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To Lily, who introduced me to the power of books and unknowingly also taught me the beauty of a safe relationship.


Thank you, Aita. :)




Author’s Note


Hi there! I wanted to let you know that while this book draws from my years of working with many wonderful individuals, all the characters and situations are fictionalised. These aren’t my clients’ stories—confidentiality is super important to me. Any similarities to real people or events are completely coincidental. Also understand that while this book can be used as a self-discovery tool, it is not a substitute for real-time therapy, nor can it be considered a substitute for individualised medical diagnosis or treatment.




Introduction


Pyaar, ishq, aur mohabbat…jo bhi inka naam le, pehle dil ko thaam le.


Love, romance, and affection—anybody who says these words will first have to clutch their hearts.


This was my idea of relationships growing up. And of course, Shah Rukh Khan coming back to Kajol after days of being MIA and romancing in yellow fields was a visual that became the epitome of what a relationship looks like. Naturally, the visual became an emblem of romance for me too. I tried to emulate this ideal in my first few serious relationships, only to find them all ending in failure. I ended up either with a broken heart or being cast as the villain. This was not the love I had imagined. It certainly wasn’t what they showed in the movies. What the hell was I doing wrong?


This question saved my life, even though I asked it quite late. But as they say, der aaye durust aaye (better late than never), right?


Don’t get me wrong. I am a hardcore romantic. I believe in all the wonders romance has to offer—the roses, the coffee dates, the fairy lights, and the waves crashing in the background. I am even up for a bit of salsa in a yellow saree in Switzerland. That is romance, yes, and it’s needed. But as an Indian girl growing up in Assam in the 90s, schooled in an all-girls institution, with an elder brother acting as my third parent, I was most interested in topics I was forced to stay away from: love and boys.


These topics were taboo. There was no concept of dating. Even mentioning boys and relationships or love was unthinkable. As a curious teenager, the only sources of information for me in the early 2000s were the TV and radio, and a lot of things (very crucial things) were left up to the imagination. Anything remotely intimate in the movies used to be censored by either the Censor Board or by my parents. The agony aunt sections in magazines like Women’s Era, Reader’s Digest, and The Telegraph were the only places where we could get more information about love and relationships.


The lack of open dialogue and insufficient portrayal of what open conversations, love, and relationships actually entail led me to develop half-baked ideas of what an ideal romance looked like or what marriage is supposed to mean. And I thought I knew it all. I thought I was completely prepared.


But didn’t poet Jigar Moradabadi put it aptly? Ye ishq nahi asaan bas itna samajh lijiye / Ek aag ka dariya hai aur doob ke jaana hai (Understand that this love is not easy / It’s a river of fire and one must drown in it).


Well, it looks like he was in need of a relationship expert to break things down for him too.


Young me saw myself in the throes of a beautiful relationship that brought with it the beauty of love and romance—the chocolates, the impromptu dates, the rainy drives—but along with it came intense fights, name-calling, teary nights, and confusion. Confusion about why relationships weren’t as beautiful as I imagined. Was I not the right person for a relationship? Was this the right person for me? Did this relationship even make me feel good? Why were there so many fights, so many tears, and so much heartache?


As I moved on with my limited knowledge and fixed beliefs about love and romance, life saw me in and out of several relationships. Several failed relationships. Then one day, I stopped. I had to make sense of it all. I had to understand why I was failing in relationships while thriving in all other areas of my life. Was my knight in shining armour a myth? Was I expecting too much from the wrong person? Was I the toxic one? Were they narcissists? How could I fall for people who treated me that way? How could I let this happen to me?


I reached a point where I transitioned from having a dreamy, romantic definition of relationships to equating them with something to steer clear of. I couldn’t imagine getting my heart broken again after it had already been shattered multiple times. From a braveheart ready to burn in the flames of love, I had become a weary traveller who just wanted to be left alone.


Heartbreak had won, and I had lost.


But it was that one particularly bad heartbreak, which had left me so worn out, that forced me to question it all. My choices in partners. The way I showed up in these relationships. What was my idea of being in a relationship? What did commitment really mean? What was growth in a relationship? Was it possible to grow in a relationship at all? For the first time in a long, long time, I started being conscious of what love can actually do and what relationships might actually mean.


