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A Love Note to My Sisters Before You Begin This Book

This book is about your awakening. It is an ode and an homage to your authentic self, the self that is waiting to be birthed anew.

We all yearn to be free, yet we feel encaged in our daily lives, consumed by fear and unworthiness. What these pages promise you is a path out of the cage toward a new vision of yourself.

To awaken and evolve means to deeply understand ourselves. This involves befriending the parts of us we may not want to see, especially our pain. When we fully accept our pain for what it is—without sugarcoating it, and certainly without apologizing for it—and observe the many ways we have cocreated it, we can begin to transform the pain into wisdom.

Understanding our pain is painful. This is why the words on these pages may trigger you. I want you to know that I have been intentional with these triggers. They are meant to ignite and evoke an inner revolution. The pain comes from a dismantling of old belief structures and ways of being. The feelings of shock, grief, and loss are therefore not only natural, they are pivotal for your transformation. You may not realize it, but you are capable of the evolution I advocate. More than this, you are worthy of it. Here, I share my own experiences so that you know you are not alone. I have walked in your shoes in my own way. Because of this, I understand how challenging this journey called life can be.

I gently forewarn you that this book is going to pack a punch, especially at first. Put on your emotional seat belt before getting on this ride. Because this book is an exposé of all the ways we have been asleep, it isn’t a comfortable read. When we shift into a new awareness, we tend to go through a severe disorientation. You will be provoked in unexpected ways and may want to put the book down at many points during this journey. We all have a natural resistance to the harsh truth awakening brings.

Be assured that just by picking up this book you have embarked on the first critical step of your quest for authenticity. The structure of the book echoes the pathway of your psychological and spiritual unfolding. As such, your journey is already underway.

Allow for insight to wash over you. Take your time as you read. Pause, reflect, journal. Let these pages be the birthing canal that lead to your authentic emergence.

So let’s begin, sister. We’ve got this. Let’s enter the ocean together. There is a new horizon on the other side. It’s called freedom.
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Soul Erosion

Like a sword in a sheath, her brilliance stays dormant

Like a bow in a quiver, her power stays invisible

Like a pea in a pod, her worth stays small

Like a trapped animal in a cage, she awaits permission to be freed

Like a butterfly in formation, she will only emerge when her old skin dies.

I knew I was in trouble when I found myself in a ditch on the side of the road with zero recollection of how I got there. I had fallen asleep at the wheel and my car had stopped inches from a tree. Exhausted from mothering my toddler and coping with a rigorous PhD program in tandem, without any help from relatives or nannies, I had burnt myself to the ground. The jolt woke me up. I could barely breathe and my entire body was shaking. Jittery and confused, I was luckily able to get my car back onto the highway. Thankfully, there was no injury to anyone. Even my vehicle was undamaged.

The incident brought to the fore another kind of casualty that had been eroding me from within for a long time—the serious destruction I had been doing to my soul.

Soul erosion is a gradual process—a slow, creeping, chipping away of our inner being, resulting in the inevitable death of all we know to be our truest selves. It’s a disease that begins in childhood and spreads contagiously, especially in women. Its symptoms include loss of power, authenticity, voice, and vision. Soul erosion is essentially an obliteration of our inner knowing. Each incident in which we suppress our inner truth, we engage in the erosion of our most precious treasure—our essence.

Let me illustrate how this happens. Trista, one of my clients, remembers being around four years old when she broke her favorite toy—a doll she had named after herself and took care of like it was her little baby. Heartbroken, she recalls crying for hours. Her father, a strict disciplinarian, told her to stop crying or else she would get a spanking. This made her cry even more.

When she continued crying at the dinner table, her father lost his temper, broke the rest of her doll, and dumped it in the garbage. Shocked by his rage, Trista recalls being stupefied. “It was like he had broken me into pieces and dumped me in the garbage. I wanted to cry and scream. I actually wanted to hit him and break him, but instead I just stood there, frozen. No one came to my rescue. No one comforted me. For the first time I realized what it meant to be abandoned. He didn’t just throw my precious doll away, he discarded my entire sense of safety, security, and worth. I could never trust him or my mother in the same way again.” From that moment, it dawned on her that she needed to hide her true self. This is how her lifetime armor of emotional stoicism formed.

To this day, even in her forties, Trista has a challenging time expressing her inner world and feelings articulately. Both her husband and children often complain to her that they don’t feel connected to her because she is too harsh and rigid. Her teenage son, Matt, in particular had been entering into almost daily conflicts with her, which led her to seek therapy with me. It was only after much processing that she came to understand how her childhood defenses—emotional withdrawal and suppression—were now interfering with her ability to connect with her son.

Trista was repeating her childhood pattern to the letter, even personifying some of her father’s old ways. When Matt expressed his feelings, Trista found herself being critical and harsh with him. Now she understood why. He reminded her of her younger self, the one who was reprimanded by her father. When she saw him being emotional, she interpreted it as weakness and sought to squash his feelings, invalidating him just as she had been. As she brought her old memories into awareness, she began to heal the wounds of her old self and, in this way, opened her heart to her son.

At first, our true self fights for survival. It protests loudly, so much so that we feel nauseated. As we continue to ignore it, the protesting fades until it’s a mere whimper. As the years erase all memory of its existence, the plaintive cries recede altogether.

This loss of self is universal. We have all felt its ravaging wounds. As our authenticity erodes, what’s left behind is a cavernous inner crater filled with a cacophony of chaos that infects every part of how we now live. It manifests in all sorts of insidious and seemingly insignificant ways:

Cars careening off roads

Alcoholic blackouts

Eating disorders

Chronic exhaustion

Self-doubt and sabotage

Purposeless jobs

Missed deadlines

Forgotten bills

Listlessness and apathy

Confusion and self-loathing

Emotional disconnection and withdrawal

Gnawing anger and irritability, and so much more

My near-death accident shook me into the awareness that not only had I veered off the road, I had veered off my soul’s reason for being here. Who was I? Who had I become in the flurry of gaining my PhD, while trying to be a wife and a mother? How had I allowed my essence to be destroyed and discarded in this way?

I was so good at hiding my inner life that no one would know I was emotionally disjointed and falling apart. My veneer of competence was brilliantly put together, covering my internal disarray and misalignment. I wore a mask of supercompetence and achievement. After all, I had been creating this outer persona for decades and it was now well honed.

