthy feminine energy also falls prey to this pressure. Additionally, early trauma like sexual abuse brings clouds of shame and self-doubt over the light of intuition. Even though she knows intuitively—no matter how young she is—what the abuser is doing is wrong, she is made to question herself by the manipulations of the abuser because it protects him. All these factors create a veil of painful emotions that stay on the surface and prevent her from diving deep into real intuition. But her instinct is to want to work with intuition. Thus, over time, she interprets emotional reactions arising from fear, shame, and self-doubt as intuition and makes wrong assessments of the red flags. 

	Emotions are the core fuel for feminine energy. If women don’t know how to regulate emotions, they can be misleading. Emotions are feminine energy’s superpower, but women rarely feel powerful because of their emotions. They feel fragile and weakened. The men around them also tell them they are too ‘emotional’—as if it is an insult! So, women learn to suppress, control, and misinterpret their emotions as something to be hated or pushed away. If emotions are suppressed, they fester into a wound and turn into a volcano ready to erupt any time. Biologically, too, suppressed emotions keep the emotional brain activated where it is irrelevant. So, even if you need to think rationally, you end up thinking emotionally. This eventually causes women to constantly feel a flood of emotions within them, clouding their ability to see reality. Not having the opportunity to learn to read the messages of emotions accurately causes a jumble of emotional signals, which leads them to misinterpret red flag signals from people around them. It’s like deciphering a coded message through a lot of static noise on the radio. You are bound to make mistakes!

	If there aren’t enough opportunities to develop healthy feminine energy, an unhealthy attachment may be mistaken for love, and feminine energy tends to gravitate towards what it perceives as love. Both men and women get exposed to unhealthy attachment patterns and normalise these definitions of ‘love’ in their lives automatically. However, this impacts the feminine energy more strongly, as it thrives on secure love that allows her to be vulnerable without being fragile. She instinctively knows that if she can find that love, she can be her best self. So, she gets pulled towards whatever looks like love to her. If her childhood template of love is toxic or unhealthy, she will only recognise those similar energies as love and surrender herself to them, only to be broken, shattered, and disappointed later, and still left hungry for that secure love.

	Feminine energy is very high on empathy. People with narcissistic tendencies feed on empathy and are therefore able to press the right buttons to lure feminine energy. Even though enough and more has been said and written about narcissistic people, thousands of people continue to fall into relationships with narcissists and hurt themselves. Feminine energy has empathy as its core trait. It can sense pain deeply. Whereas narcissistic people are the exact opposite. They are hollow when it comes to empathy, but they feed on it because it offers a sense of power to exert control over an empathetic person. They leech on empathy by playing victims and appealing to the feminine’s empathetic side by showing her how much they have been hurt in the past. Due to insufficient exposure to healthy feminine, which includes strong boundaries, and wounded or fragile feminine energy immediately attaches herself to the narcissistic energy because she thinks she can soothe him and heal his pain. If her healthy feminine energy is fully cultivated, her empathy will come with strong boundaries, and she will be able to protect herself. But this is usually not the case and so her boundless empathy ends up making her a prey to the narcissistic predator. 



How Can I Activate My Healthy Feminine Energy?

Let me share the infallible formula I have created for the divas on my women’s retreat to allow them to successfully tap into their feminine energy to derive strength and clarity. One of my previous clients, Pallavi, a marketing professional, and a self-assured, confident woman who is learning to change her relationship insecurities to opportunities for connection with her new partner after ending a toxic marriage, and who was a participant at The Diva Transformation Retreat Season 3, said about this formula: ‘I resonated with this so much because awakening is such a huge part of identifying feminine energy and realising that it exists and can be leveraged (for a happy relationship)!’

Below is the formula to activate your healthy feminine: A. S. P. I. R. E.


Awaken: Do some deep inner work and awaken your inner child who might be carrying the hurt and pain, keeping you trapped.

Stabilise: Find the ground beneath your feet. All the chaos in your life has likely displaced your internal centre of gravity and you need to gather tools from self-awareness to find it again to stabilise your inner world. If we have a stable internal environment, we can weather all the storms outside.

Pace yourself: You don’t have to give everything all at once! Not your attachment, not your investment, not your emotions, not the goodness of your heart, and not even your psychological wounds. There’s no race to prove yourself as quickly as possible. You have been misinformed. You have to learn the art of giving in proportion to what is being offered to you as reciprocation—especially attention, attachment, emotional investment, and compassion.

Intuit: The single most powerful strength of the feminine is intuition. But you’re constantly questioned on it and soon you learn to shut it down or it gets muddled up with flooding emotions, making it challenging to tap into that intuitive power. By learning how to separate your emotions from your intuition, you can become a truly intuitive person, instead of someone who is driven by her fears.

Receive: When you have stayed disconnected from your feminine for too long, it becomes difficult to lean back and receive. It may be because people made you work very hard for the basics like love and respect, or they made you feel like you were receiving favours for what they were doing for you. Thus, you learnt to do everything for and by yourself. However, a healthy and confident feminine energy knows what she deserves and does not feel threatened by simply allowing herself to receive her due.

Embrace: This is the most important step towards letting your feminine energy blossom. You have to learn to embrace all parts of you—even the ones you dislike—because they are the ones that deserve the most love! You must embrace all your emotions, hurts, and traumas along with everything this life has to offer. With true acceptance comes true power!



 You have been made to feel ashamed of your feminine energy long enough:


	You no longer need to show up ‘less’ because your true feminine energy feels ‘too much.’ You just need to regulate it.

	You no longer need to hide your needs so you don’t appear ‘needy’. You just need to understand your needs and ask for them assertively.

	You no longer need to do everything in your relationships. You just need to experience what it feels like to receive from a place of self-assurance.

	You no longer need to feel that emotions and intuition are ‘girly’ traits that only bring heartache. You just need to understand how to harness their power.

	You no longer need to put up with men who are in their toxic masculine. You only need to activate your healthy feminine so that it attracts a man with healthy masculine energy!



How can you crack the formula for A. S. P. I. R. E.?


	Stop taking pride in ‘I’m not like other girls!’ These other girls are the toxic feminine narrative that has been generalised to all women to keep them against each other. Start feeling pride in identifying as a woman.

	Start cultivating healthy female friendships based on connection, empathy, support, and mutual encouragement. The more you connect with other healthy feminine energy carriers, the more yours will activate. ‘I don’t get along with girls/women’ is just another patriarchally conditioned narrative. 

	Allow yourself to receive. Let your dates open doors, pull out chairs, pay the bills, and make plans. Don’t feel small or defensive when these things are happening. Bask in their warmth and have the confidence that you deserve this because you, too, bring value to the table. Spend some time clearly identifying what it is that you bring to the table and develop confidence in it.

	Engage in deep self-work to learn about yourself. What are the experiences that have shaped you? What are the deepest emotional needs you have that have not been met? What kind of patterns do you display repeatedly? What do you believe about yourself that limits you?

	Learn how to be vulnerable without being fragile. This is the one aspect I always share with my female clients. So many of us fear vulnerability because we think we’ll break if it isn’t reciprocated. That’s fragility. If you are unable to be vulnerable, you will never find real intimacy. Vulnerability and the ability to trust is a strength. It is a gift you offer. If the gift is not valued by one person, teach yourself not to offer it again to them, but don’t withhold it from others. You don’t have a limited supply of love, compassion, and trust. It’s infinite, and you are in charge!

	Understand that intuition and emotional reactions are not the same thing. If you don’t know how to regulate your emotions, you will make impulsive decisions that will sabotage your relationships. To access your true intuition, you must rise above your emotional and rational mind and access your inner wisdom. Regular meditation helps to slowly calm the storm of emotions. 

	Lastly, define clear areas in your life that use masculine energy traits and those that use feminine energy traits (refer to the table at the beginning of the chapter). Try to make a conscious effort to channel the right kind of energy in the right kind of situations. A simple rule of thumb is to channel your masculine energy in your professional life and your feminine energy in personal relationships. Use this masculine energy in decision-making and feminine energy in seeking affection and attention.



All of us are a beautiful amalgamation of feminine and masculine energies, and each energy has its own role to play in helping us grow and evolve. If we do not cultivate these energies properly, we risk creating imbalances that can make us vulnerable to toxicity in our relationships, trapping us in harmful patterns. Especially because feminine energy is a natural giver and nurturer, she gets swayed by the pain and victimhood of people with toxic masculinity or narcissistic tendencies and can easily lose herself and her strength.

To overcompensate for the same, feminine energy can swing towards the toxic feminine or allow her masculine to override her intuition. Regular practice and deliberate, conscious efforts make you feel surer, more centred, and more self-assured. When this happens, your ability to spot and deal with toxicity will automatically enhance. Moreover, you will become less prone to be drawn into toxic relationships or dynamics. You will always feel like an equal to your partner and be able to believe that your emotions are your strength, not a weakness.
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 WHY DO WOMEN REMAIN
 IN TOXIC RELATIONSHIPS?

‘If it was so bad, why didn’t you leave?’

This is a question probably every person who is trying to talk about their toxic relationship or create a new life after having ended it, has heard. Every day, I read at least 5–7 posts in women-centric Facebook groups where a woman shares details of her toxic relationship, seeking support or advice. The majority of comments on these posts simply say, ‘Just leave,’ without realising that if it were that simple, she would have left already!

Regardless of how mainstream it has been made to exit a relationship, let’s not forget that for every story where someone leaves, there are at least twenty stories where someone does not. Out of those twenty stories, there are at least ten relationships that can be repaired and healed and the other five are most likely abusive and require a well-designed exit plan—both practically and psychologically.

Going forward, I will establish how deeply toxic relationships impact the psyche of the partners. They impair rational thinking, damage self-esteem, keep people trapped in self-destructive loops, and maintain emotional flooding that makes it nearly impossible to look at the relationship objectively. If it is an abusive relationship, the picture is even more grim because of the trauma involved. To top that, it is even more challenging for us women to recognise and deal with toxicity in relationships because of our wounded feminine energy that doesn’t allow us to step into our power.

In the previous chapter, we discussed why women are more likely to miss the red flags and fall into toxic relationships. In this chapter, before we judge others or ourselves for staying in toxic relationships, let’s explore the deeper psychological reasons behind women staying in toxic—or abusive—relationships without being able to do something to shift the dynamic or end them.

The Ties That Bind

Every time there was an ugly episode between my parents, I would come out of hiding from the bathroom and ask my mother why we couldn’t go away somewhere and start another life. My mother would tell me it wasn’t possible. It was only when I got older, I understood that I was the primary reason she couldn’t leave. She wasn’t working—because my father made her quit her job—and had no family support—because my father had cut off all her family relationships—so she could not have afforded to raise me if we had dared to take the step to leave. That is why no matter how many times my father kicked her out of the house, the farthest she ever went was to the verandah and sat there until he unlocked the door and called her inside, usually because it was time for a meal, and I was too young to cook.

Today, one of my friends—who is a super successful gynaecologist—is neck-deep in a toxic dynamic with her husband that has reached a dead end but finds it difficult to end it because she is afraid of ending up alone. She has her family, but they usually tell her that it’s her own life and marriage and she should handle it on her own. She also has a child. Her family’s response makes her feel alone.

Unfortunately, a majority of women stay in toxic relationships because of children and a lack of family support. In fact, in abusive relationships, children become one way for the abuser to exert control, by rushing to get their partner pregnant and frown upon the use of contraceptives. Once born, the child becomes the hook for countless threats to keep the victim in control. Even if the woman has not been completely isolated from her family, the abuser may use that as the basis for emotional blackmail, manipulating the victim by making her think about what it would do to her parents if she ever left. As a result, she becomes so fearful of the consequences out of concern for her parents that she never confides in them. This is true in non-abusive (yet toxic) relationships, too, where no threats are involved. For example, if in a love marriage, the parents were initially against their daughter’s partner, the woman may feel embarrassed and ashamed to discuss a deteriorating relationship with them later.

The Good, Bad, and Ugly

If you ask someone in a toxic relationship why they haven’t left yet, they will typically tell you that it isn’t bad all the time and that there are good times, too. A client expressed a few days ago, ‘When there are good times, they are really good, and when the times are bad, they are really bad, too.’

In toxic relationships, these alternating good and bad times are a result of the emotional roller coaster both partners are riding where they crave connection with each other but don’t know how to connect. So, they connect through frustration. On occasions when the frustration isn’t triggered yet, and because they want to be together, they experience pockets of peace and companionship. When they reach a dead end, they want to believe in the good moments. In abusive relationships, an abuse cycle comes into play that I will talk about in a later chapter.

These ‘good times’ are the honeymoon phase where the abuser will shower love, affection, gifts, compliments, and even go to a few therapy and counselling sessions—only until it’s time to lash out again, where they tell you how much they have done for you and yet you’re ungrateful. But the honeymoon phase—whether it lasts for days or weeks—is just enough to keep the victim believing in the ‘goodness’ of the abuser. Our human heart refuses to believe that someone can be all bad and keeps hoping there is a kind streak hidden somewhere and, one day, kindness will win.

There is another aspect to this—if you allow yourself to believe there is no hope for love from your partner, it makes you feel unworthy of love, especially if an underlying life trap (as discussed in Chapter 3) is activated. Our hearts and minds refuse to believe that someone we’ve shared our lives with doesn’t love us. This is much more devastating than experiencing toxic behaviour. People stay hooked on the memory of the good times once shared and fervently hope they can be revived. It’s not easy to accept that somebody they shared such beautiful moments with could have been sullied permanently because, to them, that amounts to their entire life together being a betrayal or worse, a failure.

Guarding the Honour

When two people enter a relationship, psychologically, they feel like an extension of each other—their partner’s actions reflecting their own image. For example, if my partner is rude and sulky at my cousin’s wedding, I immediately think it will reflect badly on me. Of course, society also plays a huge role in propagating this belief through the whole ‘two bodies one soul’ concept. If someone has a complaint with the husband, they talk to the wife and vice versa. So, when the relationship turns toxic, the instinct is to hide it because we think it casts a negative light on us, embarrassing us. Additionally, if latent love is alive between the partners, deep down, they want to protect their partner’s reputation and don’t want to get help for the relationship.

For abuse victims married to or in a relationship with someone who has a public reputation or a job of high esteem, it becomes more difficult to leave. ‘I didn’t want their career ruined’ or ‘I didn’t want a blemish on their reputation’ is a common retrospective response from people who eventually walked out. These are usually couples whom everyone comments on how perfect they look together and everyone loves the abuser’s public version. It can be unnerving to do something that will break the illusion of so many people. There is also the added risk of no one believing them, or worse, blaming them. The general perception is that if someone is at such a high position, they couldn’t have gotten there without being a ‘nice’ person and anyone who says anything that doesn’t fit in with the ‘nice’ image, must either be mistaken or malicious. Of course, abusers take great pains to maintain this ‘nice’ public façade.

Minimising the Victim

A social psychology study in 1976 (published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology) found that bystanders were more likely to intervene if two strangers were fighting as compared to when a couple was fighting, even if the woman was attacked and assaulted (staged by the researchers).2 In the latter case, many people were likely to dismiss it as a ‘lover’s quarrel’. These bystanders included both men and women. The study finds that ‘The stranger condition was perceived as being more damaging to the woman although the fights were identical. The woman in the stranger condition was seen as wanting help more frequently than the married woman.’ This and many more instances we see around us tell us that if abuse is occurring in a married or committed relationship, other people tend to minimise it. It is not seen as damaging as a stranger’s attack. Also, in the case of a marital or committed relationship, other people are more likely to suspect that the victim, too, would somehow be at fault for the abuse to occur. This perception is noticed by the victim, too, preventing them from reaching out for help and keeping them in self-doubt about whether they are indeed doing something to provoke the abusive behaviour.

A Haunting Past

People who grew up in a household where they witnessed abuse as a ‘normal’ way of life are less likely to recognise they are in a toxic or abusive relationship, and thus, are less likely to leave. Growing up in a toxic or abusive family can significantly alter the personality dynamic, leading to distorted perceptions of love and fragmented self-esteem.

Additionally, it can cause two types of personalities. The first type is highly rebellious, exhibiting avoidant attachment styles and a strong fear of commitment. The second type consists of individuals who struggle to make decisions independently; they tend to rely heavily on others for guidance, often adjusting their behaviour based on the moods of those around them. These individuals may also have difficulty distinguishing between abuse and punishment. They also have childlike fears of being abandoned and ending up helpless, which keeps them clinging to the toxic person or the abuser like they would cling to a parent for safety and security.

Attachment Styles

Attachment styles are imprints of connection-building encoded in our minds based on the caregiving environment we receive as children. As we grow older, we connect with the world and people we meet with the same programming.

There are four kinds of attachment styles:


	Secure: They possess a good balance between connection and autonomy, showing vulnerability in intimacy without feeling threatened by it and are confident and clear on their boundaries.

	Anxious: Their need for connection overrides the need for autonomy. When they want to connect, they get over-attached quickly and any perceived indication of distance from the partner makes them anxious. So, they make repeated attempts to connect, feel jealous quickly, want to resolve fights immediately, and find it difficult to give space to their partners.

	Avoidant: The need for autonomy for such individuals overrides the need for connection. When they get too close to someone, they feel they will lose themselves, so they pull back at the first hint of attachment from their partners. Additionally, they want to test their partners’ love to feel sure of it before they allow themselves to reciprocate, which leads them to lose people because the other person feels like they are bringing all the affection to the relationship.

	Disorganised (also known as anxious-avoidant): Such individuals swing between wanting both connection and autonomy simultaneously, so they quickly get attached, which makes them feel vulnerable. Therefore, they withdraw quickly, too. They also appear to be ‘hot and cold’, leaving their partners confused about what they want.



Of these four styles, only the secure attachment style contributes to a healthy relationship. All the others have their drawbacks and add to toxic relationships. People also find it challenging to break the pattern because these are deeply encoded in their psyche, and they don’t know a different way to connect (unless they make a conscious shift through therapy and self-work) so they keep repeating the same patterns in every relationship and wonder why it keeps happening to them.

Cognitive Dissonance

We carry mental models of the kind of relationship we want to have and imagine we will have. However, there is often a huge difference between what we want and what we chase, because what we chase depends on what is familiar to us, not necessarily what is good for us. For instance, we may want stable love but keep choosing partners who are erratically available to us because we have experienced that before. We chase it and then try to change it into something we want, instead of choosing what is already in the form we desire.

But this only explains why we keep falling into the wrong relationships. What keeps us there is a psychological phenomenon called cognitive dissonance. The word‘cognition’ refers to the way we think and believe. Cognitive dissonance is the mismatch between what we believe about our relationship and what we see happening. This creates psychological discomfort because it challenges our core belief system, and our ego always tries to protect our core beliefs, often by twisting reality.

We can do this either by adding another belief that aligns with our new reality or by staying in denial. Here’s an example:

Imagine that Anaya is regularly physically and emotionally abused by her partner, Anuj. Anaya holds the belief that good marriages are not abusive. She also believes that she has a good marriage. The conflict between these beliefs and reality creates cognitive dissonance, which she will strive to neutralise using one of these four strategies (these do not happen consciously; they are automatic processes):


	She can justify the reality of the abuse by changing the conflicting belief. She might rationalise the situation by thinking, ‘My partner abuses me because I deserve it, not because our marriage is bad.’

	She can find justification for the abuse by adding new beliefs, such as: ‘My partner’s love and protection are more important than any hurt he may cause me.’

	She may unequivocally deny any information that conflicts with her belief that she has a good marriage, by thinking: ‘My partner does not abuse me. He is a good partner; this behaviour shows commitment, and I have a good marriage.’

	Anaya can change her belief about her marriage and accept that it is not a good or healthy relationship. She might think, ‘I am not in a good marriage after all.’ (This is the healthiest action and will help her repair or leave the marriage.)



 Trauma Bonding

This is a common factor that keeps people in toxic or abusive relationships. It is a psychological process wherein the more fear and anxiety a person feels with their partner, the more attached they are likely to become. This happens because such people have encountered a pattern in early childhood where the person responsible for their well-being was also their greatest source of fear. For example, a physically abusive parent who beats their child frequently but is also the child’s only source of care and survival.

As a result, the child learns to reframe fear as attachment. The more afraid she feels, the more she tries to appease the parent by attaching herself and displaying loyalty. Fear often prompts a child to seek attachment; the more frightened they feel, the tighter they cling, even if the person they are clinging to is also the source of their fear.

Similarly, in adulthood, fear will drive her to cling to an available attachment figure (a partner), even if there is a risk of further conflict. This prompts many women to say, ‘But I love him,’ after describing all the ways he is hurting them. This bond is fuelled by trauma—the higher the trauma, the stronger the bond.

Stockholm Syndrome

In 1973, there was a bank robbery in one of the largest banks in Stockholm, Sweden. The perpetrator took four employees hostage. They were released after six days, but the police noticed something shocking. Not only were the hostages not ready to testify against the convict, Jan-Erik Olsson, but they were raising money to defend him! This was a peculiar phenomenon observed publicly for the first time where the hostage gets emotionally attached to the captor. Since then, Stockholm Syndrome has been studied by psychologists in various other contexts like domestic violence, child abuse, and cult followership.

In abusive relationships, this is a common reason why women don’t leave. This does not apply to toxic, non-abusive relationships because there isn’t a captor-captive power dynamic there. According to psychologists, four factors have to be present for Stockholm Syndrome to activate:


	Perceived threat to survival (they fear some harm as a consequence of retaliation or leaving),

	Perceived kindness (they interpret the abuser’s random acts of attention as genuine kindness that gives them hope),

	Isolation (they don’t have access to friends, family, or extended social circle for alternative points of view), and

	Perceived inability to escape (at some point they have accepted that there is no way out for them either because they have nowhere else to go, their parents won’t support them, or they will never find anyone who would love them better).



Once Stockholm Syndrome activates, two more factors add fuel to the fire due to the abuse. First, mental health issues like depression, anxiety, or substance addiction take root which further depletes the victim’s psychological resources (psychological damage). Secondly, if the victim also believes that without their partner’s love, there would be nothing to live for—this is called love dependency. A combination of Stockholm       Syndrome, psychological damage, and love dependency form a deadly cocktail, psychologically incapacitating the victim and deterring them from leaving.

The Value of Commitment

On the other end of the commitment spectrum from the commitment-phobic are the over-committed people. They attach a moralistic value to commitment instilled in them since childhood. Several research studies have hypothesised that women with a greater sense of commitment are more likely to remain with an abuser compared with women with less commitment.3,4,5

For example, the more she has invested in terms of time, effort, resources, legal ties—such as the legal bond of marriage, or love for her partner, the more compelled she would feel to justify these investments through further efforts to save the relationship. This applies to non-abusive relationships too. If a woman believes that her sense of commitment defines her and makes her a ‘noble’ person, she will then constantly adjust her beliefs about her toxic relationship to stay in denial or overcompensate. Additionally, breaking the commitment makes the victim feel as though they are doing something ‘wrong’, and it is difficult for them to bear that internal criticism.

Codependency

Codependency is a concept that arose from studies on substance addiction—such as alcohol and drugs—treatment. It was found that some partners enabled their addicted partner’s behaviour by either supplying them with alcohol or drugs or by not objecting when they indulged, even if the substance-dependent partner became violent or abusive after consuming them. Psychologists found that codependency was the answer to this puzzling behaviour. People who are high on the trait of codependency need to be needed. They only feel valued when they are needed. So, in the case of substance abusers, when they provide alcohol, they become important in the eyes of their partner, no matter how he behaves after consuming it. They will keep coming back for the high of being needed every time they supply the alcohol. We now know that codependency can extend even to relationships that do not involve addiction.

In a toxic relationship, when the storm of an argument subsides and one of the partners cries, expresses remorse, or asks for forgiveness, the other partner feels needed, valued, and important. Even if there is no direct request for forgiveness, they may convince themselves that they are needed in their partner’s life and that, without them, their partner would crumble.