This is where my journey began. I immersed myself in understanding relationships. I recognised that avoiding a lot of my blunders indeed was possible. What I was experiencing was just a series of one uninformed decision after another. There was a reason behind my choices, behind the way I craved love and never seemed to receive it, why I couldn’t communicate my needs or wants, and why I always felt unfulfilled in romantic relationships. I also realised that no one could teach me all of this growing up. There were no technical terminologies or scientific explanations associated with relationships. It was just considered something that happened.


But no, healthy relationships are built on a series of conscious decisions. You cannot just wing relationships.


I went back to studying and got my Masters in Psychology followed by a specialisation in Marriage and Family Therapy. I studied hard and studied deeply. I was passionately seeking answers to the hundreds of questions in my head.


Slowly but steadily, I started to understand how our choices in present romantic relationships have so much to do with our childhood experiences, how there exist different attachment styles and how we might be speaking French while our partner understands Hindi.


My journey into understanding relationships has been long and tumultuous. But it need not be the same for you. A basic understanding of relationships and their complexities is something I want you to be equipped with. In fact, the relationship pillar is a very important pillar which influences other areas of our life as well. No man is an island, and our needs in relationships ought to be understood by us so that we can make better choices and build healthier, conscious relationships.


As I began counselling people, I realised that clients were coming to me too late. It was either when they were already applying for divorce or, in the case of individuals, when they had already broken up or been in toxic, abusive relationships for way too long. This is when I discerned that even now, education when it comes to love and relationships, is completely missing. Where do people learn from? How do they understand the difference between toxic, unhealthy, and healthy relationships? Even though we had progressed from my age of TV and radio to the age of the Internet, people were now getting crucial information from places like Reddit, Quora, and Cosmo.


I decided to spread knowledge about this so that people could understand and build healthy relationships before feeling completely defeated by them. This is how my Instagram page, @heymisstherapist, started.


I began discussing relationships, communication techniques, attachment styles, and more, and people responded. The gap in formal education around relationships was glaringly obvious.


Over the past few years, I have built a community of people who genuinely want to be more conscious of their communication, needs and wants, and show up as their most authentic selves in life and relationships. This is something I would have benefited from growing up, and I am glad I can bridge this gap.


Every day, I counsel individuals and couples from all over the world—some trying to make their relationships work, others seeking to have difficult conversations and learn how to show up better. Young adults come to me when they are just starting their dating journey, and some come to me when they are ready to take the next step in the relationship but want to learn how to iron out the kinks. Then there are others who are trying to find their footing in love and their identities. I am glad to say that there is something for everyone in this book. I love being able to help people by teaching them tools and techniques to deal with these problems on their own and sharing perspectives and methodologies so that they can tackle the hurdles with resilience and hope, empowering them to take decisions that align with their long-term vision.


I hope you enjoy reading this book. I believe it is essential for everyone’s library, offering much-needed technical knowledge about relationships. Often, we are expected to nurture and maintain healthy relationships, much like a gardener helps flowers bloom, but we lack the proper tools to succeed. This book aims to fill that gap.


I have made a concerted effort to keep the content relatable and straightforward while ensuring that important terminologies are clearly explained. My goal is to equip you with the language and understanding needed to articulate your thoughts, needs, and perspectives effectively in any relationship. Whether you are communicating with yourself, your partner, or your therapist, this book will provide you with the tools to do so.


Relationships are complex, and having the right knowledge can make all the difference. This book offers insights and practical advice that will empower you to navigate the intricacies of your relationships with confidence. By the end of this book, you will feel better prepared to cultivate and sustain healthy, fulfilling relationships.


Thank you for allowing this book to be a part of your journey.




Chapter 1


Chemistry vs Compatibility


The Great Debate


‘I am going to break up with him today,’ she thinks, putting on the reddest lipstick she can find in her vanity.


‘But what if he changes?’ a small voice whispers in her right ear. Her lips look bold, but her inner resolve doesn’t match it.


