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FOREWORD


AUTHOR TOM ROBBINS has famously and memorably said, “… we, each of us, are responsible for our own fulfillment. Nobody else can provide it for us, and to believe otherwise is to delude ourselves dangerously and to program for eventual failure every relationship we enter.”1


Anita Astley’s career as a student at McGill University was nothing short of a brilliant journey toward self-actualization of that maxim that would make Maslow, the father of needs-fulfillment theory, proud. This is why I passionately believe and can certify that when Anita Astley arrived at McGill, which is top-ranked worldwide among universities, where she sought out the opportunities associated with higher education, she was one of those rare students who already understood Robbins’s wise remark. Perhaps it was her multicultural background, her personal challenges experienced and conquered as a young adult, her strong and ambitious constitution, her ultimate desire to leave her unique imprint on the world. In any case, as she entered the graduate program in the faculty of the Department of Educational & Counselling Psychology speaking French, Hindi, and English, she had a great thirst for knowledge and was dedicated to this fulfillment most positively.


I should know. I am a McGill professor emeritus and an author of many books, tests, journal articles, and educational programs published by Rutledge, Scholastic, Kendall-Hunt, Allyn & Bacon, and Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. My research has emphasized the qualitative study of classrooms as cultures and, especially, the use of qualitative methods to understand how to support inquiry-based learning at all levels of education. That makes me most qualified to endorse, authenticate, and even substantiate her credentials in the current mode of application, which makes her advice the more real and advantageous to all interested parties.


Initially, I met Anita when she enrolled in an introductory qualitative-research course offered to graduate students in the department, but already I could see greatness in her, vis-à-vis her fiery ambition. Along those lines of mentor and mentee, Carl Jung once said, “The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances: if there is any reaction, both are transformed.”2 This is how I’d like to think of my relationship with Anita, since I will forever be changed for the better by my knowing her and her inspiring story of surmounting obstacles by using their very fabric as fuel for her journey and the tutelage of getting there.


I have learned so much in how I was privileged to teach her, and yet, like all great professors who learn from their students, I also was educated if not enlightened by her; that is, by her generous spirit, her agile mind, and other gifted qualities that were evident from the very beginning. For example, it took very little time to learn that Anita was also a gifted listener and a keen observer of human interactions. She exhibited the natural curiosity and sensitivity needed to make the strange familiar. I still remember her case study of a street musician and her active participation in class discussions. She displayed an enthusiasm for learning, especially in regard to interpersonal dynamics that all professors wish of their students.


Because of this keen faculty and her natural gifts, I employed Anita in the summer of 1995 as a graduate assistant. She completed a qualitative graduate thesis under my direction. And, of course, her work, as always, was careful, analytic, and insightful. Consequently, I encouraged her to pursue a PhD, also under my direction, as I believed she would be an excellent candidate and student. However, Anita’s heart and passion were in pursuing a career in psychotherapy, not in instruction, which was my focus of research. As all ideal mentors do of their mentees, I supported Anita in her desire to enter the helping and healing profession. Indeed, in consequence, I knew then as I do today that it was and is her calling in life. Over the years, we have remained in touch, and I have been a witness to her growth and metamorphosis not only as a woman but as a brilliant psychotherapist. I know she has helped many people transform their lives because she believes people can change despite circumstances. Her life is a testimony to “adversity building resilience.” She is and ever will be, never the victim, always a survivor.


Having seen her giving of herself, I heartily accept the motto that she confirms with her life’s example and that motivational speaker Tony Robbins has expressed: “The only way a relationship will last is if you see your relationship as a place that you go to give, and not a place that you go to take.”3 Anita has always treated me this way, and I am sure this is how she relates to her clients. She is an amazingly supportive person who brings laughter, compassion, caring, and insightfulness to those she interacts with. She now has over twenty-five years of successful practice as a licensed individual, couples, and family psychotherapist, having been licensed in Quebec, New York, and now Wisconsin. I am most pleased to have the honor of recommending her new book to those of you reading this page. Using her knowledge, academic training, and excerpts from her own life story and those from her clients, she has created a book that nurtures and at the same time challenges us to reflect on our relationships, how they come to be, what they mean to us, and how through them we can become the best versions of ourselves.


