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Praise for Unfinished Business








“Unfinished Business is a prescriptive, compassionate, user-friendly guidebook for the heart, infused with hard-won wisdom and true concern for the emotional health and authentic well-being of us all. Both science-based and deeply personal, the work in this book helps us to understand our challenging life events from an entirely different perspective and offers us an invitation to lovingly face ourselves, our fears, and our heartbreaks, so we can finally heal from the past and move on. By using her own difficult losses and past traumas Melanie encourages us to organize our complicated histories and take inventory of what was lost so we can enthusiastically grab hold of all that is yet to come. It’s an eye-opener. I loved every page.”


—CINDY CRAWFORD, International SuperModel, Entrepreneur, TV Personality, New York Times best-selling author, Mom


“In Unfinished Business, Melanie Smith explores the powerful force that can hold us back from fulfilling our potential for success, health, and happiness. The accessible, evidence-based steps in this book can help us put our unfinished business behind us so that we can become the best version of ourselves and flourish. Beautifully written and a necessary read in these disorienting times.”


—TAL BEN-SHAHAR, New York Times best-selling author of Happier, Being Happy and creator of the most popular course in Harvard University’s history


“Honestly taken aback by the process Melanie so eloquently writes the reader through. Her ability to help us understand our emotional history as well as how to set it free is a kind of superpower for those of us determined to heal and reach our greatest potential. Engaging. Insightful and a life changer for me. Grateful to have read it! It’s that good.”


—ERIC YAVEBAUM, New York Times best-selling author of ٧ books including Leadership Secrets of the World’s Most Successful CEOs


“Unfinished Business is a beautifully written survival guide for anyone with a past, a present and a future. An inspiring roadmap for those of us who have ever had doubts about our place in the world. I’ve used it myself and found it phenomenally helpful. This one is a must read!”


—DR. BEVERLY KAYE, Wall Street Journal best-selling author of Love Em or Lose Em, Up is Not the Only Way, Hello, Goodbye, and Help Them Grow or Watch Them Go


“Unfinished Business is a clarion call to liberation found through the sacred portal of the heart. Discover how embracing your grief opens the door to all aspects of being: the soul, the energy body, the physical body, and the conscious and unconscious mind. Complete with personal stories and potent exercises, this is a book that our world needs desperately in order to heal from the trauma and loss that eventually visit us all. A work of profound compassion.”


—ANODEA JUDITH, Ph.D., best-selling author of Eastern Body, Western Mind; Wheels of life, Charge and the Energy Body, and The Global Heart Awakens


“Throughout our thirty-plus-year friendship, Melanie’s constant desire has been to help people heal and live authentically. Unfinished Business distills all of her knowledge, tools, and wisdom into a practical, step by step guide that is a must-have resource to help us all navigate our painful pasts and ever-changing, complex lives. From the very first page you know that you are in amazing hands as you learn, grow, and heal from Melanie’s hard-earned strength, compassion, honesty, and insights. This book is a true work of heart.”


—NANCY MCKEON, Actress, Writer, Producer, Director, Mom


“Unfinished Business is a tour de force, both practical and big-hearted. Smith shows us a new way to think about loss, heartbreak, and trauma. Through her process of untangling and organizing our painful histories and clearing the emotional clutter that blocks the view into our deepest selves, she helps us imagine how our lives would be transformed by meeting every obstacle with questions like, ‘How will this strengthen me for a better?’ and ‘What’s possible when I take full responsibility for my life?’ Truly original and essential work for us all!”


—MARILEE ADAMS, PH.D. best-selling author of Change Your Questions, Change Your Life, CEO of The Inquiry Institute


“Melanie Smith’s Unfinished Business is required reading for anyone feeling stuck in the past or in unhealthy patterns, yet instinctively knows that there is so much more they are capable of becoming. Most people are unaware of the deep pain of their past, and how it is holding them back. Many more have resigned themselves to their suffering, and think it is permanent and impossible to ever be “finished.” But Unfinished Business provides hope, tools, and skills that create lasting change and healing once and for all. If you are looking to transform your relationships, professional life, and most importantly, yourself, Melanie’s scientifically supported and proven work changes you on a cellular and energetic level so that you can live fully, abundantly, joyfully and claim the life you knew deep down was possible all along.”