‘It has been fucking 14 months, he hasn’t changed till now, has he, Misha?’ a harsher voice whispers in her left ear. Her phone rang, drowning the voices.


‘Ready for the big day?’ Anusha starts. Anusha has known her for 10 years now and has witnessed the ups and downs of most of her dating life.


‘Yes, yes!!!’ Misha exclaims, faking her confusion. ‘As ready as I can be. It’s going to be a bad day for Rohit.’


‘Chal, come over to my place when you are done. Shall I ask Didi to make something specific?’


Misha refuses. ‘Let’s order when I get there? Okay, bye.’


‘All the best!’ Anusha quips, before hanging up.


Misha looks at the phone screen. Her wallpaper is of a trip to Bali she took with Rohit just a few months ago. It was a great one. All their trips are great. He is the most caring, protective, and thoughtful person on these trips. And the sex? Oof, the sex is great!


But when they are back? He goes completely MIA for days, there is always something up at work or in the family that requires his complete attention. But somehow, he always has time for his friends—hanging out at clubs and making appearances at late-night parties. She only comes to know through Instagram, of course. But after she confronts him about it, she can’t even see the updates anymore. Maybe she has been blocked? Maybe he is truly busy?


Rohit says he wants to get married, but that’s only when he is really drunk. Misha loves that part of him—he becomes so open, vulnerable, and emotional. That is the Rohit she is truly in love with. But apart from those rare occasions, he is quiet, emotionally withdrawn, and rarely talks of the future or commitment, let alone marriage. Rohit is busy, and she gets it; she is busy as well. A demanding job and an ambitious career have taken up most of their time, but she does remember Rohit every day, every moment actually. But Rohit thinks of it otherwise. He doesn’t really call much, and texts only intermittently. He says he needs his space and is very consumed with work at all times. Misha understands and tries to give him the space he needs. She is not the clingy, always-on-the-phone, always-texting kind of girlfriend. Or is she?


She isn’t sure of anything anymore. And that bothers her so much. Her life can’t be just sex-filled weekend trips to beautiful islands filled with sand and booze. Yes, that sounds great and feels even better, but she is 32, looking for marriage, and wants cute children. Or at least a dog? Rohit seemed to be on the same page at first. Fourteen months isn’t a short time. A year and two months of knowing someone. Being in love with someone. Waiting for someone to reciprocate. She knows…


Her thoughts are punctuated by the cab driver honking loudly at the car in front. She is almost about to reach the place. It is Rohit’s choice (of course). She is not much of a dim sum person, but you can’t be eating pav bhaji on a date can you?


She doesn’t have to wait. He is already at the table, drinks ordered, and starters ready. ‘How long has he been here for? Why didn’t he call me?’ But instead, she blurts out a ‘hi’ and he gets up to hug her. That’s it. The warmth of his chest, the perfume, his hands on her back…


‘Why did you not tell me earlier you are not coming? I made chicken *angry emoji*’


*


The text from Anusha brings her back to reality.


Rohit has just left her house. He can’t stay over. He has his reasons—he is busy and has a big family. Everybody questions him when he isn’t at home and that’s understandable. ‘I love the fact that he is a family man,’ she smiles as she scrolls past beautiful homestays in Kochi. Rohit says he would like to take a trip to Kerala; his friend is getting married and she can be a plus one. She hugs her pillow and stares dreamily at some aesthetic properties.


Her breakup plans are pushed to a dark corner of her mind, along with other unaddressed stuff of the past, lying in the dark, like a lamp pushed into the depths of a storeroom for an indefinite period of time. A lamp too precious to be discarded nor of any immediate use. A lamp that may or may not be ever used. A lamp whose entire fate is now dictated by time.


Maybe you know a Misha, you are a Misha, or you were a Misha once. And what is wrong with this, you ask?


Misha is setting herself up to be in a confusing romance. One that already is unhealthy and has the potential to turn toxic soon. How?