—Mark W. Aulls, PhD


PROFESSOR EMERITUS


DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL AND COUNSELLING PSYCHOLOGY,


MCGILL UNIVERSITY










PREFACE


“UNF*CK YOUR LIFE AND RELATIONSHIPS” was not the original title for this book. The original title referenced benign elements such as metamorphosis and butterflies, suggested by one of my former editors. I accepted this advice, since my book is, admittedly, about the transformation of the self and relationships. More importantly, I thought this particular editor knew better about these matters and that this critical personal branding exercise was clearly outside of my lane. However, having sat for weeks with this other title, I became increasingly uncomfortable with the idea of portraying myself to you, dear reader, as something I am not. Butterflies are beautiful, of course, but they neither reflect who I am nor my voice. Most people who know me well would not make the association. The more I delved into the original manuscript, the more I concluded that the words told my story and shared my expert advice; however, the voice belonged to someone else; a difficult realization to arrive at while nearing completion of a project of this magnitude.


So I did what I always do in similar situations: I called a dear friend and explained my dilemma. During this conversation, I realized that I had unconsciously repeated something I had always done as a young woman: suppressed my voice, particularly as it related to my father, whom you will learn more about as you read my story. How f*cked up is that?! I thought to myself. Although I have mostly unf*cked all of that, I found myself unconsciously slipping into old patterns very quickly when triggered and not aware of my emotional vulnerabilities. Awareness is key, and actress and activist Sophia Bush is right: “You are allowed to be both a masterpiece and a work in progress, simultaneously.” There is no shame in that!


As soon I became aware, I quickly unf*cked the situation, as unf*cking is what I do best. That conversation with my dear friend single-handedly led me to the title you see today: Unf*ck Your Life and Relationships. It’s raw, it’s real, and most important, it’s me. Growing up with a father who often used profanity helped me become very comfortable with such language, although I recognize and appreciate that context is key. But in this context, “unf*cked” is the perfect term to describe my story and my process of becoming who I am today, personally and professionally. I had a pretty f*cked-up life, and equally f*cked-up relationships, until I learned how to unf*ck myself from the inside out. You can too.










INTRODUCTION


LET’S FACE IT: irrespective of who we are in the world, relationships inevitably f*ck us up. When our relationships are in turmoil, our lives are in turmoil. When our hearts hurt, our minds hurt; the two are intricately linked, and any attempt to deny the interplay between them is futile. The mind speaks to the heart, and the heart speaks to the mind, which leads to observable reactions stemming from feelings of sadness on one end of the emotional spectrum, to fulfillment on the other—with a lot of grey noise in between. I am certain you can relate to this as much as I can. This is a universal issue to which we bring our collective relational experiences: the good, the bad, and the ugly. Consequently, it is not a question of if we will experience turbulence in our relationships but a question of when.


When spending enough time sharing your thoughts and feelings with someone, you are rendering yourself vulnerable. Vulnerability is a pathway to building emotional intimacy, which, as expressed by many of my patients over the years, is something to be desired but also feared. Why? Emotional intimacy breeds conflict. The closer we get to someone, the more likely we will eventually experience some level of conflict, something most of us try to avoid. Although avoidance on the surface seems like an effective technique initially and is compatible with our desire to maximize pleasure and minimize pain, as so beautifully articulated by the founding father of “talk therapy,” Sigmund Freud, in his 1920 essay “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” I assure you that it doesn’t work and is short-lived. Most often, it leads to greater problems in the future as unresolved issues grow and metastasize over time and manifest as relational cancer. My personal challenges and professional experience as a licensed individual, couples, and family psychotherapist of over twenty-five years are a testament to this belief.


Unfortunately, to avoid the certainty of conflict and repeated negative relational experiences and getting f*cked up, many try to avoid relationships altogether and profess that they are not in any nor desire to be. Not possible. By nature, we are social animals, and it is in our DNA to pursue relationships. From our first breath, we are born into relationships with our parents, siblings, and extended family, and then with the world, once we are launched. These early experiences, for most, are conflicted, complex, and far from perfect; hence, our f*cked-upness.


Furthermore, relationships are truly unavoidable; we are all in one type of relationship or another, obviously with varying degrees of closeness: neighbors, friends, family members, coworkers, a significant other. And relationships today have also taken on different shapes and forms via social media and smartphones—unfortunately, escalating further relational challenges, especially regarding communication. These new unfamiliar heights are complicated and have created unnecessary entanglements, which I believe would not exist if not for the medium itself. E-communication is truly our best friend in one context and our worst enemy in another; it’s a double-edged sword. Its addictive nature makes it virtually impossible to unplug ourselves when we need to and sometimes should, further adding to the complexities of life, love, our overall sense of connectedness, and our search for the perfect relationship that does not exist, except for an illusionary form of it on social media.


Let me be clear: perfection in relationships does not exist. The sooner you accept this notion, the easier and more fulfilling your relationships will be.