—MARY CURRAN HACKETT, best-selling author of Proof of Heaven and Proof of Angels


“Throughout this book you will find pieces of yourself in Melanie's words and wisdom. Every page exudes compassion for each of us struggling to find unerring meaning in our heartache. She brings us into her world so we can connect deeply with our own and takes us on a journey that is not only life changing but also heart-opening. It is revolutionary in its perspective on our painful and often traumatizing pasts. By the end you will find yourself releasing tears of gratitude and fully embracing your boldest dreams of the future. This book is transformational and truly enlightening.”


—LEANNE JACOBS, best-selling author of Beautiful Money, wealth expert and leadership mentor
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Healing from trauma, loss, and heartbreak is a deep and committed endeavor. One which we all deserve to experience. However, the information and exercises presented in this book are not a substitute for psychotherapy or a replacement for practices or protocols prescribed by your physician. If you are experiencing symptoms or the retriggering of trauma, it is in your best interest to engage with skilled professional help. If, while working through this book and its exercises on your own, you experience reactions of any sort that feel too intense or overwhelming to manage, please seek professional help.











To Marge and Monroe, my mother and father.


For the many traumas you endured, and for the love you gave despite it all.


For Gideon, my son. You are the meaning behind everything.


I carry your heart. I carry it in my heart.












I no longer look at heartbreak through


the eyes of the wounded.


Each loss, every change, all transitions


are now a trail of gems,


polished stones on the path toward my highest potential.


They are sacred reminders of my purpose,


my wisdom, and my promise to carry them forward as a gift for others.


My resilience and courage are the map;


each difficult negotiation, the terrain.


Now, there is nothing I cannot recover from.


There are only things I have yet to uncover and understand,


disguised as good-byes


I have not been willing to say.


—MELANIE SMITH, 2018
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Have you ever wondered . . .


Who you would be if nothing bad had ever happened to you?


If you’d never lost anyone or anything; if you’d never seen any dream shattered?


If no one had ever made you feel like you were not enough? Taught you limitations? Told you who you could or couldn’t be?


If no one had ever broken your heart, betrayed your trust, or done any of the thousands of big and small things we humans do—to one another and to ourselves?


Who would you be if you got to say everything you’ve ever left unsaid?


If you could put your past in the past and truly forgive yourself and others?


How would you show up in the world?


What would be different about your relationships?


If you are single, how would you date differently?


If you are partnered, how would the bond between the two of you change?


What kind of people would be in your life? Who would no longer be in your life?


Would you still have the same job? Would you spend your free time the same way?


Would the biggest and scariest things you dream about be closer or farther away?


Who would you be if you could finally complete the incomplete and find fresh, solid ground again?


As if the past had never happened at all?
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Questions like these started entering my mind when I was around twenty-eight years old, just after I made the difficult decision to leave my job starring on the long-running, much-beloved As the World Turns and move from New York to Los Angeles. I was reeling from the recent loss of my mother to a rare form of cancer that had started with a simple stomachache. I was desperately searching for a soft place to land and make sense of what was to come next. Years had passed since I’d left my small town of Scranton, Pennsylvania, to make my way in the Big Apple and prove to myself I had what it took to succeed in this world. Throughout that time, I had pushed the stress of life and the incomplete emotional residue of my challenging early years—including a life-threatening childhood illness—deep down inside me. Now, however, that residue was beginning to percolate and rise to the surface.


These questions, and others like them, continued to occupy my thoughts for years to come while I continued to pursue my career as an actor in LA. They rose in volume as I became more established than I had ever dreamed possible. They grew even louder after the tragic death of my sister, and louder still after I made the decision to leave my television career of nearly three decades once and for all and move back East to raise my beautiful son. And after divorcing my son’s father, losing my dream home, selling my business, and suffering a financial restructuring that hit me so hard it nearly unmoored me—they became positively deafening.