Let’s understand what a potentially unhealthy relationship looks like: A relationship where two individuals cannot communicate freely, fear vulnerability or intimacy, feel controlled or suppressed, and lack transparency or honesty which eventually results in resentment or an unequal power dynamic.
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs





Would you believe if I say that a lot of us get into relationships that already have the potential to turn unhealthy?


I need you to understand something important if you want to avoid this—the concept of needs. When you know you are not getting what you want, but you stay in a connection for the potential it has and hope that it will change one day—without having valid proof or facts—it is a sure-shot recipe for a lot of hurt and disappointment.


One of the biggest problems is that a lot of us are not clear about our needs in a romantic relationship. We do not prioritise our practical needs of connection, intimacy, monogamy, and trust amongst others, and tend to harp on ‘chemistry’.


Needs have been in the picture forever but was popularised by Maslow (Maslow, A. H. (1943). A Theory of Human Motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–396) when he decided to categorise our needs into five basic criteria, namely physiological needs, need for safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation.


And accurately so.


From a relationship POV, needs in a relationship can look like:


1. Feeling supported


2. Having a safe space to be vulnerable and feel secure


3. Accountability


4. Consistency


5. Honesty


6. Intimacy


7. Growth


8. Validation


9. Support


10. Feeling loved, accepted, and wanted for our true essence and who we truly are.


Everybody’s needs do not look the same. Nor do they hold the same priority. You may prioritise physical intimacy over financial support and that is completely okay. But for someone else, a growth mindset and validation might be a priority instead.


Needs are neither right nor wrong. They are what they are—needs. When our needs are fulfilled, we feel happy, satisfied, content, and hopeful. When our needs are minimised, dismissed, trivialised, invalidated, or unmet, we might feel bitter, sad, resentful, and confused.


Misha is confused and is in a cycle of suffering because she is not sure of her needs. Weirdly enough, the cycle of invalidating our needs might start with us. In most cases, we are the first ones to minimise and dismiss our own needs. We might feel we are not worthy enough of getting our needs met and somewhere deep down believe that either they can’t be met or that our needs are just not as important as somebody else’s needs.


Misha consciously wants commitment, consistency, and a future together with Rohit more than anything else—that means a few of her core needs would roughly translate to wanting a serious relationship, marriage or further commitment, vocalised affection, and physical intimacy. But when Rohit and she get together, she becomes overwhelmed by the present—great electrifying physical chemistry and words that feel like music to her ears—and she wanders far away from her core needs. In the process, she may possibly be sending mixed signals too, allowing Rohit to believe that her needs actually are being met, or she is getting what she is looking for. This is a sure-shot recipe for an unhealthy romance.


Identifying needs is important because it can decide what your life looks like—not just a relationship but also your career, family, finances, friendships, and other bonds.


A great indicator of not being sure of our needs is when we let another person take the driver’s seat and get behind the wheel of our life. We lament about not reaching where we want to go, all the while not assessing whether the person behind the driver’s wheel is adept or qualified enough to get us to our goal, or even has the willingness to take us there. Instead, we are clueless about why they are taking detours and unnecessarily long routes, and while we are confused, we also start enjoying the unexpected turns. The newness feels good and keeps us wishing for more. We also fear that if we complain we might be thrown out of the car altogether. We’d much rather be on a road trip, any roadtrip, than to have no fun at all. And that is where the never-ending loop of confusion and excitement starts. We don’t understand why we are dissatisfied after a while.


Sometimes we end up invalidating our own needs because we do not have enough clarity and end up getting carried away by whatever is in front of us. Imagine you want to get on a flight that helps you reach Italy in five hours and is a direct flight. But when you log on to a website to book your tickets, you see that there are 10 other options that are visibly cheaper, with better airlines, or are at a much more convenient time.


What do you choose?


• Option 1—A compromise on the total journey time and on the airline experience = low prices


• Option 2—convenient time + less travel time + a great experience = a hole in your pocket


If you are not very sure of your actual need in the first place, you will probably end up choosing Option 1 because it helps you save some money, and it sounds lucrative in the moment. You see yourself spending all of the saved money on extra paninis and gelatos once you are in Italy. But that is only true in your head.