I have a couple in therapy who are highly codependent. She has a long history of complex familial trauma, which makes her dependent and masochistic—believing that any bad treatment is her fault or something she deserves. He comes from a background where he never had a voice to express his needs. So, when he feels unfulfilled in their relationship, he is unable to tell her because he lacks the courage to own up to his needs and is also afraid of her reaction. As a result, he engages in acts of infidelity or passive-aggressive behaviours to feel good. She reacts intensely to his behaviour, sometimes even threatening suicide, which further silences him. However, they are both highly psychologically dependent on each other. At the end of every conflict, they are drawn towards each other. She only feels comforted when he takes her in his arms, and he cannot imagine life without her or being alone.

Codependent partners are those who sacrifice everything to meet their partner’s needs. They will also be the ones defending their partner’s bad behaviour to their friends and family, making excuses for them. They are usually people-pleasers in a very subservient way and have difficulty expressing and maintaining personal boundaries. They typically feel responsible for other people’s feelings, and their exaggerated concern for others’ emotions makes them highly emotionally reactive. When someone says something, they either believe it too easily or become extremely defensive.

They are also extreme caretakers. They will try to anticipate every need of their partner and rush to fulfil it before he or she even expresses it.

‘I Told You So!’

This may seem like a trivial reason for someone to continue in a toxic or abusive relationship, but it often plays a significant role. Let’s say Person A is dating Person B. A’s friends or parents meet B and don’t approve of him or don’t think they are a good match. When A finds out, she wants to rebel to assert her autonomy in making her own choices. As a result, she deliberately continues dating B because ‘no one can tell me what to do and what not to do!’ and ‘they don’t know him like I do.’ This phenomenon is known as psychological reactance.

A few months into the committed relationship or marriage, things start to deteriorate—perhaps as the high of new relationship energy fades, or because B’s abusive or toxic behaviour begins. A’s first instinct is to confide in a friend or parent. But then she remembers that this is the same person who warned her against B. So, she keeps it to herself and continues to endure the situation. She is afraid someone might turn around and say, ‘I told you so.’ And the injury to her ego feels worse than the injury to her emotions, body, or self-esteem. So, she stays.

 The Saviour Syndrome

Have you ever been so attracted to an emotionally wounded man that, no matter how bad things got, you just couldn’t leave? Were you convinced you or your love could ‘fix’ him and ‘heal’ him? If these beliefs resonate with you, you may have the ‘saviour syndrome’. This tendency may not be limited to romantic partners—you might find yourself gravitating towards anyone who appears to be in pain.

Many people feel powerful, useful, or worthy when they believe they have ‘fixed’ or ‘reformed’ someone—regardless of whether that person wants to be ‘reformed’ or not. They are inevitably drawn to broken souls—people who have suffered in the past or seem to be waiting to be rescued.

Now, here’s the twist: People with toxic or abusive tendencies are incredibly skilled at projecting this damaged, ‘rescue me’ persona—sometimes deliberately, to make a potential victim lower her guard, and sometimes unconsciously, because they genuinely believe that others always hurt and abandon them.

If someone with the saviour syndrome falls for a person like this, they will convince themselves that they have been brought into this person’s life for a higher purpose. No matter how badly they are treated, they will always believe they can ‘fix’ their partner. The more the wounded person acts out, the more fervently the ‘saviour’ tries to change them, repair the damage, and prove their devotion—until it becomes impossible for them to accept that they cannot save this person from themselves. The despair of this defeat further propels them into staying in a toxic or abusive relationship.

 Low Comparison Levels

A person’s satisfaction in an unsatisfactory relationship depends on how much reward they believe they deserve. This is known as the Comparison Level (CL). An extension of this concept is Comparison Level for Alternatives (CLalt), which states that a person’s decision to stay in or leave a bad relationship depends on whether they perceive better alternatives.

For example, imagine you have a condition such as vaginismus, which affects your ability to have sex with your partner. Your partner doesn’t pressure you for sex, but he also doesn’t treat you with much respect. In this case, the ‘reward’ of having a partner who accepts your condition might outweigh the cost of being treated with disrespect. You believe this is what you deserve because of your medical condition—this is an example of CL.

Now, if you also perceive that there are no better partners out there and that ending the relationship would be too risky, you will still choose to stay—this is an example of CLalt.

In everyday terms, comparison level can be thought of as what we typically call ‘standards’. If you have low standards, you will stay with someone who doesn’t deserve you—even though you deserve better. This low comparison level often stems from low self-esteem.

If you have always believed that you should be grateful for whoever comes into your life and wants you as a partner, then even if the relationship turns toxic, you won’t leave—or even try to change it—because you’re too afraid to rock the boat.

There could be many reasons for thinking this way—early bullying, body image issues, abusive parents, or repeated failures in life. Regardless of the cause, the outcome remains the same: You don’t believe you can get or deserve anything better, so you stay.
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 I teach a course on toxic relationships to young psychologists. In one of the modules, I cover all the above factors to explain why it is so difficult for people in toxic or abusive relationships to just get up and leave. At the end of this class, the entire group is always left stunned. Every single time.

We never imagine that such a complex blend of psychological vulnerabilities and environmental factors can keep people trapped in invisible cages. And it is never just one factor. It is usually a mix—a tangled web of multiple forces.

Now, as you reach the end of this chapter, I want you to pause for a moment. If you have been struggling in your relationship too, I imagine you are feeling a whole range of emotions right now—perhaps even some that are quite overwhelming.

I urge you to give yourself the space and time to feel them without feeling pressured to act just yet.

Put a bookmark where you are, lean back in your chair or bed, close your eyes, and take five long, deep breaths—breathing all the way into your belly. Then, let each breath out in a long sigh from your mouth. If you feel tears coming, let them flow. Don’t try to stop them.

You have arrived at a place of awareness.

It is not easy—but you have done it.

And yes, it can feel heavy. Sometimes, the light of awareness is so bright that it makes you uncomfortable. But this is a good discomfort. This will lead to growth.

You are now ready for the next chapters, which will help you lay a new foundation for healing, recovery, and self-repair.



Section II
 Steps You Can Take
 Now That You Have
 Identified the Toxicity
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 RECOGNISING THE SIGNS
 OF A TOXIC RELATIONSHIP

Vartika came to therapy as a last resort. Nothing else was left to make sense of what was happening to her. This is a glimpse into the day that nudged her to seek therapy.

It is 11 a.m. Vartika is sitting in her living room on the couch, staring into space. Raj left for the office an hour ago, but she still hasn’t been able to get moving for her daily chores. She sits there watching the dust motes float in the slice of sunlight filtering through the balcony window. They are approaching their first wedding anniversary this week. They had dated for two years before getting married. Somehow, Vartika feels drained all the time. Where is the thrill of being newly married? She often wonders where the excitement vanished. Her friends tell her she is overthinking and, perhaps, her vitamin levels are low. She has even consulted several doctors and got all the tests done, only to find nothing to explain her weariness. Raj often tells her with an amused shake of his head, ‘You have a habit of magnifying and “crazyfying” things.’ She is now beginning to wonder if he’s right.

Her thoughts drift back to the days when she had just met Raj. What a whirlwind romance it was! She was completely swept off her feet after he spotted her with her friends at a pub. She was overwhelmed by this guy who wouldn’t give up until he had won her heart. She had never been wooed so vigorously, and she loved it! She couldn’t wait to show him off to her friends and brag about what a guy he was.

Her brow crinkles in a frown as her thoughts drift to her friends. Where are they now? She is aware of their lives through Facebook and Instagram but isn’t in direct touch with them. Somehow Raj managed to show her over time how shallow they all were, and how it wasn’t worth hanging out with them.

Vartika and her best friend, Anika, were inseparable, but they had a falling out over Raj. Anika was a sassy, bubbly, and life-of-the-party kind of girl as opposed to the quiet, shy, and soft Vartika. They complemented each other perfectly. She knew Anika, too, would love Raj when she met him, but surprisingly Anika couldn’t warm up to him. She even told Vartika to take it slow and think it through, which got on Vartika’s nerves. She wondered why Anika, who hung out with many guys, and had several boyfriends, couldn’t be happy for Vartika now that she had found such a ‘catch’. When asked for a reason, all Anika would say, ‘I don’t know, something doesn’t feel right.’

How could Vartika cast doubt on the love of her life based on a ‘feeling’ someone had, especially when they didn’t know Raj like she did? When she told Raj about it, he suggested that Anika might be jealous of Vartika and that it would be best if Vartika stayed away from her. Vartika couldn’t disagree and started to distance herself from Anika.

But today, as Vartika stares into space on this couch in her living room, that is all she can think of—something doesn’t feel right. Where did that spark with Raj go?

They don’t seem to connect anymore, and there’s nothing left to talk about. Raj wants to spend all his time working, scrolling on his phone, or hanging out with his friends. That constant high of being wooed by him all the time has disappeared. He cautions her that she shouldn’t be expecting to be treated like a girlfriend all the time. But she also doesn’t know how to connect with him when that high of being pursued has disappeared. When they were dating, she didn’t have to think about what they had in common because she assumed he would always do what she liked. It’s challenging to find common interests now that they live under the same roof. She had never noticed how different they were!

Furthermore, they have started to judge each other for every little thing. If he wants to sit quietly in front of the TV, she tells him he can’t connect with his partner. If she wants to go out often, he tells her she’s acting like a child and should grow up. Every point of friction between them is now becoming a character certificate. She is exhausted, feeling lonely and sad. So, finally, to have someone to talk to who can diagnose what’s wrong with her, she searches online for relationship therapists and finds me.
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It is commonplace for relationships to mellow down after a while. Most people in long-term relationships experience the highs and the plateaus. This is perfectly natural. However, when toxicity develops in a relationship, it can sometimes look like the couple is simply losing the spark. Since they believe this is the natural course of a relationship, they don’t think too much about it and ignore the signs, hoping that everything will even out. Even friends and family advise them that this is how marriage simply is. In these cases, by the time the couple realises something is seriously off, it is usually very late. One or both partners end up in a mutually destructive dynamic that seems to deliver blow upon blow with no respite.

 So, how do we tell the difference? How will you know if your relationship is transitioning to a deeper level of comfortable intimacy that is different from the high of the new relationship energy—or if it is moving towards a toxic pattern, threatening to pull both of you under?

Based on my professional study, training, and observations of thousands of couples, I have compiled a laundry list of differences that will serve as a quick reference guide to determine if your relationship needs a fresh boost of connection or a professional intervention to break a toxic cycle.

Where Have All the Butterflies Gone?

Do you remember the time from the early stages of your relationship when one glimpse of him, one text, or seeing his name pop up as the caller on your phone would get your heart racing with excitement and butterflies in your tummy? That’s the rush of a neurotransmitter called dopamine in your brain that enhances the sense of attraction and rewards you with a ‘high’ with every contact. This is a natural reaction that occurs in a new relationship energy (NRE).

As the relationship deepens and becomes more secure and stable, dopamine is replaced by vasopressin and oxytocin as the predominant chemicals that foster long-term attachment instead of just the ‘high’ of a new attraction. Therefore, even if the dopamine butterflies subside as you move forward in your relationship, you will still experience a deep sense of attachment and comfort with your partner, and your body and mind will perceive this difference. The relationship is still rewarding, just in a different way.

However, if toxic patterns have emerged, you will feel neither butterflies nor comfort. You’ll experience a sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach when your partner is around. Your heart might still race, and this won’t be accompanied by a high but a feeling of anxiety. Neurochemically speaking, in a toxic relationship, the initial dopamine (attraction chemical), and later Oxytocin (attachment chemical), are replaced by adrenaline—the threat hormone. Your brain can sense threats to your peace of mind, sense of self, and emotional/physical safety much faster than you can process it rationally. In response to that perceived threat, it activates the adrenaline in your body because it wants to protect you through fight or flight. The survival brain doesn’t know this is the partner you live with. For the brain, he is simply a threat. Thus, you experience all the side effects of adrenaline coursing through your body—racing heart (in an unpleasant way), flushed cheeks, sinking feeling in the stomach, nausea, sweaty or cold hands and feet, and uneven breathing.

If your feelings of excitement have been replaced by negative sensations, you may be caught in a toxic pattern.

Changes in How You Communicate

As any romantic relationship transitions into long-term intimacy, a lull in conversations is a natural occurrence. After a few years, the excitement to discover each other subsides because you know a lot about each other already. To some, this may look like boredom, but it is also an indicator of comfortable intimacy. In this scenario, you won’t feel the need to stay in contact all the time even when you’re apart for work or travel.

On the other hand, toxicity in a relationship leads to highs and lows in communication. There can be phases where you are fighting but that’s an intense form of engagement with each other, too. When you’re not fighting, there may be absolute silence, which does not feel comfortable either. In the silence, you might be walking on eggshells around each other to avoid rocking the boat and starting another fight. If either of you is away for work or travel, there is a sense of anxiety about what they might be thinking or doing and an uncomfortable urgency to keep checking in.

Daily Rhythms

The more time you spend with your partner under the same roof, the more you settle into a unique rhythm of life. If you were to pay attention, you’d realise there is a flow and pace to how you both wake up in the morning, use the washroom, have breakfast, start your working day, relax in the evening, go to bed, etc. As you move around the house, you don’t clash with each other. Your bodies have accommodated each other’s presence. To a large extent, you can also predict each other’s movements and anticipate where your partner will keep a water bottle or their phone. If you are in a toxic relationship, there is no rhythm to life—just countless jerks and jolts on a daily basis. You might be tiptoeing around each other around the house, almost as if to prevent a bomb going off. You will not feel in sync or attuned with your partner’s habits and mannerisms. You may often think, ‘I can never tell how he’s going to react!’

Islands in the Stream

When a relationship loses its spark, partners often become separate islands within the same home. They stay in their own spaces and do their own things—there aren’t too many conversations, not much connection, and they might even start sleeping in separate rooms. This does not mean there is toxicity. This simply indicates a fading out of a connection that can be restored with effort. However, in a toxic dynamic, there will not only be a breakdown in communication and connection but there will also be a cloud of tension enveloping the home environment all the time. In the case of losing the spark, the partners may feel quite at ease in their own spaces. But in toxicity, even in their own spaces, there might be hypervigilance for the partner’s moods, anxiety, and a sense of pervasive discomfort.

The Effect of Absence

In a relationship that is simply losing its spark, the absence of the partner may stop inducing a craving for them, or feelings of missing them. It may have no effect at all. But if your partner leaving the house suddenly gives you the feeling that you can breathe and you feel a lot lighter in your chest and stomach, your body goes limp with exhaustion from being wound up tight, and you sleep much better when they are not around, then you are surely living in toxicity.

The above are all indications that your body feels a threat in the presence of your partner—even if there is no violence.

The Quality of Fights

Every couple fights. It is healthy to fight because conflicts allow us to see what irks our partner and resolve it to deepen the connection. In a relationship that is losing its spark, the fights might also lose steam. You may learn to ignore each other’s pet peeves or develop greater tolerance for them. You may also resign yourself to each other’s personalities. In a toxic relationship, every argument/disagreement/fight leads to a piling up of resentment and bitterness used to attack each other. Personal attacks and hurtful comments form a major chunk of the argument, and the intent is always to put the other person down. Guilt and remorse might also follow with statements like: ‘I didn’t mean it but I was so angry that I couldn’t help it.’ Both partners feel that if only the other person would change some things about them, they wouldn’t get so mad.

Resigned Acceptance vs Over-Explaining

If the couple drifts apart, they become increasingly indifferent towards each other. They let go of a lot because the default thought becomes: ‘What’s even the point of fighting?’ This is a clear sign that the connection in the relationship is fading and dying. The opposite of love is not hate; it’s indifference. But things look different in a toxic relationship. In a toxic equation, two individuals are deeply connected, just not in a healthy manner. So, they keep trying to validate and elicit that connection by constantly engaging with each other unhealthily, such as using sarcasm, taunts, fights, provocations, and anxiousness to over-explain themselves. In such a relationship, they don’t drift apart, they clash like gigantic waves hitting the sand.

Best-Laid Plans

If your relationship is losing its spark, you will also lose the zeal to make plans together. This could be because you realise you have nothing left in common anymore or the conversation has died. Either way, you will avoid being alone or doing things together. In a toxic equation, there is a desire to be close, to want to spend time together, but each plan made is riddled with anxiety because you don’t know when either of you will get ticked off and start a fight. A well-planned evening might just go down the drain, leaving everyone unhappy. It’s not about how you don’t have anything to talk about, rather it’s about every conversation turning sour.

 Three’s Company

Two people in a lacklustre relationship can be around each other in silence and not feel disturbed by it. They may not talk to each other often, not even feeling the need to do so. However, in a toxic relationship, even the tension and silence are never easy. Moreover, there is an urge to talk to each other, but hesitation and anxiousness forbid you to do so. They are always looking for opportunities to involve others in their conversations so that they can experience a semblance of normalcy for a while. As long as there are other people, the conversation can flow and you feel relieved. Once everyone leaves, you are shrouded in a blanket of anxiety all over again. Often, this can also look like taking your fights to common friends for mediation or resolution.

Sexual Tension

In couples with dwindling relationships, sexual intimacy fades away due to a lack of mutual attraction or excitement to be intimate. You may miss it or even crave it, but the effort to do it seems too much. This takes an interesting turn in toxic relationships—you both might use the intimate moments to passively attack each other through taunts and comments that point out each other’s flaws. So, even though you are having sex, it may not be satisfying or fulfilling. It might fill you with more resentment!

Sex may be used as a bargaining chip to get your way, and plays a role in toxic equations by keeping the illusion of attachment alive. You may end up having roaring make-up sex after your fights, but that’s not happening because you feel love for each other. It is your body’s way of restoring balance by releasing pent-up tension. Additionally, psychologically, if you always end up having fantastic, mind-blowing sex after major arguments, it becomes easier to believe that love is behind it. What doesn’t help is that orgasms create the release of feelgood endorphins and oxytocin, which fosters a sense of deep attachment—temporarily—and adds to that bond you feel after having sex. But it lasts only until the next storm.
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If you were able to resonate with two or more of these points, then toxicity has started to seep into your relationship. However, it does not automatically imply that your partner is deliberately being malicious. As I’ve mentioned before in this book, people are often unaware that they are exhibiting toxic behaviour. Their behaviour patterns are so deeply ingrained in their psyche as ‘normal’ that they can’t imagine another way of doing things. Toxicity in relationships is akin to a dormant deadly virus. When two people come together and their respective unhealed psychological wounds clash, this virus activates and erodes the relationship insidiously. If you fail to recognise early signs of toxicity, you risk investing fully in the relationship without receiving anything in return, as the toxicity will drain everything away. But if you can catch the symptoms in time, it will be easy to take curative measures to heal the relationship—together—before it reaches a point of no return.
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 PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL
 SIGNS OF TOXICITY

Bryant McGill, human potential thought leader, international bestselling author, activist, and social entrepreneur, has said, ‘Toxic relationships are dangerous to your health; they will literally kill you. Stress shortens your lifespan. Even a broken heart can kill you. There is an undeniable mind-body connection. Your arguments and hateful talk can land you in the emergency room or in the morgue. You were not meant to live in a fever of anxiety; screaming yourself hoarse in a frenzy of dreadful, panicked fight-or-flight that leaves you exhausted and numb with grief.’

Antara is a thirty-five-year-old international relations expert. She has a suave personality with smartly cut shoulder-length hair that is always beautifully styled. She dresses in classy palettes of neutral colours, has an enviable collection of handbags, and loves to shop and host friends at her tastefully decorated home. She lives by herself now, after a series of heartbreaking relationships and one toxic marriage. Everyone who knows her envies her life but what they don’t know is that she suffers from an autoimmune condition that is slowly eroding her body from within.

She spends days in severe body aches, lethargy, and no energy to leave her bed. When she came to therapy, we were talking about her life history in general and when she mentioned the autoimmune condition, I knew there was a link to past trauma. It is well established by research that people who have experienced trauma in their lives experience health conditions more than someone with no trauma history.6 When I conducted a psychological assessment, we found a significant score on the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) scale, which meant that she had active PTSD. She was quite surprised to discover its presence.

She informed me she had never imagined her physical autoimmune disease could have psychological roots, and her doctors had never mentioned this possible connection either. We then went deeper into her toxic marriage and discovered a great deal of emotional abuse.

As we discussed various aspects of the relationship, I inquired about her physical health during marriage. She reported experiencing unexplained physical maladies like migraine headaches, backaches, irregular periods, fatigue, and dizziness. There were a lot of lab tests but nothing conclusive had been found. I suggested the possibility of these symptoms being connected to her emotional health. It was a surprising dimension for her to explore. I gradually explained to her the fight-or-flight mechanism our body goes through in toxic environments, which leads to an excessive presence of cortisol—the stress hormone—in the body, becoming the leading cause of other illnesses, including autoimmune diseases.

The week after we had this discussion, something remarkable happened. Antara had been experiencing constant pain in her left arm for quite some time. So, she finally scheduled an appointment with a physiotherapist. After going into her detailed history, the physiotherapist gave her an interesting explanation for her arm pain. She noticed that Antara kept her jaw clenched most of the time—without realising. Due to the muscle tension clenching creates, her arm felt the strain, and over time, this developed into pain. She, too, explained to Antara how stored trauma in our bodies tends to create these muscular tensions. Antara was so excited to hear this that she called me just to share this discovery! She said, ‘Prachi, the moment the physiotherapist gave me this explanation, everything you had told me about the connection of my trauma with my body clicked into place. I was able to see clearly that my body has been bearing the brunt of all the toxicity I have been living with. And now I hope that by teaching my body the experience of safety, we can reverse my physical ailments.’

Almost all gender-based research on autoimmune diseases agrees that women are more at risk for autoimmune conditions than men. It has been found that autoimmune diseases affect approximately 8 per cent of the population, 78 per cent of whom are women—that’s more than 3/4th of the total population struggling with autoimmune conditions. Other studies have also found that patients with PTSD had an increased risk of autoimmune diseases. For a long time now, we have known that what we go through emotionally affects us physically. We no longer look at the mind and body separately. All schools of medicine recognise the mind-body connection as psychological distress lowers physical immunity. We now have a dedicated field called ‘psychoneuroimmunology’ that studies the connection between psychological processes and the immune system. Empirical findings from this field also clearly demonstrate that stress reduces the response of white blood cells (our body’s protective cells) to infected cells. That is to say, the white blood cells no longer effectively fight illness-bearing cells in our body, weakening the immune system and making the body susceptible to disease. Moreover, it has also shown that vaccination is less effective and wounds take time to heal in stressed individuals.

Stress is probably one word we have all heard of. It is also the most used word to describe any psychological misery. If you are an adult, there’s a fair chance you have probably attended or heard at least one seminar/workshop/ programme/podcast on stress. But do we truly understand the meaning of stress? Although toxic relationships and situations cause much more than stress—as we commonly understand it—prolonged, incessant anxiety is the primary component of the impact of toxic relationships, and it is crucial to understand it.

Good Stress and Bad Stress

Stress is a tricky concept. When we hear this word, we immediately think of discomfort, something bad that happens to us when we encounter a negative event. But the funny thing about stress is that even happy incidents produce a demand on people and cause strain, like planning a wedding, moving to a bigger house, coping with a higher position at work, increasing social status, etc. Hans Selye, the pioneer of research on stress says, ‘A painful blow and a passionate kiss can be equally stressful.’ Toxic relationships place a significant amount of stress on our physical and emotional systems and this stress differs from the stress that pushes us to do better.

One day while explaining this to a friend, she said, ‘I experience a small amount of stress even when I have to give a presentation at work that I’m well-prepared for, and I don’t feel that it harms me in any way.’ She was absolutely right! This kind of stress doesn’t harm her; it helps her perform her best.

 Yes, stress can also help you. And the kind of stress that helps you do your best and push yourself forward is called ‘eustress’. Think about it this way: If you don’t feel any stress before an exam, meeting, or presentation, it would mean you don’t care and then you wouldn’t work for it at all. This would result in failing the exam or getting demoted or fired from work. Similarly, in relationships, if you don’t feel stressed when your partner behaves differently, you wouldn’t try to connect with them, resulting in no emotional bond. Eustress is that push you need to succeed—whether at studies, work, or in relationships.

On the other hand, the kind of worry that makes you feel as though your heart will explode, blurs your vision, dries up your throat, prevents you from thinking clearly, and causes you to either run away or freeze is known as distress—the negative counterpart of eustress. Distress sets your systems into overdrive, draining you out. It also leads to problems like anxiety and depression and causes heart attacks and high blood pressure. Distress, in both acute and chronic forms, is what you experience when exposed to a toxic relationship or situation. However, there’s a catch: Every human being experiences and reacts to distress differently—due to past experiences, learnt behaviours, conditioning, and personality traits. So, where and how that distress chooses to manifest itself also varies.


