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    I dedicate this book to my brother David Gary Wilson, who we lost to a massive stroke in the last days of writing.


    In my early childhood, my family always had more kids than bedrooms. We never missed a meal, but we lived working-class close. My brother Dave and I shared a bed for a long time when we were little. These were those old-timey mattresses with hills and valleys and the occasional broken spring that would poke up and get you if you didn’t find the best spot to lie on. Before we went to sleep, Dave would roll over on his side, and I would give his back a good scratch: no, a little higher, a little higher…yes, right there. And then I would roll over and he would scratch mine.


    And then those two little boys would slip off to sleep.


    I remember those times with great fondness. There was a closeness, an intimacy, that I find so precious. I close my eyes now and they fill with tears. I can feel the pillow cradling my head, the warmth of the blankets all around me, laying right there next to my brother Dave. We were safe and life was good.


    In this moment, I am overwhelmed with the sweetness of it—two little boys, brothers, all tucked in for the night.


    Remember, Dave? One brother with another. I will miss you so.


    —KGW


    To tomorrows, which may sometimes be in short supply.


    —TD
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    Prologue


    A Personal Story


    God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I can’t change,


    the courage to change the things I can,


    and the wisdom to know the difference.

    


    You are not alone. I know the depths to which addiction can take a person, and I know something about recovery. I know it personally, and I know it as a scientist, therapist, and researcher. Woven into this book will be sensibilities science has to offer to the recovering person, but also some small bits and pieces of my own path in recovery and, finally, stories I’ve heard along the way.


    The recovery process has been slow at times, even slower than baby steps. The best I’ve done some days was to sit on my hands. I’ve learned to appreciate even those days. If I’m sitting on my hands, it’s very hard to make much mess to clean up later.


    I started down this road something like twenty-five years ago. There was a time, in the winter of 1985, when I would be up in the night, lying on the bathroom floor, heartsick, alone, the house quiet all around me. Lying on that floor, between bouts of retching, I found myself in a dreadful spot—impossibly trapped between an absolute inability to drink anymore and an absolute inability to stop. Lying on that floor, I could feel the cool of the linoleum on my cheek and it was good. There in the bathroom, in the middle of the night, tortured, I found a moment’s rest, my cheek pressed to the cool floor. My whole world was reduced to six square inches of cool linoleum. I could not leave that room without the terrors welling up around me. Even trying to rise from the floor filled me with awareness of all that I had done and regretted—and not done, and regretted more.


    It was a starting point. From there, people began to teach me about acceptance and about holding my story in the world a little more gently, about letting go of limitations and opening up to possibility. By inches, I made my way up off the floor and out of that bathroom. I became engaged in the world in new ways. When I look where acceptance, openness, and engagement have taken me over the years, I have to pinch myself. I’ve fallen in love with people all over the world. I’ve become intimate with people and places and ideas that I could not have imagined. I’ve found souls all along the way who saw possibilities in me that I could not see in myself. And I’ve in turn had the privilege of seeing in others strength and beauty and possibility that they could not see in themselves.


    And I can count a lot of days, a lot, between that barren winter of ’85 and this day, this morning, this moment—a lot of days when the best I could do was sit on my hands. And, today, I count those days sitting on my hands as good days. All in a row they brought me right here together with you.


    Rest a while. There will be time. Perhaps we can sit together on our hands today. And tomorrow, there won’t be much mess to clean up. And we’ll rise together and sweep up and go about our day as best we’re able.


    So if today is a day of hand-sitting, think of it as practice. The day will surely come when someone in need calls out. We’re not likely to be able to reach out and reverse time in their world—bring parents back from the dead, retrieve a lost opportunity or a lost love—any more than we can turn back the clock in our own world. But perhaps if we have practiced, we can sit with them, on our hands if it’s that kind of day, but together. And perhaps we’ll find a way in this world, just as it is, to fall in love, and see beauty and strength and possibility together.


    If you’re reading this book, you know something about suffering. You know something about being stuck. Maybe you’ve sunk to the depths I had sunk to that dreadful winter of 1985. Perhaps farther, perhaps not so far. Still I will assume that you know something: something about despair, something about struggle, something about feeling trapped. You know that one’s own personal hell is always the one that burns hottest.


    So, I offer this little book as a way of extending my hand to you. Twenty-five years ago a fellow named Tom extended his hand to me in my darkest hour. At the time, I wondered what his angle was, what advantage he hoped to gain. I had nothing really to offer in return. I lost track of Tom and it took a few years to sort out what he had wanted from me. Here is what he wanted: if that hand up helped me to find my feet in this world and helped to set me on a path, if that hand up moved my life to an inexplicably and unexpectedly better place, someone would eventually reach out to me for help. Tom knew that. When that day came, life would ask me a question: will you reach back? Tom’s hand was offered to me twenty-five-odd years ago in a locked psychiatric hospital in Seattle. It’s in the spirit of the kindness of that offered hand that I offer mine to you in the form of this book. Welcome. Welcome.
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    Many Paths to Recovery, but Only One for You


    There are certainly many paths to recovery. But you’ll only take one. What’s the best choice for you? We don’t know. And you can never really know. You only get to live life once. However you live it, you won’t know how it would have gone had you lived it differently. Time runs in one direction. Scientific studies often tell us what happened on average to the people who got this or that treatment. We’ll cite some statistics in this book. But at the end of the day you won’t have something happen to you on average. Something very particular will happen to you. The best measure—and we’ll emphasize this over and over again—is how your path to recovery is working in your own life. We’ll hold onto this practical theme throughout.


    What Lies Ahead


    Our initial drafts of this book began without much in the way of introduction. Our intention was to not waste words talking about theories and principles. We wanted to get immediately to sharing things that would be of use to you as you move toward recovery. And in the end we remain committed to this approach. Kind friends, however, prevailed upon us during the writing process to offer a few words of introduction.


    The substance of this book is grounded in a model of psychotherapy called acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT from here on, which should be pronounced as a word rather than separate letters.) ACT is an application of a discipline in psychology called behavior analysis. Unless you have an interest in the study of psychology, the only thing we want you to take away from this fact is that we’re concerned here with your behavior, with what you do, far more than we are with what you think or who you “are” in some abstract sense. Rather than explain too much about how ACT works as a model of psychotherapy, we’d rather keep writing to you about the issue of addiction and recovery and let the details of the approach come out in the process, in a commonsense, storytelling way rather than a deliberately professional or scholarly-seeming way. We will offer that the principles of ACT are being evaluated on an ongoing basis in research facilities all over the world, and that, from its earliest days, ACT has been applied to substance-abuse issues with good results. While what follows isn’t science, it is of science. This is important to us, and we hope it’s of some reassurance to you.

    


    Blending ACT and 12-Step


    While this book is grounded in ACT, we’ve chosen to devote space in this book to discussing how an ACT approach to recovery can be woven into a 12-step recovery process, the kind of approach you would encounter at Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) or Narcotics Anonymous (NA). ACT and 12-step are not a perfect fit for each other, but we think that they touch at enough points to make the two approaches work together well. In fact, we think there is an opportunity for the two models to support and inform each other.


    We deliberately use the words “support and inform” with some care. This isn’t an AA book, and we are not proposing to speak authoritatively about AA or its methods. We believe, though, that AA’s basic writings suggest no one is in a position to speak or write this way. We recognize wisdom in the AA steps and traditions, and we acknowledge that many, many people have found their way out of addiction and to richer, more meaningful lives with the help of AA. We also note that AA comes from a storytelling tradition, a tradition that is grounded in the stories of its members and in the insight of their collective experience, rather than from a tradition of empirical observation, of science. We base this book on our assumption that the science-based principles of ACT and the narrative-evolved principles of AA, even if not a perfect match for one another, do overlap and interact in interesting ways. We believe that ACT can blend with and support AA recovery and, at the same time, lend the AA tradition the rigor of the laboratory.