Choosing to invalidate your need for a direct flight has other implications. You end up experiencing an unnecessarily long journey full of multiple security checks and layovers, even though you had the finances to invest in a direct flight in the first place.


It is very similar to the romantic experiences in our life. We meet someone, we do not have much clarity nor confidence over what is it that we exactly need or our criteria for selection. We are overwhelmed by whatever is presented in front of us and tend to wing it, crossing our fingers and hoping that it is the right choice for us. But what happens next?


Our narratives don’t match, we speak different languages, and can’t seem to understand each other or see eye to eye on values and beliefs. Once the initial flutters wear off, it becomes more and more evident to us that we might be expecting different things. Then, we can either choose to let the relationship remain the same—filled with unspoken expectations and growing resentment—or leave, hoping to have a better relationship the next time, only to make similar choices again. Or we can choose to work on identifying our needs and vocalising them, making sure of what it is that we want and how acknowledging those would be beneficial for the relationship.


EXERCISE 1: IDENTIFY YOUR NEEDS


I hate it when…and instead


Visualise what irks you or puts you off the most in a relationship. You can take into consideration your previous relationships, any relationship you have closely witnessed, or go deeper within. Go ahead and write at least 10 situations that start with ‘I hate it when…’or ‘I would hate it if my partner…’ Once you have those 10 sentences written out, continue to expand on them by adding these words: ‘Instead if they would…’ and allow yourself to complete the sentence.


Example: I hate it when they talk over me. Instead, they could just be patient and listen to me, without interruption.


Here your needs can translate to valuing patience, empathy, and compassion.


Be as honest as you possibly can be, without any judgment or preconceived notions.


EXERCISE 2: PRIORITISE YOUR NEEDS


From the list below, choose a maximum of 10 needs that you think are your top priority. I know you might be tempted to choose all, but remember to prioritise. Otherwise, it just adds to numerous options.


• Love


• Trust


• Communication


• Intimacy


• Support


• Connection


• Respect


• Understanding


• Affection


• Security


• Autonomy


• Empathy


• Appreciation


• Validation


• Time


• Shared Values


• Belonging


• Comfort


• Encouragement


• Fulfillment


• Openness


• Companionship


• Patience


• Honesty


• Loyalty


• Emotional Safety


• Partnership


• Playfulness


• Quality Time


• Independence


• Shared Goals


• Physical Touch


• Affirmation


• Acceptance


• Nurturing


Once you have your needs sorted, it is time to understand another common roadblock that leads to unhealthy relationships—commonly seen as the secret sauce and holy grail of romance—chemistry.


Chemistry is very closely associated with a romantic relationship. In fact, at times we might even use it interchangeably with compatibility or love. But what is chemistry, really?


Is chemistry the banter George Clooney exchanged with Julia Roberts on the sidewalk in Pretty Woman? Or when Shah Rukh Khan and Kajol both sat outside, locked out of the train compartment in Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge? Or is it defined by the sultriness of Bipasha Basu and John Abraham in Jism? Can Silsila be called the epitome of chemistry—chemistry so strong that even after marriage destiny brings two lovers together?


Chemistry is all of this, yes. But chemistry is also so much more than just this. Unfortunately, most of us are just hung up on pop-culture narratives to define chemistry for us in our real-life romances. We glorify every gesture that gives us the faintest hints of romance and downplay or take for granted anything that doesn’t fit the story we are weaving.


Chemistry is aptly named because it IS ‘chemistry’. So to understand chemistry in romantic relationships, let me give you a tiny chemistry lesson on brain chemicals that are responsible for the chemistry you feel in your heart and other places—and yes, pay attention because this chemistry class is actually of use.


Chemistry is really a mixture of hormones (testosterone and estrogen) and neurotransmitters (dopamine and serotonin). Dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine help determine if you are initially attracted to someone.


• Dopamine is released when you are love-struck (the stage where we feel captivated by feelings of love and find it hard to focus on anything else), and positive reinforcement causes more dopamine to flow—a rush of happiness from feeling rewarded and reciprocated follow. Dopamine activates the reward circuit, helping to make love a pleasurable experience, similar to the euphoria associated with use of cocaine or alcohol.