Consequently, when problems arise, as they inevitably do, you will not be surprised or disappointed but prepared to work through them and recognize that there are no shortcuts or quick fixes to unf*cking the mind, the heart, and your relationships. Relationships are the playgrounds for minds to unpack and dump your emotional and psychological baggage from childhood to adulthood. In the context of relationships, the past meets the present to resolve that which remains unresolved and displace unanchored thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Consequently, the cycle of dysfunction repeats itself.


Perpetuate the cycle or break it? The choice is yours whether or not to unf*ck yourself and your relationships from the inside out.


From the inside out? You will come across this phrase throughout the book; what does it mean? Most of us look for solutions and fault outside of ourselves; however, in attempting to unf*ck our relationships, we must begin with unf*cking the relationship we have with ourselves. And yes, we all have one! It’s that internal voice that speaks to you, the one you sometimes have chosen to ignore, listen to, mute, or find a reason to argue. By the end of this book, you will be able to confront and embrace this inner voice, which will, in turn, help you unf*ck your life and then your relationships from the inside out. As a result, you will learn how to be the best version of yourself for your own individual growth and all those around you.


Clearly, you’ve picked up this book because you’re looking for relief and change from your current f*cked-up situation. You’re searching for something to permit you to do what you are too afraid to do or even admit to yourself. Denial is a powerful defense mechanism; it blurs our reflection in the mirror. I can sympathize. I know how the past frightens you, the thought of the future causes anxiety, and the present feels unsettling—perhaps even paralyzing. It’s OK; I know your narrative well. I used to be you.


Today I am a strong, independent, confident, professional woman, comfortable in my dark skin. I have walked the walk and now I talk the talk as a clinician with more than a quarter- century of experience working with individuals, couples, and families. Yet I was the opposite for most of my childhood and young adult years. I would have been unrecognizable if you had met me thirty years ago. I was raised in a patriarchal Indian household where I was imprisoned by the hurtful and critical words of my father, who repeatedly reinforced the message that my “worth would be a function of my much-anticipated arranged marriage.” I was told “how to be” and “who to be.”


During my formative years, my identity was ascribed to me—particularly my cultural identity, which I could not accept nor wanted to accept. I was labeled a “stupid girl” because I struggled in school. Rather than receive help, I was mocked and called names. My father only saw the value of my education to barter for an educated husband, a cultural norm to which he subscribed. Although my mother tried to help, having grown up in a patriarchal culture and wed at sixteen, she did not have much power. Still, she was and has always been my saving grace.


Consequently, I had minimal self-worth for most of my young adulthood and rarely spoke. Sadly, I bought into the false narrative of my physical and intellectual inadequacies without any appreciation or mention of my beauty, an internal beauty I believe all children bring into the world and possess. My low self-worth kept dwindling until there was less and less of me and then none of me. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, my cravings for love, validation, acceptance, and my search for value from a fatherly figure led me into an inappropriate relationship with an older man, a relationship I mistook for love but which years later, through my own individual therapy, realized had nothing to do with love but was a grave violation of my physical and emotional boundaries. I was only fifteen.


For a long time, I was a prisoner of my negative thoughts, feelings, choices, and actions stemming from my family-of-origin dynamics. However, I learned to unf*ck myself and, in time, my relationships through much-needed individual therapy. I can help you do the same—show you how to free yourself from the limits you have ascribed and learn how to build healthy relationships from the inside out.


As a licensed clinician, I know the science and the theories. I have a master’s from McGill University’s Department of Educational and Counselling Psychology and post-graduate certification from the Argyle Institute of Human Relations in marriage and family therapy. But my science is about the science of what works. So this book is not an academic treatise but is geared toward real-world applications. It’s comprehensive and practical and was written with your transformation in mind. You need help to change and improve your life and relationships. And I have laid out the pathway for you with the collective goal of building healthy relationships in your life.


My transformation and journey provide evidence, credibility, and some level of authority over the resistance and darkness of inter- and intrapersonal challenges. I am, by nature, experience, and profession, a solution-oriented person. That’s my gift and my life’s purpose. Time, a life lived, struggled with and conquered; adversity; and real-world experience have all honed my sense for and agency in solving people’s relationship problems into an almost surgical sharpness and acumen that can serve you. My academic training and my personal story strengthened my ability to empathize with people’s challenges in life and relationships. I see these challenges from a solution-oriented mindset. My goal always remains to help mobilize people from problems to solutions and, of course, to implement those solutions. The seven self-help strategies that make up this book are designed to equip you with the tools to do it yourself from the inside out.


The core message of this book is that you need to “get back to the basics” of building healthy relationships by mastering simple-yet-complicated dynamics. Simple because you are probably familiar with the language, but complicated in that they represent the layers of your history and, to a large degree, dictate how you interpret, analyze, and communicate your thoughts and feelings. These concepts are easy to state but challenging to apply. However, I am confident that you will be successful. This is because they are ultimately feasible, viable, achievable, attainable, actionable, and all-around doable.