    How will this work? In the chapters that follow, we’ll break from time to time to relate the ACT material in the chapter to a touch point of the 12-step approach. We’ll pull this material out of the normal flow of the text. If it interests you, read it. If not, feel free to disregard it. In an afterword to this book, we’ve included some thoughts on 12-step. If you’re involved in 12-step or considering becoming involved, you can take a look. The majority of the book doesn’t depend on the 12-step model or your participation in it.


    We include this material in the book in the full knowledge that many people in both the AA and the behavior science communities might disagree with us about this compatibility. Our hope is that you, reader, will enjoy the freedom to decide whether this book is useful to you without the distraction of any discussions of ideology or what is “right.”

    


    By way of introduction, we are collectively Kelly Wilson and Troy DuFrene. Kelly is a professor of psychology at the University of Mississippi in Oxford, Mississippi. He was one of three authors of the book Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, the book that laid the foundation for the evolving ACT research, study, and treatment communities. Kelly has been actively involved in substance-abuse treatment for more than twenty years and has personal experience with addiction and recovery. When the narrative of this book is expressed in the first person singular, you are reading Kelly’s voice alone. Troy is a writer who happened, in one of those strange ways things sometimes turn out, to stumble into the ACT research community in 2006. Moved by the ideas he discovered there, he lingered and teamed up with Kelly to write Mindfulness for Two (2008) and Things Might Go Terribly, Horribly Wrong (2010).


    We offer this book to you in service, fellowship, and friendship. Our sincere hope is that the book is of service to you—that it helps you get where you want to go.


    To Abstain or Not to Abstain


    Some people claim that there’s a single inevitable course for untreated substance dependence: an inevitable downward spiral. Research studies don’t support this claim (Vaillant 1995). Some people drink or use heavily and then stop and don’t use at all. Some drink and use heavily and then go back to nonharmful patterns of use. Some drink and use heavily and then go through periods of nonharmful use followed by periods of harmful drug and alcohol use. We won’t mince words: we firmly believe that the decision whether to abstain is yours and yours alone. Our purpose in this book isn’t to convince you to quit. There’s nothing in ACT that says that people should abstain entirely from addictive substances. What we’ve written here we offer as help and support for the decisions you have made or may make with regard to your own recovery. (We also acknowledge here that abstinence is at least popularly linked to 12-step recovery approaches such as Alcoholics Anonymous. We have more to say about this in the afterword to this book, Some Thoughts on the 12-Step Approach.)


    Reasons to Abstain


    That said, we’re not telling you not to quit, either. The decision about whether to abstain or control your use of alcohol or drugs, while ultimately personal, is not one to be taken lightly. If you haven’t given significant time to that question, we recommend you do so now. As you think it over, we recommend careful consideration of the alternatives.


    The outcome you want from addiction treatment is centrally important to the treatment itself. Without a doubt, some people succeed, through treatment, at moderating their drinking. But there are undeniable risks that come with an attempt at moderation. If you’re considering moderation as an approach to dealing with your substance abuse problem, we’d ask you to consider what would have to happen for you to pronounce your efforts a failure. And by consider we mean seriously consider. Below are a few things to think about that weigh on the side of abstinence.


    You won’t die from quitting. One consideration is that no one ever died from letting go of addictive substances. Some things with which people have problems, like eating, are necessary. You’ve got to eat. But many of these things are not necessary for survival. It’s simply not a biological imperative that you drink or use drugs. You needn’t ride a motorcycle at excessive speeds without a helmet, gamble beyond your means, or engage in daily anonymous sexual encounters, yet all of these carry significant personal risks. And if you feel compelled to engage in these activities when doing so comes at the expense of other areas of your life that matter to you, we would argue that the prospect of not engaging in these activities deserves very long and careful consideration. We’re absolutely not going to tell you to quit. The choice to engage in any and all activities—including drinking or using drugs—in your life is absolutely yours and yours alone. (And, yes, we realize that this absolute freedom is scary and can, itself, be a source of considerable anxiety for you. We’ll have more to say about that later.)


    Habitual behavior is hard to control, especially when you’re on autopilot. A lot of our behaviors are sort of automatic. Perhaps you’ve noticed this in your own life in areas outside addiction. For example, Kelly was always taught to clean his plate at dinnertime. He grew up working class, and wasting food was a serious no-no. It has been a huge effort for him, as an adult, to decide when to quit eating based on how his stomach feels rather than by whether his plate is empty or not. He’s gradually learning that he doesn’t have to fill his plate. And, even if he does fill it, he doesn’t have to empty it. And he doesn’t typically go to buffets. Why? Although he no longer piles his plate high, he also seldom, very seldom, eats a minimal portion when he goes to a buffet. Some circumstances make some behaviors more likely (and, often, make them happen automatically). If you’re having problems with addiction, you don’t want to be spending time on autopilot, especially when addictive substances are involved.


    Some substances make it easier to use other substances or more of the same substance. Some substances—and alcohol is a great example—lower your inhibitions when you use them. You know when you want to do something and that little voice in the back of your head tells you not to for some reason? Some substances incline you to pay less attention to that little voice. So, for example, if you’re at the bar and the band starts playing, you might be a little reluctant to step out on the dance floor. You want to, but you feel a little inhibited. If you have a couple of drinks, the inhibition melts away. This isn’t in and of itself a bad thing, particularly if what you feel inhibited about is asking someone to dance. But what if the thing you feel like doing but feel inhibited about is having another drink or using some cocaine? Alcohol has the same effect on those inhibitions. In AA, they sometimes say, “One drink. One drunk.” This isn’t strictly true, but there’s some basis for concern. Being able to accurately estimate one’s blood alcohol does not make a person immune from decreased inhibition or lapses in judgment. There are good reasons that there are laws against driving while under the influence of even a small amount of alcohol. A lack of inhibition and poor judgment when you’re piloting a ton of steel at high speed toward trees and cliff edges and other people can have disastrous consequences.


    One of the most favorable circumstances for using substances is using substances. This probably sounds like word play, but it’s not. When you go to the supermarket, they have people in the aisles to give you little bites of food. If you eat a little, it sometimes cues eating a lot. Free samples are not really free. Like an old potato chip commercial used to say, “Bet you can’t eat just one.” This isn’t necessarily anything specific to addictive substances; it’s also true of a lot of other things in our lives. The difference is that those other things have likely not caused you the same level of problems as drugs and alcohol. You’ve probably never lost a job from eating too many potato chips or crashed your car after too much chocolate or had your spouse file for divorce after buying a gallon-size jar of artichoke hearts. And we’re not suggesting that one chip inevitably leads to another. It simply increases the chances that you’ll keep indulging until the bag is empty (or you run out of dip.) Likewise, taking one drink increases your odds for taking another, and this will ever be the case. Given this truism, it’s well worth your time to consider very, very carefully if you want to put yourself in that position. You must ask yourself, Is the increase in likelihood worth it to me at this point in my life?