Impact on Physical Health



We now know the organ systems that are primarily affected by distress. Let’s take a moment to understand the impact of prolonged distress caused by toxic relationships on the body before we learn how to reverse its effects.

 The Achy Breaky Heart

The first time you experience toxic behaviour, your heart twitches. You may not register it immediately or you may ignore and dismiss it. Every repetition of that behaviour adds further blows. If the toxic behaviour morphs into abuse, then these blows drive even deeper. As you slowly assimilate this aspect of the toxic person, your heart experiences something akin to heartbreak, especially if the toxic individual is a partner. It’s fascinating that research and imaging studies have proven how heartbreak is a physical phenomenon. The brain registers the emotional pain of heartbreak in the same areas as those of physical pain. This is a condition known as ‘broken heart syndrome’ wherein the heart muscles of the left ventricle become stunned or paralysed due to acute emotional stress, producing symptoms similar to a heart attack. Although people recover on their own in about two months, it can be an uncomfortable and debilitating experience.

Volatile Hormones

While the heart bears the brunt of the toxic behaviour meted out to you, the adrenal glands—located above the kidneys—simultaneously release cortisol. Excessive cortisol in the body, over a prolonged period, can cause nausea, anxiety, acne, and weight gain. Other hormones that are released during periods of acute and chronic distress are adrenaline (racing heart), vasopressin (water retention in the body that causes bloating), gonadotropins (disruption of the regular menstrual cycle and/ or impairment of reproductive function), and thyroid (leading to hyperthyroidism, which causes anxiety). Due to this complex simmering soup of hormones in your body, staying in a toxic relationship can make you susceptible to problems like diabetes, hyperthyroidism, and obesity.

 The Brain Strain

Our brain comprises the ‘grey matter’ and the ‘white matter’. The grey matter consists of cells responsible for higher-order thinking like decision-making and problem-solving, and the white matter contains those parts of neurons that connect various areas of the brain so that we can function coherently. The latter looks white because several neurons are covered in a white, fatty sheath, which ensures that electrical signals between neurons move at lightning speed. Neuropsychologists have observed that chronic stress results in a disruption of the smooth flow of communication in the brain and can bring both short- and long-term changes, affecting cognitive processes like thinking, problem-solving, memory, and decision-making.

Additionally, stress also increases the size of the amygdala—the brain centre responsible for the perception of emotions and threats—making the brain more vulnerable to further stress, thus creating a vicious cycle. What is worse, chronic stress can actually kill brain cells, which has been proven in laboratory studies.7 Psychologically, it can create neurotransmitter (brain chemicals responsible for our moods) imbalance, causing emotional dysregulation, mood swings, and decreased sociability, leading us to withdraw from our support system and retreat into a shell.

Gut Feelings

At the first sign of distress, your appetite goes for a toss and you turn to food for comfort and overeat. Stress also affects your digestive tract—impacting appetite, absorption process from the intestines, stomach acid secretion, and inflammation of the gastrointestinal tract. It can also affect your bowel movement.



Impact on Mental Health



The effects of chronic toxicity in interpersonal relationships on mental health are profound, yet we don’t recognise them until they have eroded our sense of self-worth. When I look back at my life while I was with my ex-husband, and now when I’m out of my marriage, I notice such a stark difference in how I experience energy in my body or how my breathing has changed to be more relaxed and deeper or how I sleep more peacefully.

Furthermore, I’m slowly able to notice the contrast between how I saw myself then, and how I do now. My small mistakes don’t stir up crippling shame, I don’t apologise all the time, I don’t turn to alcohol, cigarettes or food for comfort, I can sit with uncomfortable emotions without going into self-destruct mode, and I have a renewed sense of confidence and adventure. I would not have been able to notice this contrast if I hadn’t walked away. However, I can see this possibility in my clients who are living in toxicity, and I know that if they can experience better mental health while they are still in the relationship, there is a good likelihood that they can find a better way to deal with it.

Anxiety

The other day, a new client approached me and said that she had been suffering from constant headaches for the past four months. She had been to eye specialists, physicians, and even a neurologist where she had an MRI. All findings were normal. I took her through a screening assessment for anxiety and depression and her scores came up in the severe range for both. I inquired if she could see any apparent reason for anxiety or depression and she informed me that she lives a ‘perfect life’ with her husband and new baby. She has so much to be grateful for and made it a point to tell me that she has never taken any anxious feelings seriously because she is ‘strong’ and knows she can ‘overcome’ them.

Upon digging deeper, she said, ‘I think, I don’t know what my relationship with my husband is like. I don’t have a comparison point. A lot of my needs are not being met but that shouldn’t be a big deal, right?’

This was just the first session, and I was able to explain to her that sometimes anxiety and depression are not the root causes; they are indicators to hint at something below the surface, waiting to be explored. For women caught up in toxic relationships, there is a constant feeling of being on edge. They are unable to relax even in their free time. They have difficulty sleeping, there’s a persistent knot in the pit of their stomachs, they feel their hearts racing, and they also experience unexplained pressure-like headaches along with hot/cold flashes. These are all symptoms of anxiety. Other than these physical manifestations, sometimes anxiety manifests as overthinking, unstoppable thoughts, feeling self-conscious, perfectionism, getting upset if anything doesn’t go according to plan, and overplanning, among others.

Depression

The issue of depression has faced challenges in being either overly trivialised—where every bad mood is casually labelled as depression—or not taken seriously enough, as some believe that only those who appear to be at their lowest point deserve attention, even if others are experiencing genuine depression.

However, if you’re in a toxic relationship, the chances are you are taking your depression too lightly—either ignoring it or not acknowledging it because you’re so used to giving your all to the relationship, there’s no space for your health. Depression, for women, especially in a toxic environment may not always look like a sad face or teary eyes. It’s easy to miss the signs. ‘Smiling depression’ or ‘masked depression’, also known as high-functioning depression, is a condition where one might be depressed on the inside but look peaceful or even happy on the outside. The most common symptoms are a lack of energy and general aches and pains like headaches and backaches. So, women resort to getting tested for vitamin deficiency and anaemia or taking over-the-counter painkillers.

Other symptoms include changes in appetite and libido, lack of energy, sleep disturbance, dizziness, palpitations, being unable to breathe deeply/shortness of breath, and gastrointestinal disturbances. It is also highly possible that you have been going to a general physician with these symptoms and being dismissed as just ‘lack of enough exercise’, ‘proper diet’, or ‘a result of gaining weight’—so, you may not have sought help from a psychologist. Additionally, you may have held back from recognising your feelings as depression and seeking help from a psychologist because you believed that showing signs of depression would indicate weakness. You might also have worried that expressing your true feelings would burden others. Or that you don’t have depression at all because you’re ‘fine’. Or that others have it worse, so you have nothing to complain about!

Trauma

When I use the word ‘trauma’, people assume it must refer to a huge, life-altering event. Because of this, many women don’t recognise the everyday blows to their psyche—such as those caused by toxic relationships—as trauma. This is especially true because, as I’ve mentioned in the first two chapters of this book, a lot of toxic behaviours are normalised, so we don’t fully consider their psychological impact. You’re supposed to ‘tough it out’ and ‘not be so sensitive’. The truth is that for any event(s) to be traumatic, they only need to have a combination of three factors:


	It happens unexpectedly.

	It shakes any of the fundamental beliefs you have about life, trust, relationships and/or safety.

	You are helpless while it is happening.



Toxic relationships—and abusive ones, too—meet all these criteria. The intensity is undoubtedly more severe in abusive relationships, but even toxic ones cause significant damage. The kind of trauma that arises from toxic relationships—sustained, prolonged, and repeated exposure to psychologically damaging factors—is called complex trauma.

Common symptoms of complex trauma include: Difficulty controlling emotions, intense anger or distrust towards the world, constant feelings of emptiness or hopelessness, a sense of being permanently damaged or worthless, feeling completely different from other people, believing that nobody can understand what happened to you, avoiding friendships and relationships or finding them challenging, suicidal thoughts, feelings of shame or guilt, and a loss of self-identity.

Addictions

When emotional pain and overwhelm become too much, we humans often seek short-term relief. This is where addictions come in. They can range from substances like alcohol, cigarettes, and weed (marijuana) to other numbing behaviours such as excessive social media scrolling or binge-watching. These actions and substances serve as temporary crutches, helping to reduce emotional overwhelm just enough to allow you to tolerate the toxic situation a little longer.

However, there’s a catch. These short-term strategies work by releasing dopamine in our brains, which is responsible for the ‘hit’ we feel when we take a drink or puff on a cigarette or joint. But after the hit peaks, it also crashes, making us crave the next one. Over time, this creates an addiction cycle, where we chase hit after hit. The same process occurs when we scroll through social media, getting a dopamine boost with every new piece of content. As time passes, we need a higher ‘dose’ to reach the same level of satisfaction—this is how people become regular drinkers or chain-smokers.

Even when we numb ourselves by binge-watching or binge-eating, we are essentially activating the same cycle, replacing a ‘high’ with ‘zoning out’. Addictions hold power over us because they create the illusion of ‘feeling better’ temporarily. But this is an illusion because we are not actually solving the problem or learning to regulate our emotions constructively—which takes effort. Instead, we are opting for an easily accessible relief mechanism that makes us feel good for a while and tricks us into believing that things are ‘not so bad’.

Real problem-solving and emotional regulation require us to tolerate distress and move through it. Addictive substances help us bypass it temporarily. They provide an easy escape, especially if we feel trapped in a relationship with no way out.

Disordered Eating

We all know that food can provide comfort and temporary happiness—hence the term ‘comfort food’ for dishes that make us feel good. However, turning to food for solace during prolonged distress in a toxic relationship can lead to disordered eating patterns that negatively impact our health. One may start eating too much or too little, leading to complications such as diabetes, nutritional deficiencies, and cholesterol issues.

If your relationship has also made you feel undesired or unattractive, getting caught up in guilt cycles around unhealthy eating is a common consequence. In this cycle, you eat unhealthy food for comfort (since junk food provides a temporary dopamine hit due to excess salt, sugar, and carbohydrates), and consequently, you feel guilty for indulging. You then berate yourself with thoughts like ‘I have no self-control’ or ‘What is wrong with me?’ leading to more stress—which, in turn, tempts you to eat more junk food to soothe yourself. And so the cycle continues.

In extreme cases, this can develop into eating disorders such as bulimia (vomiting to compensate for overeating) or binge-eating disorder.

Body Image Issues

When we love someone, we often measure our desirability by how much our partner finds us attractive. If a relationship turns toxic, mutual attraction likely decreases, and this emotional and physical disconnect can easily affect how you see yourself. You may start to think of yourself as unattractive or undesirable.

If the relationship has damaged your self-esteem, this can lead to further body image distortions. Additionally, if you have developed an unhealthy relationship with food and gained or lost unwanted weight, it may worsen your self-perception. The feeling of being rejected or pushed away by your partner can deeply impact how you see yourself in the mirror.

 Low Self-Esteem

A consistent mental health impact of toxic relationships is damage to self-esteem. People in such relationships often question themselves with thoughts like:


‘Am I not enough?’

‘Why can’t I make him/her happy?’

‘I’m good for nothing.’

‘I’m a failure.’



This can affect their sense of competence, decision-making abilities, social presence, and overall confidence. For many, ‘failing’ in a primary relationship feels like a personal failure in life itself. This narrative is incredibly damaging, as it makes people think that relationships are performances and that their worth depends on how well they perform in them. When a relationship does not meet their expectations, it can severely dent their self-image.

If infidelity has occurred, the emotional impact can be even more devastating.

[image: ]
You may not have realised how deeply your toxic relationship has infiltrated so many aspects of your life—but now you do. I’m sure many of your symptoms are starting to click into place. It now makes sense why your body and mind have stopped cooperating with you. This also explains why your ability to make decisions in your best interest feels compromised. No aspect of life is left untouched.

That’s why it is essential to learn ways to regain control—of your mind, your body, and ultimately, your life.
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 THE FIRST CONVERSATION
 WITH YOUR PARTNER

If you have been following the chapters in this book, I’m confident you have attained clarity on the status of toxicity in your relationship. This means you now have all the background information on the hows and whys of a toxic dynamic. This also means you are ready to take your first concrete step towards enlisting your partner in the journey towards healing the toxicity and repairing the relationship to receive the love you have been searching for.

My purpose for writing this book was to bring a message of hope for those who continually struggle with toxic relationships and to demonstrate that exit is not the only option—there is a possibility of improving the relationship. However, I’d like to add a disclaimer here: This hope does not guarantee that all relationships will heal or work out. How you decide whether to stay or leave the relationship is discussed later in this book. In the meantime, let’s work with the message of hope and if this relationship holds value in your life and heart, then let’s give it a fair shot. This time with a brand-new approach.

Two people form a relationship; therefore, the first step towards attempting to heal toxicity comes from creating a team with the common goal of working through this relationship. I’m sure you have voiced this intention repeatedly to your partner after nasty fights and arguments, and they have voiced it to you too. You might have said, ‘I want us to work together’ or ‘I want to fix this relationship’, or ‘I know we can work this out if only we can resolve our differences’. But most likely, you have found yourselves right back to square one with the next fight. That’s because you have been expecting different results with the same approach repeated. I see this all the time in the couples who show up for therapy with me. So, you’re not alone. And in this chapter, I’ll take you through the process that I follow with them which is tried and tested and has succeeded for more than twenty years and 85 per cent of my clients (the remaining 15% are the ones that drop out of therapy for some reason). I’m sure that if you put the time and effort into the steps mentioned below, you will have absolute clarity about the path of repair for your relationship. So, let’s clear the slate and try a fresh style to get our partner on board.

Background Work

Every purposeful action requires preparation. We don’t usually think of relationships and tough conversations from a preparation perspective. We leave ourselves at the mercy of whichever emotions choose to show up during the conversation and just wing it. This is, again, the result of erroneous conditioning that makes us believe this is how relationships stay ‘spontaneous’ and preparing for conversations seems ‘calculative’. We associate preparation with professional spaces, not personal. As a relationship therapist, I can tell you the biggest gift you can give your relationship is a mindful, regulated conversation, especially when upset. As we dive into the steps you can take to invite your partner to the journey of healing your relationship, I cannot emphasise the importance of preparation enough.

 Here’s how you can lay the groundwork for a fruitful conversation.


	Define the Goals: Each goal’s success depends on the clarity of its definition. Before broaching the conversation with your partner, think about the goals. Something as vague as ‘to improve our relationship’ is not a good idea because improvement means different things to you and your partner. It would be a better idea to create specific goals, for example, ‘I want us to be able to talk for thirty minutes without criticising each other.’

Another aspect to remember while deciding your goals is to be mindful of hidden purposes. You may believe you have honest or righteous goals—like making your partner aware or increasing connection with them—but, in reality, your language might be excessively critical or condescending, which may push them further away. Or you may think you want to support them but end up shaming them to make them ‘better’. Your goals must align with your actions. If you want to enhance connection, you must be ready to make your language compassionate. Or, if you want to make your partner feel supported, you need to prepare to make space for their way of doing things. So, take a good, hard look at yourself before defining your goals.


	Right Timing: A difficult conversation seems difficult at any time, that’s a given. Yet you can minimise its discomfort by choosing an opportune time. Broach the subject of repairing the toxicity when both of you are relaxed and not rushing for something else like work. The best thing to do is to figure out what your available time windows are when you can give this conversation your full attention. Then tell your partner, ‘Hey, I wanted to sit down with you and have a peaceful conversation about our relationship. I want us to do this when both of us can give it our undivided attention. I will share with you the times that work for me, and I would appreciate it if you could look at those and try to figure out a slot that works for you, too. For our first conversation, one hour would work perfectly. I’m also open to adjusting my availability if you have other options in mind. So, if you could share with me a few options by the end of the day today, that would be wonderful.’

Several couples find talking to their partner in this tone awkward or ‘made up’ if they are not used to it, but it is necessary. If you notice, this is a non-blaming, non-accusatory, and assertive set of statements. It ensures you don’t trigger your partner’s defensiveness and convey your appreciation for their willingness to participate in this endeavour.




What to Expect

In my twenty-year-long practice as a relationship therapist, I have only seen a handful of couples who come into therapy with equal intent to work on themselves. 98 per cent of the couples have only one partner more keen on repairing the relationship and being open-minded enough to work on themselves for the same goal.

The usual narrative is: ‘He/she is the problem in the relationship. If he/she is willing to change their ways, the relationship will fix itself.’ So, don’t be disheartened if that is the status of your relationship at present. Again, you’re not alone—you could very well feel that your partner is the major problem. I hope this book allows for a more neutral and objective perspective where you, too, will be able to see your role in contributing to the toxicity of your relationship without blaming yourself. I cannot emphasise this enough: Toxicity, unlike abuse, is augmented by the combined dynamic of both partners.

Below are some common reactions to expect from your partner and yourself when you embark on this journey. I’m elaborating them here so that you don’t lose your motivation when you encounter them and are well prepared in advance. Remember, foresightedness, patience, and open-mindedness are the keys at this stage. We are trying something different to get different results than the past, so we must execute different responses.


	Mismatch of Intent and Willingness: When it comes to relationships, many of us are outward-focused, i.e. we keep trying to look at factors outside of us to find the root of things that are hurting us. So, it is natural that we believe that if those external factors are rectified, including our partner’s patterns and habits, we can have a good relationship. The therapy process allows us to expand our self-awareness, making us inward-focused, so that we can comprehend how we are helping in maintaining the problem by responding to our partner’s patterns in maladaptive ways.

For instance, if your partner is avoidant in nature and does not connect with you warmly, you may also turn away in response to protect yourself, widening the gap between the two of you. Here, both of you will need to learn how to turn towards each other. But a mismatch of intent will keep you both stuck in the belief that if my partner will just become warmer, everything will be resolved.

Initially, when you are starting this conversation, if there is no or little consensus on who should put in how much self-work, it is to be expected and need not deter you. This will get better with the progress in your journey. Remember, all you need for now is their willingness to start. Don’t worry about planning the entire journey in the beginning.


	Defensiveness: The first time you broach the subject of working on this together, they might act defensive. It is a natural human response for self-protection when we feel attacked. They may swing some of the points you raise back at you and then you might feel defensive. It’s understandable. You are hurt, too, and want them to share the responsibility. However, taking the first step doesn’t make you powerless. Relationships are not about power games, and if your partner becomes defensive to your suggestions, you can share the same thought process with them, too. You can assure them that you don’t mean this as an accusation; rather, this is your attempt to connect with them on a deeper level so that you can love each other better.


	Anger: You may have felt hurt and wronged for a long time, which may have created a lot of pent-up anger. The same may be applicable to your partner as well. As you approach this subject of making an effort to repair, all that pent-up anger might rise to the surface. This is an expected reaction and does not mean you should take a step back or react with more anger—this would lead you to get caught in the same old rut again. This time, try to surf through the anger and create a positive future vision for your relationship, rather than falling back into despair.


	Anxiety: It might feel awkward to approach your partner for this. Your anxiety may stem from anticipating their usual reactions—all the reasons this won’t work, or from being unsure of how you’ll handle this. You don’t have to fear this anxiety. Anxiety is your brain and body’s evolutionary response to an unfamiliar situation. It says, ‘Get ready!’ It doesn’t mean, ‘Run away!’ That’s fear’s message. Don’t mistake your anxiety for fear. All you need to do to tackle this is prepare better and keep at it. You don’t need to question your decision because of it.

Imagine if someone hooked on cigarettes wants to quit smoking, they will naturally feel anxious. They will also get all sorts of unpleasant feelings in their body when they crave a cigarette. Should that lead them to conclude that their decision to quit smoking is wrong? No, it doesn’t make sense. Similarly, the discomfort you feel while trying something new and unfamiliar does not automatically mean that you should step back.


	Exhaustion: You have likely visited this place countless times before. You got all geared up to infuse a breath of fresh air into your relationship, maybe you mustered all the hope in your heart that it’s going to work this time only to find yourself back where you started. Multiple cycles of the same rut have got you feeling drained. Therefore, giving it another shot probably seems like a daunting task. This, too, is expected. But being tired is not a sign for you to give up. It is an indication to rest, regroup, and re-attempt with a fresh approach.




Dos and Don’ts of the First Conversation

Now that we have an idea of the background work required and what to expect when you attempt this conversation, let’s go through some simple dos and don’ts that will serve as key markers during your attempt. In this section, I’m only referring to the things that you can do from your end because I want you to focus solely on the aspects that are under your control. Everything your partner does is beyond your control. You cannot dictate their actions, choices, or behaviours—you can only influence them.

Therefore, in a relationship, it always makes sense to invest the maximum amount of effort in areas where you have direct control, i.e. your own choices, actions, thoughts, and behaviours. When you do this, it creates space for the other person to act independently and be more mindful of what they want to do. Of course, there is always a chance that they might still hold you responsible for everything and refuse to resolve things collaboratively. However, if that happens, how you choose to respond to their stance remains entirely within your control.

So, let’s focus on the aspects where you have the most control, enabling you to approach this from a place of empowerment.

Dos


	Go with an open mind, which means being genuinely receptive to listening to how they feel instead of investing all your energy in defending your point of view. Use the word ‘but’ as little as possible.

	Schedule this conversation at a time when you can sit comfortably, have privacy, and are not rushing to another task. For instance, don’t attempt it while driving or out for dinner. Create a safe, private space at home with no interruptions.

	Stick to facts about your relationship as much as possible. Long-winded, emotion-laden statements are helpful when venting, but they are not effective when trying to negotiate a resolution. For example, use a statement like, ‘I think we need to spend at least two more hours together each week,’ instead of, ‘We spend so little time together, I feel lonely all the time, why can’t you make more time for us? Who am I supposed to talk to if not you?’ 

	Approach this conversation courageously and confidently. If you show up unsure of yourself, you won’t be able to engage with your partner authentically.

	Remind yourself that there is nothing to fear. The worst-case scenario is already happening, so you have nothing to lose.

	Practise speaking in front of the mirror for a few days before actually sitting down with your partner. Pay attention to your posture, body language, eye contact, and expressions, and keep repeating the same lines until you feel confident you come across as assertive yet compassionate.

	Be respectful. This doesn’t mean you need to act subdued or meek. Respect is about acknowledging the other person as an autonomous being whose thoughts, feelings, and opinions are valid, even if they don’t always make sense to you. It’s okay to be firm, but it can be done with kindness, compassion, and politeness. We often reserve the harshest, most unkind remarks for our partners without realising it because we feel entitled to being understood perfectly by them, simply because they are our partners. I’ve lost count of how many people justify being ‘brutally honest’ when, in reality, they are using it as an excuse to be rude or unkind. Trust me, your message will be better received if you are respectful.



 Don’ts


	Avoid yelling, using put-downs, or giving the silent treatment. I know that, at times, you may feel pushed to the limits of your patience and tempted to resort to these behaviours. However, they do not restore your power. Instead, they create more defensiveness and antagonism in the person you are speaking to. They are also passive-aggressive methods of communication that take you further from your goal. If you can stay calm, you will automatically have a better handle on the situation.

	Don’t try to spring this conversation on your partner impulsively. Neither of you will be in the right mindset to do it justice. At best, if a context arises in an unsuitable situation, use it as an opportunity to suggest having a deeper conversation at a more appropriate time. For example, let’s say you went to a friend’s birthday party together, and on the way home, you ended up having another argument in the car where you or your partner expressed frustration with the relationship. That would not be the right time to say, ‘Okay, you know what? I want us to fix this. Here’s why I think this relationship is toxic. Let’s talk about it.’ Instead, you can use that moment to set the stage for a proper discussion later by saying something like, ‘I hear you, and to be honest, I’ve been feeling equally frustrated. I think we need to sit down with a clear head when we’re both calm and have a conversation about how we can repair this relationship. Can we plan a time for that next week?’

