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EXPERT SPEAK

The quiet 
work of love: 
Attachment, 
conflict,  
and the  
art of repair

AVNEE TANEJA

In the therapy room, relationships rarely ar-
rive with a single dramatic problem. !ey 
arrive with a slow accumulation of moments 
that were misunderstood, unmet, or misread. 
A raised voice that was really fear. Silence that 
was meant as protection. Distance that grew 

not from lack of love, but from the absence of repair. 
Most relationships do not end because people stop 
caring. !ey end because they do not know how to 
come back to each other a"er they miss each other.

At the heart of this struggle lies attachment. Attach-
ment is not just about who we love, but how we reach, 
retreat, cling, or shut down when closeness feels uncer-
tain. Long before adult relationships begin, the nerv-
ous system learns what to expect from connection. Is 
comfort reliable or inconsistent? Is closeness soothing 
or overwhelming? Is expressing need met with care or 
dismissal? !ese early answers do not disappear with 
time. !ey quietly shape how adults argue, love, with-
draw, pursue, and forgive.

Con#ict in relationships is o"en misunderstood as 
a sign of incompatibility. From a psychological lens, 

con#ict is not the problem. !e absence of repair is. 
Two people can disagree intensely and still feel secure 
if there is a shared sense that the bond can hold strain. 
What breaks relationships is not the argument itself, 
but what happens a"er. Does one partner shut down 
emotionally? Does the other escalate in order to feel 
seen? Do both retreat into stories of blame and self-
protection?

Attachment shows up most clearly not in moments 
of harmony, but in moments of threat. When someone 
feels unheard, rejected, or unimportant, the nervous 
system reacts quickly. Some move toward their partner 
with urgency, seeking reassurance through repeated 
questions or heightened emotion. Others move away, 
retreating into silence, logic, or distraction. Neither 
response is wrong. Both are attempts to feel safe. But 
without awareness, these patterns collide. One reach-
es, the other withdraws. One protests, the other shuts 
down. Over time, both feel alone.

From the outside, it can look like poor communica-
tion. From the inside, it is something more tender. It 
is fear. Fear of abandonment. Fear of being too much. 
Fear of being trapped. Fear of being unseen. Many part-
ners speak di$erent emotional languages, not because 
they do not care, but because their nervous systems 



The quiet work of love 
is not glamorous. It is 
ongoing. It is choosing 
to stay present when 
withdrawal feels easier. It 
is learning to speak fear 
without accusation. It is 
recognising that behind 
most conflict is a simple 
human question asking to 
be answered again and 
again: Are you still here 
with me?
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are trained di$erently. Without understanding this, 
con#ict becomes personal rather than relational. Each 
person assumes the other is choosing distance, when in 
fact both are protecting themselves.

Repair is the quiet skill that changes everything. 
Repair is not about winning an argument or proving a 
point. It is about restoring emotional safety a"er it has 
been shaken. It can sound simple, but it requires humil-
ity. It sounds like, I missed you there. I didn’t handle 
that well. I was scared and didn’t know how to say it. I 
understand why that hurt. !ese moments matter far 
more than perfect communication. !ey tell the nerv-
ous system that rupture does not mean abandonment, 
and closeness can survive imperfection.

Many couples wait for the ‘right time’ to repair, as-
suming emotions must cool completely before recon-
nection is possible. In reality, repair does not require 
emotional neutrality. It requires emotional presence. 
Acknowledging impact is o"en more healing than ex-
plaining intent. When one partner feels seen in their 
pain, the body so"ens. Defenses lower. Listening be-
comes possible again. !is is how trust is rebuilt, not 
in grand gestures, but in repeated experiences of being 
met.

A common misconception about healthy relation-
ships is that they should feel easy. In truth, healthy re-
lationships feel safe enough to be honest. !ey allow 
room for missteps and growth. !ey recognise that love 
is not the absence of triggers, but the willingness to take 
responsibility for them. No partner will perfectly meet 
every need. What matters is whether both are willing to 
learn how their presence a$ects the other, and to adjust 

with care.
From a psychological perspective, maturity in rela-

tionships is not about independence alone, nor about 
constant togetherness. It is about balance. !e ability 
to self-regulate without shutting down. !e ability to 
depend without collapsing. !e capacity to stay con-
nected even when emotions run high. !is balance 
is learned through experience, re#ection, and o"en 
through repair that did not happen earlier in life.

Some relationships fail not because the bond is 
weak, but because repair never becomes safe. Apolo-
gies feel dangerous. Vulnerability feels risky. Admitting 
fault feels like losing ground. In these spaces, resent-
ment grows quietly. Distance becomes familiar. Even-
tually, partners stop reaching, not because they do not 
care, but because caring has become too painful.

Healthy relationships are not de%ned by the absence 
of con#ict, but by the presence of return. !e return 
to curiosity. !e return to empathy. !e return to each 
other a"er misunderstanding. Love is sustained not by 
constant harmony, but by the repeated reassurance that 
even when things fall apart, they can be put back to-
gether with care.

At its core, attachment is not about clinging or in-
dependence. It is about knowing that closeness is avail-
able, and distance does not mean disappearance. When 
relationships o$er that safety, people so"en. !ey listen 
better. !ey %ght less destructively. !ey repair more 
quickly. And over time, the relationship becomes not a 
place of fear, but a place of rest.

!e quiet work of love is not glamorous. It is ongo-
ing. It is choosing to stay present when withdrawal feels 
easier. It is learning to speak fear without accusation. It 
is recognising that behind most con#ict is a simple hu-
man question asking to be answered again and again: 
Are you still here with me?
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Conflict in relationships is 
often misunderstood as 
a sign of incompatibility. 
From a psychological lens, 
conflict is not the problem. 
The absence of repair is. 
Two people can disagree 
intensely and still feel secure 
if there is a shared sense 
that the bond can hold 
strain. 