    Moderate drinkers often don’t stay moderate for long. While we don’t know of any strong evidence that suggest that drinking always leads to more drinking, there’s considerable evidence that drinking predicts drinking and that more drinking predicts more drinking. Although the use of a little bit of a substance may or may not send you into a spiral of intoxication, it certainly increases the risk of more use. For example, in a very large clinical trial for alcoholism treatment called Project Match, patients were divided into three groups based on their drinking patterns during the year following treatment: one group abstained, a second drank moderately, and a third group drank heavily. If we look at the number of people in the abstaining, moderate, and heavy drinking groups, we find that at year three, the majority of the abstainers (71 percent) were still abstainers. The majority of the heavy drinkers (78 percent) were still heavy drinkers. The majority of the moderate drinkers, however, were no longer classifiable as moderate drinkers. Twenty-seven percent had become abstainers and 50 percent relapsed to heavy drinking (Maisto et al. 2006).


    These data suggest a few things. First, they suggest that some individuals, though diagnosed with alcohol dependence, do moderate their drinking and continue to stay moderate over time. However, many don’t. Another thing suggested by these data is that a substantial number of individuals may ultimately find their way to abstinence, for whatever reason, even though they don’t start out planning to abstain.


    Reasons to Keep Drinking and Using


    Different drugs, and alcohol especially, are a big part of our culture. Depending on your social network, many events in your life may have drinking or drug use as a social component. If you make the decision to abstain, it’s likely, especially in the initial stages of recovery, that you’ll feel awkward in these settings. Many people will have opinions on whether you should drink or use. Some will actively offer you something to drink, a toke, or a line. A few will actively attempt to undermine your resolve. Social discomfort isn’t insignificant.


    Kelly has had some personal experience in this regard that you may find interesting. As a psychologist, academic, and scientist, he goes to many conferences every year. The cocktail lounges at big convention hotels are a sort of social magnet. A lot of papers, research projects, and collaborations have been started in those lounges. Kelly has reported to his station in cocktail lounges all over the world for more than twenty-five years. He loves hanging out and talking shop.


    From time to time in these situations, a newer colleague will offer to buy him a drink. He politely refuses. The colleague insists. Kelly refuses again. The colleague persists: just a sip. Kelly tells the colleague that he doesn’t drink alcohol. Kelly has had a number of individuals over the years ask him when he stopped drinking. Without exception, Kelly stopped drinking long before he ever met the individual asking the question. Some have refused to believe it. He’s had people who have sat in cocktail lounges with him for more than a decade who never noticed that he wasn’t drinking. They just never picked up on the fact that the drink in front of him was always, always a mineral water. When they note his boisterousness, he typically jokes, “Imagine what I was like drunk!” In twenty-five years of conversations like that, he has almost never had anyone inquire in any depth about why he doesn’t drink. Mostly, he doesn’t offer and they don’t ask.


    The conviviality of the cocktail lounge is one factor. There’s camaraderie in the cups. To be among your fellows, slightly sloshed, can be a lovely thing. There’s also the flavor of a good stout, the elegance of a complex Bordeaux, or the nuance of a fine single malt scotch. There’s the warm glow that comes like magic from just the right dose of alcohol.


    Some will accuse us here of romanticizing alcohol and drugs. But it wouldn’t be true to say that we were making these things up. Alcohol and, indeed, even drugs have played an enduring role in the unfolding drama of history. Champagne launched ships, cold beer has been a signal that the workday is done, and drinking wine, smoking marijuana, and eating hallucinogenic cactus have all been part of religious sacraments. None of these things are, in themselves, “bad.” The alcoholic’s problem is not that he drinks. It’s that he must drink. Neither alcohol nor drugs need be deplored or demonized before you can choose to let them go. The decision to do so may be for you, as Shakespeare put it, sweet sorrow. Or you may make that choice simply because you feel it’s time to leave the party. You don’t have to make an enemy of drugs and alcohol to decide that it’s time for you to stop using them for good—and we’ve already discussed some, we think, fairly compelling reasons you might want to do just that. Again, the choice rests with you. (We’ll have more to say about this later on. The Two Paths Meditation from chapter 2 can be helpful in finding the space you need to make this kind of decision.)


    Choosing Your Path


    There are many paths to recovery from substance dependence. Some may tell you that there’s only one way out of the trap of addiction. You must be saved in the ___________ church (fill in your favorite religious tradition)! You must go to AA! You must knuckle down! You must go to treatment! And on and on. But if we could rewrite the universe of treatment, we would take pains to make it one with many alternatives.


    There are many paths into and out of substance dependence. It’s simply the case that many people have recovered without doing any of these things. And still many more people have failed to recover even while doing all of them. History is unquestionably filled with people who recovered with just a bit of friendly advice and no treatment at all. There are certainly people who just got up one morning and decided to let it go. But, if you were one of them, the chances are pretty low that you would have found your way to this book.


    And while there are as many paths to recovery as there are people struggling with addiction who seek some other way of living, observation over time has suggested that some paths probably work better than others. We do know some things that predict whether people will have long-term substance problems. People with stable jobs and families and good strong social support have an easier time recovering, on average, than those who don’t. People who start drinking or using later in life are more likely to recover, on average, than people who start earlier. People with fewer other psychological problems are more likely to recover and avoid relapse, on average, than people with more and more severe mental health issues. But even here, we need to point out that these things are true about groups of people on average. Some people keep drinking or using even though the cards are stacked in their favor, and some people recover with all the cards stacked against them.


    And what about you? Which are you? Do you fit neatly into any of these categories? Or are you the exception to the averages? We don’t know. At the risk of sounding like a broken record, we’re not here to tell you whether you should abstain from drugs and alcohol. We have no particular opinion on that matter. We’re libertarian enough to say that this is a matter for you—and only you—to decide. If, however, you’ve decided for yourself that it’s time to let go of drugs and alcohol, if you find that drug and alcohol use is getting between you and a life that you could love, then we offer this book as a support in that task.


    ACT as an Approach to Recovery


    ACT is a behavioral treatment that has been shown to be useful with a wide variety of problems in living. There are clinical tests where ACT has been used with people who have problems with anxiety, depression, hallucinations, delusions, and chronic stress. ACT has been used with a lot of people struggling with different health problems like diabetes, chronic pain, obesity, and cancer. And, perhaps most important to you, ACT has been used successfully with a variety of addictions, including serious problems with multiple substances such as heroin, cocaine, and alcohol, with marijuana dependence, and with tobacco dependence. What’s more, ACT self-help books have shown very good results in scientific tests.


    Does this matter to you? It might, but we doubt it. And honestly, we don’t think it should matter very much. Maybe you could be attracted to ACT’s roots in science. Maybe it’s appealing that the therapy has an expanding information base and practice community. Or maybe you’re drawn to the fact that ACT has been applied to problems in many areas of life, not just a few. In the end, we believe that what really matters is whether what ACT has to offer resonates with you. And rather than go on and on about what ACT does have to offer, we’ll put it all to you in one simple question:


    In this very moment, will you accept the sad and the sweet, hold lightly stories about what is possible, and be the author of a life that has meaning and purpose for you, turning in kindness back to that life when you find yourself moving away from it?


    From where we sit, this question, honestly and diligently answered, is the very heart of what ACT has to offer. It speaks to this very moment, to what is happening to you in your life, right here and right now. It asks you to accept that your life—everyone’s life—is inevitably colored by things that are lovely and things that are painful. It reminds you that how you see the world right now might not necessarily be how things actually are and certainly doesn’t determine how things might eventually become. It asks you what it is that you really want your life to be about and what you’re willing to do to make it be so. And, finally, it asks if you are willing to commit, moment after moment after moment, to turn back to those things you value and care about, even when you’ve strayed—as we all do more often than we would like.


    We’ll have more to say about the particulars of ACT as we go along. For now, we invite you to sit for a moment with this question before reading on. It will matter a lot to the rest of the time you spend with us in this book.