In Part 1 of this book, I share aspects of my personal story with unflinching honesty. When I refer to painful memories, it is not to blame or shame my parents or others from my past but to inspire and motivate you to unf*ck yourself as I did. Adversity does truly build resilience!


People know what I do as a psychotherapist, but few know my why. Yet, it is this why that drives my passion for helping others get unf*cked from the inside out! My positive success rate with patients and the benefits of their results speak for themselves. Thus, I offer my own experience as proof of how life-changing, although basic, the methods I share and their applications to your life are. Life and relationships are messy and f*cked up—but they can be unf*cked.


In Part 2 of the book, I provide specific prescriptions to help you unf*ck your life and relationships from the inside out. You will learn how to own your projections, set boundaries, resolve conflict, become a better listener, and other fundamental parts of building, nurturing, developing, and maintaining healthy relationships. Worksheets are provided at the end of each chapter to help you get started in applying what you have learned. I also encourage you to ask the significant others in your life to complete these worksheets to bring about a deeper understanding of the interpersonal dynamics in your relationships.


I am confident that by the end of this book, you will understand, appreciate, and internalize my two most revered mantras: “Our mental health hinges on the quality of our relationships” and “Building healthy relationships starts from the inside out.” We are our relationships.


Let’s begin…












PART 1 Building Healthy Relationships from the Inside Out














CHAPTER 1 UNF*CK AWARENESS: Self-Awareness and Self-Care



I VIVIDLY REMEMBER the day I started to work from the inside out and began my journey of metamorphosis. I walked into my psychoanalyst’s office feeling confident and strong. At least, that’s what I wanted him to believe and had convinced myself of for years.


“I am only here for didactic purposes,” I naively said. “It’s a prerequisite for graduation, per my program.” As if I had mastered the mystery of my life before I even knew what it was or started to address it. Thankfully, Dr. Frank knew better and had enough experience to see beyond my words.


Little did I know that this would be the most valuable and unique relationship I could ever imagine with a gentleman twenty years my senior. Our therapeutic connection would not only later guide, shape, and inform my therapeutic approach, but it would help me heal and accept the wounded little girl within. I would learn how to live life on my terms and conditions, not hers. In hindsight, my time with Dr. Frank went far beyond meeting a prerequisite for my academic program to being a prerequisite for understanding how to build healthy relationships from the inside out.


CHANGE


Before I share more about my personal metamorphosis, I would like for you to think about the concept of change. Although most agree on its definition, there is much dispute among clinicians and theorists alike on how to help bring about change in people’s lives. It’s an interesting process to ponder, one that I have spent most of my career contemplating. Based on over twenty- five years of clinical experience and my personal challenges, I believe I have finally arrived at some concrete solutions that have constructive and heartening applications for all. In many ways, getting “back to the basics” of relating to one another has gotten lost as a result of our ever-evolving and conflicting relationships with various forms of electronic communication and social media. (I will address this in more detail in chapter 3.)


Embarking on the journey of change requires a degree of exploration of the past in an effort to understand the present and shape the future. As I say to my patients, “We need to visit the past, but we need not live there.” Life is to be lived in the here and now, the present, with great hope, enthusiasm, and excitement. Yet the past, although gone, lives on through the theaters of our minds, via our thoughts, emotions, and actions. If we are to ultimately derive life-giving pleasure from our mental and relationship patterns, we must resolve as much as we can and learn not to engage in the negative patterns of seeking life from something, someone, or a time that no longer exists. The past cannot give life back to us, no matter how much we coax it with mental effort or delusional desire.


The words I uttered to my therapist thirty years ago, “I don’t need to be here,” I now often hear from my clients. This statement is usually followed by, “My spouse thinks I need to be here, but I’m fine.” I understand the initial resistance to the process. Being encouraged to or deciding to seek therapy is a very difficult step, one that at first, by nature, is frightening.


However, therapy can be one of the most courageous, powerful, unique, and life-altering experiences. Looking back, I only wish my father had the privilege I had years ago. If he/we had only done the work, little by little, the obstacle and the task of leveraging it by the process of introspection and self-awareness would have been simplified by time and effort, and, most important, by the love that I know was behind the dysfunction between us.


The dilemma and struggle to change is a function, or rather, the malfunction, of confusion and the dysfunction itself. This makes the mental, physical, and social status quos we have with ourselves and others doubly difficult, mired in the mental mud where our nature and self are meant to flower and even bloom toward life and love. That’s why the so-called “shit” of our lives, which I often disturb with clients to get to the root of the problem, tends to make the best fertilizer for the plant and seeds of positive change.