	During the conversation (when you finally have it), don’t try to match grievance for grievance, and ask your partner not to do so either. When someone expresses what hurts them, that is not the moment to counter with something they do that hurts you. This approach will only lead to a deadlock. When your partner is speaking, put your defences aside and really listen. Try to validate their feelings by saying, ‘I think I understand how you feel when I say/do that.’ This does not mean you accept all the blame or admit that everything is your fault. You’re simply creating space for both perspectives to coexist, which is fair. 

	Don’t assume that you will be able to get your partner to see your goals for this relationship and enlist their cooperation in just one conversation. This conflict has built up over the years—it will take at least a few weeks to align enough to take the next step. So be prepared for multiple conversations until you are both ready to move forward—hopefully towards therapy!

	Don’t have open-ended, unlimited conversations about this. Whenever you discuss the relationship, set a one-hour time limit, ensuring that both of you have equal space to voice your thoughts. Use a timer, and when it rings, wrap up the conversation, regardless of where you are in the discussion, without animosity. Shake hands or give each other a hug, with a promise to pick up where you left off next time. Think of these conversations as official, goal-oriented meetings. This approach will prevent emotional exhaustion from endless spiralling, keep discussions cordial, and maintain hope—because there is a clear end time and an assurance that no resentment will spill into the rest of your day.



Imagine that you founded a company that is also your passion project. You invested your time, energy, effort, money, and emotions into building it from scratch. For a while, you even saw good results. As the company blossomed, you glowed with pride. But after some time, the business started to decline. The profits began to dry up. Perhaps some of your employees quit, leading to a manpower crisis. You also started to question your business acumen and leadership skills. To make matters worse, you began to have major ideological differences with your business partner, who was once your best friend.

Sounds like a pretty bleak scenario, right?

But you believe in your idea and in the potential of this company to grow into something truly impactful. So, you pull up your socks and try to fix it—not by throwing emotions at it, but by taking concrete steps . . . by resolving differences with your business partner, reviewing and adapting your business strategies, seeking advice from others who have been in the same situation, perhaps consulting a business coach, and staying focused and resilient in the pursuit of your vision.

The key takeaway from this chapter is that the conversation to fix your relationship should be approached as a formal, structured strategy—just as you would if your company were sinking. Keep the same mindset when tackling this.


	Resolving differences with your business partner is equivalent to figuring things out with your romantic partner to renew the emotional partnership you built with a shared vision for the future.

	Reviewing and changing your business strategies is equivalent to learning new ways of communication and emotional regulation to show up as a better partner.

	Talking to others who have been in the same boat is equivalent to gaining perspective from people who have successfully worked on their relationships—not from those who will only offer doomsday prophecies. 

	Speaking to a business coach is equivalent to finding the right therapist to guide your relationship.



There is no fundamental difference between nurturing a company that you believe in alongside a business partner and nurturing a relationship that you envisioned with your romantic partner. Both began with a spark, an idea, and a common vision to build something meaningful. But along the way, that vision got lost in the challenges life threw at you.

You can get it back on track—if you strip away the emotional clutter and focus on taking real action. This is a partnership for life, one that yields tremendous returns. Give it the same treatment you would give a work relationship—resilience, clarity, focus, a willingness to learn, and mutual respect—and watch the gears shift to bring you the love you desire.
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 EXPLORING PROFESSIONAL
 SUPPORT OPTIONS

Gargi, twenty-eight, is a yoga instructor—tall and slim, with wavy hair cascading down her shoulders, a sharp jawline, clear skin, and a South Bombay chic, minimalist sense of dressing. Her husband, Samar, is thirty—fair, chubby, with thinning hair, jovial, carrying the chilled-out Bombay boy vibe. He cracks a lot of jokes and can instantly put you at ease.

The older of two sisters, Gargi comes from an affluent family and grew up in South Bombay. She had unsympathetic parents who didn’t get along with each other. She remembers her father as distant, detached, and critical. Her mother, she recalls, always tried to accommodate her father’s volatile moods but was also harsh and explosive herself. Gargi always felt that her younger sister was favoured over her and constantly wondered, ‘Why can’t they love me like that? What’s missing within me?’ She was never able to establish a connection with her father. One of her most vivid memories is being highly active in extracurricular activities at school and eagerly watching from backstage before every function, hoping to spot her father in the audience—but he never arrived.

She also remembers going through her childhood and making choices on autopilot. She strongly feels the absence of guidance—someone to tell her what she should and shouldn’t choose to create a good life for herself. This, she believes, is why she feels so lost professionally. As a person, she carries a profound, limitless void that never seems to fill. No amount of love or effort feels enough for her to feel truly loved. She either believes that such efforts are made from obligation or continuously feels that she is not loved in the way she desires.

On the other hand, Samar grew up in humble circumstances as the younger of two brothers. His brother was a rebel from the start, and Samar recalls deciding early on that he had to be the ‘good child’ in the family. Even before he fully understood the consequences, he took on both the practical and psychological responsibility of his parents. From there, his journey of being ‘the one who takes care of everyone’ began. He found happiness in making those around him happy.

There was a brief period in college when he had full control over his sense of agency. He was a football player, intrinsically motivated to improve his grades, and successfully graduated with honours. But outside of that phase, he has no recollection of doing anything for himself. Life has felt like one long race, moving from goalpost to goalpost, just trying to make money. His friends describe him as a jovial, happy-go-lucky guy who won’t say no to anything. However, inwardly, he feels stressed, frustrated, and burnt out. He says his mind just can’t turn off . . . it’s always running. If asked what he would do for himself if there were no consequences, he has no answer, as it has been decades since he last thought about himself.

When Gargi and Samar met, there was an instant spark between them. Gargi saw a man full of life—the life of the party—someone who could lift the cloud she felt over her life and heart. Samar, in turn, saw a woman who looked self-reliant, and he wanted to make her happy. But once they came together, their subconscious patterns took over. For Gargi, he became the person who could fill the void left by her father. She constantly sought confirmation of his love, but every time he expressed it, she convinced herself that he was doing it out of obligation or it wasn’t enough. She knew she wanted love—desperately—but it felt insatiable. The truth was that she couldn’t open her heart to the love that was coming her way because she couldn’t believe in it because she didn’t have faith that anyone could love her the way she wanted. And when she didn’t feel fulfilled, she didn’t know how to ask for a connection. Instead, she blamed him—her belief that he didn’t love her the way she needed coloured her perception.

For Samar, on the other hand, Gargi became yet another person whose happiness he took on as his responsibility. He did everything she asked, never questioning why, nor setting boundaries when he didn’t want to do something. But because he was doing these things out of duty—just like he did for everyone else—a part of him quietly built resentment. The feeling that he had no real place in this relationship kept growing.

Essentially, both of them kept putting on a brave front, unable to share their authentic selves, in an attempt to keep the peace in the relationship. Gargi thought, What’s the point of telling him when he can’t understand for himself what I need? And Samar thought, I do everything she asks, yet she’s never satisfied—how much more can I do? Gargi did not open her eyes and heart to the love coming her way, and Samar could not take a stand for himself in the relationship because he had never learnt how to. Slowly, this drove them apart. They remained good friends, but the emotional and physical intimacy faded. This only heightened the loneliness they each felt within their hearts.

Recognising that they were heading nowhere, Gargi wanted to find a way to revive the relationship, so she sought therapy. After the initial sessions and her psychological assessment, she gained a deeper understanding of the underlying life traps dictating her thoughts and choices. She also realised that, alongside her therapy, the process would be much more effective if Samar participated as well. She had an open and honest conversation with him, and he agreed. He, too, wanted to make the relationship fulfilling for both of them.

Through therapy, they slowly uncovered their inner voids and wounds. They learnt how each of them had been projecting their void onto the other, unable to see how it was affecting their partner. For example, when Samar shared that Gargi turned cold, like a block of ice, whenever he didn’t measure up, Gargi was surprised. She had only perceived herself as protecting against the pain of perceived rejection—she hadn’t realised what her actions conveyed to Samar. Similarly, when Gargi shared that Samar frequently said yes to things but did not follow through, making it hard for her to trust him, Samar was taken aback. He thought he was being compliant, not realising that a part of him was resisting commitments he didn’t truly want to make. He could only see his compliance, but Gargi could see the unspoken resistance.

Currently, they are learning to understand not only their experiences but also what their partner perceives and feels. They are recognising how their definitions of love, rather than bringing them closer, were driving them apart. Moving forward, they will work on redefining love for themselves—finding healthier ways to connect as their authentic selves rather than through their wounds.

In my last conversation with Gargi, she told me that Samar has started taking an active interest in initiating plans for them to spend time together, which makes her feel wanted and seen. She has also started reciprocating his gestures wholeheartedly, allowing herself to soak in his love as it comes instead of searching for where it is lacking.

The Power of Therapy

This case study is a wonderful example of how two people with the right intent can find their way back to each other with apt professional guidance. If you notice, in this case, Gargi first signed up for therapy individually. The insights she gained through her sessions helped her realise how much more effective the process would be with her partner’s participation and led to real, visible changes in her behaviour at home. This, in turn, showed Samar that therapy could bring tangible results, making him more open to the process.

This is just one of the many case studies I have gathered over the years, where partners have found clarity through professional help. When we’re too close to the problem, it becomes impossible to step back and see the roles we and our partners play in maintaining the toxicity. The power of therapy lies in offering that zoomed-out perspective—helping us examine our relationship dynamics from a distance.

As a relationship therapist, and from my personal experience of recognising toxicity only when it was too late, I have created several programmes designed to help people proactively build healthier, happier relationships. While many seek therapy when their relationship is hanging by a thread, I firmly believe that therapy should not be a last resort to save a relationship. Over the years, I have gathered enough proof to support this idea.

My mindful dating and premarital coaching programmes allow individuals to understand inner conflicts before entering a relationship or marriage. This ensures they step into this new phase with confidence, self-awareness, and a clear understanding of their needs—along with the ability to express those needs without feeling fragile or powerless. When I receive messages from couples telling me they are engaged, getting married, or inviting me to their wedding, I know deep in my heart that this approach works. The power of therapy is not just in fixing what seems broken—it also strengthens what is still whole, ensuring it remains strong for years to come.

However, if you are reading this now and feel your relationship is already in turmoil, don’t lose heart. You are not too late. Relationship therapy has helped revive several struggling relationships and brought countless couples back from the brink of separation. By now, you have likely recognised the toxic elements in your relationship and are ready to address them. Seeking professional relationship guidance at this stage can help you in the following ways:


	If you begin therapy individually, an experienced therapist will use their expertise and psychological assessment tools to help you uncover deeper psychological processes and patterns. Many of these patterns operate unconsciously, keeping you stuck in frustrating cycles.

	Over 10–12 sessions, individual therapy will lead to visible changes in your behaviour. Your partner will notice these changes, making them more receptive. They will see your effort and its impact, at the very least making them believe that change in the relationship is possible.

	Therapy will help you build emotional strength, develop focus, and set healthy boundaries—both with yourself and your partner. This will reduce distress, alleviate feelings of helplessness, and enhance your decision-making power. 

	It will give you the confidence and courage to invite your partner into the process. Since they will have already observed a difference in you, they are more likely to be open to therapy.

	If you begin therapy as a couple, your partner will also explore their own hidden psychological processes and patterns. This has two key benefits:

	They become more self-aware and less reactive.

	You both begin to see each other in a new light, fostering empathy and compassion—two crucial pillars of a strong relationship.




	Therapy provides a neutral, structured environment for difficult conversations. With a professional’s guidance, you gain two layers of support:

	A therapist does not act as a referee; instead, they help assess and improve communication patterns.

	They provide practical tools to shift dysfunctional communication styles, reducing defensiveness and conflict.




	In the worst-case scenario, you may realise the relationship is beyond repair. If the pain is too deep, if you have grown into fundamentally different people, or if the shared vision you once had no longer exists, therapy will still provide immense value. It can help you:

	Gain clarity about the reasons for ending the relationship, reducing self-doubt, shame, and guilt. 

	Process the pain and grief that accompany the acceptance that the relationship must end.

	If you have children, navigate co-parenting and break the news to them in a healthy, supportive way.

	Work towards an amicable separation, preventing long-term emotional scars and allowing both partners to heal and move forward.






No matter the state of your relationship, good therapy—whether taken individually or as a couple—has the power to support you, strengthen you, and guide you towards the best possible outcome.

How to Find a Good Therapist

The struggle is real. A therapist is not someone people are usually comfortable asking references for. To top that, countless types of ‘counselling’ professionals are available and people don’t know how and whom to choose. I have worked with several clients who experienced negative outcomes after selecting the wrong professional, which led them to avoid the therapy process for an extended period and deprived them of timely assistance. So, I have tried to put together a few umbrella pointers to keep in mind when you look for a therapist for yourself as an individual or as a couple.


	First and foremost, if you’re looking for therapy and counselling, you need a psychologist, not a psychiatrist. A psychiatrist is a medical doctor trained to diagnose and prescribe medication. So, unless you need medication to manage a psychological condition like anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, etc., a psychiatrist will not be able to help you. They are not trained in psychotherapy in India.


	Within psychology, there are primarily two kinds of professionals who provide psychotherapy—clinical psychologists and counselling psychologists.

A clinical psychologist has an MPhil in Clinical Psychology and a license from the Rehabilitation Council of India. (Other types of professionals also hold a licence, so make sure you check if they have an MPhil degree specifically in clinical psychology.) They are trained to recognise, test for, and diagnose psychological conditions for which you might need medication (in which case, they will refer you to a psychiatrist for additional treatment) or therapy-based management. This is an important aspect because underlying psychological conditions in any partner, such as anxiety, depression, OCD, bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, etc., often make it difficult to improve a relationship unless they are also managed and treated. This particularly comes in handy if you suspect that you or your partner may have a personality disorder such as narcissistic or borderline personality disorder, as these conditions make it challenging to engage in a relationship in a healthy way.

A counselling psychologist has a master’s degree in clinical or counselling psychology and additional training in various therapy techniques and styles, such as couples therapy. They work on non-psychiatric issues like relationships, adjustment difficulties, work stress and productivity, academic performance, etc.

For repairing your relationship, either a clinical or counselling psychologist can be a good fit, as long as they are experienced and trained in relationship counselling.


	When choosing a therapist, the first step I always recommend is ‘therapist shopping’. Shortlist four to five options based on references or your own research into their background and qualifications. Have a session with each of them to get a real sense of their working style. Therapy, unlike medicine, is a uniquely individual process, and a therapist’s approach matters a great deal. It will cost you some money initially to book a session with each of them but trust me, it will save you a lot of money and time in the long run. This is your life—make sure you choose wisely.


	Many people request therapists for free ‘trial’ sessions. Let me share an industry secret: A well-established and experienced therapist—who knows their worth—will not agree to a free session. If they offer one, they are likely new to the profession and less experienced. That does not mean they aren’t a good therapist, but in such cases, you need a keen eye and experience on your side. Also, only when you value their time by paying their fee will you get the best out of your session.


	Since we are talking about healing toxic relationships, look for specific experiences and qualifications in relationship therapy. Don’t be shy to ask about their years of experience, the kinds of cases they have handled in the context of challenging relationships, and any specific training or certifications they have undertaken.


	One issue I often see my clients struggle with is deciding between online and offline therapy. Many people live in cities where they don’t have access to well-established therapists, making location a challenge. Even in metropolitan cities, commuting to a therapist’s office can be time-consuming and expensive. If attending therapy sessions becomes too logistically challenging, sustaining it for a long time will become difficult, making it tempting to drop out.

As far as the effectiveness of online versus offline therapy is concerned, both can be equally effective if you commit to the process. You just need to ensure that your therapist is comfortable and competent with the online modality. I have been practising exclusively online for more than fifteen years, and I can confidently say that I have not found it any less effective than in-person sessions.

Some of the things you must check before choosing an online therapist are:


	Their ease with technology and online work

	How long have they been offering online sessions

	Do they have a seamless online set-up with a private room, a stable internet connection, and the ability to treat the session with the same exclusivity as an offline one



You should receive your full 45–50-minute session with undivided attention. Your therapist should not be taking calls or getting distracted by others during your session. The online session space is as sacrosanct as an offline one.

Now that we have covered qualifications, let’s talk about the qualities you should look for in a therapist to ensure they can provide the right environment for you and your relationship to repair and heal.


	Relationship therapy is not a court trial. There is no prosecution and defence—it is a safe space for all participants. Whether you go to a therapist by yourself or as a couple, the therapist must not make you feel as though you’re in a witness box, defending yourself. An effective therapist ensures that all parties feel safe enough to be honest. 

	A good therapist will not frame your actions in the relationship as right or wrong. Even when highlighting something hurtful you may have done to your partner, they will use neutral language and focus on understanding the root cause of that behaviour.

	An effective and experienced therapist will not be a passive spectator in your sessions. Therapy is not just about venting, it is about actively working through your communication patterns, dissecting and examining them, and practising new skills. A good therapist will deftly also make key observations that help you develop new insights into your relationship.

	A truly non-judgemental therapist will not impose their own beliefs about what is ‘right’ onto you. I recall a client from a few years ago who had previously seen another therapist while trying to navigate the toxicity in her relationship and decide whether to leave. That therapist (a woman) told her, and I quote, ‘Why are you thinking about a divorce at the age of thirty-five? Who will marry you again? Do you realise how difficult it would be to find a partner at this age? You can’t be so picky as a woman. Men are like this only.’ A truly good therapist will work with you to explore what is best for you without letting their own prejudice influence the process.

	A good therapist will never shame you for something you or your partner have done. They will never use statements like:

	‘How could you have done this?’ 

	‘What were you thinking—that you won’t get caught?’

	‘What kind of person does this?’

	‘Don’t you think what you did was wrong?’

Instead, they will ask about your thought process at the time, help you understand the connections between your thoughts, beliefs, and actions, and guide you in identifying healthy versus unhealthy choices—rather than labelling them as morally right or wrong.




	Finally, a good therapist will have a range of tools and techniques at their disposal and will be open to feedback if you feel therapy is not progressing. Rather than becoming defensive, shutting down, avoiding the conversation, or placing the blame on you, they will engage in a genuine discussion to identify roadblocks and find a way forward.





How to Make the Most of Relationship Therapy

Now that you are equipped with the information you need to find a therapist who is a ‘good fit’ for you, the next step is to prepare yourself for the therapy process so you can reap the best benefits. Here are some pointers I have gathered from observing the most successful couples and individuals in therapy. I’m sure they will help you show up for this process at your best.


	Start with a ‘therapy notebook’ to record all your thoughts, insights, takeaways, and self-work assignments given by your therapist. Keeping everything in one place will help you make mental connections faster, track your progress, and organise the material you want to bring up in sessions. 

	Adopt a long-term commitment mindset rather than looking for quick fixes. Whether you’re in therapy individually or with your partner, it’s not about patchwork; it’s about unlearning unhealthy patterns and relearning new ones. Dysfunctional patterns may have taken years—sometimes decades—to develop, so expect meaningful changes to take time.

	Be honest with your therapist, as this will allow them to see all aspects of your relationship and you, which will aid the repair process.

	Stay consistent with your sessions, and go once a week, or at least once in two weeks. Avoid the pattern of seeking therapy only when conflicts arise. Long-term healing cannot be achieved through crisis management alone. Your therapist will be able to help you navigate difficult situations better if you’re also seeing them during peaceful times.

	Push yourself to complete the self-work assignments from your therapist. Clients who put in equal effort outside of sessions do significantly better in therapy than those who don’t take these self-work tasks seriously.

	Understand that therapy is not a doctor-patient relationship, as it is not instructional in nature. Your therapist will not tell you what to do; they will work with you to help you decide what you want to do and how that will unfold. They will also equip you with tools to handle the consequences of your choices and decisions.

	Therapy is not a grievance redressal hearing. It is not a court trial where someone is proved right and the other loses. Instead, see this as a team-building exercise to align you and your partner on the same side. While you should express yourself in sessions, if you find yourself hoping that the therapist will confirm how wrong your partner was (or vice versa), try to reframe your mindset. Use therapy as an opportunity to be heard and to listen, so that you and your partner can identify and repair the gaps in your connection.
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Many people shy away from seeking professional help because they believe a therapist who has not lived their relationship will not be competent enough to help them solve their problems. A therapist does not have to ‘live’ your relationship to be able to help you—they have the data of a plethora of relationships like yours that provides them with an aerial view of what’s going on, which might be difficult for you to see because you’re too close to it. Professional help is also seen as the last resort when all else fails. This is the same attitude we have towards our physical health in many ways, especially as women. We see symptoms like fatigue, fever, headaches, etc., and treat them with self-medication hoping it will go away. We avoid going to the doctor until hospitalisation is the only answer.

In either case, by the time you go to the right professional who can help you, you have already depleted your physical and emotional resources enough for it to take double the time and effort to recover.

Navigating toxicity in relationships can feel like a personal failure if, after attempts, change does not occur. This is an unhealthy narrative propagated by society. In reality, constantly giving your all to a relationship that does not nourish or replenish you is an indication that you need to pause—not give even more. Seeking professional help is not an admission of failure but a proactive step towards building the relationship you truly deserve.

When better tools are available to help you navigate relationship challenges, there is no need to carry the burden alone. Share this load with a professional and let them help smooth out the wrinkles in your relationship by fortifying you and your partner with new tools and techniques. This can restore the connection, intimacy, and a sense of lightness to your relationship.




Section III
 Pathway to Healing
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 PROVEN STRATEGIES FOR
 OVERCOMING TOXICITY

If I tell you about the first time it hit me that I was in a toxic relationship in my marriage, you might find it hard to believe. It was almost a year after leaving the house we were living in. It was a Sunday afternoon, and I had a day off. I was browsing Netflix to find something to watch. After browsing for quite some time and not being able to settle on one option, I caught myself in a state of anxiety. I paused for a few seconds to notice what was happening. I realised I couldn’t pick anything because I was trying to decide what to watch based on what seemed good enough to watch where I wouldn’t look stupid or like I was wasting my time.

I was surprised at this thought. Where was it coming from, I wondered. With this, all the small memories centred around watching Netflix in my marriage came flooding back. I felt guilty for watching something by myself because he would feel bad that I was not spending time with him. His work kept him away for long periods so whenever he was home, he wanted to spend time together. I hadn’t realised those weeks and months apart were disconnecting us, and I was losing the will to spend time with him because we had nothing in common and couldn’t have a decent conversation without me feeling dumb or completely unheard.

 Then there were snickers or comments about my unusual show and movie choices (I’m a horror movie enthusiast and he hated them). Finally, even if we were watching something together, I was in a constant state of uneasiness that, just as I relaxed, he might make a move for sexual intimacy, and I didn’t want it. I knew saying no would put him off.

That day, I just sat there on my bed reliving all these moments, completely dumbfounded. Tears started to spill from my eyes. What was I living? I had allowed myself to be in a relationship where I had lost the autonomy of choosing what to watch on Netflix! It sounds trivial, but this was a humongous realisation for me. Just as the enormity of this truth came to me, a tremendous sense of relief washed over me as well. I was free now. Yes, I still had a ton of heartache, but I was free. I didn’t have to pick what to watch to prove anything. No one was around to say anything about my choices, and I could watch whatever I wanted! This was liberating.

What Has Toxicity Taken Away from You?

Toxicity in relationships can permeate your life just as deeply as the aforementioned glimpse from my life. It affects the small, daily things you take for granted, all of which may go unnoticed as they insidiously change over time. Before I share some mantras to help you combat toxicity daily, let’s first consider what you might have lost while enduring a toxic relationship.


	Happiness: It has been so long since you have been doing everything in your power to keep the peace that you probably haven’t done anything to make yourself happy in quite a while. If you have been trapped in this vicious cycle for a long time, your memories of what makes you happy might have also become fuzzy. It is also possible that you feel guilty doing anything for yourself because, at the back of your mind, you think about whether your partner will like it. 

	Peace: How long has it been since you sat down with a cup of coffee, a good book, or a movie and enjoyed it? Most likely, you have been tiptoeing around the person in your life with whom you have a toxic dynamic. You are likely to feel extreme anxiety in their presence, making it hard to feel calm.

	Self-Confidence: Likely, you don’t trust your thoughts anymore. You might also shy away from talking to people, making new friends, taking chances, or exploring new things. Living in a toxic relationship can lead us to withdraw into a shell.