    So, now we begin our task. We invite you to give what we offer here a try. We’ll be asking you to do some kind of crazy stuff: odd exercises, activities, meditations, writing assignments, and other sorts of things. It’s our sincerest hope that you find things here that move you toward a life you can love.
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    In This Very Moment


    Having spent the better part of my life trying to either relive the past or experience the future before it arrives, I have come to believe that in between these two extremes is peace.


    —author unknown


    What if there is as much living in a moment of pain as in a moment of joy? What if, right here in this very moment, peace is something you can enjoy? This chapter is about showing up in your own life and about the benefits of learning to practice the gift of stillness even in a storm, or maybe especially in a storm. The growing of such a practice can allow you to live with intention and purpose, even in the most trying moments that your life will surely deliver. If you’re reading this book, we imagine such a resting place would be welcome.


    Focusing on Yesterday and Tomorrow


    We humans spend a lot of time going over and over the wrongs done by us or to us. Like cows, we chew and chew, but instead of chewing grass, we chew our troubles—over and over and over (and over and…well, you get the idea). Sometimes we worry about the future and what might happen. Sometimes we worry about whether the past will repeat itself. After that, we go over the long list of terrible things that just might happen. We fritter away precious moments trying to redo the irredeemable past and trying to fix the unknowable future.


    Worrying is like spending time fussing over the road map in order to figure out traffic conditions miles ahead. The map just doesn’t have much to offer in that area. (Yes, mobile technology and network-powered maps have changed this somewhat, but run with us on this one.) You might pick a less busy route, but if you spend a lot of time on the side of the road staring at a paper map, traffic conditions won’t become any clearer to you. And, in the meantime, your progress on your journey stops. Another alternative is looking at the map while driving, but this kind of distraction has its own consequences (Ahh! Screams are heard from the back seat). Stopping on your journey to look at a map, momentarily, is a fine idea. But there’s only so much the map can tell you. In order to get anywhere, you need to spend most of your trip traveling with your eyes on the road, watching for what will happen next. Ruminating is like spending all your time looking in the rearview mirror. Worrying about the future is like trying always to get a peek past the horizon while remaining oblivious to what’s happening to you right now, at ground level. Sure, glance back and look far ahead sometimes—but doing nothing else is a surefire way to put your life in a ditch.


    Worry and rumination as we understand them have one very significant thing in common, and it probably is very easy for you to figure out what that is: they both focus actively on some time other than right now. There is a promise buried in worry and rumination. The promise is that if we go over our mistakes thoroughly enough, if we worry out all the details of our future, we will somehow avoid future problems. Planning is important and so is reviewing the mistakes we’ve already made. But when planning and reviewing become full-time jobs, we miss out on a lot of things that are happening—right now.


    You’ll have no trouble at all, we think, in linking these not-now problems to your experience with substance abuse and recovery. It’s likely that you remember a time when substance abuse wasn’t an issue in your life, even if that time might have been when you were a child. And you probably spend a fair amount of time pondering the direction your life will take as time goes by. Will you stay sober or stop using? No one knows. No one can know, at least not as long as you keep breathing. Drinking or drug use is something that you can do as long as you have the freedom and independence to make your own decisions. But we’re not going to talk now about whether or not you’ll kick the stuff now or ever. Rather, our purpose in this chapter is to talk about the alternative to worry and rumination, to focusing actively on the future or the past. And that alternative is—you guessed it—focusing actively and flexibly on the present moment.


    Common Sorts of Worry and Rumination


    A very common source of worry in recovery is whether the recovery will last and whether the mess a person has made can ever be cleaned up. The biggest targets for rumination tend to be our past mistakes and, maybe to a lesser degree, the wrongs we perceive others have done to us.


    “Will It Last?”


    We mentioned this above, but it’s such a huge deal in recovery for people who have decided to quit that it’s more than worth repeating. From the moment you put down your glass, stub out your joint, or toss out your needles, no one can possibly know whether you’ll drink or use again. This uncertainty is something you’ll carry with you always, even after many years of sobriety, and it can be one of the most painful aspects of recovery.


    There are a couple of ways people manage this uncertainty. One is forcefully expressing their certainty, telling anyone who will listen that they will never drink or use drugs again.


    “I have really learned my lesson this time,” they’ll say. “Never again!”


    They speak with authority and genuine conviction. They are committed to their objective. And they may succeed—or they may fail. There are plenty of “never again” stories that have unhappy endings. In fact, chances are very good that you’ve told yourself one version of this story or another.


    I can’t believe I did that. I will never get that drunk again. For a lot of us, the “that drunk” line had a habit of creeping until “that drunk” became a regular occurrence.


    Why is this approach to managing the uncertainty about drinking or using so common? We think there are two reasons. First, we sincerely mean that we’re done. We sincerely intend to quit drugs and alcohol permanently. And intentions do matter. The second reason, though, is more worrisome. We sometimes make these kinds of proclamations in order to suppress deep fears about relapse—but it’s important to realize that suppressing fears can be a problem. There is very good science that shows harm caused by suppressing thoughts and emotions (Abramowitz, Tolin, and Street 2001). The saying goes: “What you resist persists.” Also, it takes a lot of effort to suppress your fears, and we want you to spend your precious energy more profitably. Think of effort as a personal investment. This book is about helping you invest in your life, not in some crummy thought. We will be talking about some very specific ways to do that as we go along.


    There is only one way to truly know if recovery will last. There is only one way to completely and absolutely end the scariness of not knowing. Drink. If you drink, you will know it will not last. This may sound crazy, but it has happened many, many times. Consider:


    Bob gets sober. Things start to get on track. It is the first time in years that things have gone this well. Bob trumpets: “This time I have really learned my lesson. This time quitting is for good.” But there is a little seed of doubt in there. In the wee hours of the night, when everyone else is asleep, Bob’s mind starts talking to him. Sure Bob, it says. Sure. But that’s what you said last time. Bob has a little debate in his head and doesn’t get much sleep that night.


    Slowly, these little seeds of doubt start to show up in Bob’s everyday life. An emotional situation comes up with his ex-wife. Out of the blue, the thought shows up, A drink would be good right about now. Bob is shocked and says to himself, Never, never, never! But later that night, while the world is fast asleep, Bob wakes up. His mind says, One drink, Bob. What harm can that do? “No,” says Bob, out loud this time. Someday, says Bob’s mind. Someday.


    Before long, this argument is plaguing Bob day and night. Will I, won’t I? Will I, won’t I? Over and over and over, along with all of the reasons yes and all of the reasons no. Bob fights and fights. Some days it feels like Bob’s head is going to explode. Bob can feel a tightness in his chest almost as if his muscles are about to break his ribs. Bob starts snapping at people at work. Someone makes a wisecrack: “Wow, Bob! I think I liked you better drunk.”


    And it builds and builds until Bob thinks he just cannot stand another second of the pressure. Bob knows that he can’t keep this up. Maybe for a day or a week or even a month. Next month? Maybe, maybe not. But forever? No.


    And then what will happen? To my job, my kids, my house?


    Bob knows that eventually he will crack. He may be able to keep it up for a day or a week or maybe even a month, but forever? There is no chance he can keep this up forever. One day, in a rush, Bob pops open a bottle and takes a long, slow draw. And for a moment, Bob knows peace. All that uncertainty is washed away. Bob’s skin fits better. Bob has room to breathe. A guy has to breathe, after all.


    The problem is that the space Bob bought with the drink evaporates like rain on a summer sidewalk. Bob would not be on the merry-go-round with drinking if the relief were still working for him.


    “My God! What Have I Done!?”