As it is with all of us, the death of who we originally are is replaced by a persona we commonly call the ego, our false self. Most of us grow up thinking of this as our true self. Little do we realize that we are creating an entire life based on a false foundation that will have severe emotional consequences for years to come.

The Role of the Ego

The birthplace of the ego is self-abnegation. It thrives when the inner self is ignored, denied, suppressed, and all but annihilated in favor of a force on the outside—typically the voice of others, especially our loved ones, the culture in which we are raised, or a system of beliefs that captures our imagination.

There isn’t a person I know who has escaped the replacement of their authentic self with a persona, the mask behind which their true self lies largely dormant. This happens more so with little girls because of the overarching patriarchy we live under, where boys are allowed to “just be boys.” Our young girls, on the other hand, are trained to fit a rigid prescription early in life.

So conditioned are women to abandon any vestige of inner truth for the sake of fitting into what our parents or culture want for us that we go through life unaware such a split even exists. Sometimes we may feel a rumbling within that shows up as discontent or in flares of anger, but we downplay these as a “mood” or attribute them to some issue that ruffled our feathers. We bypass our inner schism unaware that it is creating deep crevices in our lives.

Most of us grow into adults unaware of the false ways we have adopted in order to get our needs for love and worth met. If we happen to be shaken awake, as I was when my car left the road, we typically run for cover, before long recycling our old way of being. Things stay much the same under the guise of “good enough.”

With this in mind, you may be surprised to hear that the facade we refer to as the ego is actually a “good guy.” The ego is a picture we carry of ourselves in our head, a way of seeing ourselves that meshes well with what our family and society expect of us. Having developed slowly in response to our upbringing, it cleverly teaches us a way of functioning that suits our everyday reality.

As children, we were unable to self-advocate. Growing up, we had no option but to surrender to the conditioning we received even if this meant a divorce from our essence. By creating a false self, the ego is, in fact, acting compassionately. As a necessary aspect of what it takes to grow up, the false self is something we instinctively adopt in order to ensure our needs get met. The tricky thing about the ego is that its coup of who we really are in essence is so gradual that we aren’t aware of how it’s changing us to fit in with our family and culture. Moldable as children are, we capitulate to our parents’ dictates, often without pushback. We contort ourselves until we match the picture others have of us such that their picture of us becomes our own picture.

If our parents admonished us for being too emotional or too this or too that, many of us immediately reacted to their injunctions in some rapid-fire way, adjusting our temperaments to match their standards. As happened with Trista, the ego becomes our armor, our protector, helping us adjust to a misaligned childhood.

So great is our thirst to be seen and validated by our parents and our culture that we succumb to the ego’s powerful and instinctive lure, slowly burying our authentic nature in the process. The result is a false identity, which we now present to the world. We think it’s who we are, but it’s really only a facade we wear to ward off the fear that we are unworthy and unlovable.

In the Fog

I can honestly say that I lived in a fog for much of my life. There were glimpses of my authentic self here and there, of course, but there were large parts of myself that stayed submerged for decades. Looking back at who I used to be, I cannot help but wonder how, when I felt emotionally invalidated or subjugated, I simply silenced myself. The woman I am today would never allow that to happen. Yet this same woman not only allowed it in the past, she rationalized it as her only choice.

This is what I mean by “being in a fog.” The fog is an atmosphere that surrounds us, whether we are women or men. This fog produces vision blindness and results in a denial of reality. We don’t see things as they actually are. This atmosphere is created by what we know as the patriarchy. This system of male domination brings with it an implicit silencing and denigration of women and children. The male who is accustomed to being at the top of the totem pole exerts his power over others to maintain command. This hierarchy has the potential to turn toxic when left unchecked. Referred to as toxic masculinity, it becomes the ambient cultural tone, leaving its emotional scars on both women and men. Quite simply, it “fogs” our lens of consciousness causing severe dysfunction in our lives.

As a result, women and children live in a subconscious state of wariness around men. We grow up knowing men are in charge. With this comes the awareness that there is a potential threat when we are around them. Every female instinctively knows to turn away from a group of men in an alley. This instinct isn’t mere paranoia. It is an inner caution honed by strong cultural evidence of innumerable violations against us. Although protective, it is a burden that is heavy to bear.

Can you imagine how this awareness of a potential threat shapes our psyche? Whether we had a father who simply raised his voice occasionally or one who indulged in mad rages, we learn to instinctively protect ourselves around the males in our lives. This takes a toll on us and fundamentally shapes how we develop.

The patriarchy trains young girls to be like sheep following the herd. We are the original lost sheep, searching for our shepherds who, we are told, are either God, our father, or our future husband. Like any flock, we follow well. We know the key ingredient of a good sheep is the ability to lose our unique identity, blend into the crowd, and become servile and passive. To shine out is unacceptable and against the rules of the flock. Being modest and dimming ourselves so that we fit in is essential. We learn early to disappear, becoming so invisible that we merge with the fog surrounding us.

I see many women who constantly make excuses for our ill treatment at the hands of the modern-day patriarchy. Our habit, our automatic default, is to think something is our fault, just as a child believes it’s their fault when they receive a parent’s neglect or ill treatment. This is why many of us don’t call out toxic treatment. We don’t even believe it’s an option. So part and parcel of our daily experience is bad treatment, as we watch our mothers and sisters endure it all around us, we grow up believing this is simply the way things are.

This book challenges us to push against the status quo. It dares us to go beyond “how things are” to enter a new vision of ourselves. It begins by awakening us to our reality—how our biology shapes us, how our psychology molds us, and how our culture scares us until we lose ourselves. By understanding and embracing these three layers, we allow ourselves to break free.

The first step begins in calling the fog a fog, distinguishing it from reality. In my own life, it took decades to actually name what I was going through. I so lived in fear of the disapproval of others that in order to keep the harmony, I took on the blame for what I was enduring. If anyone behaved badly, it was because of something I did. I thought this was how I was supposed to take responsibility. Little did I know that all I was doing was deflecting the other from taking responsibility. By my taking the blame, the other could stay comfortable and, therefore, happy with me.

It took me a long time to realize the difference between taking on blame versus taking on responsibility. Whereas blaming myself kept me mired in fear, accompanied by my silence and complicity, taking responsibility allowed me to see my participation in my own victimization and rise up with courage and daring.