	Identity: The growing toxicity might lead to embarrassment in front of your parents, relatives, or friends. Keeping up the appearance of a happy relationship can take a toll on you and affect your work performance as well. All this leads to losing a sense of who you used to be. If someone asked you to describe yourself in five sentences today, would you be able to write about who you are? Do you still know what your passions are? What drives you in life? What makes you, you? If these questions are confusing and you’re drawing a blank, then you have reached the stage where living in a toxic dynamic is chipping away at your identity.



Anti-Toxicity Mantras

When I observe that a client in therapy might be trapped in a toxic dynamic with their partner, I don’t use the words ‘toxic’ or ‘abusive’ right away. I understand that their relationship means a lot to them, and it might feel extremely uncomfortable to hear such a word used to describe it. There is also a risk that they might interpret I’m calling them or their partner a ‘bad’ person or implying that the person is toxic, rather than grasping the concept of a mutually reinforced toxic dynamic. This can make them defensive. Additionally, I need to get as accurate a picture of their relationship as possible before addressing it directly in therapy.

My job as a therapist is not to pass judgement on my clients’ relationships. It is to gain an objective view of what is happening so that I can help them see it, too. We then collaboratively figure out the best choice for each unique person. It’s easy for people on social media to say, ‘Just leave him’ or ‘Respect yourself ’ or ‘He doesn’t love you.’ But for the person living in the dynamic, the choices are never that simple.

So, I have them read a list of common dynamics and manipulation tactics that are usually observed in toxic and abusive relationships. I ask them to examine the list carefully and let me know how much of it resonates with them. They are usually flabbergasted to find many similarities between their relationship and what’s written on the page. This makes them more open to the idea that I truly understand what they are going through, which further opens the door for me to discuss toxicity without making them uncomfortable.

Years of research have established that people displaying toxic or abusive traits often have similar thought processes and behavioural patterns. When I highlight these patterns for my clients, it helps them realise they are not alone and that what’s happening to them is well-documented and has a name.

I want to introduce you to some fundamental techniques you can adopt when dealing with toxicity. These rubrics will help you navigate any situation where you encounter toxicity. I have compiled this ‘bag of tricks’ with both toxic and abusive relationships in mind, so they will be effective in both situations.


	Minimal Response: Many people with toxic traits derive satisfaction from provoking a reaction. They will make goading comments, create situations to provoke you or act in ways that make you feel forced to react. However, you need to deal with them as you would with a bully—by responding as little as possible.

I know this is easier said than done, especially when someone throws insults or provocative words at you. At the moment, it might seem fair to give it back to them. But remember, this is exactly what they are playing at. The moment you engage, the situation escalates, and they may even twist it to make you the villain.

It is also possible that they will escalate their behaviour if you refuse to respond. You must see this escalation similar to a child’s tantrum. When a child acts out and the parents give in, the child will likely repeat the behaviour the next time they want their way. If the parents resist initially but give in after the tantrum escalates, the result remains the same—the child learns that escalating gets them what they want.

So, do not surrender to an escalation of behaviour. Quietly remove yourself from the situation by making a firm but kind boundary statement, such as: ‘I will not be able to have a conversation with you in this manner. Let’s resume when you are ready to talk.’

In cases of abuse, if escalation means physical violence, you need to remove yourself from the situation completely. Do not challenge their limits by staying in front of them during the ‘scene’.


	Tune in to Your Emotional Intelligence (EI): Your most powerful tool for dealing with toxic situations is EI. The emotional maturity of people with toxic traits is often arrested at an early stage of development, meaning their emotional quotient (EQ) is quite low, and they are not well attuned to their emotions. If you can strengthen your EI and apply it effectively, you can remain resilient in the face of toxicity.

A word of caution, though: Don’t try to use EI to reason with the other person in the heat of the moment—especially if they are agitated and in attack mode. Instead, use it to regulate your emotions so you don’t fall prey to their provocation.

Using EI at the right time allows you to fully experience your emotions without being overwhelmed. This way, you don’t end up suppressing them, which later manifests as frustration elsewhere. Here are some ways you can regulate your emotions while dealing with a toxic situation or person:


	While talking to a person with toxic traits, a whole range of emotions might bubble up inside you because of what they are saying or how they are saying it. Stay in the moment and, in your mind, try to name each emotion as it arises. For instance: ‘Okay, this made me angry’, ‘Ah . . . this made me feel embarrassed’, or ‘Hmm . . . I’m feeling let down’. This will help you observe your emotions without becoming attached to them.

	Be accepting of all your emotions. There are several common myths about emotions, such as: ‘Letting others know I’m feeling bad is a sign of weakness’, ‘Negative feelings are bad and destructive’, or ‘All painful emotions are a result of a faulty attitude’. Because of these myths, we often refrain from communicating with people who hurt us and continue to suffer in silence. Rise above these myths and create a compassionate and non-judgmental space for all emotions that arise. 

	Anger, guilt, shame, jealousy—none of these emotions are bad or wrong. Emotions are simply messengers trying to tell you something. Anger signals that you are sensing injustice; jealousy indicates a fear of losing something important to you; guilt suggests that you may have done something that hurt another person. If someone is making you feel these emotions, you should not deny yourself the experience. When you learn to identify your emotions and understand their messages, you will be able to tap into their power.

	Navigating intense emotions is like being on a surfboard. We often feel overwhelmed by emotions because we believe that once an emotion takes hold of us, we’ll drown—that we are at the mercy of our feelings. But this is another myth. Emotions come in waves; they rise and fall.

	If you can remember this and picture yourself on a surfboard, riding the waves but staying above the surface, you will be able to remain unfazed in the face of toxicity. You can also think of it like standing on a beach. When a wave approaches, you simply dig your feet deeper into the sand, and the wave retreats after touching you. It’s the same with emotions. Some waves may be bigger and soak you, while others may be smaller and only wet your feet. But you don’t need to be dragged into the ocean with every wave—just ground yourself and stay firm.

	 For long-term emotional resilience, try to accumulate positive emotions from situations unrelated to the toxic ones. Do more activities that make you feel competent and effective, even if they seem small—such as baking a cake or completing a crossword puzzle within a set time. When you engage in a positive experience, be fully present in the moment.

	Avoid thoughts like, ‘Yes, this went well, but what’s the point when my relationship is a mess?’ Remember, not everything in life is interconnected, even if it sometimes feels that way. Instead, allow yourself to carry the positivity from one situation to another by fully immersing yourself in the joy of the moment.




	Stop Justifying Toxic Behaviour: Many of us tend to rationalise, intellectualise, or justify toxic behaviour, especially when it comes from someone we are emotionally attached to, such as a sibling, parent, or partner. We use self-talk like, ‘After all, they are family’, ‘Maybe he’s just angry’, or ‘Maybe they don’t really mean it’.

Instead, learn to identify toxic behaviour objectively and acknowledge it for what it is. In the first section of this book, we explored toxic behaviour in detail, so use those red flags to recognise it. This does not mean you should immediately paint the other person as a villain, but rather that you should adopt a neutral stance towards their behaviour.

When toxic behaviour occurs, simply say to yourself: ‘This is toxic behaviour.’ Full stop. No excuses, no over-analysis. If it helps, write it down. Ask yourself: What exactly feels toxic to me? This practice will help you distance yourself from the toxicity psychologically, allowing you to break free from the constant internal battle between guilt and anger.


	Call Them Out: You must stand up for yourself—but do so smartly. If you respond with open aggression or retaliation, you’ll only fuel the toxic fire. Instead, calmly and objectively point out their behaviour. For example:


	‘Your tone is upsetting me. Is that what your intention is?’

	‘I notice that you’re being aggressive. Is that intended to intimidate me?’



Calling out their behaviour in a neutral tone might provoke different reactions. They may feign confusion and ask, ‘What do you mean?’ They might sneer, mock you, or—best case scenario—pause and reflect on their actions, even if only momentarily. Either way, this approach will disarm them, especially if their attitude is a tool for manipulation. By naming their behaviour, you signal that their tactics are no longer their secret weapon—you see through them.

However, be prepared: they may return with a stronger tactic next time. Consistency is key. Each time they exhibit toxic behaviour, calmly point it out. Keep your tone steady, non-sarcastic, and even. Stick to stating facts without making accusations.


	It’s Not Personal: You need to repeat this to yourself a few hundred times a day if you are surrounded by toxicity: It’s not personal. They are not doing this to you because you are you. They are doing this because that’s who they are, and that’s all they know how to be. Maybe they have learnt that putting others down and manipulating people is the only way to survive and thrive, and it comes as naturally to them as breathing. You cannot love them into changing, nor can you save them. Your boundaries are to protect you, not to hurt them, so you don’t need to feel bad about maintaining personal space.

The treatment you are receiving has been given to others before and will be given to more in the future. So, you’re not causing this. There’s nothing about your personality that is bringing out the worst in them. Yes, perhaps, their behaviour is pushing your buttons and activating past triggers, too, but you can break the pattern by not giving in to the urge to react with more toxicity that fuels this dynamic. Remember, it takes two people to establish a pattern—but only one to break it.


	Don’t Enable It: You might have recognised early on that someone around you is behaving in toxic ways, but you preferred to keep things under wraps because it was too uncomfortable to rock the boat. Or you convinced yourself that they are suffering from a psychological condition and that it is better to let them be. But by taking this approach and allowing their behaviour to continue, you end up enabling it further—much like not saying anything to an alcoholic because it is uncomfortable, no matter how obnoxious they get. But eventually, that turns ugly. It is important to make it clear that toxic behaviour is not acceptable. If there is any chance of a change in their behaviour, it will come from making them aware of it, not from ignoring it.

I will reiterate the child analogy here. Let’s say, you encounter a child with a nasty temper who is spewing profanities at you. If it is your child, you will try to discipline him for his sake, because you’re concerned about him. But even if it weren’t your child, you wouldn’t let anyone behave like that towards you—you would tell them that it was not right and they needed to stop. If you wouldn’t tolerate that kind of behaviour from a random child, why would you let another adult get away with it? But again, remember that there’s no need for name-calling or allowing your emotions to get the better of you. Stay in control, detached, and neutral.


	Practise Self-Compassion: Nothing enhances psychological immunity against toxicity like self-compassion. It is always easy for us to show compassion to others when they are going through a tough time or when they make a mistake. However, when it comes to ourselves, we are our harshest critics. Even if we know that our partner is not doing right by us, we beat ourselves up for making the wrong decision in bringing them into our lives or waste precious energy tiptoeing around their moods.

To practise true self-compassion, you need to be kinder and less harsh towards yourself. You need to see your tendency to make mistakes or ‘bad decisions’ as a human tendency rather than a personal flaw. When you experience painful thoughts and emotions, you must allow yourself to be aware of them and give them space to be felt, rather than trying to avoid them or completely drowning in them and becoming helpless.

An important point I would like to highlight here is that self-compassion is not self-centredness. You’re being kind to yourself, not furthering selfish interests at the cost of others’ needs and rights. Somehow, there is a general myth that the more ‘sacrifices’ a person makes, the ‘better’ they are. So, we strive to become martyrs because taking care of our needs seems selfish. This is a myth. Self-care or self-compassion doesn’t mean ‘me first’—it means ‘me, too’.
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While trying to find your feet in a toxic equation, the first thing required is for you to refocus your inner centre. You cannot deal with a toxic partner by focusing on them; you can only do that by bringing the focus back to yourself. The techniques I have highlighted in this chapter are geared towards helping you realise that you and your mental health are important. Even though you may feel down and out right now, it is possible to pick yourself up and put the pieces back together, one by one. Bringing the focus back to yourself will break the mutually draining equation between you and your partner. It won’t happen in a few days—it might take weeks or months. But it’s important to permanently etch in your mind that it is your right to create a healthy, fulfilling relationship for yourself. This is not something you are doing because you have no other choice. You deserve basic respect, empathy, and emotional safety, and there is a lot you can do to create these for yourself—if only you can redirect your effort and energy towards what you can truly change, instead of investing it all in variables that are out of your control.





11

 PRIORITISING THE CHALLENGING:
 ESTABLISHING NEW BOUNDARIES

When I say the word ‘boundary’ and ask my clients to share the first image that pops up in their minds, the answers are invariably either ‘a wall’ or ‘a fence’. This is a common phenomenon because, in collective cultures like ours, personal boundaries are not encouraged. The community overpowers the individualistic. Therefore, any time someone feels the need to insist on drawing a boundary, it happens after they have felt pushed to their limit. At that stage, there is little choice but to build a wall to protect their energy. Thus, we have all learnt to consider boundaries as walls that need to be raised when the water goes above your head. Let me give you a new perspective today.

Boundaries are not walls. They are doors.

Stay with me on this analogy. When we build a house, we place a front door on it—and doors in every room. The purpose of the doors is not to ever let anybody enter our house; it is to keep ourselves protected and regulate who comes in and when. So, our guests would know that it’s okay to knock on the door or ring the bell in the morning or afternoon but will refrain from doing so at two in the morning. This is not something we have to put in a rulebook—it’s implied. Similarly, the doors on each room also regulate our visitors. Our childhood friend will be welcome in the bedroom, but our insurance agent will be made to sit in the living room—and they all understand their place in the house. Even when we think about the fence around our house, we would want to make it in a way we are still able to interact with our neighbours while protecting our privacy.

This is exactly what a boundary is supposed to do. A boundary is not impossibly high or punishingly rigid, cutting us off from people. It is like a door or a fence that creates a code of engagement that flows both ways.

With your boundaries, you teach people how to treat you.

The Fluidity of Boundaries

Now that you have a new lens to look at boundaries, let’s explore their shape and form. How much you will let someone in, and how much they’ll be able to drain you depends on the porosity of your boundaries. There are three kinds of boundaries—rigid, porous, and healthy.

Rigid boundaries are like brick walls—hard and unforgiving. They don’t let anyone in. People who have rigid boundaries usually face endless pain before they realise since they don’t have a way to stop others from hurting them, they are better off staying away from people altogether. These individuals are usually described as ‘closed off ’. Rigid boundaries avoid intimacy and closeness in relationships where people find it difficult to ask for help because it makes them feel vulnerable and exposed. They are also guarded about their personal information. They fear rejection, so they keep people at arm’s length and may come across as detached, even with romantic partners.

On the opposite end of the boundary spectrum are porous boundaries. They are like mesh—everything can pass through. Individuals with porous boundaries have difficulty saying ‘no’ to others. They are likely to overshare information without filtering. They can also become over-involved with others’ problems and often seek their opinions to make their own decisions. They are submissive and compliant because they fear negative consequences, and that’s why they can also be accepting of maltreatment and abuse.

Lastly, healthy boundaries, which are right in the middle of the spectrum and balanced, are like silicone—flexible enough to adapt to situations yet closed off enough to not let everything pass through. They value their opinions while respecting others’ as well. They have clarity on their values and don’t compromise on them. They share information appropriately and in a well-paced manner. They can say ‘no’ and even respect a ‘no’ from others without losing their emotional balance. They are selective and mindful about whom they allow access to their lives.

Boundaries and Intimacy

We all crave emotional intimacy. We all want to be witnessed as our authentic selves by others and feel safe in the space we share with them. True, empowering intimacy is not possible without opening yourself up. However, most of us are afraid of being vulnerable. We have sufficient evidence that when you allow vulnerability, you expose yourself to pain and hurt. But what if you have been looking at vulnerability all wrong?

Imagine, you have been confusing vulnerability with fragility. To be vulnerable is to open yourself up from an empowered space, where you offer a gift of trust willingly because you want the other person to see you in all your colours so they can love you better. In contrast, to be fragile is to share parts of yourself you are ashamed of, embarrassed by, or wish to hide but feel compelled to share because you fear that if you don’t do so, the other person will leave you, or you want to test if they can ‘handle’ these parts of you. Vulnerability allows for a deeper connection and is secure in the knowledge that if it is not met with acceptance, you won’t lose anything. Fragility, however, is fear-based. It can only hold itself up if the other person responds favourably to what you have shared; if they don’t, you shatter.

To lead a life where you can discover true intimacy with someone requires you to develop the ability to be vulnerable without being fragile. That’s where boundaries step in. Proactive, conscious boundaries create a safe space to venture out and be vulnerable. With healthy boundaries, you will offer your trust as a gift that you are in charge of. You will not rely on someone else to give you the boost you need to feel worthy. That’s when you will feel empowered to seek and attach securely for healthy, deep intimacy. This furthermore ensures that you can push back successfully against toxicity because you are under no burden to accept whatever treatment is meted out to you out of fear of losing the meagre connection breadcrumbs you are receiving.

Ground Rules for Boundary-Setting

Now we know what boundaries are and their importance in creating healthy connections with our partners and other people. But the big question remains: How do we do it? I’ll provide you with some basic steps to get started. We will begin with some ground rules to create the framework for your boundaries. Then, we will learn about an exercise to define your unique boundaries. Finally, I will share some universal boundary-setting statements that you can mix and match while setting your boundaries.

 Here are some key elements that will form the foundation of your boundaries:


	Your boundaries protect your energy, not ‘make’ others do something for you.

	Your boundaries define what makes you feel safe.

	Your boundaries are unique to you, even when some might overlap with universal boundaries like violating personal space. So, they may not always make sense to others, nor do they have to.

	The job of your boundaries is to define your safe space, not to convince others of your perspective. This means that when you state a boundary, let go of the idea that others should also agree with why you’re setting the boundary. If you get stuck in the preoccupation of convincing others why you’re right, you’ll lose precious energy because others are also under no obligation to agree with you.

	Always connect your boundaries with your core values. For instance, if autonomy is a core value for you, then living alone becomes a clear boundary, even if your parents do not agree with you. As long as your core values are clear, you won’t feel confused about the motivation for setting a boundary.

	When you set a boundary, expect resistance and retaliation, not cooperation. Most of the time, if a situation arises that necessitates you to state a boundary, it means you are already being disrespected or violated. In such a scenario, stating a boundary will make the other party uncomfortable, and they may react. If you have misplaced expectations that the moment you state your boundary, they will co-operate, you will be drawn into a conflict that won’t solve anything. 

	When you compromise on your boundaries, you are people-pleasing in some form, which means you are disrespecting yourself. Setting clear and firm boundaries will accompany the discomfort of people not agreeing with you. Be ready to tolerate that. It is essential.

	Always follow through on the consequences of any boundary violations, or you’ll lose respect. So, if a boundary of yours is not to tolerate body-shaming by your partner, then every time they do it, you must calmly exit the conversation by stating that you’re doing so because you cannot be a part of a body-shaming action. You can’t think: ‘Okay, I’ll let it go just this once, and if he does it again, I’ll walk out.’ You must follow through the first time and every subsequent occurrence.

	Approach your boundaries from a space of self-respect, rather than rage or retaliation against perceived oppression. Self-respect defines what works for you but does not attempt to control what others choose to do.

	Boundaries are not threats or ultimatums. You don’t set boundaries to coerce people into meeting your demands. You set them to stop tolerating disrespect and violation.



Boundaries vs Threats

As seen earlier in this chapter, we often set boundaries only when our limit has been reached. By then, we are so desperate to protect ourselves that we have no option but to issue ultimatums to keep people at bay. Alternatively, since boundaries are not something we are usually well-versed in, we struggle to frame sentences in a way that balances the boundary with the consequences of its violation without sounding like a threat. Those on the receiving end of our newly defined boundaries also find it difficult to accept the change and may interpret our boundary statements as a threat. All these challenges make it necessary for us to remain aware of the difference between the two. We cannot control how others interpret our boundaries, but we can certainly control how we apply them.


	A boundary is a statement of preference that verbalises what you prefer. Whereas a threat is a statement of consequence if something is not carried out the way you want. You must have a set consequence to respect your boundary, but a threat is led with the consequence.

Let’s say you’re sitting among your friends, and they are body-shaming you by calling you names ‘as a joke’. A boundary statement in this situation would look like: ‘Please stop body-shaming me. It is in bad taste.’ If they continue or mock you by saying you’re too sensitive, you will repeat the same statement. If they don’t stop, you will add, ‘I will have to leave this conversation because I don’t appreciate being body-shamed,’ and then calmly walk away.

Now, if you were threatening in this situation, it would sound like, ‘You better stop making fun of me, or I’m leaving right now!’ or ‘If you don’t stop making fun of me, I’ll leave.’ There is a clear difference between these two statements. The boundary statement calmly states a preference, repeats it in case it is not followed, and then follows through by executing the consequence without emotional drama. The threat leads with the negative consequence first and doesn’t talk about the preference in an assertive manner.


	Boundaries are clear assertions of what you want, with sometimes added statements about the reason or the value behind the statement. Threats are emotionally heightened sentences framed in the ‘If . . . then’ or ‘If . . . or else’ format. For example, ‘I would appreciate it if you could call or text if you are getting late because not knowing makes me anxious,’ is a boundary statement. Whereas ‘If you can’t let me know when you’re getting late, then I won’t text you either!’ is a threat that doesn’t convey anything useful.


	Boundaries take ownership of your emotions and actions. Whereas threats put all the blame and burden on the other person. This is why boundaries are ‘I’ statements and threats are ‘you’ statements. Boundaries are framed as: ‘I would like/ prefer [what you want] as it helps me/it makes me [your feelings/effect on you/how it helps you].’ On the other hand, threats are framed as: ‘You do [pointing out the actions of the other person as a reason for your feelings], and you better stop or else [following it up with a negative consequence as a punishment].’


	Boundaries are limits we set with others or ourselves to clarify what makes us feel valued and respected. Threats are forceful efforts to get others to do what we want at their expense. Boundaries respect the stance of both parties, but threats override the other person’s wants or wishes—even if they don’t make sense to us or feel wrong). They are more like warnings.

An example of a boundary here would be: ‘I can’t live with or stay married to an alcoholic because it is taking a toll on my mental health and does not allow for a healthy relationship. If you don’t get help for it, I will have to move out and file for divorce,’ whereas a threat would say, ‘If you don’t stop drinking, I will file for divorce and make sure you never see your children again.’


	Boundaries come from self-awareness and self-assurance. Threats come from unregulated emotions and a need for control. A self-aware boundary might sound like, ‘I’m feeling sad right now and need to be left alone for a while. If you come in, I may not be able to have a conversation.’ A threat arising out of emotional upheaval might sound like, ‘If you try to come into this room, I’ll hurt myself.’

I hope this clarifies the distinction between how to phrase boundaries in a manner you don’t inadvertently end up threatening people around you. Boundaries must only protect us without doing or intending harm to others. Threats involve a clear punishment, such as withholding affection, threatening silent treatment, or public shaming (‘I will tell everyone what you did’). Of course, this does not guarantee that sometimes even your assertive boundary statements will not be perceived as threats. That may very well happen because you cannot control others’ perceptions. But, as I mentioned in the ground rules, the goal of boundaries is to preserve your energy from a place of maturity, not to take on the extra burden of convincing other people if you are misunderstood for protecting your space.




Defining Your Boundaries

All this sounds informative, but where to begin? How do you decide your boundaries or if you should wait until it becomes intolerable enough to recognise when to set one? No, you don’t have to do that. A good starting point is to define your boundaries as an individual—what you are comfortable with and what doesn’t agree with your value system.

 I’m sharing six primary areas of boundaries (TherapistAid. com). Use this to define at least two of your boundaries for each category:

Physical: Define your idea of personal space and comfort. This will include statements about how close you like to get with people, how it differs between different categories of people—such as spouses and friends, how much physical touch you are comfortable with—are you a hugger or a hand-shaker, and finally what comprises your personal space—your room, wardrobe, etc.

Intellectual: This defines the thoughts and ideas you are comfortable discussing with others and how they differ across the various social circles of your life. For instance, you may be someone who doesn’t like discussing politics anywhere.

Emotional: Like the previous intellectual boundaries explored thoughts and ideas, emotional boundaries define the areas or social circles where you are comfortable discussing your feelings and emotions. So, you might say, ‘I will only discuss my deepest fears with my best friend.’

Sexual: These boundaries will outline what you are okay with in the sexual intimacy area. It will include aspects like how you like to be touched, how you like to experiment, what is an absolute no-no, and what makes you feel safe with your partner Material: Here you will define the boundaries around your possessions, which objects you are okay with sharing, which are off limits, etc. For example, you might be okay with lending your car to your brother but not to your neighbour. Similarly, your cosmetics may be off-limits for everyone.