These questions were the catalyst for my passionate search to understand what it is that happens to us on the way to our most powerful lives—what it is that interrupts our potential and stops us moving on our rails at the speed we were built for.


They are, in fact, the heart and soul of this book.


What these questions represent is a deep curiosity about why we know so little about ourselves and who we are becoming while we’re on our way to becoming it. This curiosity is the driving force that inspired my return to education in the fields of grief, trauma, psychology, philosophy, coaching, bioenergetics, and alternative healing modalities, and my decision to go deep within myself through the practices of meditation and yoga. All of these things—external studying, internal reflection, and deep work on myself—have informed the creation of this book and the journey we are about to embark on together.


Throughout the years, one question in particular has always led the pack and stayed with me morning, noon, and night: Who would I be, could I be, if nothing or no one had ever gotten in my way?


Chances are, you bought this book because your life isn’t what you had planned or hoped for. Or maybe it is, but even so you don’t feel happy or fulfilled. You can’t get out of your own way; you keep repeating old patterns. You feel, perhaps, like your life is one endless loop of dissatisfaction and frustration. Or maybe you’ve recently experienced a loss, and your heart is hurting.


Even if your loss happened a long time ago, I’m guessing there is one loss—or there are many—you suffered at some point that you can’t seem to recover from. Or, perhaps, you feel bitter from past situations where you never got to fully express yourself or get closure. Maybe it’s that you’ve carried the weight of heartbreak your whole life without quite being able to put your finger on why, and you long to see what living with a free heart and spirit feels like. You may find yourself asking the same question I asked myself so many years ago: Who would I, could I, be if no one or nothing had stepped into the trajectory of my potential—and is it too late to make it right?


Well, rest assured that the process you’re about to participate in will be transformational.


The first goal of this process is to help you identify unresolved hurts, stories, patterns, beliefs, and relationships, as well as the pain caused by heartbreaks, deep disappointments, unwanted changes, and transitions. The second is to help you complete the incomplete and release the past. The third is to aid you in the continued release of the unfinished business in your life—all those uninvestigated falsehoods you have “bought into” and continue to use as silent road maps on your journey—so you can install a new and clear GPS that will guide you to the places in life you’ve always dreamed of. In the weeks and months to come, you will resolve your unfinished business so you can heal your trauma, transcend your past, get to know yourself more deeply, and create and claim your destiny!


What are your dream results? Do you want to heal your heart, trust again, love again, or have peace of mind and soul? Do you want to experience breakthroughs in your business, career, family dynamics, health, or mental and emotional well-being? Perhaps you want to experience greater passion or an even deeper love in your life. Maybe you long for more authentic connections to yourself and others.


Each one of us has our own vision of what would constitute a deeply fulfilling and meaningful life, but what stands in the way of those dreams is very similar, if not the same, for most of us: the unfinished business of our past. Here’s the good news: you are not alone on this journey, and by the end of this process you will see that every loss, every change, every transition is a trail of gems that can lead you down the path to your highest potential. There is nothing you can’t recover from; there are only things that you have yet to uncover and understand.


How do I know? Because this work has not only changed my life, it has also changed the lives of the hundreds of clients and students I’ve worked with globally over the years. The process I’ll share in the chapters to come is profoundly life-altering, heart-opening, and time-tested. I can tell you firsthand, after following the steps laid out in this book, I no longer look at heartbreak and trauma through the eyes of the wounded. Instead, I see it through the eyes of a compassionate, open-hearted traveler living a life of passion, fulfillment, and authenticity.


By the time you’ve finished this book, you will too.





Why I Wrote Unfinished Business



People often ask me why I spend my life trafficking in the arena of loss, change, transition, heartbreak, trauma, and, well, simply put, all areas of unfinished business.


My answer is threefold.


First, like all of you, I have been through a lot of loss and heartbreak in my life. Second, I have been graced with the ability to face and heal my wounds, which has allowed me to—through hard work—go deep enough to find ways through the difficult pain and disappointment life can expose us to (and let me tell you, life has certainly challenged my tenacity, resilience, and determination, all of which are required to make it in our world). Finally, it’s because I knew it was impossible for me to create the life that was truly meant for me when I wasn’t certain who I truly was.