    In recovery, a very common worry is about whether you will relapse. The most common subjects for rumination, though, are the mistakes of your past. You know they can’t be undone. Can amends be made? Will you be forgiven? Can you (maybe) forgive? For some of us, the most painful memories from our past have been associated with drinking or drug use. Our darkest nights, our most devastating losses can be traced to ill-conceived moments that may have started in the bottom of a bottle or at the tip of a needle.


    Here’s what we assume—not what we know, because the future cannot truly be known. We assume that no matter what you’ve done and no matter what has happened to you, you can build a life that is rich and meaningful. We assume that no matter where you’ve been in your life, even if you are reading this book on death row, you can make a life about which, at the end of your days, you can say, “Yes, that life, that living, was mine, and I am grateful to have had it.” Fundamentally, this entire book in dedicated to the service of that aim.


    The point of the whole story about Bob is that as long as Bob is busy grinding over the past and future, he is less effective today. So, how do we let it go and find our way to the here and now?


    People get smacked around in life. It’s inevitable. You just have to have enough birthdays, and you’ll take a beating. (And for some of us, the worst beatings came at our own hands.) When we humans take a beating, we have a few basic moves. We hide. We run. We fight. There’s a problem, though. When you have your hands balled into fists, it is hard to pick up a baby or a flower or a book of poetry. When your hands are covering your ears or eyes, you can’t even hear or see what’s available to you. And likewise, it’s hard to see much of anything with clarity when you are running at full speed.


    We humans spend a lot of time hiding, running, and fighting. Using drugs and alcohol is the preferred way of hiding and running for some of us. It seems like it gets the job done. A stiff drink can sometimes go a long way toward fighting off the blues, at least for a while. It’s a scary thing to let go of hiding, and fighting, and running—perversely because one of the first things you are likely to see when you do let go is all the damage that has been caused by hiding, fighting, and running.


    When you are hiding, fighting, and running, there are two things that really capture your awareness. One of these is the thing you don’t like. The other is the exit, the way out (or, at least, what seems to be the way out). Think of it this way: if you were in a department store and a lion walked in the door, you would be aware of the lion. That’s for sure. And you would also become keenly aware of the nearest exit—or you’d be in a damned big hurry to find it if it wasn’t readily apparent. You would probably not be particularly aware of the color of the carpet, which set of flatware was on sale, or whether this season’s jeans were tending to be mid- or low-rise.


    Running from your past or your future or from yourself works the same way (though it is not at all clear which way to turn!), and the same is true for fighting and hiding. All these efforts cause you to be less present in your own life. This chapter has two central purposes. One is to go to work on the general skill of showing up and staying present. The other is the more particular task of making contact with the place you find yourself in this very moment. We will aim to bring these two things together and then carry them forward into the rest of our work together.


    The Ubiquity of Suffering


    Of course, all the creatures of the earth get smacked around one way or another, but humans have some special suffering that is reserved just for us. There is a joke we know, sort of dark humor. The joke goes: What is the difference between a dog and a human?


    The answer goes like this: You kick a dog and a human out of a nice warm house into a rainstorm, and then later you let them both come back inside. The human stands by the door, shivering and dripping all over the floor, wondering why he got thrown out, going over what led up to it, raging about how unfairly he was treated, thinking he didn’t deserve it, plotting revenge on the person who threw him out, worrying whether he’ll be thrown out again, wracking his brain to decide whether the neighbors will take him in, and generally imagining a world in which he spends most of his time outside in the cold, cold rain. Meanwhile, the dog is sound asleep in front of the fire, his paws jerking a little now and then as he chases birds and rabbits through his canine dreamscape.


    Humans do not just suffer. Suffering, for us, is ubiquitous—it’s an all-day, every-day, and any-place kind of condition. We suffer that we have suffered in the past, and we suffer that we might suffer in the future. No matter where we are, there is a where-we-are-not that is better than where we are. There is a before that we wish we could go back to or a later we wish we could skip ahead to. And, if right now is perfect, we worry that it will not last. Coming to stillness, coming to rest, is always for later, as soon as we___________. Just fill in the blank with whatever conditions have to be met in your own life. The problem is that the time seems never to come. There’s always something just waiting to fill in that blank.


    We’re proposing something different here than waiting for life to deliver just the right time and circumstance. What if you could find the wherewithal to act in the fashion of your choosing any place, at any time, regardless of preexisting conditions or any guaranteed outcome? We think it’s possible, although there is a big catch. If you’re still and composed in this very moment, there’s very little that you can’t initiate from within it. But stillness is hard-won. Our goal here is to help you foster the ability to claim stillness. We think stillness can be both a gift and a skill.


    Here is how Kipling said it:


    If


    If you can keep your head when all about you


    Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,


    If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,


    But make allowance for their doubting too;


    If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,


    Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,


    Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,


    And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:


    If you can dream—and not make dreams your master;


    If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim;


    If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster


    And treat those two impostors just the same;


    If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken


    Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,


    Or watch the things you gave your life to broken,


    And stoop and build ’em up with wornout tools:


    If you can make one heap of all your winnings


    And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,


    And lose, and start again at your beginnings


    And never breathe a word about your loss;


    If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew


    To serve your turn long after they are gone,


    And so hold on when there is nothing in you


    Except the Will which says to them: “Hold on!”


    If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,


    Or walk with kings—nor lose the common touch,


    If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,


    If all men count with you, but none too much;


    If you can fill the unforgiving minute


    With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run—


    Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,


    And—which is more—you’ll be a Man my son!


    (Rudyard Kipling, 1895)


    We are going to grow your stillness muscle through practice. We will especially want to have stillness available in a storm, so we’ll ask you to invite some storms and then practice stillness while in their midst.


    Stillness and the Inclined Heart


    In the next section, we’re going to introduce part 1 of an inventory of drug and alcohol use and the fallout from that use. The inventory is a place to practice. The inventory is a place to build your stillness muscle. You will need that muscle later. Before we introduce it, we want to introduce the idea of the inclined heart. We first found the metaphor of the inclined heart in the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn (2006), whose work we both admire and respect. If you come at the inventory running, hiding, and fighting, the work you do with it will likely do you little good. There is an alternative, though. You can approach the inventory in stillness and with your heart inclined toward it. Imagine if your heart were like a bowl. If that bowl were held upright and covered, nothing would spill from it and nothing would flow into it. But imagine that you could uncover your heart and gently incline it toward different people and experiences in your own life. This is easy to do with things we love. It’s much harder to do with things that we are mad about or ashamed of. But if you can incline your heart toward hard things, you can let some of what’s there flow into the world, and you can take something back. And this is a part of moving forward that we believe is very important.


    Have you approached things in your life with a closed heart? Do you know the cost of that? As you do the inventory that follows, stop occasionally. Allow yourself to go still, even for just a moment. Picture your own heart as a bowl. Imagine pulling the cover from it and inclining it toward the different parts of the inventory. If you have any trouble at all picturing a bowl, get an actual bowl and keep it handy. The problem with keeping your heart covered is that sealing out pain often also means sealing out love. We know that some areas will be hard, but try it and see what happens.


    Practicing Our Way to the Gift of Stillness—Part 1


    In this inventory, we’ll ask you to see if you can start to notice places in your life where you have been absent or perhaps less present in some way. See if you can let go of self-condemnation for now. You can always condemn yourself later. There’ll be plenty of time for that if you decide later on that you need to give yourself a beating. For now, though, let this be more like an exercise in noticing.


    Below you’ll find a list of twelve aspects of life. Some may be important to you, and some may not. That’s fine. These are areas of living that some people care about. Let your eyes come to rest on each one.