Time: These boundaries define how you prefer to utilise your time. You may consider your lunch breaks sacred and not appreciate intrusions during that time. Or you may reserve your Saturday evenings for your friends and would not want to compromise.

Remember, boundary setting is a proactive activity, not a reactive defence. By using the above exercises you can define your boundaries, which will help you sketch a basic outline of where you need to stand up for them. For instance, in the lunch break situation in time boundaries, if a client starts calling you while you’re having lunch and if you know this is a clear boundary for you, you will not hesitate to tell the client that you will call them back after your lunch hour. No guilt or anxiety will arise because you will have complete awareness of its importance.

Executing Boundaries

Once you have clearly defined a few boundaries, it’s time to practise executing them. I’m offering you an easy formula to determine how much energy you should be investing in which situation. Every boundary situation need not be an uphill battle if you know how to look at it.

The simple formula is that every boundary situation can be divided into ‘maintainer’ or ‘mover’. Maintainer situations can be imagined as two people on either side of a strong, intact fence—one trying to convince the other to hop over to the other side. So, your boundary is an intact fence, and the other person is not posing any threat to it. They are just standing on their side and constantly trying to convince you to jump to the other side because they believe their side is better. A real-life example of this analogy could be a political discussion where both of you support different parties, a couple with varying views over home decor, or your partner trying to tell you how you should deal with your colleagues at work in a way that is not your style.

In these situations, they are not trying to violate your boundaries. They are simply trying to wear you down or convince you to cross your boundaries. There is no apparent danger to your fence. Therefore, you must maintain—stand your ground and use minimal energy to deal with their arguments. It is not your burden to match each argument with a fresh, one-up statement every time. That’s a waste of energy. So, in a maintainer situation, we use what is known as the ‘broken record’ technique. You repeat the same couple of statements, repeatedly and calmly. For example, ‘I hear you, however, I feel differently about this’ or ‘I see your point, but I’d like to try it my way’ or ‘I can see your point of view, and I think we can agree to disagree.’

Mover situations are slightly different. Someone is actively trying to encroach on your boundary and invade your physical or psychological space. In real life, this can look like someone calling you names, moving in too close to you with an intent to hurt or intimidate you, mocking you, shaming you, or making you uncomfortable with sexual innuendos, lewd jokes, gestures, etc. In these situations, it won’t suffice to stay neutral with minimum engagement. Here, you need to actively push back to protect your boundary. This will be more forceful, direct, and phrased like a clear instruction. Be careful not to get caught up in trying to reason or plead with the other person, as that’s not how successful boundary-setting in mover situations works. It must be a precise instruction. For instance, you will need to use phrases like ‘I want you to stop calling me names’ or ‘I want you to lower your voice’ or ‘You are making me uncomfortable’ or ‘What you are doing is in bad taste and I want you to stop!’

Most situations in our lives and relationships are maintainer ones. They require minimal energy investment and can be handled by just maintaining a calm stance. When people on the other side of the fence cease to get a rise out of you, they eventually back off. However, the interesting part is that since we all carry this myth of ‘I must make everyone understand me,’ we use the mover situation energy in maintainer situations that don’t yield results, leaving us drained. It’s like using a knife to do the job of a needle. You have probably been doing this your entire life.

By segregating your conflict situations into maintainer and mover, you can simplify the energy investment and conserve a lot of precious psychological resources. Using this formula, you no longer have to feel the burden of convincing other people why you don’t want to go over to their side of the fence and you can preserve the big energy for the rare mover situations where there is an active breach of your boundaries and personal space. Once you start executing this strategy, you will feel much more in control of your emotions, and much stronger in the face of retaliation.

Templates for Boundary Statements

By now I trust that you have all the foundation blocks required to frame your boundaries well. All that’s left to do is to add some pre-framed template to your boundary-setting kitty that you can pull out and use at your convenience. I have put together a bunch of sentences that you can use in a readymade form by simply adding a phrase that might be relevant to your situation.

 Templates for Maintainer situations 


	‘This doesn’t work for me’

	‘I can see your point, and it’s okay if we don’t agree’

	‘My experience is different’

	‘Hmm, I hear you’ (just a non-committal response without you agreeing to something)



 Templates for Mover situations 


	‘I’m not comfortable with this’

	‘Please don’t do that’

	‘I can’t do that for you’

	‘This is not acceptable’

	‘I don’t want to do that’



 General Templates for Social Situations 


	‘Not at this time’ (when someone asks you to do something you don’t want to do yet)

	‘I’ve decided not to’ (when you have to convey a decision that you know may not be what the other person wants to hear)

	‘I’m drawing the line at [...]’ (when you can agree to a part of the request but not everything; for example, your partner asking you to come party with friends on a weeknight, so you can say: ‘Okay I’ll come but I’m drawing the line at 10 p.m.’)

	‘I want to help but I have [a previous engagement] at this time. Can we set another time to talk about this?’ (when a friend or your partner wants your time or attention, but you’re aware you don’t have the bandwidth at that time) 

	‘I appreciate your intention and understand that you want to help but I would like to try this my way at this time’ (when someone offers unsolicited advice)

	‘I’m in a different place in life now and this won’t work for me’ (when an ex or someone from your past tries to re-establish connect and you don’t want to)



[image: ]
Setting boundaries makes us uncomfortable because we assume we will hurt or displease others if we say what we want, and that’s not something they want. This is why the one big mistake we make repeatedly is to put off speaking up about a boundary until much later. If you remember the house with the doors from the beginning of the chapter, imagine what would happen if, to be nice, you didn’t install any doors and welcomed everyone into your home whenever they wanted. People of all levels of closeness would storm into your house, and after a while, you would have no space for yourself. They might even ruin your furniture or make your house dirty. When things get to this level, you will feel compelled to finally say, ‘Please leave, I need some space.’ When this happens, what you’re most likely to hear is: ‘You didn’t have a problem with this before. What happened now? You’ve changed!’ Does this ring a bell? You might have heard this said to you in your life when you finally decided to speak up for yourself. Upon hearing this, you might have retreated again, spiralling in self-doubt or shame in wondering if you have truly changed.

You didn’t change. You just took too long to state the boundary right in the beginning. So, you taught the people around you to see you differently. They got used to seeing no boundaries and claimed your space. You did it so nobody would think poorly of you or think of you as rude. But it didn’t do anything for you, except bring you discomfort. Not stating your boundaries got you to only give more of yourself and your space without receiving any well-deserved nourishment or respect. Compromising your boundaries does not earn you respect. Respecting your boundaries does, even if people interpret it as rude in the beginning.

Therefore, as you rebuild yourself to break free from the toxicity in your relationship, finding and executing your boundaries will bring back your self-respect. Respect doesn’t work from the outside in. Only when it comes from within, you will receive it from the outside.
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 MAKING THE DECISION
 TO STAY OR LEAVE

Nandini is a thirty-five-year-old biotechnology researcher. With a round face, wavy hair, and a chirpy demeanour, she looks like someone who anyone would love to be friends with. She is always ready to help someone at the drop of a hat. She is passionate about her work and hopes to contribute to a healthier society using her research one day. She met Suhaas when she was twenty-two at a common friend’s party. He was three years older than her, and she thought he was worldly-wise. She was attracted to his silent, calm personality. He also took care of her in numerous ways like studies or making career decisions, which made her feel looked after. She had lost her mother as a teenager and since then her father had become withdrawn. Being the oldest sibling, she became the default caregiver of her younger siblings and tried to do as much as her mother would have. She missed a guiding presence in her life, someone who would take care of her once in a while, and Suhaas appeared to be the universe’s gift to her life.

Suhaas is a marketing executive. He is a tall, dusky man with close-cropped curly hair and deeply penetrating eyes. When he sits in front of you or talks to you, he seems to be grounded and mature. He comes from a family where disciplining children was crucial. His parents believed that if children are not reminded of their shortcomings constantly, they will never want to improve. There was also no place for emotional displays in his house as it was a ‘waste of time’. He brought this approach into his relationship with Nandini as well, which felt rational and logical, something she respected.

Suhaas was Nandini’s first serious relationship and she married him when she was twenty-five. She believed this was the beginning of a new life for her where she would be able to create the life she wanted. However, she completely aligned her life with Suhaas’s style and aspirations. She quit her job at a reputed company to join him in his business. She worked out her life in a way that wouldn’t give Suhaas a chance to complain. She believed she was doing it all out of love. In this process, she didn’t realise that she kept pushing away how she really wanted to live. She wanted to build a thriving career for herself. She was an ambitious woman who admired ambition and drive in others as well. She discovered that Suhaas was low on ambition, which made her gradually lose respect for him. Instead of acknowledging this to herself, she suppressed her own ambition. Suhaas was also not expressive when it came to affection. She craved verbal and physical expressions of love and affection. He told her she was asking for too much. Again, instead of recognising that her needs were not being met by the person she expected it from, she locked them away. They were also unable to have sex, leading her to believe she had vaginismus. Suhaas also took it upon himself to correct every ‘mistake’ Nandini made in their daily lives and continuously pointed out how she could ‘improve’ herself.

This went on for a few years until one day she met someone in her friend circle who was a driven, ambitious man who appreciated her for all the qualities she possessed but had kept hidden away. Sparks flew and one day they ended up kissing each other. Suhaas found out and all hell broke loose. He confronted her for being a cheater and how she had never been a worthy partner. He also reminded her how patient he had been with her throughout their marriage despite her not measuring up, and this drowned Nandini in overwhelming guilt. This was when she signed up for therapy.

In therapy, we pressed the rewind button on her life and relationship. We discovered her fears of abandonment and low self-esteem through assessments. We also explored how Suhaas’s critical attitude—inherited from his parents—did not allow him to appreciate what was good about their marriage and kept him focused on shortcomings. This, in turn, triggered Nandini’s low self-esteem and sent her into fawn mode where she kept shutting down parts of herself to gain his approval but also secretly resenting him and losing respect for him. It took her a long time to admit that she didn’t respect him as a man. This was a surprising revelation for her because she assumed since she loved him, it must automatically mean that she respected him. That is why, when the kind of man she could respect came along, she found herself being unfaithful because her suppressed desires could not stay bottled up any longer. On the other hand, since the only way Suhaas knew how to make things ‘better’ was to point out what was wrong, he thought he was selflessly investing in their relationship. He, too, kept suppressing his needs from a partner because he had strict moral codes. He also never allowed himself to be vulnerable enough to tell Nandini what he needed. He just kept trying to change her in the hope that becoming the ‘right’ woman would fix their relationship.

Once Nandini could see she could not respect Suhaas for who he was—even though she deeply cared about him—she made the journey to accept that in the absence of respect for her partner, she would never be able to show her authentic self in this relationship. She also understood that it wasn’t her place to change him. Suhaas, too, had aspects of him that he needed to heal to show up as a connected, vulnerable partner, but that was his journey. She also took full ownership of her episode of infidelity without getting defensive or drowning in shame. She learnt what she needed to do so that she didn’t self-sabotage her next relationship in this manner.

As she gained clarity on these aspects over two years in therapy, she decided to exit this relationship and give herself the time to change her approval-seeking patterns and the chance to find a partner whom she respects. Suhaas and Nandini sat down and discussed this. He also admitted that he did not respect her, even though he was deeply attached to her. They realised that they both deserved a chance at healthier relationships and applied for a mutual divorce.

Today, after a year of her divorce, Nandini has found a partner she admires every single day and who can meet her needs spontaneously. Her sexual issues have vanished to create a very satisfactory sex life for both. Most importantly, she is learning to show up as an authentic person and honour her needs to speak up for them, to avoid turning into someone who steps outside of their relationship to meet their needs.

Looking back on this experience, Nandini reflects that it was challenging for her to finally decide on the divorce, but it was essential for her to exit the marriage at the point that she did. She had understood that it was beyond repair and the respect that both had lost for each other could not have been recreated. They needed to break away from the dysfunctional dynamic to create a space for healing. Moreover, the marriage had reached a point where they could not have done it together. A lot of her loved ones had trouble understanding her decision because there was no abuse or violence.

‘Why couldn’t you have just tried harder?’ they would ask. But now Nandini knows that she made the right decision. There cannot be a universal benchmark for how bad a marriage has to get before you decide to leave. You have to figure out your own ‘enough’.

I read somewhere long ago that an unhealthy relationship is like standing on broken glass. You can walk on it to get to a place where there is clear ground, but you’ll have to endure the glass cutting into your feet for a while, and the fear of bearing that pain can keep you standing where you are, without attempting to go past it. On the other hand, if you keep standing there, the glass is going to continue cutting into your feet and the wounds will never have the opportunity to heal.

The decision to leave or stay and repair a toxic relationship is exactly like this analogy. The broken glass will cut your feet and hurt you in either scenario. What matters is whether there is clear ground ahead. The clear ground can look like starting afresh after leaving the current relationship, or it can look like working together, as a couple, through mutual pain and turning a new leaf in the relationship.

My goal in bringing this book to you is to convey the message that it is possible to repair toxic relationships. You don’t have to leave if you don’t want to—you can regain control of your life. You don’t have to feel despair after listening to ‘motivational gurus’ on social media imploring you to ‘just get out’. Yet, there is a limit to everything. If your relationship is beyond repair, then you can decide to exit. However, make that decision with courage, mindfulness, wisdom, and unbiased information to move on with self-compassion and confidence in your decision.

 Questions to Ask Yourself

Before you start comparing the reasons to stay or leave, there are some questions you should think about mindfully. I suggest noting these in a diary and then thinking about the answers over an extended period. Keep jotting down the words and sentences that keep coming up for you as you think about the questions. Don’t filter, don’t intellectualise, and don’t try to counter yourself. You may need to do this multiple times before you get everything that’s on your mind onto the paper. Read them after a couple of hours of writing.


	Even if nothing changes in this relationship, am I still willing to choose my partner to share my life with?

	Do I feel safe to show up authentically in this relationship?

	Have I really tried everything to repair this relationship?

	Have I honestly looked at my role in this dysfunctional dynamic instead of only asking my partner to change?

	Do I even want to try working through this relationship anymore?



Nobody can tell you whether you should stay or leave. That choice is eventually yours to make when you’re ready. What I will do for you, however, is provide you with all the perspectives you need to consider while trying to make that choice so that you are armed with all the necessary information. These perspectives are a blend of my professional experiences and the observations of my clients’ relationships. Over the years I have been able to observe some common factors that predict whether the relationship can get past the toxicity or succumb to it. I hope that scrutinising these factors will help you decide on your relationship.

 Reasons to Consider Staying

These facets of a relationship are a good sign if you want to stay and try to work on the relationship with your partner’s support. These indicate that there is deeper potential for repair and with the right help and tools you can create the relationship you want.


	Your partner still adds value to your life. By adding value, I don’t infer their presence is your crutch for not ending up alone. I mean real value that leads to your emotional growth and allows you to expand your repertoire of behaviours.

	You are both still able to express genuine intent to be good partners to each other and this intent shows up in efforts—even if they are not successful yet.

	You are at a stage in life where it will take you a while to build up enough resources to sustain outside this relationship. This may be due to children or lacking financial independence and/or family support. This is a situation where we recommend practising radical acceptance—unquestioningly accepting that right now you don’t have all the variables under your control, and you need to figure out the best way to hold on until the variables shift. Radical acceptance does not equate to surrender or agreement. It’s a conscious, empowered, and rational choice.

	You are still able to align on the common vision for your life together even though the path towards it seems unclear because of your toxic conflict.

	You respect each other as people and can identify the good qualities about each other despite not getting along.

	 You haven’t tried effective relationship therapy to heal toxicity yet.

	There is a willingness to co-operate and change if that means building a better relationship. Cooperation is one of the important fundamentals of a successful marriage, yet the most underrated. If two people are willing to work with each other, they can put their egos aside and find a true connection.

	You still stand up for each other amongst your friends and family. If you still feel like you have each other’s backs when someone outside of your relationship attacks the other, then there is an indication of a strong bond that denotes care and concern.

	You want to be with each other willingly because you choose each other, not out of a sense of duty, obligation, or fear of negative consequences.



Reasons to Consider Leaving

Some aspects of relationships are sure-fire predictors of divorce or break-up, based on years of research on couples and relationships. If they are present, you’ll likely end up at a dead end in your relationship. Something to keep in mind as you go through this section is that ‘leaving’ does not always have to mean a divorce or permanent break-up. Unless we are dealing with a case of abuse, sometimes just creating some distance in the relationship by separating temporarily can also bring a lot of things into perspective. I have highlighted some of those factors here so that you can make a conscious decision.


	Abuse is the primary reason to exit a relationship. I have outlined the difference between toxicity and abuse in much detail in the final chapter of this book. Where there is abuse, there is no scope for a relationship. What exists in an abusive situation is only trauma bonding, which is severely damaging to your physical and mental health. Abuse thrives on power and control, and healthy intimacy cannot be nurtured under these dynamics. 

	According to John and Julie Gottman, stalwarts of relationship therapy, the single biggest indicator of a doomed relationship is the feeling of contempt. Contempt is the emotion the belief that someone or something does not deserve any respect or is without value. If you or your partner have lost respect for one another, then there is a good chance that the relationship will eventually implode. Love cannot exist in the absence of respect. Respect forms the foundation of love. If there is no respect, then what you’re experiencing is some form of unhealthy attachment, not love, and usually, once lost, respect is hard to rebuild.

	If you find that you have intrinsically changed as a person and you don’t like who you have become, then it may be time to distance yourself from your relationship. Losing your value compass and your identity is a huge red flag for a relationship. No relationship is worth losing your essence; if you don’t show up as yourself, then the relationship cannot be an authentic and safe space for you anyway.

	If either of you has lost the will or intent to be together and to repair the relationship, then forcing it will not lead anywhere. Healthy relationships must be based on willingness. One of you might still have strong feelings for the other and may think that it is unfair for your partner to have lost those feelings; however, it does not pay to force it or stay trapped in the wishful thinking that you can change them. 

	If fear shows up in your relationship, then fear has no place alongside love. If you’re afraid to speak your mind and find yourself tiptoeing around each other, then fear exists within your relationship.

	If their physical presence has started to repulse you, that’s a crucial sign. For there to be a chance to work things out, you must be able to tolerate each other’s bodies in close proximity. Moreover, our bodies have their intelligence; sometimes they sense things that haven’t yet caught up with our rational minds. So, if your body feels repulsed or repelled by your partner’s body, maybe it’s time to give this a long, hard rethink.



Leaving a relationship is a big decision. This is someone you have loved at one point, and probably still do, and it is gut-wrenching to end that or to pull away from that. So, if you have been toying with the idea for a long time, I understand if it feels like you don’t have the energy to make that decision. But let me tell you this: There’s no time limit on that decision. You are allowed to take all the time you need. It is better if you take the time because if you choose out of a sense of urgency—which is most likely your anxiety talking—you will end up making an impulsive decision. Choose from your authentic self. Dig deep to hear what your body and your relationship are telling you. Have several conversations with your partner if required. Talk to your friends, well-wishers, and even parents if you think they can guide you. Then take your time to synthesise all these different points of view, filter through the noise, and make the decision that leads to growth.

 There is clear ground on the other side of the broken glass. You can get to it even if it hurts to cross the shattered glass while you get there. All you need to do is ask yourself which decision will take you closer to the life you envisioned and then go towards it with conviction and courage.
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 WHAT TO ANTICIPATE WHEN
 LEAVING A TOXIC RELATIONSHIP

It was in December 2019 that I realised I could no longer make my relationship work. By the time you read this book, more than a year will have passed since my divorce. Yes, it took me four years to finally decide to go through with it. I could see with absolute clarity that by staying any longer, I would only hurt both of us irreparably. I would not be able to handle the shame stemming from the lying and cheating that made me hate myself, and if I stayed any longer, I would never stop feeling like a criminal who only deserved punishment. I would never be able to feel equal to my partner. I also realised that I needed to set him free from this relationship in which we were destroying each other. It seemed cruel at the moment, but that was the only way he would have enough space between us to sever this cord and, hopefully, reflect on his actions, too. For the next two years, I had to confront all my demons and the truths about myself that I had repressed or avoided.

I consistently oscillated between debilitating guilt and viewing the events of my marriage in a new light. Gradually, I learnt to separate his actions from mine. I came to understand how to separate the responsibility for those actions. Therapy helped me rise above the situation and see the relationship from a bird’s-eye view. I also realised that, over time, it had become easier for me to assume the guilt for everything that was not working in my relationship rather than confront the truth that I was unhappy and needed to stand up for myself. Consequently, I was doing everything to avoid facing the discomfort of becoming disagreeable. Eventually, it took a lot of tears, sleepless nights, self-doubt, and gut-wrenching inner work, but today I’m in a peaceful place. I have made peace with my actions because I have understood where they were coming from.

Today, my relationships are mindful and healthy. However, those two years were an arduous journey. Now, when I see my clients navigating this journey, I can see all the challenges they will face. If you have decided to exit your relationship, you may face them, too. In an earlier section of this book, I took you through the factors to consider when deciding to stay or leave the toxicity in your relationship. Neither decision is simple to execute; both will have consequences you will have to see through. While staying in the relationship and trying to work things out with your partner will require pushing past a lot of your emotional baggage, leaving the relationship will also compel you to confront your inner wounds. So, here’s a comprehensive overview of what to expect if you have finally decided to move on from the relationship. This chapter will help you take all these situations in your stride, and you will be able to prepare to deal with them well in advance. With every situation, I have also offered some countermeasures that you can take to handle those situations with ease and without losing your emotional balance.

 More People Will Not Understand Your Decision Than Those Who Will

While building support networks, or collecting resources for your new life, you will have to confide in some people. If your partner has narcissistic tendencies, they may try to get an upper hand in the storytelling of your relationship by playing victim before you have had a chance to share your version. Either way, people will get to know fragmented versions of your relationship and your decision to leave. You may get tired of narrating your story multiple times. Sometimes, you may choose to evade the curious questions. Regardless of what you do, it is highly likely that a majority of people who hear your story will not be able to understand your decision to leave the relationship. There will probably only be a handful who will unconditionally support you in this decision. Even from those handful of people, you might receive a sceptical remark like: ‘I hope you have thought about what you’re doing’ or ‘It’s your decision, I’m sure you know what you’re doing.’ These reactions might add to your anxiety and self-doubt. So, yes, it will be a lonely fight.

Your Countermove: I would like you to first recognise the difference between fact and opinion to deal with this situation. Everyone can have opinions, but how many people have facts? For example, ‘Sonia has a job’ is a fact. ‘Sonia can get a job’ or ‘Sonia cannot get a job’ are opinions. In the case of an opinion, both sides can turn out to be true and there is no way for anyone to predict. Thus, when you get bogged down by what people are saying, ask yourself if this is fact or opinion. If it is a fact, jot it down and tell the person you will give it some thought. If it is an opinion, remember it can be wrong or right.

 For example, if someone says, ‘You don’t have a job, how will you make a living?’ ‘You don’t have a job’ is a fact, but ‘how will you make a living’ can mean anything—from genuine curiosity to an underlying assumption that because you don’t have a job at present, you won’t be able to get one in the future. It has a range of opinions. Anything in that range could come true. You can remind yourself, ‘I don’t have a job, but I have a plan, and I have to find out how it will work out.’ Don’t use ‘if it will work’ in your self-talk as that can lead to another chain of thought starting with ‘what if it doesn’t work out?’

Trauma

The most painful aftermath of a toxic relationship is trauma or, in clinical language, post-traumatic stress. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a clinical condition that appears when someone is exposed to a terrifying, shocking or painful event(s) where they are helpless and cannot protect themselves. It manifests itself in the form of nightmares, painful flashbacks, extreme anxiety, and negative thoughts that seem to play on a loop in your head. If it happens due to a single event like catching your partner cheating, it is called simple trauma. If it happens due to multiple breaches of trust over an extended period like emotional or verbal abuse, it is known as complex trauma. Regardless of its type, trauma leaves a lasting scar on your psyche and changes how you look at the world. What is extremely important for you to know is that trauma will most likely show up after you have exited from the relationship or situation. You will then be caught by surprise because you didn’t expect it since you thought you were out.