This initial disinclination or even defiance toward the prospect of self-awareness, rooted in self-alienation, arises from a lack of clarity caused by being adrift in the dysfunction. One is lost in one’s confusion without the tools for healing or self-help. Often one is a mystery to oneself, and, by definition, a person lost in this self-mystery cannot be one’s psychological detective. That’s my job. I am the psychological detective. Emotional intelligence is the calling card of my profession, and I am often called to sleuth through the red herrings, viable clues, and smoking guns of the psyche, to put the pieces of the puzzle of dysfunction together. Where people possess personal blind spots, I shine a spotlight designed to expose experiences, thoughts, and feelings that lead to further exploration, understanding, and ultimate change in themselves and subsequently in their relationships


LOVE AND SELF-AWARENESS


Change begins with self-awareness, including what I refer to as our Relational IQ, a subset of our general IQ. General IQ is limited to measuring a person’s reasoning ability, use of information, and logic to address problems and make predictions with a certain amount of accuracy based on data. This quotient is believed to be predetermined at birth. Relational IQ, on the other hand, is our ability to explore and understand how we relate to others and adjust our behavior based on individual and social interactions. Like our general IQ, we are born with certain abilities when it comes to forming and maintaining relationships. However, I believe that our Relational IQ is mostly guided and shaped by our early formative experiences from within our families of origin. These patterns are later rehearsed, internalized, and serve as protypes for all future relationships, irrespective of whether they enhance relationships and the self or cause distress. Fortunately, I believe the unhealthy learned dynamics of relating to others and, ultimately, ourselves, can be reshaped and reconstructed through introspection. Well-guided and purposeful introspection can lead to self-awareness, and that is the first step toward building healthy relationships from the inside out.


Self-awareness is a buzzword with a plethora of books written in its honor. For our work together, and before we go any further, let’s agree that we are referring to self-awareness as “the process by which one has a great conscious knowledge of one’s character, feelings, motives, and desires, which leads to even greater self-awareness.” To move beyond the textbook definition of self-awareness and understand its significance and importance in the journey of personal change, one must personally engage in the process of introspection previously mentioned by exploring, examining, and analyzing to gain insight into one’s internal emotional and psychological workings. The long and winding road to and from self-awareness begins with getting back to the basics of love and life from within the mind.


Love is a topic too vast to cover fully in these pages, but it is the foundation of most of our significant relationships, beginning with the one we have with ourselves. How we love ourselves and others—how we were taught to love and shown love in our family of origin—are what form our Relational IQ. Of course, some people are more adept with some relationships than others: familial, platonic, romantic, and more. However, patterns of relating to others can be noted across relationships. For example, I have worked with numerous patients who have had trouble bonding with their children and their significant others. They can only reach a certain point of emotional closeness, whether the relationship is with a sibling, child, lover, or friend.


Trying to do justice to love is a losing battle. For our purpose, I will borrow Dr. M. Scott Peck’s definition of love, as it has resonated with my work over the years as a therapist and a person who has experienced love in all its beauty and pain. Peck defines love as the extension of oneself for the sake of the other in its purest form. Love is both a noun and a verb. Most struggle with it in practice. I believe to love someone across relationships is to show them love through sharing thoughts, feelings, and actions.


Ultimately how we love is at the root of most people’s relationship challenges. The mismatches between words and actions in the expression of love create a tremendous amount of friction between people.


“He doesn’t love me enough. She doesn’t show me love. I never learned to love. I don’t love myself, so how can I love others? No one loves me. My parents never taught me love. I never experienced love. I want to be in love. I lost the love of my life. Help me find love.” These are among the comments I hear as a clinician and in my personal life, as I’m sure you do as well. Love is a universal condition and language. Unfortunately, not all learn to speak the language well. For example:


Patient: “I want my wife to show me that she loves me. Or at least tell me… she never does.”


Me: “I am sorry to hear you’re feeling unloved in your relationship. Let’s put that on hold for a minute. Can I ask you how you show her that you love her?”


Patient: [Silent with a clueless expression.]


It is at this place where the journey of self-awareness begins in the effort to build healthy relationships from the inside out. First and foremost, we need to become aware of how we love ourselves and others. This can only be achieved by gaining self-awareness. Without self-awareness, the changes you make will be short-term, inauthentic, faulty, cosmetic, and non-transformational. And honesty equates to self-awareness, for it is only genuine exploration of oneself that enables self-awareness. Therefore, I hope to inspire you to look within as you begin to transform your life from the inside out.