Fear is the ruling emotion in our fogged-up state. Because we live in fear, we don’t call out the toxicity for what it is. Fear is followed by blame, topped off by shame for feeling such fears and not taking action against them. I saw this cycle of fear–blame–shame in my own life. Each time I didn’t stand up for myself out of fear, I beat myself up for days afterward. It was only when I could own my fear that I began to awaken.

There are two arrows, you see? One is the actual denigration and silence we women endure. The second is the blame–shame we feel for having endured it. Deep down, we know we should speak up fearlessly. Our fear revolves around the following:

What will people say?

Who will I be without external approval?

Will speaking up affect me financially?

Will my children be okay?

Will I face emotional or physical harm?

Not only do we stay afraid, we can’t help feeling nauseated by our lack of courage. Cycling between these fears keeps our own internal subjugation alive and kicking. Eventually we realize that we have to name it to tame it. We become ready to shout from the rooftops, “Me Too!” Instead of drowning in victimhood, we end what kept us in such a subjugated state.

I understand when women are pissed off, outraged, frustrated. They have suppressed their feelings for so long that it makes sense when they bubble over and feel the need to scream, “No more!” Such women are often labeled “irrational,” “emotional,” and “off the rails.” They are likely to be socially ostracized. Scared that this might happen to us, we tend to avoid becoming so bold. Little do we realize that becoming a bold woman is our path to salvation.

As long as fear eclipses the language of our soul, we continue to be puppets to external forces. Under the tutelage of fear, our ego performs like an automaton. Robotically reactive, we become a slave to fear in its many forms:

Fear of rejection

Fear of failure

Fear of ostracism

Fear of loneliness

Fear of unworthiness

Fear of emotional or physical abuse

So conditioned are we to be afraid, we wear fear like a second skin. So pervasive is fear in our life experiences, we often fail to fully appreciate just how ruled by it we are. Because of our place in the patriarchy, we women allow ourselves to be silenced and bullied for fear of punishment by the often more powerful males in our life. Over time, this silent cowering becomes our internal default. It’s often so subtle, we can barely discern it ourselves.

Whether we are in a toxic relationship or not, or have been physically abused or not, the fact is we are a hairsbreadth away from this possibility. Don’t be fooled into thinking you’re smarter or wiser just because you haven’t fallen prey to an aspect of our patriarchy in a direct way. It’s actually unavoidable. If you are a woman in today’s world, you have felt it in some way or other. You may not recognize these experiences for what they actually were yet, but they happened and, trust me, they had an impact. There isn’t a woman I know who has escaped the crushing weight of the patriarchy in which we live.

It took me years into my journey to accept how much I had allowed my own worth and voice to be crushed by the men around me. I’m almost ashamed to admit that I was so blind and conditioned as to allow myself to be silenced in the ways I did most of my life. I almost don’t want you to know this side of me. I want you to project an aura of perfection, wisdom, and power onto me. Yet I also know that it’s only when I lay bare the honest truth about my own awakening process that you may be able to begin yours.

It’s always so much easier to hide our vulnerable sides, the parts of us that aren’t so wise, so bold, or so “put together.” Yet I know now that it’s only when women share their processes—their true processes, the bare bones of them—that other women can feel safe to share theirs. It’s in this sharing that we can collectively rise.

Leaning into the discomfort of revealing parts of ourselves we don’t want to acknowledge, and certainly don’t want others to see, is a crucial part of our healing journey. Unless we stare at ourselves and acknowledge all our inner parts, we will not enter wholeness. To integrate ourselves means to accept all of who we are—the done and undone, the kind and unkind, the strong and not strong. Wholeness doesn’t mean perfection. It means acceptance—a raw and unabashed acceptance of exactly who we are in any given moment.

Sharing my life story in these pages has been an act of leaning into discomfort. At times, I resisted it out of fear of your disapproval, yet I knew that I had to work through these fears. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t share. And if I didn’t share, I wouldn’t grow. If I didn’t grow, neither would you.

This discomfort is not only natural, it’s the only way we shed the familiar and enter the new. We have been conditioned to run from discomfort. Yet I wish for these pages to show you that it’s only when we run toward these shadowy places within ourselves that we will find our redemption, truth, and freedom.

Hitting Rock Bottom

I know I’m not alone on this quest for my true self. I’ve talked with thousands of women who want to get out of the fog and live more awakened lives. So oblivious are we that we are living from a false sense of ourselves—fear-ridden and suppressed—that it often requires multiple awakenings for us to face up to the fact.

I think back to my client Pam. She called me after a particularly harrowing day. She had spent the entire day tending to her family. She went through a litany of things she’d done for each of them: her elderly mother needed to be driven to the doctor, her ailing sister needed her home care help arranged, her daughter needed help moving furniture in her apartment, her youngest son needed help with homework, her husband needed her input on a project he was working on. Loving and kind, Pam thought that putting their needs before her own was what she was supposed to do. She had done this all her life and kept playing this self-sacrificing role. What Pam wasn’t in touch with was the emotional toll it was having on her. She wasn’t connecting the dots.

She had put on twenty-seven pounds in the last year. She and her husband had come close to divorce after she discovered his infidelity. She regularly lost her temper with her children. Instead of being in touch with her true feelings, she kept covering them up through the role she was desperately holding on to, believing it would deliver her the emotional salvation she craved. She was acting out her conditioned concepts of the kind of mother, wife, and daughter she believed she needed to be in order to be validated. And it was killing her. She just didn’t know it. She was completely submerged in the fog.

When I gently suggested she was playing the role of rescuer and fixer in order to get her needs met, she retorted indignantly, “Are you suggesting I want to do this?” She could hardly believe I would imply such a thing. “Why would I do that?” she insisted. “Why would I willingly exhaust myself like this? Am I just a sucker for punishment?”

It took us a while to deconstruct her patterns so she could finally see how she had been playing the roles of fixer, giver, and rescuer without even realizing it. Pam had always been the savior in her family—the solution finder, the nurse, the mediator, the peacemaker. Where there was a need, she was the provider. This is how she had acquired her parents’ love as a child. Whenever others in her life had a need, instead of allowing them to take care of themselves, she rushed to the rescue. When it came to loving another or receiving love, this was the only method she knew. It’s quite possible she even attracted needy people so she could play out her familiar role. Over time, not knowing how to take care of herself through proper boundaries, she reached a breaking point.