• As dopamine levels rise, so does serotonin—our happy hormones are now in full swing—and we might feel like running around, humming the tunes to our favourite love song or giggle and laugh and feel happier and more positive than we usually would. Add norepinephrine—the chemical that helps your body respond to stress by increasing heart rate and alertness ensures that we have clouds under our feet and sleepless nights in love.


• Oxytocin helps form bonds and attachments and also reshapes your brain when you are in love. Oxytocin is called the ‘cuddle chemical’, because it is released, for example, when a mother cuddles her baby or when we are affectionate and cuddling or having sex with somebody we’re in a romantic partnership with, or even somebody that we’re having sex with but are not in a romantic partnership with.


• Apart from these, our sex hormones, testosterone and estrogen, drive lust and sexual attraction, and mixed with everything else, forms a heady concoction of romance, attachment, intimacy, and lust. A concoction that is extremely addictive and we can’t seem to get enough of it.


Chemistry reflects in the way you laugh with your partner, or smile remembering them, how you both express the exact same emotions for that 80s track, or how both of your bodies speak in bed.


But does better chemistry mean that there are higher chances that a relationship will be fulfilling? Absolutely not. High chemistry ≠ High compatibility.


Misha has seemingly great chemistry with Rohit. But then why does she want to break up with him? It is because, in reality, there are many more things required to actually foster a healthy relationship than just great chemistry.


Compatibility is the alignment of lifestyle choices and values of two people. Compatibility can reflect in the form of life goals, values, and belief systems. It is when both partners believe art is essential for mankind and agree on the same kind of music, or their idea of a great vacation is the trip from the kitchen to the bed on weekends.


One of the most important pillars of compatibility is values. Having the same definition of honesty, authenticity, ethics, safety, and security is a big and important chunk of compatibility in a romantic relationship. Being on the same page about (most) things that matter to an individual for living a happy and secure life is compatibility.
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But the truth is, relationships are not exactly a dark chocolate mousse with berry compote. In fact, far from it. There are no exact measurements nor moulds that can help us get accurate results every time, nor can we predict the outcome. Relationships are messy and unpredictable—because they consist of complex humans—hence understanding how compatibility and chemistry work can help us at least inch closer to the results we want to achieve.


Focusing on just chemistry can result in a very unfulfilled relationship, where only bodies and emotions speak but you cannot see eye-to-eye on several everyday matters. A healthy relationship requires a safe space to be vulnerable and have intimate conversations that bare your true emotions and feelings, and also hold space for difficult conversations that lead to growth. With just crackling chemistry, safe spaces might take a backseat. Safe spaces might even feel ‘boring’.


Chemistry is addictive. Dopamine and serotonin makes us always crave the highs of love. A certain dip might make us feel like there is no love left anymore or question the entire relationship.


Individuals in a relationship with high chemistry but low compatibility might not be able to have honest and authentic conversations. They might fear that the conversations will lead to emotional outbursts and make the relationship less stable. This leads to unmet needs, feeling unheard, misunderstood, and resentful, all while trying to have a great time. The relationship that was once a whirlwind of romance slowly starts to be punctuated by fights that seem to pop out of nowhere, angry tears, and suffering. Both individuals are unable to understand what is wrong and cannot seem to find any reason to stay or leave the relationship.


To question the relationship requires courage.


And Misha had mustered up all the courage that day. She really wanted to get her priorities straight and ask Rohit once and for all—is marriage on his mind or not? She doesn’t want more trips to Bali but instead wants to be introduced to his family. The gifts and words do not cut it anymore for her. She wants time, commitment, and actions to match his words.


But what happened then? Where did all this courage disappear? Why is she now scrolling past beautiful Airbnb’s instead of eating chocolate ice cream to soothe her heartbreak and crying to Anusha about how difficult it is? Why?


Multiple reasons.