Most of us are completely unaware of what’s holding us back—what’s keeping us from growing into who we would be, who we could be. The most insidious things in our lives are the things we don’t see at all. They are the things of the past we’ve buried or hidden, or are even completely unaware of. Think of your life as a garden: you can see the flowers or the weeds that reach up from the earth, but you likely very rarely think about what’s going on beneath the surface.




“This might sound simple, but I cannot overstate this: The single most important thing is recognizing what the problem is in the first place.”


—NADINE BURKE HARRIS





All those things you blindly tolerate? All those incomplete relationships, losses, beliefs, identities, and stories that either nourish or starve your decisions, actions, feelings, and choices? They are controlling your behavior in the world. They are the reasons why you sometimes feel stuck, stunted, lost, or even trapped.


It is what we cannot see that creates the who we present to the world—and at its worst, it can make you feel so overwhelmed by it all that you feel like you’re being buried. This is what makes deep work so complicated. But as you move through this book, you will find that it can be a lot easier than you might imagine, as long as you have the right tools.


I have always wanted to ascertain that all the loss I have suffered in my life has served a greater purpose—that I faced those trials not simply so I could learn how to live or to grow my soul but also so I could help others to “out” the sneaky principles on which many of us have been raised, primed, and even force-fed. This work came from my profound desire to find out who I could be if I fully healed myself of past traumas and freed myself to claim my deepest desires.


My life hurt me. My family hurt me. The world hurt me. I hurt myself.


Then I fixed it.


I worked hard to calm and eventually clear the undercurrents of past beliefs and identities that had pulled my life in a direction at cross-purposes to the one I should be following—the one in which I was inexhaustibly determined to go—for far too long. And then I figured out how to help other people do the same.


I lay myself out here as a sort of alchemical laboratory you can engage with rather than a centerpiece you feel forced to look at. I wrote this as a heart hack to get you back on track—back to the life you were made for, the life you were meant to live.







What You’ll Find in This Book


This book delineates the process I have developed over nearly two decades as a tool for recovery, forgiveness, and healing. It is basically a holistic system for unearthing, clearing, and closing the unfinished and very dangerous business of our lives—for not just plugging but eliminating those leaky places that steal our souls and rob us of our most necessary and profound energy.


And that starts with investigating all the things going on beneath the surface.


To explain how this works, let’s go back to our garden metaphor:




Just like weeds that grow and crowd out a healthy garden, our old, unresolved issues can fill our system with underground interference and stop us from thriving. In order to grow to our greatest possible heights, we must dig deep into the garden of our life—of our soul—and pull out all the roots and tendrils that are strangling our potential. We must get to the unfinished business of the past. Until we do, no amount of external work will fix the problem; as a matter of fact, thinking that it will is one of the false beliefs that got us into trouble in the first place.





Think of it this way: If you have a massive weed problem and you ignore it, regardless of how much water and sunlight you lavish on your flowerbed, the weeds will eventually take over—swallowing up your healthy plants and choking them to death. Over time, left unchecked, the weeds win. The weeds always win!


The same goes for you. Unless you get to the deep root of your issues, no matter how much effort you put in, no matter how many books or affirmations you throw at the problem, you’re still going to end up feeling stuck, miserable, misaligned, and crowded out of your own life and dreams.




“When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.”


—LAO TZU





The work you will do in this book will help you to get to the root of all the subtle weeds, hidden just underneath the surface of your life, that are destroying more possibilities than you can imagine. In our work together, we’re going to get to those roots, yank them up into the light, clear the soil, and replant so that you can flourish and grow into the highest and best version of yourself.


But before we really dig into all this, let’s start at the beginning—with my own story, and the core philosophies that lie at the heart of Unfinished Business.















Part I
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Being born into challenging conditions will turn a person into an inner explorer and seeker.


I was born a seriously ill infant. I underwent major surgery when I was just eleven months old, after which I was left in the hospital alone (the circumstances were beyond my parents’ control—they had five other children to take care of) until I recovered well enough to come home. I was in and out of the hospital for eleven years after that . . . and so went my entrance into the world.