Women are trained by culture to receive love through sacrificing ourselves. Such self-sacrifice takes on a myriad of appearances. Regardless of what they are, we believe that, through their embodiment, we will receive the love we desperately seek from our immediate families. This behavior slowly branches out to our friends and others. If our self-sacrificing roles keep bringing us attention—and it doesn’t really matter whether this attention is positive or negative—we adopt them. Soon we cannot tell if the roles are even roles or if they are our true selves. Little by little, just like Pam, we begin to melt down, either through exhaustion or as a result of a crisis. Our veneer cracks and light begins to enter through tiny crevices.

The arrival of light where there was only shadow before feels traumatic. As we are stripped of our roles for the first time, perhaps, we feel bereft on one hand and strangely alive on the other. These feelings are so shocking, our instinct is to cover the crevices back up with old patterns and forget what we glimpsed. However, over time and with enough trauma, the crevices enlarge. The ego can no longer cover up the cracks. When this happens, we frequently refer to it as a “breakdown.” If it occurs later in life, we call it a “midlife crisis.”

Typically, only excessive trauma can shake the ego off its axis. When this happens, we may hit rock bottom. As a therapist, rock bottom is the experience I wait for in a client. It signifies the potential death of the ego. Whereas the client avoids it desperately, trying every which way to bypass its final reckoning, the therapist waits for it with bated breath. At rock bottom, the real self is forced to strip off its mask, often leaving the person feeling like a stranger to themselves. There is a sense that nothing works anymore. All our tried-and-true strategies that we use to run from the truth of who we are now seem to fail.

The day my car swerved off the road was my rock bottom. It was at that moment I realized I needed to make changes right away. I didn’t know where to begin or how. All I knew was that it was time. My soul could stand to be eroded no further.

When we reach rock bottom, the silent denigration we allow at the hands of culture or our parents must be fully acknowledged and repaired. The hard part is seeing this “allowing” part of ourselves naked in the mirror. It’s almost too unbearable to accept that we have let ourselves be torridly neglected and belittled.

What now? Should we go back to being who we were raised to be? Can we really return to living in a fog—a cloudy haze of fear, rituals, traditions, and conveyor-belt predictability?

If we are truly at rock bottom, the choice is often made for us. We can keep pretending it isn’t, but it is. Our minds can make up all sorts of fantasies, tricking us into believing that everything is the same as before. But deep down, we know we are avoiding the stark truth.

The reason why rock bottom hurts so much is because our ego’s facade has cracked under pressure. Our usual habits and strategies no longer work: they have bottomed out. We now feel emotionally bereft. This new place feels scary and threatening. Who are we without our usual egoic defenses?

If only we realized that hitting rock bottom and undergoing the cracking of our ego is the portal to our rebirth, we wouldn’t dread it so much. Because we don’t trust this is all happening for our own betterment, we resist. This is understandable.

Without our childhood scripts and patterns, and minus culture’s impositions, who are we? Have we ever examined who we might be when stripped of our facade? If we are courageous enough to see the answer, we are on track to find the true purpose of our lives—to be our most authentic self in the here and now. This means digging deep into our essence and shedding all that isn’t true to who we are. It means releasing the parts of our being that no longer serve us and letting go of patterns that keep us stuck. It means looking squarely at our fear of doing so and confronting what lies behind it.

For Pam, it meant shedding her need to be validated as a rescuer and fixer. As she increasingly validated her inner self, she released those around her from giving her that ego fix. As she grew to love herself more, she began to say no more often. At first, those close to her resisted her new way of being and even felt betrayed by her, which is a normal reaction. When they realized they had no choice, they began falling into line.

Pam had let the light in. She had finally tasted what it meant to be free of the script that she needed to sacrifice herself in order to receive another’s validation. She was able to answer the question all of us arrive at on our path toward spiritual awakening: “Am I ready to be true to myself, and give myself the validation I so desperately sought from others until now?”

From Fear to Love

How did we learn to stay silent in the face of fear? It’s like we instinctively knew from childhood that it was wiser to remain silent than to protest. When I got groped on the bus, cat-called on the street, harassed in the store, or straight up abused by this man or that, I learned to swallow my dignity. I was always afraid to face retribution if I made too much noise. I was more attached to how others saw me than I was to being authentic. Every abused woman will attest to this. We all stay quiet because we’re afraid that speaking up will cause others to disapprove of us, making things worse.

Cultural oppression and subjugation are the masters of our psyche, and fear is the curriculum they mete out on a daily basis. We are graded on how silent and subservient we are. The more quiet, the higher the grade. These are the legacies of a patriarchal culture that has everyone messed up, including men. Such is the nature of a toxic system. It doesn’t spare anyone from its clutches.

When we enter fear and its offspring silence, we move away from self-love. One of the hallmarks of self-love is the honor and free expression of our inner worlds without blame or shame. Constant suppression of our authentic voice creates a gnawing and growing inner disconnect. By pushing away and ignoring our authentic experiences, we promote the illusion they didn’t even occur. This dissociation provides fleeting comfort, but over time it causes us to lose touch with our moment-by-moment experiences. The greater the dissociation, the greater the lack of inner connection and alignment. Soon, what we say, think, and do are grossly out of touch, leaving us feeling anxious and bereft.

When we give into culture’s manipulation, playing safe and playing small, the patriarchy stays in power. The antidote to culture’s suppression is a daring rebellion against silence. There is no nobility in suppressing and abnegating our voice. Such oppression doesn’t do anyone any good. It simply encourages and upholds the dominance of the patriarchy.

In most of the adult intimate relationships I’ve had with men, I stayed in fear. Bold and daring in my career, I was the opposite in my personal interactions. I was inauthentic and allowed myself to fade into oblivion. It took me years to fully awaken. One denigration after another, one suppression after another, one more moment of denying my inner truth was slowly building up pressure. I pretended nothing was going on, until one day I couldn’t anymore. Then everything blew to smithereens.

I can write this book on radical awakening because I have walked the path of hot coals myself. I lived so many years being false to myself that I understand what it takes to get out of the fog. My goal is not to focus on the pain as much as to show women it’s possible to transform pain into power.