The reason for this delayed flare-up is when you’re in the thick of a situation, your mind goes into survival mode and numbs everything else. So, you don’t really register the damage to yourself. But when you get out and your mind can turn off the survival mode, all the pain surfaces. You will probably not notice any emotions, just this crushing feeling in your chest, a crippling anxiety. Sometimes there might be thoughts of the past but they won’t feel like thoughts. They will feel like reality. You’ll be caught by surprise. You’ll wonder where it’s coming from. Despite how scary it sounded so far; the good news is that this trauma is no stranger—you just haven’t met it yet. And you’ll get a chance to make an acquaintance after you don’t have your toxic relationship breathing down your neck

Your Countermove: First, this trauma isn’t your enemy. It is all your fear tied up in a bundle and stored away. It needs soothing like your inner child. When flashbacks and sudden bouts of anxiety strike, they are not telling you that you made the wrong decision. They are thanking you for allowing them the space to express themselves. So, don’t misinterpret these signals or be afraid of them. Anxiety is not confirmation that a decision was bad; it is a signal that something needs to be processed and needs attention. What you need to do to counter this trauma is process the emotions you bottled up when toxic treatment was being meted out to you. Your emotions couldn’t come to the surface at that time because you were too occupied protecting yourself. But now you must. Find a good therapist who is trauma-informed and let them create a safe, non-judgemental space to guide you while you rewrite your trauma story until you can make sense of it. Believe me, a good therapist is your best bet in helping you recover from trauma. So, make that call and lay it to rest before the wound gets deeper.

 Isolation

An unfortunate fallout of recovering from a toxic relationship is that you may not have much of a support system. Couples breaking up often deal with the loss of common friends. Their friends also find themselves in the awkward situation of picking sides that lead them to gradually distance themselves. Many of us know that finding genuine new friends as adults is not easy. In addition, if you were in an abusive relationship, then isolation may have been used as a manipulation tactic as well. So, it could have been a long time since you have been in touch with your family or friends, and it can feel awkward to reach out to them. You might wonder how to make the first move, or if people would think of you as an opportunist. These are all valid doubts and fears. It is easier to raise barriers than bring them down, so your fears are not unfounded. At the same time, it is also undeniable that once you leave a toxic relationship you will need your support system to hold you up. You will also need a new social circle that doesn’t share common social space with the partner you walked away from.

Your Countermove: There will be three fronts to work on to re-establish your social circle. First, those you turned away from due to misunderstanding. The second front is reaching out to those you simply lost touch with due to distance. The third front that requires your attention is building a brand-new social circle. You must make new friends with no connection with your former partner because, when you hang out with them, you won’t have to talk about the past.

Now that you know it was just a toxic web over your eyes, you will want to mend things with those you pushed away. It’s not going to be easy. It can be embarrassing or awkward and there is no guarantee they will respond how you want them. But you must make an effort for two reasons—one, you need your tribe around you while you heal, and two, you can heal the guilt of pushing them away when they didn’t deserve it. If nothing else, it will bring you peace, which is something you need plenty of right now. So, make that call, write that text, or compose that e-mail. Whatever mode of communication you choose, let them know you’re genuinely sorry for turning them away. Convey your heartfelt emotions and leave it at that. Let it sink in and wait for them to get back to you. To find a new social circle, you will have to step out of your comfort zone. You will have to find the confidence to smile at strangers and strike up a conversation at a cafe. You can find groups online related to the activities you like, for example, book clubs, gardening, entrepreneurs, etc. However, be careful while attempting these bids for connection, as you are still healing. You are emotionally vulnerable and surrounded by numerous energy-drainers. You have to preserve your energy and go to people that enhance that energy. Take everything slow and stay in the moment. If you enjoy a short conversation, don’t get carried away and start planning the next few meetings. Pace your acquaintances to see if they fit your life and boundaries. It is as important for you to notice if you like this new person, as it is for them to like you.

Depletion of Coping Abilities

Coping abilities or skills are strategies that one employs to reduce stress. When we are psychologically healthy, we are in control of our environment, and whatever demands our environment makes, we meet them easily. This indicates that we are coping well. However, when we find ourselves in a chronically psychologically distressing situation, such as a toxic relationship, we may initially apply everything we have in our arsenal to cope. But when none of that works, we gradually lose our efficacy in handling our environment. Just as weak immunity opens the door for infections to attack our bodies, depleting coping resources opens the door for psychological ‘viruses’ (low self-esteem, negative thoughts, depression, paranoia) to attack our mental health. It’s no surprise, therefore, that after a while, you feel drained in the relationship. You’re using whatever little resources you have left, and there is no opportunity to replenish them by accumulating positive experiences. Your cup runs dry, yet you keep pouring from the empty cup.

When you manage to leave a toxic situation, you emerge psychologically hollow. Even the smallest stimulus has the power to shatter you. This state can be discombobulating because you expect that now as you’re out, everything should return to what it was. This creates a window for self-doubt to creep in and make you consider returning to the familiar toxicity or falling into the trap of a new one.

Your Countermove: Developing new coping skills and reawakening the old ones is going to be one of the most important steps in your recovery after a toxic relationship. You must choose mindfully which coping style to apply for different situations. There are two kinds of coping styles. Problem-focused coping is used when there is a concrete problem to be tackled, and you can modify the variables in the environment. For instance, if you have unexpected guests coming for dinner, even though the situation is stressful, there are still several variables you can control, such as ordering food from outside, getting someone to chop vegetables if you want to cook, planning to go out with your guests, or making something ready to cook, etc. In another example, if you’re running late for the office and there’s traffic on your regular route, you can consult a map online to figure out alternative routes, take public transport, or call the office to inform them that you’ll be coming late, etc. As you can see, in this kind of coping, you can define a clear problem statement and explore multiple available options.

The second type is emotion-focused coping, which is used when you’re involved in a situation where you have no control over the variables. In this case, you must modify your emotions to survive the situation long enough to reach a stage where you can apply problem-focused coping. For instance, when you lose someone to death, all you can do is deal with your grief until it becomes easier to handle the loss, and you can focus on other aspects of life; or in a situation where you might be stuck with insensitive in-laws and leaving the house may not be a possibility, you’ll have to manage your emotions and modify your response towards them so that you can maintain your own rights without making things more difficult for yourself.

During a toxic relationship, your ability to decide which kind of coping to use is often affected. Therefore, you first need to sharpen that ability. Whenever you encounter a difficult situation, ask yourself: Are there any variables I can control or modify? If yes, then engage in problem-focused coping first. If the answer is no, it’s time for emotion-focused coping.

Deceptive Memory

A curious occurrence happens after you come out of a toxic relationship. When you are finally by yourself, you will remember only the good times. The ugliness, manipulation and/or the abuse will be forgotten, or it will look much milder than you felt when it was happening. You will look at people around you and read people’s stories online and wonder that if everyone is going through what you went through and they are still together, then why did you walk out? This will scare you. You’ll be tempted to go back. Many people do go back only to repeat the same cycle. You’ll convince yourself that this time things will be different because you’re stronger and you’ll be able to reason with them and deal with them. In depression, the mind tends to recall all the negatives that have ever happened in your life, but in toxic trauma, the opposite happens. You get so closely trauma-bonded with your toxic partner (especially if there is emotional abuse) that the moment there is a separation, all the good times come flooding back. Somehow your mind conveniently chooses to ignore all the damning evidence. Maybe it has something to do with the eternal hope human beings carry in their hearts or the belief that no human is 100 per cent evil or the misplaced confidence that with love, anyone can be ‘reformed’. Whatever the case, please remember that your memory will deceive you for a while.

Your Countermove: Accept that your memory is playing tricks on you. Take everything with a pinch of salt for a while. Try to remember that you are experiencing psychological withdrawal symptoms similar to a chain-smoker going through a detox phase. It does not automatically mean that the decision to detox is wrong. You will have to go through high and low tides during the day. During the high ones, you’ll be aching to go back to the familiarity and the morsels of attention. A trick to stay balanced and realistic with your memory is to write down all the good parts you remember when you’re riding high on missing your partner and put them away. Wait for the low phase to hit. Once that happens, write down all the toxic elements you remember. Rate both on a scale of 1–10 when you’re writing each part. After a week, add up the scores. The toxicity scores will likely be higher than the good parts if you’re honest with yourself. This holds true even if you were the toxic one in the relationship. Always remember, you can miss something without wanting it back. In this case, it is natural to miss a few good moments, but it is important to remember that they also come with a lot of bad ones. A bad relationship is never a good bargain.

Self-Toxicity

This is a real danger in the post-toxic phase—a danger of getting out of one toxic relationship and falling into another, but this time with yourself. Often people who get out of toxic relationships fall into such a sinkhole of despair and self-blame that they turn against themselves. At this time, they don’t need another toxic person to make them feel miserable all the time, but they become that person. I have observed through numerous cases that it is usually because victims of toxicity get so used to being treated badly that when it doesn’t happen anymore, it doesn’t feel right. So, their psyche generates it from within. Moreover, as I mentioned before, there is some comfort in familiarity, even if it is bitter. Coupled with constant self-doubt, it becomes a potent mix of self-toxicity. While this does not happen with everyone, it is a frequent occurrence.

Your Countermove: You will need to understand and learn that no one can love you like you can love yourself. No one deserves to beg or crave basic human respect, safety, and affection. So, if these basics were taken away from you, you are not to blame. Every time your inner self-critic speaks up, see if it’s your voice or the individual’s—with whom you were in a toxic relationship. The longer your toxic relationship was, the deeper their voice would have replaced your inner voice.

 You can do another exercise to figure this out: Jot down all your thoughts on a piece of paper. For example, ‘I won’t be able to do anything good’ or ‘I’m always an emotional wreck’ or ‘I’m unlovable’ or ‘I’m too sensitive’. Then beside each statement write ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for whether your partner ever said that to you. If you get a ‘yes’ to most statements, you’ll realise you’re internalising their voice. Simply ask yourself to stop. You can try a small trick, which we call the snap technique. Wear a rubber band around your wrist and every time a self-defeating thought sounds in your head, snap the band, hard. The physical pain will shock your brain out of the emotional pain and jolt you back to reality, which is different from your internal narrative.

Grief

This is the heaviest part of the aftermath of toxic relationships. The grief will hit you like a ton of bricks. This is not just sadness. This is the grief of the death of a relationship. When we sever a relationship, it feels like losing a loved one by death. If you have ever had your heart broken in a romantic relationship, you’ll know what I’m talking about. But this feels a little bit worse because in death the person is gone from the face of the earth, but in this case, you know they exist, and you will see them often—even if just on social media—so the pain takes longer to fade. Moreover, there is also grief for the future you had imagined but now will never live through. You will have to let go of that particular version of the future and that creates its own kind of emptiness.

Your Countermove: The good news is that you know it’s grief. Grief means what was alive is now dead and gone. If it can’t be resurrected, it won’t hurt you again. And what you do with grief is that you give it time and space. You will have to let all the tears flow because grief deserves them. Sometimes, we get angry with people who die because they left us, so you’ll experience anger here, too, because you were left stunned and clueless. Allow yourself to feel the anger in its full force. Some of it may be directed towards yourself and your decisions. It’s okay to feel that as long as you don’t shame yourself.

When we mourn the dead, we sometimes want them back. It is going to be the same here as well. You might want them back in their good versions but recognise that they can’t return because the relationship is dead. If you look at what you’re experiencing as grief, it is easier to handle without feeling the pull to return to things as they were.


It’s Going to Be a Long Cleanse



Have you ever done an Ayurvedic detox cleanse? It’s a long process involving the ingestion and elimination of several curative elements through all orifices of the body and then purging all the toxins through sweat, vomit and bowel movement. Some find it gross, some find it physically taxing, and some find it hard to keep up—but everyone who manages to do it swears that it gives them a renewed body. So, the end makes it all worth it. The aftermath of a toxic relationship is quite similar. You take in a lot of emotional toxins, and then your mind takes a long time to eliminate them through various outlets—tears, anger, physical pain, aggression, sleeplessness, and many more. But all these reactions mean that you are purging. Well-wishers might assure you that it will all get better as soon as you’re out of the toxic environment, but that’s not how it works. When an addict goes into detox, the first seventy-two hours are the most difficult and crucial. In the case of a relationship detox, the duration is longer—sometimes weeks or months, if not years. I once read a phrase somewhere to describe the pace that said, ‘It’s like putting a knife through brick.’

However, despite the challenges, just like the Ayurvedic cleanse, this process is rebooting your system. It is giving you a fresh lease of life. It is like being reborn, and a birth takes at least nine months. Something that is cleansing you so thoroughly will take time and a whole lot of patience. Keep your eyes on the result. One day you’ll wake up after having slept deeply the night before, and you’ll feel like yourself. The voice inside your head will be only yours. You will have command over your thoughts. You’ll feel competent, confident, and in charge. Your day will be well-planned and productive. You’ll also be able to feel the sunshine on your face and the breeze in your hair, and they will make your spirit soar, and that’s when this journey will have been completely worth it.
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 UNDERSTANDING THE
 DISTINCTION:
 TOXICITY VS ABUSE

I am reminded of Garima, a petite, soft-spoken girl who was an only child and a twenty-eight-year-old entrepreneur with a successful business in cosmetic products. She had come into therapy because her husband of a year—and boyfriend of ten years—had slapped her. One of his friends had popped her a follow on Instagram. Her husband believed that she must have done something to ‘encourage’ him. She was unable to emotionally recover from the slap and thought she needed professional help.

After the initial few sessions of eliciting their relationship history as well as her childhood history, we spoke in depth about violence and how every form of violence is clear abuse, with no ambiguity. When she accepted this truth, she revealed something shocking from her relationship history that shook me up for days. She told me that one day, when she and her husband were dating —and she was about nineteen—they were having dinner. He had a rule against drinking water during meals and he insisted that she follow it as well. That night the food was very spicy. She asked for water. He refused. When she said that she couldn’t go on, he got up and first dumped an entire bottle of water on her and then proceeded to make her finish the entire food without drinking any water.

 As she recounted this story, she said, ‘You know, Prachi, as we are sitting here talking about abuse, I’m starting to see how so many of us don’t even know what abuse is. I never understood what he did to me that night was also violence . . . until now. If I had, maybe I would have made different choices about my relationship.’ I don’t have words to describe how much her story moved me. I shed a few tears that night thinking about that young girl who suffered such a humiliating act of violence and still thought it was because she made a mistake.

If you Google ‘toxic relationship’, the top results will also hint at the fact that toxic relationships are not necessarily abusive. But the word ‘abuse’ is overused in the current environment. Don’t get me wrong, it’s wonderful that we are finally talking about abuse openly, especially the subtle forms of it that do not leave visible scars. But when something that has been hushed up for centuries is finally talked about, everyone wants to be vindicated. The result is that the gravity of the subject gets diluted.

As humans, we tend to search for, interpret, prefer, and recall information in a way that confirms or supports our prior beliefs—psychology calls this ‘confirmation bias’. So, when I go looking for information to explain what’s hurting me, there is a good chance I’ll pick the deadlier option to make sense of it all. Just like how searching for a headache on Google leads us to cancer, and before we know it, we’re trying to find signs for cancer in our bodies. The same happens when we go looking for signs of toxicity and believe that this is abuse. But they are not the same.

Here is why it matters: With toxicity, you can heal and repair but with abuse, you must leave. Sometimes, toxicity can progress to abuse, and that’s when you need to say ‘enough’. However, to be able to do that, you must know the difference well. I have seen enough of my clients giving up on their relationships because they think it’s hopeless, and on the other hand, staying despite being abused because they don’t know the endpoint to the relationship, or they misplace hope. To have clarity so that you don’t make the same mistake, I will take a deep dive into toxicity and abuse to learn how they are different from each other.

Toxic behaviour is about disrespect and undermining each other. It is different from abuse. Abuse is purely about control by one person, and it is never the victim’s fault. In an abusive relationship, there is a clear power dynamic—one person is the abuser, and the other is the victim. In contrast, in a toxic relationship, both partners can be toxic towards each other. Remember, all abusive relationships are toxic. But all toxic relationships are not abusive.

It is crucial to understand and remember this because an abusive relationship does not have healing potential. Exit is the only option. A toxic relationship, on the other hand, can heal and improve with the right intervention and tools. Here, I want to take the opportunity to highlight some prominent differences between toxic and abusive relationships so that it becomes easier for you to assess your relationship. Through my clients, I have realised that many of them don’t recognise abuse at all because they have either seen a lot of abusive behaviours normalised or they cannot anticipate the heartless manipulation involved in abuse and keep searching for a sliver of goodness in the abuser’s heart.

Note: While talking about abusive behaviours throughout this chapter, I will be using the word ‘victim’ for the person trapped in the hands of the abuser. This is not to signify a weakness on the part of the person. In this case, ‘victim’ is an apt choice of word because, in an abusive relationship, the abused always wonder if they are the ones causing the behaviour of the abuser or if they deserve what is happening to them. This line of thought makes them feel they are guilty. Using the term ‘victim’ serves as a reminder that the abuse is happening to them, and it’s not justified. I don’t use this word for people in a toxic dynamic because both people contribute to the toxicity.


Noteworthy Differences between Toxic and Abusive Relationships



The factor of control: This is the most important difference between the two. Toxic behaviours arise from a lack of control—over emotions, expectations, and frustration—that makes partners lash out at each other often. Whereas abusive behaviours stem from the need for complete control over the victim.

Reactive vs Manipulative Behaviour: Toxic behaviours are reactive and passive-aggressive in nature. They are expressed as a result of anger and frustration arising from unmet needs and not possessing the right tools for assertive communication that connects the two individuals, instead of driving them away from each other. Abusive behaviours are motivated by manipulation to keep the victim guessing and doubting themselves so that they can stay under control.

Drama vs Trauma: Toxic behaviours create a great deal of emotional drama and chaos. While any emotional chaos is detrimental to mental health, it is not necessarily traumatic. With a change in environment and communication, recovery from the effects of emotional chaos is fast. On the contrary, abuse leaves traumatic scars on the psyche every single time and changes the way an individual looks at herself and the world along with the manner she experiences trust and safety within herself.

Impulsive vs Calculated: Toxic relationships are always flooded with strong, overwhelming emotions on both sides. Even when partners are angry with each other, they are still experiencing an emotion together. Because of this, impulsivity and knee-jerk reactions enter the equation. Abusive relationships are one-sided—all the emotional flooding experienced by the victim and the abuser comes across as cold and calculative.

Blame Shifting vs Gaslighting: In a toxic dynamic, there is a constant tossing of blame back and forth. They often accuse each other of things that hurt them both. In an abusive dynamic, the blame usually flows only one way—from the abuser to the victim. The abuser constantly blames the victim for their bad mood, verbal assaults, and violence inflicted upon them. The victim keeps feeling like she is at fault and must keep working on improving herself to not anger the abuser. The most common statement used by abusers is ‘I do this (insult, violence, verbal attacks, mistreatment) because you provoke me. If you stop making me angry, I won’t have to do this. See, I don’t do this with others.’

Bringing Out the Worst: A toxic relationship usually brings out the worst in both partners. Both despise what they become with each other and when they are interacting with others, they can tell the difference in how they both feel. One of my clients who is trying to heal a toxic relationship to give it a second chance, says, ‘I am beginning to realise that I am wounded in many ways, but I feel the most triggered when I’m with my partner and she says the same to me.’

But an abusive relationship is different. An abusive dynamic slowly and systematically breaks the self-esteem and spirit of just one person. The abuser continues to be smug and feel they are always right, and the victim continues to give more and more to please the abuser until they are completely hollow and broken.

Use of Silent Treatment: Many of us belong to the generation where our parents used silent treatment to punish us. Whenever they were unhappy with something we had done, they would simply stop talking to us. A lot of times we were even supposed to guess what we had done wrong! If you grew up with such a parent and think back on the relationship with their spouse, you will find the same dynamic there, too. This has paired silent treatment with punishment for us. We are all sensitive to it. But even this common passive-aggressive gesture surfaces differently in toxic and abusive relationships. In toxic relationships, it is often used to convey hurt, anger, disappointment, or even to cool off after a huge fight. Furthermore, it is used by both partners from time to time. However, in an abusive dynamic, it is used by the abuser to manipulate the victim into doing what the abuser wants—as a bargaining chip.

Two vs One: A toxic relationship is like two opponents at the opposite ends of a boxing ring. They are fighting each other, and each person is coming into the fight with full force. An abusive relationship has space for only the abuser’s feelings and attacks. This is not an equal fight. There is only one person continuously badgering the other and the other party has no energy or tools to fight back—in fact, they don’t even think about fighting back because they keep believing that they are the wrongdoer.

The Motive for Harm: In toxic relationships, the emotional, psychological, financial, and maybe physical (health) harm is collateral damage. It is an outcome of the inability of the partners to coexist peacefully and lovingly because they are two people wrapped up in a mutual conflict. An abuser, on the other hand, inflicts harm—physical or emotional—intentionally, calculatedly, and with malice. The intention is to coerce the victim into submission and control, to ‘keep her in line’. This is a significant aspect because, until the victim can accept that this is intentional, they will not be able to break free, because they will keep finding reasons to explain and justify the damage.

Possibility of Repair: This final point will determine whether you stay or leave the relationship. If, through the above points, you have been able to see a clear difference between abuse and toxicity, then know that a toxic relationship can definitely be repaired through self-awareness, intent to repair and heal, tools for new communication patterns, and individual/couples therapy. Of course, both partners must be willing and cooperate in the process and realise it will take time. But it is 100 per cent possible.

Abuse cannot be corrected. It comes from a place of malice, arrogance, inflated self-image, and heartlessness. It is not the victim’s burden to try and ‘fix’ the abuser. In case of abuse, self-preservation has to be the primary goal and, that’s why, exit is the only option.



The Components of Abuse



Let us try to get a deeper understanding of what abuse is. As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, abuse is about control, always. The abuser feels powerful and important when they can exert control over you. They want to own you. For them, control is the meaning of a relationship. In a twisted way, that’s how they define love. An abuser is not abusive towards only one person, they have a pattern. However, the abuse is usually felt only by those closest to the abuser because they spend the maximum time with them and because the abuser feels in complete control and does not see a need to put on a mask which they might do with others in the social circle. This aspect also makes it complicated to separate abuse from toxicity.

However, if you are looking to make that distinction, zoom in on other aspects of the suspected abuser’s life. Most likely, they will be controlling towards their employees and subordinates, have random temper flares—even in social situations that they will quickly mask behind a fake smile, be judgemental and sarcastic in their comments about others, have a faulty moral compass, usually complain how everyone is against them, and be more revenge prone and spiteful.

Types of Abuse

The subject of abuse is very close to my heart because I have experienced it at the hands of my parents—physically and emotionally—and later in my marriage, sexually. My relationship with my ex-husband steadily deteriorated after the first couple of years of marriage. As I mentioned before, I never spoke up when something hurt me. Moreover, my need to gain his approval overrode everything that was happening. Our sexual intimacy was on the decline due to my pregnancy, childbirth, and my inability to feel attracted towards him—due to the constant body-shaming therapy helped me understand later. He would blame me for not trying and told me it was my responsibility to fix it. I kept trying to muster the initiative for intimacy, but I could not.

Looking back, I know I was depressed. The toxic trait I displayed in this situation was not being honest with him and myself and telling him that I didn’t want it. On one of the darkest nights of my marriage, my ex-husband’s frustration with our lack of physical intimacy reached its peak and he lashed out at me. I was terrified of making him angry—not that I thought he would hit me or something, but it was my inner child who couldn’t stand anyone’s anger—so I immediately went into appeasement mode and started begging him to believe me as I tried to prove that I, too, was looking forward to having sex (I admit I was lying, but I was terrified). He then grabbed hold of me and went on to maul my body. He instructed me to look like I was enjoying it. I lost track of time of how long it went on . . . I just wanted it to be over. In the end, he didn’t even climax and said that I didn’t deserve it. He told me that a hooker would have done a better job. When his rage had subsided, he left me in a heap on the floor, naked, and went to the bedroom to sleep.