When you are a sick kid, people treat you differently. They see you differently. A sense of belonging never really gets baked into you. There is a feeling of being on the outside even when people invite you to join them on the inside. A space exists between you and others, and that space persists no matter how deeply you long to be close to them.


There is a modern variation on something Italian Dominican theologian St. Thomas Aquinas once said that goes, “For those who understand, no explanation is needed. For those who do not understand, no explanation is possible.” This was the haunting sentiment of my childhood. And the more heartbreak and hardship I experienced as the years went on, the more this underlying sense of solitude pervaded my being.




“The greatest damage done by neglect, trauma, or emotional loss is not the immediate pain they inflict but the long-term distortions they induce in the way a developing child will continue to interpret the world and her situation in it.”


—GABOR MATÉ





I watched my mother have her first stroke when I was five years old. It was shocking, overwhelming, impossible for me to process or absorb. As my father and older sister carried her up the stairs like a rag doll, I buried my head back in my coloring books, intent on forgetting all I’d just seen.


Six years later, at eleven years old, I witnessed my mother in crisis once again—this time lying beside my bed, covered in blood. This was her second stroke, and her first and only cardiac arrest. I had to get her to the emergency room by myself.


There are few traumas that go as deep as that of a child desperately trying to save their mother’s life. I wouldn’t understand this fully until many years later, when I finally realized that this was the reason the same abject terror I’d felt at eleven would frequently arise in me in stressful (but far less dire) situations.


Aside from my mother’s erratic health, I also had a very difficult relationship with one of my sisters. I loved her very much, but she repeatedly broke my heart and trust with tricks, teasing, and physical outbursts that would leave me bruised and vulnerable. Back in those days, it was looked upon by the adults around us as nothing more than “kids’ play that got out of hand”—but the wounds her actions inflicted on me went deep.


I have always believed that when a child suffers a great trauma early in their life, a crack opens in the universe and connects them to a deeper part of their being, turning them inward and creating an insatiable seeker. This was certainly the case for me. The impactful events and challenges I experienced in my early years led me to spend a lot of time alone throughout my youth—writing, creating, and trying to know my own soul.


To be clear, I was neither neglected nor abused by my parents; in fact, I was a very loved child. I did well in school; I was praised as a gifted dancer, writer, and artist, and I had lots of friends and boyfriends. But despite all this, I never felt like I belonged—and I never felt smart or accomplished enough.


The thing is, some of the events that block our soul are not only unseen by us but also undetectable to the world around us. For my part, being accepted by the outside world never quieted my need for isolation or solitude, or quelled my search for answers about why we are the way we are—or become who we become.




The First Whisper


Like many things in my life, my deep immersion into this work started with what seemed like a whisper.


Have you ever experienced something like that? An inner knowing or feeling that comes upon you like a soft breeze and makes you wake for a blink to acknowledge you have been touched, spoken to? It comes like a flash—a moment when the universe hugs you gently in preparation for walking you through the doors of something new and unknown. It’s softer than a whisper, really. Kinder. A tender brush from nowhere.


The day the whisper came for me will forever be etched in my mind. We were having a Mother’s Day / birthday party at my sister’s house. It was a lovely gathering. But I was distracted, because my mother was very clearly not well.


The night before, she had been suffering from a stomachache. A bad one. When she’d said something to me about it, I’d told her she needed to start eating better.


That day at the party, I watched over her. Fixed her plates of food. Kept her hydrated. Worried, because she was not herself. My mother had never been a complainer, but I could see the pain in her face. I tended to her and tried to make her comfortable.


As I was getting into the car to go back to NYC, I turned to the video camera a friend was holding and out of nowhere said, “Well, this is the end of Mother’s Day as we know it.”


Somehow, I just knew.


When my oldest sister called a few days later and said Mom was going into the hospital for her gallbladder, the whisper came again: “Your mother has cancer.”


“They’re going to find cancer,” I told my sister.


“Don’t be so dramatic!” she snapped back.


But sure enough, the news came the next day: my mother had a very rare form of cancer.


Eight months later, she passed.