We don’t want to see how burying our truth is an act of war against ourselves, but it very much is. Unless we recognize this, we will keep doing it to ourselves. When we allow toxicity to exist for the sake of peace, we are actually perpetuating war. There is no real peace where there is no authenticity. Lasting peace only emerges from an honest acceptance of oneself and one’s life experiences.

Self-love blossoms when we claim our experiences through our expression and our actions. Each time we honor our feelings and inner process, we declare self-love. When we rebel against culture’s embargo against our voice, we give ourselves and each other the space to be heard and seen.

Imagine if women everywhere began to speak their authentic truth about how it really feels to be who they are, including their fears and failures. Can you imagine the release of pressure we would feel? We would no longer need to walk around feeling cloistered and suffocated, pretending to live perfect lives. We would set ourselves, and each other, free.

When a woman tells the daring truth of what she has endured, she moves away from being mired in individual fear toward a new emotion—love. She declares, “I love myself. I am worthy of being heard. I am more than the sum of my past. I trust my voice.”

In this book, I challenge women to shift from fear to love. When we tell our stories and feel witnessed, we experience an integration within ourselves. Soon there is a growing coherence and a growing wholeness within us that might not have been there before. When one woman manifests the courage to speak up for herself, like a tidal wave, she clears the path for other women to empower and emancipate themselves. When she begins to live in authenticity, others are emboldened to do the same. The focus shifts from fear for her own well-being to love for all. She understands that by ending her own fear, she is actually loving herself, her sisters, and her daughters.

As we begin to notice how we participate in our own self-suppression, we can take small steps toward self-expression. It may take time because we are unaccustomed to hearing ourselves speak our truth. We can begin with a close friend or a maternal figure, perhaps. Or we can enter coaching or therapy to work with a relative stranger. As we do so, we consciously manifest who we truly are, rather than being unconscious and passive victims.

Awareness of how culture has suppressed and silenced us allows us to understand our psyche better. This awareness is not passive. It requires careful scrutiny of our internal dynamics and how they have been set up by our conditioning. Through this active process of deconstruction and discernment, awareness moves into awakening.

As you read these words, you may feel intimidated or overwhelmed. You may feel inadequate in some way. If you do, I am here to assuage those emotions by telling you that there is no perfect way to awaken. It is not about getting to a destination either. It is, quite simply, just about your unfolding—an unfolding that will occur naturally as you allow these words to enter you. This is the way of consciousness. It is akin to light bulbs getting turned on in an otherwise dark room. These words are your light bulbs. As they turn on, you will begin to see what was previously in the shadows. Once the light is on, you cannot help but see. It is a natural outcome of your new consciousness.

You are here. This is huge. Let’s take a deep breath and move on to the next chapter together.
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Nature’s Design of Our Body

Like a masterpiece, we are infinitely immaculate

Like clockwork, we are unfathomably precise

Like a puzzle, we are profoundly complex

Like an oasis, we are boundlessly replenishing

Like the universe itself, we are unbridled, eternal, and free.

In my daughter’s teen years, we often talked about her sexuality. She bemoaned how the boys she knew were emotionally immature or just interested in “hooking up.” She talked about how many of her girlfriends felt the pressure to have sex and how she didn’t feel ready. At times she asked me questions about sex and often shared her fears and dilemmas.

Each time we talked about sex, I breathed a sigh of relief that she felt comfortable doing so. I certainly didn’t feel free to do this with my mother. There was no talk of sex, or even my feelings about it. I was just supposed to figure it out, and my mother would have preferred it was something I didn’t engage in—except, of course, when trying to have a family.

Growing up, the message I received was that sex is bad. Not just bad but disgusting. If we engaged in it, we were slutty and immoral. This never fit in with my personal moral code. I just couldn’t get it. If it was so bad, why was it the only way we could have kids? The taboos against it didn’t make any sense to me.

A large part of our awakening journey is to entertain a renewed understanding of ourselves at the foundational layer of our biology and our body. This requires us to go to the core of what makes us male and female. We ask, How does my sex influence my psychology? We candidly enter a dialogue about our body, our sex, and our sexuality to create an awareness of how these influence us.

Nature made it simple. Most of us are born male or female. This is our sex. Our sex is not necessarily our gender. Our gender identity is both culturally and personally constructed. While for most, our sex is inherent with our birth, our gender identity is finessed over time through our psychological interactions with our family and our circumstances.

There is no definitive phenomenon known as “woman” or “man.” The only objective reality is our femaleness and our maleness. This is our foundational nature, and while it can be relatively altered through modern medicine, hormones, or surgery, it is still at the core of who we were born as.

As we awaken, it’s important to be aware of how nature, in the form of biology, shaped our bodies and designed us to perform the functions we do. Key questions to gain insight into as women are, What does it mean to be a female? How does having a vagina, breasts, and a predominance of female hormones affect us? How did culture capitalize on aspects of our biology and maraud it for its own patriarchal convenience? It is only when we understand our female and male nature from a biopsychological perspective that we begin to better understand ourselves as women and men.

While males and females are equal in that we are both entitled to the same rights to dignity and liberty, we are unequal in how nature constructed us. We don’t have equal shapes or strength. Our biological roles are not equal. There are wild differences between us that need to be understood, and doing so will go a long way toward helping us understand one another more deeply.

How Nature Set Women Up to Nurture

A woman’s body is designed to give of herself. Through this natural nurturing comes an effortless attuning to others. We are the quintessential community builders and gatherers of the tribe. It’s the way of the female tao.

Because of her biology and how nature set her body up, a female holds within her the power of nurture. This giving nature is what culture has abused for its own advantage. When we are not consciously awakened to how culture does this, we can give of ourselves to the point of self-oblivion.

Let’s take a look at how our body is set up for us to be givers. Consider the ways in which our bodies are exquisitely designed to bear children. Whether one chooses to enter motherhood or not is not the point. The fact remains that our biological architecture is set up for birthing. Consider also how our womb creates space for our burgeoning unborn child—our belly stretches to accommodate and contain the child, and our breasts know to grow and hold the milk on which our infants will suckle. This design is nothing short of miraculous.