Even as I write this today, I have debated within myself for months whether I want to put this story out in the open. As I relive that night through these words, my hands are cold and trembling, tears are streaming down my face, and my heart is pounding. I’m sad at having allowed myself to tolerate this. I’ll admit that he never laid a hand on me like that after that day—a part of me believes that he, too, felt remorse even though he never expressed it to me. But I now know that something broke inside me that day, permanently. I cleanly split into two people—the dutiful wife and the girl who completely disconnected from the one person whom she was supposed to love.

Almost two years after walking away from my marriage, as I was talking about this night with my therapist for the first time in my life, I had a dissociative episode where I broke down. She empathised, and said, ‘You were a young mother, I can imagine it must have been difficult for you to leave.’

As she said these words, I registered something shocking. At that time, I never thought about leaving! As I had gone to bed that horrific night, humiliated and bruised, I had told myself that I had turned him into this monster (that’s what I had heard repeatedly) and no matter what, I had to fix it. And for the next five years, I plastered a smile on my face and had sex with him whenever he wanted, and I showed enthusiasm. It was only years later in therapy that I had the clarity to accept this as abuse. What happened that night was abusive, no matter what happened before or after it, and I should have taken a stand.

Will I call my ex-husband an abusive man? I think not. I know what happened that night and a few other times was a result of extreme frustration and him directing it all at me, whom he thought was the source of that frustration. But today I do know that individually, those acts were abusive and my instinct knew it before my intellect did. That’s why I eventually walked away from the marriage. This is the first tragedy of abuse. Most of the time we don’t even recognise it until much later.

Before you, too, ever end up accepting abuse as your fault, here are the many faces of abuse you must recognise. All of these are valid forms of abuse. Even if someone does these acts in a moment of extreme frustration, the act itself is abusive, and they must take accountability for it.

Physical Abuse: This one is the clearest to identify. Simply put, if someone intentionally lays a hand on you, it’s physical abuse. No ifs and buts, no justifications or statements like ‘but it was only a momentary thing,’ no excuses. Especially not if they tell you that you provoked them to do it! Raising a hand is a choice and you don’t deserve it regardless of what you have done. People who believe that violence is the way to control someone or ‘teach a lesson for mistakes’ have something deep-rooted in their psyche that is ugly and will rear its head someday. You don’t want to be around to find out how ugly. Throwing things at you, slapping, pushing, pulling, punching, shoving, hair pulling, forced sex, hitting, biting, pinching, shaking, injuring with a tool, choking, pushing down the stairs, burning, sleep deprivation, attempted murder, all of these are forms of physical abuse. They cannot be explained away as ‘occurring in the heat of the moment’. Sometimes even the people you confide in will tell you that it must have happened on an impulse and they probably ‘didn’t mean it’. But as a psychologist, I will tell you that if it happens once, it will happen again and, most likely, it will escalate if you refrain from taking action.

Psychological Abuse: Psychological abuse is also known as emotional abuse. It doesn’t leave any scars on your body but can cripple you psychologically for a long time—sometimes for life. It is the hardest to identify and prove that it is happening—because it leaves no visible evidence. It can easily be brushed off as ‘all in your head’ or an ‘overreaction’. Psychological abuse can happen in the following ways:


	Verbal: constant criticism, taunting, mocking, shouting, insulting, telling you in different ways that you’re worthless or stupid, silent treatment, humiliation in public or private, trying to make you believe that you have gone crazy or are mentally ill, threats of physically hurting you—even if they never actually lay a finger on you, of taking your children away from you, of throwing you out of the house, of destroying your career or property—are all forms of psychological abuse. 

	Isolation: You may recall the murder case of Shraddha Walkar in May 2023 where she was murdered by her live-in partner. It later came to light that she had been abused for a very long time but had not been able to confide in her family or friends about the same. Women in abusive relationships usually end up being completely cut off from friends and family because their partners subtly made it happen either by expressing disapproval or by making them believe that those people didn’t have the best interests at heart. The signs of psychological abuse by isolation are—refusal to let you see your family and friends, locking you in, refusing to let you work or study, following you or keeping tabs on wherever you go, checking your phone and keeping tabs on whom you talk to, and drawing you away from your friends by claiming that they are ‘bad’ people.

	Economic: Finances are a big element for an abuser to exert control over. If they can restrict your expenditure for your needs or financial independence, they’ve got you where they want you. Financial control can be exerted by destroying or snatching away your valuable possessions, refusing to give money, making you plead for everything you and your children need, forcing you to sign over property, confiscating your salary, or not allowing you to work. 



Sexual Abuse: Sexual abuse can very well occur in intimate relationships. It is considered sexual abuse even if you two were consensually sexually intimate and then something happened for you to change your mind and your boundary was not heeded. Any sexual activity after you said no is abuse because you don’t want it. As simple as that! Some ways in which sexual abuse can be inflicted are marital rape, sexual abuse on children, forcing the spouse to have sex with another person in the guise of fantasy-fulfilment, sexual harassment, sexual exposure, and sexual humiliation.

The Cycle of Abuse

An abusive relationship is not incessantly painful. It is interspersed with good moments. This is the aspect that makes it extremely challenging for abuse victims to make a clear decision to leave. If you are in an abusive relationship, chances are that you’re experiencing a repetitive pattern of ugly fights, tears, your half-hearted threats to leave, followed by entreaties for forgiveness by the abuser and then repetition of the same behaviour. This is the cycle of abuse.

Lenore E. Walker is an American psychologist who is well-known for her pioneering work in the field of domestic violence. She proposed the cycle of abuse in 1979. This cycle beautifully explains the recurring pattern of toxic abuse in an abusive relationship. According to Walker, there are four phases in the abuse cycle.

 Tensions Building 

(Tensions increase, breakdown of communication, the victim becomes fearful and feels the need to placate the abuser)

[image: Down arrow]
Incident 

(Verbal, emotional and physical abuse, anger, blame-game, arguments, threats and/or intimidation)

[image: Down arrow]
Reconciliation 

(Abuser apologises, gives excuses, blames the victim, denies the abuse occurred or claims that it wasn’t as bad as the victim suggested)

[image: Down arrow]
Calm 

(The incident is ‘forgotten’ and no abuse is taking place—it’s the honeymoon phase)

In the first phase, an atmosphere of tension brews between the abuser and the victim. This is where the victim walks on eggshells around the abuser, hoping to not set him off ‘by mistake’. The abuser might intensify it by silent treatment or disapproving facial expressions. The victim feels compelled to please the abuser in the hopes of diffusing the tension and might respond with offers of sex, food, chores, etc. However, the tension phase quickly escalates into the abuser flaring up, leading to the incident phase.

In this phase, any kind of abuse may occur—verbal, physical, sexual, blaming, anger outburst, threats, or intimidation. The victim is subjected to abusive treatment, and she responds either by taking it/surrendering/passively accepting it, crying, crouching in a corner, hiding or numbing herself. Once the abuser has had his release, he allows some time to pass, after which the reconciliation phase begins.

Here, he apologises to the victim, shows gestures of concern and care, makes excuses, tells the victim that she provoked him to act this way or tries to convince her that she sees the incident as bigger than it actually is. This is followed by a calm phase—also known as the honeymoon phase—where the ‘incident’ seems like a memory, and everything is happy and pleasant until the next tension build-up phase begins. During the calm phase, the victim is always on edge and anticipating the next time the situation will escalate but also hopeful that the previous incident was the last time and that the abuser will now change for good.

A severely detrimental effect of these cycles is that the victim gets just enough ‘reinforcement’ or love and affection from the abuser to keep them hanging on in the relationship. It leads them to believe that they must indeed be doing something to provoke the abuser when abuse occurs because, otherwise, he does love them. This kind of cyclic trauma leads to an unhealthy emotional attachment between the abuser and the victim, entrapping the victim in the relationship because they can’t justify leaving.

Abuser Tactics

I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter that the difference between toxicity and abuse is that abuse is motivated by a need to control. On the contrary, toxicity is a mutual dynamic created by the frustration of unmet needs. To exert this control, abusers use some pretty deep psychological weapons. The idea is that you always stay controlled and never think about breaking free. The abuser feeds off control and all their tactics are geared towards that.

Love Bombing: The best way to bring someone under your control is to make them trust you. Through love bombing, abusers shower immense amounts of attention and love on their intended victims. A new date every day, flowers, gifts, talking at all hours, wanting to spend all their time with her, and making her feel like she’s the only one in their world. This happens over a very short period, often within days. They will make declarations of everlasting love, even talking about a future after having been on just a couple of dates. Love bombing also involves cornering the victim so much that she gets cut off from her friends and family, too—this builds into the isolation described above—all under the pretext of keeping that new relationship energy high alive and the proclaimed desire to spend all the time with her. As a part of love bombing, the abuser often tries to rush the victim into long-term commitment. Many individuals that I have worked with in therapy, and who left abusive relationships, often recall how quickly they were proposed for marriage or a live-in relationship by their partners. At the time they took it as a sign of passionate love!

Gaslighting: When someone deliberately makes you question your reality to control you, the action is known as gaslighting. By using this tactic, the abuser constantly makes under-the-surface, snide remarks to the victim that are aimed to make her feel like they have lost their mind, or they are seeing everything wrong. It is imperceptibly done by disregarding or discrediting everything the victim says. It can be as simple as saying, ‘You must be joking, it’s cold,’ when the victim feels hot. Or it can be as escalated as a situation where the victim claims, ‘You were looking through my phone,’ and the abuser says, ‘You are a very suspicious person. I was trying to find a nice wallpaper for you, but of course, you won’t appreciate that nice gesture!’ And the victim ends up feeling guilty.

Blocking and Deflection: They are not interested in what the other has to say; especially if they suspect that their partner may say something logical that calls out their behaviour. So, they switch topics in the middle of a sentence or say something to accuse them with the goal of shutting their partner up. Other forms of blocking are denying—refusing to admit that a conversation or an event took place in the past, belittling—making the partner feel their feelings are irrelevant and don’t matter, interrupting—an intermittent form of blocking, or opposing—saying no to everything you bring up so a conversation becomes impossible.

Brainwashing: These are tactics similar to those used on prisoners of war, hostages, or members of a cult. They are a combination of isolation, humiliation, unpredictability and deprivation—sleep, food, etc. All these methods break down the internal resistance of an individual over time and make her susceptible to whatever she is told. The abuser uses this break in resistance to make the victim believe that they are unlovable and unworthy and it is only the abuser who cares about them; if they leave, they will have no place in the world, just like hostages begin to trust terrorists, or prisoners give up information, or cult members to blindly follow their leader no matter what they ask them to do. This makes the victim believe that there is nothing better for them out there and this is the best they deserve.

Triangulation: This involves using names of common riends or people the victim admires/trusts to tell the victim that the XYZ person also agrees with the abuser’s impression of the victim. For instance, if the abuser is trying to character-assassinate the victim, they might say, ‘Even your office colleagues think you suck up to your boss for a promotion,’ or ‘Even your best friend thinks that you overreact,’ They bring in a third person in the conversation, someone the victim trusts, to make them believe what they want them to believe. The victim is also too ashamed or triggered to go up to this third person and confirm if what they have been told by the abuser is true. So, they fall into the trap.


A Taker’s World



As several of my clients observe these manipulation tactics as they become familiar with them, they ask me one question: Does he know he is manipulating, controlling, and abusing? The answer is no. To understand why, you have to step into their shoes for a moment. This is a person for whom ‘intimate relationship’ is synonymous with control, which is their default setting.

So, they cannot envision mutually giving, reciprocal love in a way you can. They are looking at the world from a different lens. In their world, they are the only ones. In their world, it is not only okay to be the ‘taker’ all the time; it is the only way to live. In fact, this is the reason they attract ‘givers’ because the empathetic ‘givers’ interpret this need for control as a wound they can heal with their love. They don’t realise that on the other side is a black hole that will suck all their love with nothing offered in return. When I say that the abusers don’t know that they are manipulating, that’s because all the manipulation and control tactics are a part of who they are, their very essence. When something is at the core of us, we don’t do it as an add-on process; it comes naturally. This makes the behaviour explainable but inexcusable. You can explain abusive behaviour, but you can’t excuse or justify it. So, if you have been giving your all to someone who is abusing you in the hope that your love will light up their heart, just remember, black holes eat up all the light and stay dark forever. Your light deserves someone who can make it shine brighter.




COULD YOU BE THE TOXIC ONE?

Today, I can admit that I was toxic. I contributed equally to the toxic cycle with my ex-husband—perhaps I even initiated it by entering a relationship that had red flags from the start. I have consolidated the story of my marriage, which I have analysed as a psychologist, and I have shared it here to tie everything together. Since you have read this book so far, you will now be able to recognise all the critical points along with me.

If there is one thing I have reiterated throughout this book, it is that toxicity in a relationship does not necessarily stem from just one individual—unlike abuse. Toxicity is a pattern in which both people are toxic towards each other.

While writing this book, I used to read a few chapters to some friends. Many of those friends were experiencing problems in their marriages, and they would often fall silent after hearing those chapters. When I asked why, they admitted that they had suddenly realised they, too, were engaging in toxic behaviours with their partners. I could see a new light of understanding dawn on their faces. I like to think that, from that moment, they found a new level of tolerance and openness in their marriages. It was then that I decided I must add this final section to this book.

I understand that admitting you may have played a role in your and someone else’s misery can be deeply unsettling. Nevertheless, I urge you to hold on and look inwards with an open and objective mind. You were not born with these traits. You are not a ‘bad’ person. These behaviours were simply your survival and coping mechanisms as you navigated childhood. They have become so deeply ingrained that you continue to follow them automatically, even when they are no longer needed—ultimately sabotaging your relationships.

Believe me, if you can recognise them without bias or prejudice as your own patterns, you are already on your way to healing.

If you recall my childhood story, I taught myself very early on that not only should I never need anyone, but I should never even let anyone see that I need them. This single toxic trait caused more damage in my marriage than I could repair. I also taught myself that I had to constantly prove my love by becoming the person my partners wanted me to be—because if I showed up as my true self, they would think they had made a mistake.

Here is the story of my marriage as I have come to understand it after a long journey of self-work and confronting my toxic patterns.

I met a man who seemed to check all the boxes a woman could want: A defence pilot, older than me by just the right number of years, self-assured, with interesting hobbies, and a life that seemed enviable from where I was standing. And he liked me, too. What more could I ask for?

My subconscious told me this relationship would be my permanent escape from the hell I had been enduring at home. I just had to make sure I did nothing that made me unlovable. So, I became everything he needed me to be.

When the red flags started to appear—his criticism of my weight, my looks, my way of living—I rebelled once. That was the day I wrote in my journal that I could not be with this person. My rebellion must have had some effect on him because he asked me to give the relationship another chance. I silenced my inner voice and went ahead because I did not yet understand that second chances should be granted based on evidence of change. He did not understand that either. There was no evidence of change from either of us, but we were too afraid to let go of what we had already invested in—so we fooled ourselves.

Moreover, I now know that his criticism of me triggered my mother’s internalised voice within me. He became just another person in my life whom I had to win over, and then everything would be fine. I would be loved. That was easy—I had done it all my life. I could do it again and create a picture-perfect life for myself.

The fourteen years of my marriage after that were a study in contradictions. There were major milestones I look back on fondly: Setting up our first home together, conceiving a child, the birth of our son, his care for me after pregnancy that any wife would be lucky to have, the thoughtful gifts he bought me, the private jokes we shared, the business we built, and the friendships we nurtured.

To our friends, we were the ideal couple. At every party, the story of our relationship was requested with great enthusiasm, and we loved telling it over and over again. I think doing so helped us believe we were great together.

Then there were the other moments—my first birthday after marriage, spent feeling unseen and crying; every gift accompanied by half-sarcasm, given as if to ensure I did not get too happy about it; gifts that never arrived on the right occasion. I remember having a miscarriage and feeling utterly alone because we never spoke about it. I remember feeling torn between my newborn son and my ex-husband’s sexual demands. I remember being told I was frigid and that he hated our son because I had neglected his needs. I remember slowly turning to drinking to the point of oblivion, feeling like an ugly failure. I remember engaging in my first act of infidelity because I was craving attention, then feeling terrified of being found out, and reassuring my ex-husband that I loved him and wanted another chance. I spent six months doing everything he wanted, once again trying to prove that I loved him when I should have been honest with myself. And then, once again, I chose infidelity because I believed it gave me the energy to invest in my marriage—when, in reality, I should have had the courage to end it.

Neither of us was happy, but we were hellbent on changing each other.


Can You See My Toxic Patterns?



I have spoken at length in this book about the importance of understanding our schemas in order to recognise how we create toxicity in relationships. Here’s what the psychologist in me has mapped out about the schemas at play in our relationship.

My ex had the ‘emotional deprivation’ schema. It clicked for me years later in therapy when I reflected on something he said during our breakup: ‘I knew I would never get the love that I want.’ True to the schema, he expected disappointment in the relationship even before it began. His schema told him to hold back until he saw ‘proof ’ of my investment and love. Whenever I did something that didn’t align with his imagined version of an ideal partner, it was like a warning bell, signalling to him that I wasn’t a good person and was the wrong partner for him. As a result, I kept being labelled as lazy, dumb, stupid, over-smart, even narcissistic. He was trying to protect himself by confirming his deepest beliefs about love.

I realised just how much he was holding back when I asked him towards the end, ‘Do you even remember the last time we hugged? You haven’t done that in forever.’ He replied, ‘But I’ve never stopped you.’ That’s when it clicked for me—he had been waiting for me to prove my love before he would invest in affection.

Meanwhile, I had the ‘abandonment’ schema due to my erratic childhood environment. This upbringing taught me that I could be discarded or abandoned at any time and that I had to do whatever was necessary to prove I was lovable. It also instilled in me the belief that I must never be vulnerable—that I had to protect myself at all costs because only I could be responsible for my own happiness. Nobody else could be trusted.

This created a cycle: His withholding of affection triggered my abandonment wounds, causing me to shut down and turn away from him to protect myself. I told myself, ‘I can’t need him. I have to meet my own needs.’ Initially, this meant wanting to spend as much time as possible with my friends. But when that no longer felt like enough, I sought attention from other men. As I distanced myself, it reaffirmed his deprivation schema—convincing him once again that he wasn’t getting the love he wanted. In response, he became harsher and more critical, trying to push me into changing and becoming who he wanted me to be. But that only pushed me further away, and I rebelled even more.

In addition, both of us had the ‘self-sacrifice’ schema, which led us to believe we were doing everything in our power to make the other person happy. Yet, we weren’t fulfilling the basic needs we each craved. He wasn’t giving me the daily affection, attention, and connection I needed to feel loved and seen. In turn, I wasn’t giving him sexual intimacy and his morning cup of tea before he left for work—small acts that, to him, were probably expressions of love. As a result, he felt even more deprived and resentful towards me.

Our schemas made us consistently angry at each other for not being acknowledged and appreciated for what we were doing. Both of us kept thinking, ‘But what about XYZ that I’ve done for you? Doesn’t that count? Why are you stuck on just one thing? Doesn’t my love matter if I don’t do that one thing?’

I also realise now that we had very different ideas of what we wanted in a partner. When we didn’t align with each other’s expectations, we lacked the wisdom to accept it and choose differently. We naively believed we could change each other, and we also felt entitled—believing our partner should change for us. After all, isn’t that what marriage is for? But neither of us knew how to ask for what we needed in a way that took responsibility and accountability for our own needs.

Unable to look past the narratives our schemas were feeding us, we kept reinforcing the toxic cycle. Our toxic behaviours towards each other escalated to the point where he eventually resorted to forceful, angry overtures when it came to sexual intimacy. This only deepened my fear, making me withdraw even further, reducing my attraction to him, and ultimately leading me to seek affection and attention outside our marriage.

I told myself, ‘If only I can feel happy for a few hours, I’ll have the energy to go back, put a smile on my face, and be the partner he wants me to be.’ Looking back, it shocks me to realise that I was willing to resort to something as hurtful and unhealthy as infidelity to cope with my emotions. But at the time, I didn’t have the courage or the tools to turn to him and say, ‘I’m hurt, and this isn’t working for me.’

Instead, I kept thinking, ‘I have to measure up to who he wants me to be. Until then, I have no right to voice any dissatisfaction of my own.’

Well, it turns out I was voicing it—just not with words . . . and not to him. I was doing it through my actions of rebellion. And, unsurprisingly, to him, it looked like I didn’t care about him, didn’t value him or his needs, and only thought about myself. I was keeping myself trapped in a cycle of self-induced shame through my self-sabotage because I believed that’s who I was and deserved what was happening to me.

I don’t know if he will ever see things the way I do, but this understanding has helped me find peace and make sense of my self-sabotage and the implosion of my marriage. Even though this awareness came to me much later—after a great deal of self-work, therapy, and introspection—the moment I realised that staying in the relationship was destroying us both happened much earlier, on a fateful evening in December 2019, when I walked away from his house. Today, I am glad I trusted my instincts.

That decision allowed me to see and heal the wounds I had been carrying from my childhood trauma—so I no longer bleed onto him or my next relationship. It broke the toxic cycle for both of us, even though it hurt us tremendously at the time. It gave us the opportunity to move forward with new lessons—though it came at the heavy cost of heartbreak.

Since then, I have entered a new relationship. My partner, too, has gained deep insights from his previous marriage. Together, we consciously and mindfully build our relationship every single day. I have learnt to lean on my relationship as a safe space when old triggers arise. I am consistently choosing different responses, and I am succeeding.

 This has helped me overcome the guilt of feeling like a ‘horrible’ person who only knows how to hurt the men who love her. I had begun to believe my old identity as my truth. But now, I can separate my past actions from defining my character.

I no longer have the old urges to smoke, drink, cheat, hide, or lie. My life is peaceful. My relationship is a safe space where I can heal and take full responsibility for my actions—without letting my triggers control my choices, even when I make mistakes. I no longer feel unseen, threatened, or judged.

I have learnt to become whole on my own, which is why I now have a relationship that adds to my joy—rather than being a means to fill an emotional void or escape from something else.

I still have a difficult relationship with my narcissistic mother, especially as I now live with her to care for her in her old age. However, the lessons I have learnt from my toxic relationships have given me the tools and insights to ensure that this relationship does not define me or consume my life.
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As I wrap up the last few lines of this book, I want to leave you with the hope that your life can change. Regardless of the toxicity’s depth, you can swim to the surface and breathe fresh air. Even if you are creating toxicity in your relationship, there’s redemption for you. This is not your life sentence. It does not define you. With new awareness and choices, you will be able to change the course of your life. You simply have to believe that you deserve to give yourself a chance. I want you to remember that toxicity is a dynamic created by mutual forces. If you find yourself in the middle of a toxic dynamic, which you didn’t create, then ask yourself: ‘What’s keeping me here?’ The answer to this question will hold the key to the psychological forces within you that are upholding the toxic pattern. Find that key and open the door to freedom from toxicity forever!




ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCE (ACE) QUESTIONNAIRE

This questionnaire will ask you some questions about events that happened during your childhood—specifically the first eighteen years of your life.8

[Each ‘Yes’ counts as 1 point (out of 10). A higher score means more adverse childhood experiences, increasing the risk of social, mental, or health issues. A score of 4+ may indicate significant trauma.]

1. Did a parent or adult in your home often:

Swear at, insult, or humiliate you?

Or

Act in a way that made you fear being physically hurt.

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

2. Did a parent or adult in your home often:

Push, grab, slap, or throw something at you?

Or

Ever hit you hard enough to leave marks or cause injury?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

3. Did an adult or anyone at least five years older ever:

Touch you inappropriately or force you to touch them?


Or



Attempt or engage in any sexual act with you?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

 4. Growing up, did you often feel that:

No one in your family loved or valued you?

Or

Your family didn’t support, care for, or feel close to each other?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

5. Did you often feel that:

You didn’t have enough food, wore dirty clothes, or lacked protection?

Or

Your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the doctor?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

6. Were your parents ever separated or divorced?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

7. Did a parent or guardian(s):

Often get pushed, grabbed, slapped, or have things thrown at them?

Or

Sometimes or often kicked, bitten, punched, or hit with something hard?

Or

Ever get repeatedly beaten or threatened with a gun or knife?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

8. Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker, alcoholic, or used street drugs?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

 9. Did a household member have depression, mental illness, or attempt suicide?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

10. Did a household member go to prison?

Yes / No (If yes, score 1)

ACE Score (Total ‘Yes’ answers)
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