As a psychotherapist who directs and guides this kind of transformation regularly, I am often confronted by negative, repetitive patterns of dysfunction expressed through patients’ symptoms as manifestations of their unhealthy relational dynamics. These challenges are not limited to romantic relationships but include familial, platonic, and other relational contexts. Although a patient may desire a different life from the one they are living, familiarity breeds comfort and safety, resulting in their feelings of “stuckness.” “I can’t seem to change my ways. It’s the same thing in every relationship; I don’t like it and feel stuck” is a confession often shared by many of my patients.


Yet change, however positive and regenerative, evokes fear and grave discomfort, which can often feel daunting and overwhelming because the unknown is always frightening and menacing. We need to acknowledge and confront our fear—the one unique emotion behind most of our reasons or excuses for not saying what we think, how we genuinely feel, and what we passionately desire to do. Fear can be debilitating and paralyzing, hindering individual and relational growth and progress. Yet as challenging as it may be to confront our fears in the hopes of giving birth to change, I believe it is in this space of fear and discomfort that metamorphosis takes place.


I know this space all too well, as I lived most of my childhood and young adulthood in this sphere of fear. It was only when I started my individual therapy as a graduate student that my personal journey of transformation began and I finally started to chip away at my fears. I believe the foundation had been set years earlier for immersing myself in self-knowledge and recognition as if I were born to be a therapist.


I know this now as a result of my transformation from who I was then to who I am today. Yet as a psychotherapist, I should have realized then that since self-awareness generally leads to improved emotional intelligence, self-organization, and self-efficacy, it was only logical that self-knowledge would also lead to a highly bolstered Relational IQ. Being “self-aware” was a familiar concept to me theoretically, but I did not realize nor appreciate its enormous value and impact from a clinical and personal perspective. Only once I improved my personal Relational IQ did it totally transform my ability to achieve practical, concrete, sustainable, permanent results as a psychotherapist. I learned firsthand how self-awareness feeds and is the catalyst for positive change out of dysfunction from within and with those around us.


To impart worthwhile advice toward this end, allow me to share my process and part of the long and winding road of my life with you, to inspire and motivate you to take the first steps on your journey of change.


MY STORY


I come from an immigrant family, and my father always preached: “I brought you to this country so you could have opportunities I never had.” If you hear that often enough, it becomes part of one’s DNA. The value of education was always emphasized in my family, although for different reasons for me than for my brothers. For most of my undergraduate years, I floated around, not knowing what I wanted to pursue; who can focus on that when you have to work full time and attend school in the evening? It was challenging, but my father’s voice thundered in the back of my head every time I thought I needed to drop out because the workload was too much. I could barely stay awake during class, but I had a goal and knew what I had to do to get there. If multitasking were a part of it, that would be the price. I knew, even though my father had disowned me at this point (I’ll share more on that in the coming chapters), that I still had a desire to please him and make him proud. Somehow, I landed in the department of sociology, and it was a proud moment for me when I received my undergraduate degree from Concordia University in Montreal, Canada.


I graduated with honors despite being on academic probation for the first two years, which was a pure function of trying to do it all; something had to suffer. At that time, it was clearly my grades. As I was able to devote more time to school, I began to achieve academic excellence. Still not knowing what I wanted to pursue nor what I was destined to do, I applied to Montreal’s McGill University, which, at the time, was considered the Harvard of Canada. I had very little guidance and direction with regard to programs, so I randomly chose psychology. The day I received my letter of acceptance from the Department of Educational and Counselling Psychology was one of the happiest days of my life. Now I know it was never random but my destiny to become a psychotherapist.


My years at McGill were the best of my life academically and personally. Academically I excelled and collaborated with a professor, Dr. Mark Aulls, who later became my thesis advisor, mentor, and father figure. He helped me to see the light in myself that I never even knew existed. I came to accept parts of myself that I had rejected and long hated. These years were transformative in so many ways—and little did I know there would be so much more to come.


After graduating from McGill University with excellence, I decided to pursue my passion in psychology by attending the nearby Argyle Institute, where I would have my first clinical experience with a patient and attend my therapy. My personal therapy was a prerequisite to receiving my post-master’s certification and licensure.


Dr. Frank had a posh and elevated speech pattern that sometimes sounded like he was a living treatise or tome. As the author of several academic books, Dr. Frank had a mind that was of that rare, expanded variety. His lowest and common parlance could be grossly mistaken for imitation, reliance on rote memory, or even plagiaristic expressions. Yet despite the perceived flaws of his golden tongue, his was all spontaneous improvisation of a million inspirations. Turning the consummate pages of his brilliant mind in a way that was clinical yet very heart-relevant to me, I was lucky enough to read and learn from him in session and treatment.