During my own foray into motherhood, I remember marveling at how my breasts knew to lactate when my newborn needed sustenance. Where before my breasts had been the objects of beauty and sexuality, they elevated themselves to the sacred purpose of feeding my daughter. Appreciating my connection with nature, I was in awe at how my body simply knew what to do without any prodding. It was the first time I saw myself as an animal. I was, in essence, a vehicle for nature to replenish itself. I didn’t feel diminished by this awareness. I felt exalted. I saw myself as one with the lioness, the female chimpanzee, and the hen. Just like their bodies give and serve their offspring, I was designed by nature to serve. I saw myself as life-sustaining, powerful, and capable. I was one with all sentient beings. I was one with the earth. She and I were of the same soil, one that blossomed, nurtured, and regenerated itself.

Although biology designed the woman to be a giver, culture reshaped her to give of herself to the point at which she loses what little sense of herself may have survived childhood. Culture drew our blueprint as a stifling mandate. Knowing the difference between the legacies of biology versus culture is the key to our awakening.

Culture realized we would be prone to give to others. Instead of allowing us to feel power in this, it undermined our capacity to feel this power. In knowing that women will accommodate and nurture, culture took advantage of our capacity to contour ourselves.

So how do we honor that which comes naturally to us without losing ourselves? How do we give and take without abandoning ourselves? Unless we are awakened to the fact that culture’s imposition on our natural biological qualities has taken us down a destructive path, we will stay dormant, passive, and oppressed.

Nature wanted us to know who we are in a manner that empowers instead of devours. Awakening involves becoming aware of the difference between what’s real and natural to us, and what’s conditioned.

Nature didn’t intend for us to lose ourselves. Nature wants women to claim the whole of who we are. This is why she gives us the option to be mothers but doesn’t punish us if we choose not to be. Nature stays neutral, accepting that there are natural checks and balances in how species advance. Some proliferate greatly, and others don’t. There is no shame or judgment. It just is the way it is. Culture, however, isn’t so neutral. Culture suggests that adult women who are not mothers feel some degree of embarrassment, if not downright shame and ostracism. These emotions come from attachments to how culture demands we live our life. Nature, on the other hand, realizes that everyone is simply not the same and cannot be expected to be. Culture shames diversity while nature celebrates and exalts it.

Awareness of our biology is the fountainhead of all other understanding since it engenders our capacity to nurture, caretake, be empathic, and be sexual. If we are to understand ourselves psychologically, culturally, and spiritually, we must understand our biology and how it primes us to be subjugated by patriarchy.

Owning Our Vagina

Mysterious and complex, the vagina is positioned by nature in a protected and hidden connecting point between our thighs. If you look at its design, it’s not unlike the bud within the folding petals of a flower—in this case the vulva covers it ever so gently. Intricately layered, the vagina itself is obscured from view as if nature evolved it to be so because of its vulnerability.

In its design, our vagina holds the capacity to be the receiver of the man’s penis and the portal for the birth of the next generation. It’s passive in that it’s the receiver, and yet active in that it’s vital for the birth of our children. In its dual role, it entertains the dance of inaction and action, receiving and giving, pulling and pushing. This dance comes naturally to us. In the past, this quality was valued by the tribal communities we lived within, where we women held places of high status and leadership. It is only in our modern-day patriarchy that we are isolated from one another and abused for our instinct to give rather than elevated for it.

Just because the vagina is hidden from sight doesn’t mean it needs to be ignored and its existence denied. Nature never taught us to avoid our vagina—modern-day culture did. In modern times, we have been increasingly taught to reject our sexuality, conditioned to believe we are “bad” if we act upon our instincts. A woman’s first indoctrination in this is when she is taught to avoid her vagina.

I had been brought up to believe that the vagina is a “no touch zone.” We are “bad” girls if we are in tune with our sexual desire. By being denied a celebratory approach to our sexuality, we fail to connect to our own body, let alone take charge of our own pleasure. If we feel ashamed to see, touch, or feel our vagina, how can we ever hope to be fully comfortable with another human touching us?

We have disowned our power partly because we are disconnected from the power we house between our thighs. Most women I know are disconnected from their vagina. Few of us have cultivated an intimate relationship with it. We have been told that to do so is, essentially, to be a whore.

Do you remember your mother having a conversation with you about the pleasures and pain of sex? Did she help you get acquainted with your vagina and teach you that you can take your sexual prowess in your own hands and learn to pleasure yourself? I certainly don’t remember any such conversations with my mother. It was only later that I discovered all that had lain undiscovered and took my sexuality in my own hands.

If a woman is never taught to celebrate her vagina, how is she to know what brings her pleasure? How can she guide her lover to fulfill her? We need to be the one to guide him or her, showing them how we like to be touched and pleasured. To do so doesn’t make us slutty or whorish. Conditioning has taught us that only “those” women put their sexuality out there.

It’s one thing to deny our sexuality as it pertains to another human being, but quite another to be taught to avoid a part of our body because it’s associated with sex. Both involve denial and suppression of something intrinsic and natural to us, but the latter involves rejection of something that is a part of our body. When we are taught to eschew a part of our body as if it doesn’t exist, we subconsciously believe it’s a “bad” part of us. In this renunciation of a core part of ourselves, a disconnect happens within us that subtly pervades all aspects of life.

The vagina is the birthplace of all human life and the source of our sexual empowerment. To ignore its many gifts is a travesty. Getting in touch with the bounty of our vagina is to reclaim our identity as sexual beings, something culture is desperately against. We need to understand that a woman who takes charge of her sexual empowerment is no longer dependent on a man, except for his capacity to help her bear children. Once she takes the power of her vagina back, she is declaring her emancipation from the clutches of the patriarchy. This is a woman to be reckoned with. To exalt her vagina and what it epitomizes is to awaken a female renaissance.

Women have been conditioned to believe that the vagina’s only purpose is to be a canvas of pleasure for another—most typically a man’s sexual enjoyment. This is how the vagina gains its legitimacy. Such a belief is the source of our suppression. By seeing ourselves as only able to offer pleasure to another, we hand over the keys of our sexual liberation and allow ourselves to be minimized by a patriarchy that thrives on our suppression.

Imagine if we took this pleasure into our own hands and began to own our sexual desire and our climax? When we are able to lovingly bring ourselves to a climax, we enter into an empowered sovereignty. With this focus on the self, we light ourselves up and shine, no longer dependent on the men or another in our lives. We become firmly implanted in our own being. Dependence on a man becomes more for procreation. Pleasure would be delightful as well but more optional.