One of my first successes in my professional life—landing a starring role on the celebrated daytime drama As the World Turns—was especially sweet because ATWT was my mother’s favorite show. When I was sick as a baby, she would hold me and rock me while watching the lives of all those Oakdale characters, and as I grew older we’d watch it together religiously, week in and week out. Imagine our insane surprise, then, when in 1987 I landed a starring role on that very show. It was amazing, and a huge source of pride for my mom.


“I won’t believe you’ve really made it until I see your birthday in Star magazine,” she often joked with me over the next few years. In December 1991, it finally happened: the magazine printed my birthday in that month’s issue. I brought it to my mother’s hospital room, and we howled together about it.


Though we knew at this point that my mother’s diagnosis was terminal, it was still a shock when she died four days later. My heart broke. She was my best friend, and the first person I had ever lost.


Still, even in the midst of my grief, I was aware that I was experiencing some of the greatest breakthroughs of my life in the months following her death. It was a “waking-up” period for me, so to speak; I knew my life and purpose were transforming.


It was the change the universe had been beckoning me toward.


Not long after Mom’s death, I left As the World Turns and buried myself in the study of grief, change, transitions, and trauma. This loss—this first major and enduring heartbreak—was what launched me on my journey toward recovery from grief, loss, and unfinished business.


But it was only the beginning.







Finding the Rainbow


“Melanie, call me. It’s important.”


I was leaving a meeting with Arnold Schwarzenegger at a studio lot in the San Fernando Valley when I received that message on my VM. I had never heard my father’s voice sound like that; I decided that it would be best to drive to my friend Lisa’s house, which was only a few minutes away, to call him back. I had a weird feeling that this was not a call I should make on my little yellow Nokia while driving.


When I got to my friend’s house to make the call, my aunt Ruth answered. My first thought was that something had happened to my aunt Edith, who was our family matriarch and quite elderly at the time. But when my father got on the phone and I heard the odd tone of his voice, I knew it was something else—something I needed to brace for.


“Hi, honey,” he said softly. “There’s been an accident . . .”


My whole body tensed. I waited.


“It’s Roseann,” he said. “She’s dead.”


My father’s voice seemed to hit a different frequency as I collapsed. Lisa told me later that she heard me scream, and then saw me fall to the floor.


This was an entirely new level of grief and loss, beyond even the death of my mother. This was a tragedy. My sister was young and beautiful and full of life. How could she be gone?


When I was able to collect myself enough to ask questions, I learned what had happened: Roseann—my closest sister, eight years my senior, just forty-one years old—had dropped her daughter off at home after school that day and quickly jumped back in the car to pick up her son from his tutor’s house, located only a few blocks away. As the sun set and my niece waited alone at home for her return, Roseann’s car was hit by a driver who’d misjudged a stop sign. Her car hit a tree and she was killed.


What made all of this even more unfathomable to me was that I had just seen Roseann the Tuesday before, when she’d driven me into New York for a weekend trip to a wedding in the Hamptons with my boyfriend (soon to be my fiancé). We’d chatted and laughed the whole way, and when I’d arrived back in LA on Thursday evening I’d found a message from her waiting on my answering machine: “I heard about your engagement,” she said in her bright, cheery way, “and I already bought my dress in a size four. I better stop eating now!” As always, she’d made me laugh.


It was 11:00 p.m. when I received that message, so I told myself to call her back the following afternoon. But I never spoke to my sister or saw her again. Friday, she was gone.


“I’ll call her back tomorrow afternoon”—those words repeated like an echo in my mind, my heart, my soul, for years to come. Unfinished business.


Weeks after Roseann’s death, I received a call from the legendary Angela Lansbury, with whom I had worked previously on Murder, She Wrote. She was wonderful to me.


“My God,” she said, “this is horrible. Come back and work on the show again. Let’s keep you busy.”


The first day I drove up to the set, a rainbow, clear and beautiful, was arched directly over the studio lot. Seeing it, I pulled over in my car and started to cry—but I wasn’t sad. I was relieved. I knew Roseann was there with me in that moment, and it made me feel that there was nothing to be afraid of—that the emotions coming to me were a visit from my beloved sister, not simply painful memories. And what was allowing me to feel and honor that was keeping my heart open to the possibilities—not being busy or distracted. Not being closed or in resistance.