From seeker to soul scholar, I would learn that through exploration of the past, we can reach a certain level of understanding that influences the present and helps shape the future by changing the ways we think, feel, and act. All this lighted upon me under Dr. Frank’s fatherly gaze as I made my way from unconscious and dark repetition to illumination, from confusion to clarity. He helped me untangle the mystery of myself, the knot of my soul that tied me to my family-of- origin dynamics and issues, freeing me from false narratives, both conscious and unconscious, as well as the projections of negative emotions and my past.


I remember our sessions well; they replay like scenes in the theater of my mind, even today. My exploration began with investigating my conflicted relationship with my father, bicultural identity issues, and leaving home at age sixteen and its aftermath. Despite being raised in a patriarchal Indian family where I was muted most of my life, I wanted my father to know that not only had I survived, but I had but thrived in conditions and circumstances that were oppressive physically and emotionally. I was a walking example of how one can overcome life’s darkest moments once one emerges out of the fog and confusion that was once their life.


I was in that confusion and fog for years, and in my darkest moments, I experienced suicidal ideations. Luckily these thoughts were fleeting. I knew I did not want to die. I only wanted to escape my life, not life itself. With the support of my mother, brothers, close friends, and mentors, I was able to see myself in a way that I thought would never be possible. I was and am a survivor and not a victim of my childhood. As a child, I had no choice, but as an adult, I knew I had the power to choose my path, and I knew that path would be a path of opportunities and a bright future that I would create for myself.


My past did not have to be my future—a mantra I share today with my patients as I will share with you. Your past does not have to be your future. We can make choices that will lead to better outcomes; however, we need to start from within, and my journey through individual therapy was just that. It was the beginning of transforming my life by dealing with my internal negative thoughts before I could deal with the ones I projected onto the world. I had to take responsibility for my shit, as I now encourage you to do the same. It’s imperative to know your emotional baggage before you attempt to join with others through relationships.


My experience with Dr. Frank helped me be the best version of myself for myself, for those around me, and most of all, for my patients. I know what it’s like to sit on both sides of the couch. I have true empathy for everyone who walks into my office. I share with them, as I am sharing with you today, that the journey is difficult, as is change. However, it is possible—and I am living proof.


This is not a textbook story; this is my story of unf*cking me and my relationships.


What follows is a composite of vignettes of early therapy sessions with Dr. Frank. I’ve combined them to be succinct. Insights and breakthroughs take time and patience, but they are well worth the effort. I share my private experiences with you in hopes that it will show you a helpful vision of what it looks like to begin building healthy relationships from the inside out.



IN SESSION WITH DR. FRANK


“I don’t need therapy,” I began. “I am only here for didactic purposes, as it’s required to graduate from the program.” Blindly self-convinced, it was an attempt to calm my unconscious uncertainty and nervousness, though deep down, I knew better.


“Good to know,” Dr. Frank replied. His professionally amused, soft, and polite smile made it clear he’d heard my line many times before. “Have a seat.”


After I sat on the couch and explained my academic needs, Dr. Frank asked the classic question, “Tell me about yourself.”


“Gosh,” I said. “Where do I even start? My past, I suppose?” I coughed. “Excuse me.” I tried to clear my throat. “Story of my life.” I laughed nervously.


“Interesting. Do you do that every time you talk of yourself?”


“What, lose my voice?”


“Yes.”


“Sometimes.”


“Let’s explore that. Tell me more.”


I froze in fear. It had only been three minutes into the session, and already, this psychoanalytic genius had cut to the crux of my issues and the all-too-revealing symbols of them.


“Dr. Frank, you are perceptive, aren’t you? Well, at times, I feel I’m a voice with no sound. Even as I speak, no sound comes out. Mine is a voice that does not speak. It never has.”


“Have you always felt this way, and who do you feel took that away from you?”


I covered my face with my hands, trying in vain to hide my expression behind them, shaking my head.


Silence.


As the emotion thickened in my throat, it began to gurgle with sorrow. “My father; we have always had a very conflicted relationship from as far back as I can remember. I remember somehow always being afraid of him.”


“What is the earliest memory you have of your father?”


What appeared to be on the surface a relatively easy question to answer led me to a place inside my mind and heart that I had locked up for the sake of self-preservation. The contents of my unconscious mind and all I had hidden there would eventually need to be tapped into as much as possible to resolve some of the issues. Being a psychoanalyst, a true believer in the “power of the unconscious mind to dictate our emotions and behavior,” I knew what was in store with Dr. Frank. I knew that he would help me find my way ahead as I confronted my reflection. This murky self was twisted and had been tossed and turned and deformed by fate and a fury of anguish.