The way to sexual connectivity and liberation begins with owning our vagina. The vagina isn’t merely an opening in our body. It isn’t something “down there” that we need to hide beneath well-ironed skirts and daintily crossed legs. It’s the birthplace of life itself. Since there is no life without the vagina, we hold within our body our future generations. Everything about it has been brought into being not only for the gestation of life but also for our pleasure. It’s only when we understand the purpose of the vagina that we comprehend who we are, not only on a biological level but also psychologically, culturally, and emotionally.

When we understand how the vagina holds within it the clues to both our enslavement and our emancipation, we fully own our journey through life. To awaken means to claim power over every part of ourselves. Not power over others, but the power enshrined in our own truth.

From Subjugation to Empowerment

In her opening of herself through the opening in her body, a woman holds the power to elevate her own and her partner’s sexual experience. The more she opens, the more she can dance, play with, and enjoy her vagina, offering great pleasure to the partner with whom she engages. Again, it is through this very opening that she is her most vulnerable, subject to a male’s aggressive subjugation. There are no secure doors to her vagina, making her prey to a male’s unwanted advances should he choose to enter her. Therefore, she must guard herself with extra protection. Much to their chagrin, every parent instinctively knows this about their daughter. She may even protest about her brother’s freedoms, but she will be shushed by her parents who know that a girl is forever at risk in a way their sons will never be.

The vagina has tremendous power to give and release pleasure. The emancipated woman understands this power and chooses whom she gives it to wisely. When she exercises this choice with great discretion and discernment, she moves from subjugation to empowerment.

Unless we awaken in a deliberate and conscious way to our own orgasmic potential, we will continue to lie in service to the other, relatively unfulfilled and at a loss as to why. The woman who discovers her “warrior” side learns that her desire to serve another must be born out of her desire to serve herself. When she learns that her first allegiance is to her own truth, and only then to the truth of others, she shifts the paradigm in her favor. Now she can do both, adhering to her natural biological design as a nurturer and caretaker, while focusing on her own growth as a fully autonomous being who has needs and desires of her own.

When conception occurs through its own intricate interplay of domino effects, women are the ones given the sacred responsibility of nurturing the growing child. Our food becomes its food. Our blood becomes one with our child. Our body grows to accommodate the other, sometimes more than one. Expanding to nurture the needs of another is built into our architecture.

With childbirth, we move into a new dance, irrevocably intertwined with another. Those nine months of togetherness in the womb alter who we are. The sooner we bury the person we used to be and embrace the mother we are now, the less our trauma. Gestation months allow us to mourn our old identity and embrace our new one.

It is through our embrace of the mothering aspects of our biopsychologies that we truly have an opportunity to move away from culture’s subjugation and rise into our empowerment. When we come into awareness of our absolutely mind-blowing potential to house, birth, and grow our children, we come into awareness of our power. Once we see how our body adapts and transforms itself to meet the needs of our children, we fall into synchrony with the natural power of the universe. We see ourselves as the earth and the ocean—a home, a garden, a sanctuary. Resonating with all in the universe that births life, we begin to see that nature made us to be divine. Only culture has maligned our minds and abused our bodies in such a drastic way that it has obliterated our connection to this divine power. The awakened woman reclaims what nature intended for her and, in doing so, frees her sisters and daughters to do the same.

Housed within us all, mothers and nonmothers alike, is an intuitive and wise knowing of our mothering powers. It is this knowing that is the key to our capacity to tend to our young with care and dedication. Once we touch upon this knowing within ourselves, we can perhaps harness it in other areas of life. Just as our body morphs into flourishing fields for our young, so we can morph into this for ourselves. Even when a woman doesn’t birth children, she is still very much a mother, whether to her friends, the elderly, her pets, other children, or to her own inner self.

It cannot be reiterated enough that all women hold the mothering principle within them. We are always bearing this potential—whether biologically or socially. So whether we bear children or not, we need to remember our power to mother all around us, including ourselves. When we embrace this mothering capacity—especially toward ourselves—we begin to untether from our dependence on others.

Through the embrace of our immense nurturing capacity, we take the mothering of our own self into our hands and end our psychological dependence on the external world. In this way, we elevate ourselves into the sacred realm of a goddess and feed ourselves with the worth we once thought could come only from the external world.

Reclamation of Ourselves

When there is a choice between whether the awakened woman should look outward or inward, she goes inward, and only then outward. By constantly checking herself before she commits to another, she reverses the effects of the original divorce in childhood where she severed from her truth. She declares to her loved ones that it is her greatest desire to be of service and that she is truly committed to the others’ care, while at the same time clearly affirming her alignment with her inner voice. The others in her life, although reluctant to accept this at first, will eventually acquiesce, for they will see that she speaks from an inner knowing that isn’t swayed by others, including threats.

Part of our awakening comes in the awareness and reclamation of our body and our sexual nature. Part of owning our body means getting in touch with our natural rhythms and cycles. Take our menstrual cycle. We are grossly out of touch with its peaks and valleys. In each of the phases of our cycle, our body goes through vast hormonal changes, many of which we are not in tune with. As a result, we work against our body’s natural rhythm, and this asynchrony has a negative consequence on our psychology.

I never really paid attention to hormones’ significant power over my psyche until I began to breastfeed. Now, as I approach menopause and speak to dozens of friends, I bow to the power of these internal chemicals. Our hormones uniquely set us up to carry the feminine principle. Every month, most of us are affected by the enormous power of our hormones as they trigger mood and appetite swings. The intricate manner in which our hormones interact with our biology profoundly influences our emotions on a daily basis.

Let’s talk about the pill, shall we? When the birth control pill was invented in 1960, it marked a new way of being for women. In some ways, it liberated females and, in other ways, it ensnared them. It allowed women to have more sex with less risk of an unwanted pregnancy. It allowed females, married or not, to feel in greater control of their menstrual cycles and sexual expression. They could now plan out their fertility independent of their partners or spouse and give themselves opportunities to have careers for as long as they desired. Increasing numbers of women began to get college educations and earn more. The age of marriage was gradually pushed later and later. There was greater freedom of choice and, with this, an increased sexual expression.