In that moment, I knew for certain that all the inner work I had been doing since my mother’s death was working. I knew I was experiencing a blessing of presence, and it was telling me that what I needed was not to occupy myself but to open myself.




“Sometimes, the heart must break in order to open.”


—MARK WOLYNN





This was a huge awakening for me. An experience of freedom, not of avoidance. Of joy, not veiled sorrow. And that’s the moment when the distinction happened for me—the insight: the best thing I could do for myself, especially in a time of great pain, was to open, receive, and trust.


I had lost both my mother and my sister within four years’ time. Though I was heartbroken, I came to the understanding that the reason we’re here, in this lifetime, is to love and help one another. The finite time we have with the people we love is limited and irretrievable—but so often, we don’t understand that until it’s too late, or we are so mired in past heartaches that we can’t see a way beyond the difficulties we’re experiencing.


This realization is why, for the past thirty years, I’ve studied not just how we can survive the most difficult experiences of our lives but also how it’s possible to thrive because of them. It’s why I have dedicated my life to studying the art of finishing unfinished business.







The Life You Were Meant to Live


My story contains a lot of sadness—but my life has been rich with wonderful experiences too. I’ve gotten a chance to play so many wonderful roles: Emily Stewart on As the World Turns, Tora Ziyal on Deep Space Nine, Celia Morales on Melrose Place, Lucy Montone on Curb Your Enthusiasm, and Jerry’s girlfriend Rachel on Seinfeld (who, famously, saw George’s “shrinkage”), to name just a few. I’ve met, studied with, been mentored by, and loved so many amazing and brilliant people. My love of yoga and wellness has allowed me to improve the lives of thousands. Even more significant, I’ve had the opportunity to be a mother to my son, Gideon, my greatest teacher. And through nearly two decades of transformational coaching with individual clients and groups, I’ve given other people the tools to heal, grow, and reach their highest purpose. But more importantly, I’ve been fully present, entirely engaged, and profoundly in love with it all every step of the way. And that has only been possible because I’ve done the work to recover my soul from the past and complete the unfinished business of my life.


I want everyone to have a chance to experience the joy and peace of finishing their own unfinished business . . . and that is where this book comes in. Here, I’ve adapted the transformational techniques I have used in my own life, as well as in my one-on-one coaching clients and small group coaching program, into a program anyone can follow on their own or with a friend. The process will help you uncover the story of your life—heartbreaks, traumas, losses, impactful events, learned limiting beliefs, old behaviors and patterns, all of it. We will examine who your models and influencers were and are, and what relationships in your life remain unresolved and incomplete. We will discover how history and heartbreaks have impacted your choices, your behaviors, your relationship dynamics, your financial successes or failures, and even your health.


Through distinct steps and actions, we will organize your emotional life. We will distinguish the difference between truths and stories. We will get clarity around what should stay in your life and what you need to say goodbye to. By putting your heart in order, you’ll declutter your mind, body, and spirit.


Saying goodbye to what’s no longer serving you makes room for the best opportunities possible to enter your life fully. This process will help you understand the deep and profound connection between the mind and the body as well—how we cannot fully heal until we unearth what has been stored energetically in the physical body and soma (our experience of our body’s inner and outer workings, as well as the boundaries and energies of the body—we’ll go into this in more detail later!) as a result of past experiences. Remember, if your past remains unfinished, unresolved, and misunderstood, your present cannot change—and your future will pay an unimaginable debt.


Undertaking what I call the Unfinished Business Process takes you deep into your life and self so you can reach your highest potential in the future. Each step we’ll take together over the course of this book will help you let go of your past and move you to completion and wholeness. You will know yourself as you never have before—at a heart and soul level. And armed with that clarity, you will be able to move forward into a life of peace and fulfillment.