1. Misha is hooked to the potential—From the moment Rohit met her, Misha saw glimpses of the potential he had. She has fallen in love with what they can be when they are finally together—not caring about what they are now. Misha is obsessed with the version of Rohit she has seen on holidays—the Rohit who has all the time in the world of her, who is vulnerable with her, promises to give her everything she wants, and tells her she is the one for him. She is not ready to accept the reality of how Rohit is actually not the person he says he is. She believes in the potential and would rather wait for Rohit to show up consistently one day instead of choosing her needs and doing what needs to be done in order to prioritise them.


But prioritising needs doesn’t come naturally to her. When Misha was five, they welcomed a baby brother. After five years of being everyone’s center of attention, now Misha was left to be with her elder sister who was already seven years elder to her. Her elder sister and baby brother grew up to be rebels, always getting into trouble, but Misha, Misha was her parents’ golden girl. In fact, she was the entire neighbourhood’s golden girl. Misha was quiet, never threw any tantrums, and did all she could to make her parents’ life easier. She had the feeling that her siblings almost resented her at times.


Misha knew from an early age that anything that doesn’t align with her parents’ beliefs and needs was not to be done. She wanted to be loved, to be chosen, and to be appreciated. So, she taught herself that pleasing someone was the only way to be loved and appreciated. Nobody likes a person who talks back or breaks the rules. So that’s what Misha does. She lets the other person take the lead and doesn’t see assertiveness as a quality that is likeable.


2. Misha is afraid of being rejected and abandoned—Misha believes that being assertive doesn’t do much good, except to lose the love you can get by conforming. She knows that standing up for her needs will lead her to have a discussion with Rohit that will in turn make him feel uncomfortable. He could get angry or start disliking Misha—what if he doesn’t want to give her what she needs? Conflict is something she keeps away from and to have a conflict with Rohit would mean that she would never be able to come back from it. She has seen Rohit angry and it is not a pleasant sight. Talking about what she wants puts both of them in an uncomfortable position—why do that when she can sail through with what she’s got? Isn’t it better to have love than not to have anything at all? Misha is afraid of his reaction and would rather numb her anxiety and needs through work and partying on the weekends. She tries hard to hide everything from Rohit. She doesn’t want to come across as too strong or nagging and ultimately drive him away.


3. Misha is struggling with hidden shame and guilt for demanding more—Misha has always been the peacemaker, the mediator. She never starts fights and tries hard to not be near one. She would rather die than take sides and be assertive. Misha is always the one who helps her friend out, she is always available for anyone who needs her. There have been times when she has gone out of her way to help her friends and colleagues in need. She prioritises others around her and is proud of her trait, wearing it almost as a badge of honour.


And why not? Growing up, she rarely saw her mother demand anything. At least never in front of her. She saw her Maasi though. Her mom would always discuss with others how Maasi could never really have a family because of how ‘moohfat’ (loud-mouthed) she was. Mom always believed that being cordial and patient is the way to sustain a family. And she doesn’t disagree. After all, her mom is happily married for 40 years now whereas her Maasi has been divorced and remarried. Her Mom didn’t have it easy though—having to be the eldest daughter-in-law in a household with five siblings wasn’t easy. The sister-in-laws made life difficult for her and she was always either sobbing or slept without food on many nights, unable to bear the family issues. Her husband was busy trying to earn and feed the family and had no time for anything except to manage finances. Her Mom suffered so that she could give the kids the life she never had. And rightly so…Misha had a life her mother couldn’t even imagine. Her mother was right—people who are demanding usually end up not being chosen.


Imagine you have always wanted a beautiful garden, full of exotic plants and flowers. You start by planning your garden meticulously. You decide what plants and flowers you would like and then proceed to buy seeds, get plant cuttings, etc. You tend your garden with love, time, and effort. The plants seem to be growing okay and look quite lovely. But as time passes, you see that there are many other flowers and leaves in that garden. Foliage that you don’t quite recognise planting. But they look pretty nonetheless. So you shrug it off and let them grow. You assume they are just some seeds that were planted by birds. Soon, you can’t see the flowers you planted anymore. Your garden has been hijacked by these other plants and flowers and now it feels like you are actually tending to someone else’s garden. Would you let that happen to your garden?
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