But with all good things, there are downsides. So it is with the pill. The downside is that it takes us out of our body’s natural rhythms and this comes with its own consequences. There is a price to pay for working against how nature intended. Many women complain of weight gain, bloating, severe PMS symptoms, irritability, and crankiness. This cannot be positive for us by any means. Part of awakening involves doing the research it takes to educate ourselves about our hormones and our choices. We need to make sure we are not simply driven to choices without empowering ourselves with knowledge.

As we begin to own our body and the choices we make, we are able to enter our sexuality in a more empowered way. Doing so allows us to break free from much of the sexual suppression the patriarchy has had over us. Sex is not a dirty word anymore and the experience isn’t a shameful one in our minds any longer. Only when we undo the toxic conditioning we received do we end our dependence on men or others for sex. Part of this is learning how to orgasm and permitting ourselves to desire it as much as we want. This involves reimagining ourselves as sexual beings. Instead of hiding behind the veil of cultural dogma, we need to allow ourselves to flourish sexually.

When I began to own my sexuality, I found myself not only more connected to my body but also more accepting of it, which led to a reverence and celebration of it. This permitted a sexual transformation and blossoming, which I now own as an ever-evolving exploration, one which is now fully self-regulated by my autonomous desires and not by culture’s dictates.

A woman who fully appreciates the immeasurable gifts and wealth her body holds is a formidable powerhouse. Once she fully gets in touch with exactly how amazing her body truly is, she goes beyond its form to its functional miracles. Beyond its physical beauty and its capacity for sexual pleasure, the fact that a woman’s body can tend and nurture her young is a feat of unrivaled proportions. Once she understands the potential her body houses, and fully embraces what this means for herself, she can develop an intimate relationship with herself and her inner power. She now understands her strength and begins to harness its irrevocable energy. There is no holding her back anymore. She has found herself.

When this profound internal shift occurs, the highway is her magic carpet and her wheels are her wings. There is simply no stopping a woman who has reclaimed her own body. She now owns all she is without apology. She unabashedly occupies herself and isn’t leaving anytime soon. All those around her have been served notice.
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Two Different Biopsychologies

Clamoring for constant attention and care

The penis is wired for instant gratification and pleasure

It holds the man hostage to its vagrant needs

Leaving him bereft of free power over its demands

Trapped in his own private hell of pleasure and pain.

Most parents who have children of both sexes come into the shocking awareness of their acute differences. For the first time, perhaps, they are brought into the realization of how vastly distinct both sexes are. From their organic temperament, it’s clear that boys and girls are constructed in unique ways. While some of this is cultural, there are innumerable biological differences that account for these psychological variations. Understanding these differences is key if we are to fully awaken to our sexuality with ourselves, one another and, through this, to our humanity.

It all begins with the male, whom nature holds responsible for its proliferation. It is he who holds the baton, so to speak. Nature gave males and females complementary roles, each playing a specific part in the reproductive dyad. Understanding what these roles are and how nature set them up gives us insight into how they have shaped our psychology and primed us for divisiveness due to culture’s unconsciousness. Let’s begin with how life starts with the ejaculation of the sperm through the male orgasm.

The first place to understanding just how different men and women are in the sexual dyad is to wrap our brain around the fact that almost 100 percent of men reach orgasm every time during sex. While most women have the capacity to reach orgasm, a spectrum of studies has shown that only approximately 40 percent of women “nearly always” reach a climax during sex. Even here, these statistics are not consistent because they are influenced by many factors, such as whether the women are in loving relationships or feel connected to their partner.

I noticed this in my own sexual experiences. During sex, I was “searching” for that darn G-spot, craning my entire body, waiting for my orgasm, whereas my male sexual partners were trying desperately to not have one. This was a fascinating observation. Why was one trying so hard to climax, whereas the other was trying so hard not to? Was it just me, or was it almost always the case with women? This is when I did some research and was shocked at how universally challenging it was for the female body to reach climax.

The question this begets is, What’s the significance of this difference?

Perhaps nature created this difference because the female’s role in the reproductive dyad is different from the male’s? The male is given the onus of proliferation with his millions of sperm. With this onus comes the guarantee of pleasure. He is aroused quickly and is able to orgasm speedily. If he wasn’t guaranteed pleasure, he wouldn’t readily carry out nature’s imperative for him to procreate. His reward for carrying out nature’s mandate to support her reproductive agenda? An intensely pleasurable orgasm.

Think about it: only one in the male–female dyad needs to orgasm and ejaculate in order for reproduction to occur. If nature gave both parties the need to orgasm in order to reproduce then, with it, she would give both the active role. She knew, though, that a healthy balance comes from a union of active and passive, of thrusting and receiving, of yin and yang. She bestowed the male with the active role and the female with the passive role, aware that both are pivotal in the dance of life.

With their more passive role in the dance, females don’t need to have an orgasm to reproduce. They can become pregnant without it if copulation occurs within her fertility period. Nonhuman animals signal their fertility in all sorts of ways, from pheromones to vocal calls. Nature gave women protection against constant pregnancies by making her fertile during only a certain time of the month and, then again, only for a limited span of her life. If she is in her fertile period, she is likely to become pregnant if she receives a male’s ejaculation. For a male? It’s very different. He is always ready, but his orgasm is a must in order for reproduction to stand a chance.

Because he is guaranteed this pleasure, he is likely to seek it more than females. In this seeking, he will naturally call on his predatory instincts. Male predation exists in all of the animal kingdom. Yet there is little rape as we know it in the nonhuman animal kingdom, let alone other sexual perversions of the modern world. Culture has convoluted and perverted a natural way of being, resulting in a toxic masculinity that aggressively marauds its females without care for their vulnerability.

The Biology of the Male

The male penis is often referred to as his second brain. It is neurally networked in such a way that it can be aroused against the conscious volition of the man. I cannot tell you how many men have confessed to me in my sessions that they often feel embarrassed by the ease and frequency of their arousal because many times this is against their conscious will. Research has shown that the average man has about eleven erections a day, many of which occur at night, and often occur without any obvious sexual stimulation.

To ensure proliferation of the species, males need to be aroused easily and often. So how did nature set this up? She bestowed males with a greater sensitivity to visual stimulation than females. This difference is the reason many of us deride a male’s “wandering eye.” If we truly understood why their eye wanders, we would see that the vast majority of human males—i.e., men—cannot help themselves.

Let’s stop a moment. Are you having a negative reaction to what you are reading? A reaction that calls “bullshit” on this
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