When you complete the process outlined in this book, you will wake up to a future that is bright, open, purposeful, and filled with meaning—a life that was specifically meant for you. And the best place to start is by understanding exactly what unfinished business is.
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I settled into a comfortable seat on my mat as the teacher began her theme for the day’s class. I hadn’t sat in what she called a lotus position since I was a young kid. As soon as she started speaking, I started to feel deeply uncomfortable. I shifted myself, hoping to find a sense of ease again. My thoughts drifted backward. When was the last time I’d sat like this? With every word the teacher spoke, I felt more and more uncomfortable, as if I were about to pass out. I became almost claustrophobic. I began to feel nauseated and emotional, and I wanted her to stop talking. I shot up off my mat and went into the bathroom. I started to shake. I took some long, deep breaths and splashed cold water on my face.


As I sat hidden away in the men’s room, it all came flooding back to me.


I’m nearly nine years old. Today, like many others, my brother—three years my junior—and I put on our coats, grab the sled, and go marching up the steep hill near our house. We always ride on the sled together, but today I take my eyes off him and sit in the snow, legs crossed, fidgeting with my gloves and my boots. I look up and my brother is gone.


Down the hill, I see him. Still. He and the snow are covered in blood. I stand frozen. I don’t know what to do.


After what seems like forever, my parents come out and find us. My brother is alive, but his hands are broken, his head needs several stitches, and he’s suffered a severe concussion.


My parents never punished me or even talked to me about that incident again. It wasn’t until I sat cross-legged on that mat that it all came back to me. I had never resolved or completed the experience I had with my brother and my parents that day.


That’s what led me to do the deep unfinished business work it took to heal my heart and let go of the guilt and fear of the past. Now I do yoga every day . . . no bathroom breaks needed.




—JAMES
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In the Gestalt Theory (Frits Perls, 1893–1970) there is a belief that human beings desire and need to make “meaningful wholes” from their experiences in life, and when the whole is not present we consistently seek completion. In other words, we fundamentally need to finish things and feel that snap of closure in order to make sense of our world and feel at peace in it. If we do not find this completion, the open-ended past lives inside us and pulls us out of alignment, leaving us searching for something we cannot even identify. Our fundamental nature as humans requires us to find closure for the past events of our lives, ranging from the minute and benign to the major and traumatic.


This premise also encourages us to remember that it is often impossible to “complete” certain situations at the time of occurrence. James’s story is a great example of this. Due to his young age and his parents’ inability or unwillingness to talk through what happened with him, there was no way for him to process the experience just after it happened.


When a challenging and grief-filled occurrence like the one James experienced that day in the snow remains unresolved, the incompleteness clutters our unconscious and expresses itself through mental distress and/or physical illness. The patterns or compensations we develop in our avoidance of completion can become a fixed shape or way of being in the world that can infiltrate all areas of our lives. In James’s case, for example, his experience with his brother resulted in a pattern of avoidance. For decades after that accident, he tiptoed around all important discussions in his life—a compulsion that damaged his ability to develop deep, intimate relationships.


Until, that is, he did the work to shed that behavior.


These avoidances can become habits, especially if they are supported socially and culturally. In James’s example, his family was happy to support a lack of communication and inauthentic behavior; they wanted to preserve the illusion that nothing ever happened and everything was fine. But that desperate need to avoid a feeling of pain we’ve experienced will train us to stay away from relationships and events that trigger us—which ultimately means quietly steering us into a life of feeling nothing at all. Those patterns and compensations dull our satisfaction in life, block our awareness, and diminish or even completely deny our psychological space.


Incomplete events and relationships take up far more psychological space than completed ones, and because of that they become the oars that row our psychological, emotional, and behavioral boats. Doesn’t that ring true? I mean, have you ever lost sleep over things you have finished and feel good about?


We want to complete the incomplete. It is in our wiring.


With that in mind, it’s not hard to understand that people with unfinished business tend to resent the past and are typically unable to focus on or live in the here and now, let alone build a dynamic future.




“Perhaps the biggest tragedy of our lives is that freedom is possible, yet we can pass our years trapped in the same old patterns.. . . We may want to love other people without holding back, to feel authentic, to breathe in the beauty around us, to dance and sing. Yet each day we listen to inner voices that keep our life small.”
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