    
      	Family (other than your spouse or partner and your children)


      	Marriage and intimate relationships


      	Parenting


      	Friends / social life


      	Work


      	Education and learning


      	Recreation and fun


      	Spirituality


      	Community life


      	Physical care, exercise, sleep, nutrition


      	The environment and nature


      	Art, music, literature, and beauty

    


    We’re going to invite you to reflect on some of these areas. You can do all twelve, if you like, but we recommend starting with only three or four that resonate with you the most.


    Let yourself become aware of the first area you choose to reflect on. Slowly, gently allow yourself to become aware of ways you’ve been absent, of times when you could have been present to this area of your life and just weren’t. Don’t judge or evaluate. Just notice.


    You may not be able to think of any examples of not showing up that related to a particular area. That’s fine. This is an inventory. There are no right or wrong answers, and the whole exercise isn’t about doing anything. It is about learning how to notice and to gently shift your attention. Ultimately, it’s about learning how to be still. See if you can bring your gentlest “you” to the task.


    When you’re ready, move on to the next area you want to reflect on. Take your time. Slow down. Breathe. There is nothing to accomplish here, nothing to be done other than to notice and ponder. You’ve struggled enough. For now, for right now, see if you can take that cover off your heart and incline it in the direction of these hard thoughts. If something is going to flow in, let it. If something is going to spill out, that’s fine. Whatever happens, breathe through it and let yourself come to rest.


    


    Six Breaths on Purpose


    Here’s a little tip. If you find yourself caught in an old pattern of worry or rumination, stop for a moment, let your eyes go closed, and notice the sensation of the rise and fall of breath. Take six long, slow, deliberate breaths and then gently turn your attention back to the inventory. Do this as many times as you find your attention hooked by some thought storm. These moments are not obstacles. They are opportunities to practice coming to stillness. The more times they happen, the more practice you will get. That is a good thing.


    


    Self-help books like to give a lot of examples, especially when it comes to completing exercises. This isn’t really our thing. If we start to write about how “Bob let himself go quiet and allowed his attention to move toward his love of sports, in particular baseball, and all the games he missed because he was spending his afternoons at the bar…” it seems pretty evident to us that you, too, will start thinking about your relationship to baseball or some other sport, and that’s not really the point. We want to create an opportunity here for you to practice stillness with this exercise, and we’re confident that you can figure out what each area means to you. That said, there are a few kinds of not-showing-up that are pretty common and that are related in a particular way to the problems of drinking and drug use.


    Ways to Not Show Up


    When you’re invited to a party that you really don’t want to attend, you might RSVP that you will come and then, simply, not show up. In this case, you’re removing yourself physically from a situation that you find unpleasant for some reason. Your not-showing-up is very literal. This, of course, is one kind of not showing up. And it’s not necessarily a bad thing. Skipping a dreadful party full of bores so you can go walk in the forest, swim in the sea, or do something else that matters to you is a fine idea. But when what you really want to do is actually go to the party and have a good time, not-showing-up becomes a problem. More precisely, it’s a problem of avoidance. If you find your mind wandering, use Six Breaths on Purpose and then return to the task.


    Not all kinds of not-showing-up are literal. Have you ever found yourself driving down the highway when your attention suddenly snaps back to the road in front of you and you realize you have no idea what has happened for the last however-many miles because your head was someplace else? It’s an example of not-showing-up that happens when you are definitely physically present in the driver’s seat. Probably more often than not, we figure out ways to be in the room without really being in the room.


    Fighting


    You have to be present to fight, right? Not really. Your words or your fists can be flying while what’s really going on is anything but your active engagement in the conflict in front of you. Being in conflict and arguing can lead us to focus on “winning” in relationships, at great cost to the health of those same relationships. Is the objective you’re fighting for a primary goal for you? Or is it a distraction—a dodge that buys you a little space from the real issue, the real source of hurt? Getting into fights can give you something to feel busy about, something to distract you from scarier, more painful things that can get lost in the tussle and roar of the fight. Are you a fighter? Can you name some things you may have missed while in the middle of the fight?


    Another version of fighting is reason-giving and being right. When we feel blamed or judged by others and also by ourselves, we fight against the condemnation with reasons. Are you a reason-giver? While you have been busy giving reasons, are there things you have ignored or not noticed? We are not concerned here with whether the reasons are true or false. Arguing about “true” reasons can cause us to miss things just as much as arguing about “false” reasons. The focus here is on noticing the things that get lost while defending the reasons—true or false though they may be.


    Running and Hiding


    With wild animals it is pretty easy to see the difference between running and hiding. The mouse hides. If you discover its hiding place, it runs. Both serve the same purpose. They keep the mouse safe. It is a little trickier to tell the difference with humans. Just like fighting, running and hiding are ways to protect ourselves. So, using the example of relationships again: have you been hiding or running? Maybe you literally hide—you stay home in your apartment or avoid answering the phone. Or maybe you hide inside even when it does not look like you are hiding from the outside. Some people look like the life of the party. They have a public face and a private face that are very different, and when they are in a crowd, they feel alone. They have thoughts like: People don’t really know me—they only know the me I let them see.


    For many of us, drinking and using are the primary methods of running and hiding. Alcohol and drugs are also the source of a lot of fights. If the idea of not-showing-up didn’t click for you when you started the inventory, how do you feel about it now? Can you think of times when not-showing-up for you looked like a fight, like reason-giving, or like running and hiding? If you like, go back through each area and note any additional ways you might have used drugs or alcohol that made you less present.


    Practicing Our Way to the Gift of Stillness—Part 2


    Before we go on in our inventory, we want to remind you that this isn’t an exercise in “what’s wrong with me.” That sort of thought may well be called up as you fill the inventory out, and we want you—surprise, surprise—to allow yourself to show up for that thought, even if it’s very hard to bear. Remember that our purpose here is to help you start to practice pausing, to practice coming to stillness when hard things are in front of you. Learn to notice any tendencies you have to hide, run, or fight when things get ugly.


    Hiding may sound like: I don’t need to do this. Running may sound like: I’ll do this later. Fighting may sound like: Why do I need to do this?! You can’t make me do this! That’s all true: you don’t need to do this work at all, and you can certainly put this work off until later, and we absolutely can’t make you do anything. But if you can learn to slow down and to pause in the face of hard things, you will be better practiced at pausing later on when we start talking about taking a direction, about choosing a path.


    To continue this inventory, we want you to go back over the areas you just reflected upon. Call each of them to mind. Allow your eyes to go closed. And when you’re ready, ponder each of these three questions in relation to that area of your life.


    
      	What does this area mean to you?


      	What would you hope for it to mean?


      	In a world where you could take time, in a world where you could offer yourself a gift in this area, what gift might you offer?

    


    After practicing a few moments of noticing in stillness in these areas, write a bit about each question. Write down a few specific examples if you can think of a few.


    The last question is especially important. It starts to point you in the direction of what you want your life to be about. Maybe you can’t have everything you can imagine. Maybe some things really aren’t possible for you. But if you’re willing to give yourself one small gift in any area of your life that matters to you, you start down a path that can lead to a richer, more fulfilling life.

    


    The Day Weariness Became Your Best Friend


    How hard it is to find that still place when your heart and mind are pulling you every which way? Pretty damned hard, right? And even though I’ve been telling you that finding that moment of stillness is important for some reason, you’re well within your rights to think I’m out of my mind. You’ve been drinking or using to get away from that kind of pain. You need to get away from that pain.


    Or do you?


    How has it worked for you to always need to get away from the pain? To need to run from the hard things? To live with a barricade up between your heart and what was out there to hurt it? The nasty secret is that the hard stuff doesn’t wait for an opening. It finds its way in like cold winter air through whatever cracks it can find—and there are always cracks.