As I prodded my self for the greenest memory I possessed of my father, I was, as might be expected for a psychological pilgrim, unaware of how that moment when my therapist imposed his psychological flashlight would hold relevance and harbor positive repercussions for my healing. I would examine the wounds my father unknowingly and unintentionally inflicted upon me as he, too, was trying to navigate through his life the best that he could. But I was a quick learner who would emerge from negative inertia to positive change.


There was a little hand-wringing on my part and a lot of psychological hand-holding from this very well-educated and reputable clinician who was gentle and kind but also confrontational when needed. There was no escaping him in that office, which was exactly what I needed. I had already spent too much time doing that outside of those four walls. In time, Dr. Frank would become everything I needed him to be—a flashlight, a lifeline, an active ear, a father figure, a coach, a teacher, and a mentor.


Dr. Frank led me into the heart of myself and my dysfunctions so that I might speak for myself, break the silence for the first time in my life, and come to terms with my past and my very conflicted relationship with my father and its subsequent ramifications on how I thought and felt about my place in the world.


And so I began my inner journey by telling Dr. Frank of the beginning of my outward one.


“Well,” I said, “I recall the morning I was standing on the platform at Sonipat Junction railway station in India with my mother and older brother.” I could still smell the lingering diesel vapor, creosoted ties, and oily brake dust mingling with the terrible odor of open sewers. It was a peaceful morning compared to most days when rickshaws and bicycles rushed through the veins and arteries that give life to India. The frightening sound of air bleeding off an idling train engine punctuated the uncanny stillness. It caused me to seek refuge behind my mother, my saving grace, my protector, my shield, my all.


“Once onboard the train, my stressed mother fell asleep instantly on my shoulder.” Hearing the first snort of the engine’s exhaust, I repositioned her head and looked out and down the tracks ahead, only to receive a face full of diesel smoke. But I paid no mind because a new phase of life was underway, and I was excited.


“Why do you think brings this to your mind, Anita? I believe I asked you about the earliest memory you have of your father.”


“I don’t know; anyway, I am getting there… maybe.” But as I dwelled on it and explored it further, I could only answer to the memory that it must have something to do with my struggle with silence. “I guess it’s relevant because, mmm, because that was when we were on our way to join my father. He didn’t live with us for the early years of my life. And he infrequently visited due to his work schedule and financial limitations. From what I can recall, I saw him as an imposing man whom I didn’t know very well and whom I never knew until years later when I could see him as someone other than my father, a man who had emotional and psychological challenges.”


“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Dr. Frank said. “It’s only natural for the subconscious to deflect and sidestep the actual question by providing something interesting that does not answer directly because it does not want to hear the question nor answer it to protect the self from harm in the form of stress, anxiety, and, at times, depression. Let’s try again. Can you share a memory of your father? Take your time, Anita.”


“Hmmm, OK, so it’s related to what I shared previously about our journey from India to Germany. As I shared, I hadn’t spent much time with him, so it was as if I were meeting him for the first time. I remember feeling scared and shaking and wrapping myself around my mother’s leg, something I often did when he was around. Interestingly, my older brother always had a very different reaction to him. I always felt that my father loved him more because he was the firstborn son, a coveted role in Indian culture.


“Anyhow, I digress. We had traveled from quite a distance to reunite our family. All I knew about the circumstances was that he had gone to Germany to build a brighter future for us and that he was naturally a curious and adventurous person. He always wanted to see the world, as my paternal grandfather and my mother often told me. Now that I think of it, I am very much like him; I have a thirst to see the world and ask way too many questions, something he and I often sparred over.


“Getting back to that day, my father had gone to meet us at the gate, but we were nowhere in sight. He soon learned that a lady with two young children had fainted and had been taken to the hospital. That is where he found us a few hours later. My mother, a woman who had rarely traveled by car, had just crossed the ocean with her two children to a land she knew nothing about, nor did she speak the language. Can you even imagine how she felt? I don’t recall much about the hospital, only that it was the first time I had ever seen my parents embrace. My mother clung to him like a log floating in the sea. Then quickly, it was all about getting us to our new home and settled. At the time, he was delighted to see us and walked us outside, where we took a taxi to the train station to begin our final leg to West Berlin.”


“How does that make you feel?”


“It makes me feel… like… I sensed what the world was like even from a young age. That it’s you against it, that you have to make it, or, at the very least, survive, by any means possible, by any means necessary.”


“That’s more like a thought stemming from a perception. Let’s get even more basic. What is the emotion you relate to that memory? Happy, angry, sad, fearful, or excited?”
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