    Living with your heart closed hurts. Living with your heart open hurts too. Why go to the bother? I think it might be because you’re tired. Tired and dragging and looking for someplace, anyplace you can come to rest.


    Your best friend at this moment may be your own weariness. Are you tired? Tired of running, hiding, fighting? Let this book be a place to come to rest. I’m begging you. On my knees. Really. I’ve certainly been on my knees for less dignified reasons. Let this book be an invitation to come to rest. Let this book be an invitation to a life lived with heart wide open.


    Living with an open heart takes practice—persistent practice. In some respects, this practice is described throughout this book. If you open your hands, your arms, your head, your heart, certain things will fall into your hands. Some days, what falls into my hands looks, feels, and smells like shit. I’m asking you, throughout this book, whether you’re willing to open your arms and, from time to time, to catch an armload of shit. And rather than say you have to be willing to do that, I’m trying to show you that your willingness to let in the bad things leaves you open to good and wonderful and beautiful things as well. Consider for a moment if maybe, just maybe, this invitation could lead you to have things fall into your open arms and your open heart that you cannot even imagine. (And maybe you have found that you end up with more than just the occasional armload of shit anyway—no matter how closed you are, no matter how well you hide, no matter how hard you fight, and no matter how fast you run.)


    Let this book be an invitation to live a life with heart wide open. You can always go back to what you have been doing if you are not satisfied. It might sound impossible, but for now, let’s just hold it as a possibility. If you feel uncertain about that, excellent! You are right where you are supposed to be. Possibility and uncertainty always hang out together. Welcome.

    


    The Fear of Uncertainty


    Human beings are not wired to like uncertainty. We evolved out on the savanna and it was dangerous out there. There were lions and tigers and bears. The careless were eaten. We learned quickly what to be afraid of. We stayed away from places the lions, tigers, and bears went. But we learned something else too. We learned to stay away from places the lions, tigers, and bears might go, or have ever been, or might ever think of going, and so forth.


    Struggling to Make the World Safe and Certain


    The world is a place of constant change, yet we want the world to hold still and behave. The problem for humans is that there is always a where-you-are-not that’s better than where you are or a where-you-were that’s better than where you are. And if where you are is just right, watch out, because that little fantasy house of cards can all come crashing down at any moment. And so we struggle to avoid suffering.


    But that struggle is inevitably in vain. It recalls the old Buddhist parable in which a young woman’s only child dies. She runs from house to house, asking her neighbors for help in resurrecting her boy. One after the other they turn her away, until finally one neighbor tells her to go ask the Buddha for help. She does, and the Buddha tells her he will revive her child. His price? A handful of mustard seed. The young woman is delighted. But, the Buddha tells her, there is a catch: the mustard seeds must come from the garden of a family in which no one had lost a child, spouse, parent, or friend.


    Once we’re born into this world, we will lose everything we love and care about until, one day, we ourselves will die, despite every action we might take to the contrary. Our efforts to avoid this kind of suffering can provide temporary relief, but there is no getting away from the fact that we will, certainly, suffer. Drinking and using drugs can offer temporary escape. In an uncertain world, drink and drugs can provide a bit of the illusion of certainty, but for some of us, the cost of that certainty is too high.


    Uncertainty and Change


    Our deep concern with uncertainty is also why we do not like change. Anytime there is a change, we might rightly wonder how the change will go. Change contains uncertainty. Where we are might not be great, but it is known. The thinking goes, I may be in a rut, but it is my rut. I have been here a while. I have put down a nice carpet and hung a few pictures on the walls. It may not be much, but it is familiar.


    Stepping outside our comfort zone involves a decidedly uncertain walk. People have a couple of approaches to that uncertainty. One is to stay in their rut, or, to retreat back to it at any sign of trouble. Another is to leap into discomfort and change—like jumping from a high dive. Recovery is like that. Some tread around the edges—falling in and out. Some leap in with the fever of a new convert. We are suggesting another path. Something gentler, kinder, more thoughtful, with eyes open and choices made one by one—taking you in a direction that has a sense of rightness to it, even though you are not certain exactly where the path will lead. Robert Frost said it well.


    The Road Not Taken


    Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,


    And sorry that I could not travel both


    And be one traveler, long I stood


    And looked down one as far as I could


    To where it bent in the undergrowth;


    Then took the other, as just as fair,


    And having perhaps the better claim,


    Because it was grassy and wanted wear


    Though as for that the passing there


    Had worn them really about the same.


    And both that morning equally lay


    In leaves no step had trodden black.


    Oh, I kept the first for another day!


    Yet knowing how way leads onto way,


    I doubted if I should ever come back.


    I shall be telling this with a sigh


    Somewhere ages and ages hence:


    Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and I—


    I took the one less traveled by,


    And that has made all the difference.


    (Robert Frost, 1920)


    And you, my friend: in this very moment, what paths lie before you? And which will you take on this day?


    The Two Paths Meditation: Pausing at the Junction of Two Paths in the Woods


    Let us stop for just a moment here and imagine that your life is like that walk in the woods described by Frost. Could it be that we are truly always at that junction—at every single moment of our lives? Could it be that we could stop at any moment and see different paths we might take? If we could pause as a choice as we moved through our day, what an asset that would be!


    So now,


    Right now,


    Right at this very moment,


    Let us stop


    And practice stopping,


    And seeing,


    In hope that this practice will serve us in the days to come.


    Let us stop together for a moment and let ourselves see the paths that lie before us. Set a timer for five minutes. Allow yourself to settle into a comfortable seated posture. Allow your eyes to go gently closed or your focus to soften. Take Six Breaths on Purpose and just let go of everything. Make a friend of your own breath. Notice its gentle rise and fall through five or six cycles. Notice the temperature of the breath and the sensations in the body as the chest and belly rise and fall. Practice taking good deep breaths, filling your lungs slowly and completely and emptying them slowly and completely, and, with each, letting your breath become your friend. Let your breath become a place you can come to stillness. Imagine that your breath could offer you the gift of stillness.


    After settling into your breath, imagine that you stand at a point where two paths separate before you. Let yourself see the paths, and let yourself be uncertain about where the paths lead. Let yourself wonder. Imagine that you could lean forward slightly so that you were at the point of tipping toward one path or the other. If you find yourself being certain about which path, see if you can let go of that certainty for just a few minutes and allow yourself to stay inside the question, to stay inside the uncertainty.


    


    Making Friends with Uncertainty


    Why make friends with uncertainty? What if uncertainty and possibility live in the same house? What if the price of possibility is making friends with uncertainty? It is hard to take, but it seems to be the case. If you look around at the things you care most about in life, you will find uncertainty. How will this marriage go? How will having children go? How will this career choice go? All contain a lot of uncertainty. Making friends with uncertainty means that you get to go places that are unknown to you. If you are entirely satisfied with where life has taken you, this matters little. But if you have a longing for more, come along.


    Missing Things


    We could ask the question in only one way—“How has life been going?”—but there is a problem with asking in that way. We remember some things, but not others. Think about your own childhood. If you are like most of us, you remember bits and pieces, snapshots, a select number of particularly good times, and perhaps particularly bad. But remembering the fifth year of your life will not be like replaying the fifth song on your favorite CD.


    Sometimes memory selects in a negative way—all we can see is what is wrong. Sometimes it selects in a positive way—big problems lurk all around us unnoticed. Later we may say to ourselves: How did I miss that?! Here is how: you are human. It is simply part of the human condition to miss things. Missing things is not a bad thing, except when it is.


    Stopping to Smell the Roses


    There are a thousand stories, songs, and poems that remind us to stop and smell the roses. If missing things were not so common, there would not be so many songs and poems.


    Sometimes we miss things because we move by them too quickly or move by them looking from a particular vantage point. Think of a place you have driven many times. If I asked you what was along the way, you would not be able to tell me every stone, stick, and pebble along the way. There is no need to. You need to know where the gas stations and the grocery store are, and you might also know some things that matter little. However, you could stop anywhere along that road, sit down, look, listen, and smell, and you would see, hear, and smell things you have never known—even though you had passed that spot a hundred times.


    Try it in your own house. What we are about to ask you to do is weird, but humor us.


    Seeing What’s There


    Part 1: Get up and walk from wherever you are reading to a bedroom or some other room. When you come back, go to the bottom of page 35 in this book and follow the instructions.


    Part 2: Start walking from your living room to your bedroom again. Count to five and then, wherever you happen to be, stop. Lie down on the floor on your side. (We warned you that we were going to ask you to do weird things.) Let your head come to rest on the floor. Allow yourself to relax and just open up all your senses. Let your eyes go closed and just listen for the smallest sounds. Notice temperature. Notice smells. Let your eyes come gently open and look around. Again, take in the details. Just allow yourself to get quiet, relax, and take it in.


    
      	See: Start by looking around from that perspective. Spend a couple of minutes. Be patient. Notice, especially, color, light, and detail. I just tried this and I noticed the bathroom door is slightly lower on the hinge side. There are several small cracks in the baseboard. There are small aluminum hinges on the bottom of the furnace air return. I could see a huge variety of colors in the hardwood floor—reds, browns, yellows, in very soft subtle shades.


      	Hear: I listened and the main sound was the furnace running. It started out sounding like one sound but as I listened for a minute, within that sound there was a sort of cycling from higher to lower sounds. There were little ticking sounds in there. If I listened carefully, I could barely hear the sound of the refrigerator running in the other room.


      	Feel: I could feel the cool of the floor on my cheek. I could feel the grain in the hardwood floor. I could reach out and feel the texture of the paint on the wall. As I got quiet and settled in, I started to notice the feel of different parts of my body that touched and did not touch the floor.


      	Smell: There was a cool wood smell.

    


    If you do this you may see, hear, feel, and smell things that you never noticed before. The reason is the pace. You would have noticed different things if I had asked you to walk briskly down the hall.


    Try this same exercise other places in your life. You do not have to lie on the floor to do the exercise. You can do this noticing anywhere. Stop and stand on a street corner and try the same thing. Stop in the cafeteria at work. Try it riding on the bus to work. Lie down in the grass at the park. Practice coming to stillness and noticing. Grow your stillness muscle.


    


    Let’s keep going with the inventory idea we started earlier in the chapter. Now you won’t be reflecting on areas of your life. Instead, you’ll be recalling and writing down a history of your alcohol and drug use. As you do this piece of work, we invite you to pause every so often and do the Two Paths Meditation. Let your eyes go closed. Settle into an appreciation of your own breath. See the paths. Let yourself come to stillness in the midst of wondering where the paths might take you. Then open your eyes again and go gently back to the inventory. Let the inventory itself be a sort of meditation.


    Right now, we are not problem solving. We are surveying. Problem solving will be for later. You may come up with a lot of self-talk about how to solve the problems you see or how impossible they are. For now, we’ll ask that you let go of problem solving. For now, we’ll ask you to let go of conversations about what’s possible and impossible. We’ll rejoin those conversations later—we promise. If you find your head filled with words like always, never, must, can’t, should, shouldn’t, possible, or impossible, it’s time for a break and a few minutes with the Two Paths Meditation or Six Breaths on Purpose.


    Practicing Our Way to the Gift of Stillness—Part 3


    In a notebook, for any of the substances mentioned below that apply, write down:


    
      	The age you started using


      	How long you used


      	The frequency of use (in times per week, month, or whatnot)


      	How you used the substance (smoked, drank, ate, injected, and so forth)

    


    Include a section for each category and an entry for each of the following substances that you’ve used:


    
      	Alcohol


      	Marijuana


      	Hallucinogens (LSD, mushrooms, peyote, and so forth)


      	Depressants (Xanax, valium, barbiturates, and so forth)


      	Stimulants (speed, cocaine, ecstasy, ephedrine, and so forth)


      	Inhalants (glue, gasoline, aerosol propellants, and so forth)


      	Opiates (heroin, Vicodin, codeine, Oxycontin, Percodan, and so forth)

    


    Begin with the first time you remember using any mood-altering substance, no matter how little of the substance you used. It is important that you be painstakingly thorough in this task. You can use a format like the one in the sample below or just write a description of your age and usage pattern.


    [image: example: stimulants]


    [image: substance inventory]


    This may well seem like a long and difficult task. For many of us it is. It really is doable though. Just pick a substance and work your way through from first use to present. Take your time. If you find yourself unable to remember for one substance or time period, switch to another and work on that for a while. Sometimes working on another area will help you remember more about the one you are having trouble with. If, in the end, you find that you simply cannot remember for certain substances or time periods, make your best estimate. Remember, pause frequently and use Six Breaths on Purpose or the Two Paths Meditation. The inventory is about learning to pause, so pause.


    Practicing Our Way to the Gift of Stillness—Part 4


    Okay, ready for part 4? This section should be done after you’ve done the first three parts. Write down any problems or changes in your life that were associated with using alcohol or drugs in each of the listed areas. In some ways this is a slightly harder look than the look we made at these areas in part 1. In part 1, we were just looking for general ways you might have been less than fully present. For a lot of us, drugs and alcohol were an important way to check out. If that is true, there are likely to have been consequences. Those consequences are what you’re going to reflect on in part 4.

    


    Appreciating in Sadness Certain Consequences and Turning Points


    Sometimes consequences do not seem that bad at the time, but they signal later shifts that were more important. For example, I had a best friend in school from about the fourth grade up into high school. My first recollection of Sonny was on the playground. I was small for my age and nerdy—with big black glasses. Sonny was a big athletic kid with a huge heart. He was sort of a protector for me all through elementary and middle school. He was my best friend.


    When I was about fifteen years old and had begun smoking pot, Sonny confronted me one night about my having offered his girlfriend some pot. He warned me to stay away from him and from her. I think I could see the sadness of that in his eyes at the time, just the other side of the warning. That night, I shrugged it off. They were square and I was….er, well, I guess I thought I was pretty cool. I recall telling the story to my pals in a way that made him seem unhip and me very cool and collected. In retrospect, there was a shift under way. I was shifting away from the people I had grown up with and in the direction of a crowd that was drinking and getting high. The deed was not done on the night Sonny warned me off, but that event remains in memory, and it saddens me.


    I think there was considerable pain for Sonny, saying goodbye to his best pal. And me, I treated it as if it were something to be laughed off. It was a single friend lost, but it marked a much larger shift in my life. And to you, my old friend Sonny, my friend in whose presence I was always safe: I feel sad and sorry that I treated our friendship in such a careless way.

    


    If there were no consequences, write none. However, we would encourage you to list consequences even though they may have been small. For example, you may not have been fired from a job, but you may have gone to work with a hangover and been less effective as a result. This need not have been ineffectiveness that others noticed. What is important is your own sense of this. Number each section and keep the twelve areas separate from each other as much as possible. What we’re looking for here is any cost of using. It is absolutely okay to be repetitive. In fact, repetition is quite common and worth noticing. Pay special attention to places where, as result of drinking or using (or drug seeking), you did things that violate your personal values (concealing, rationalizing, being secretive, being violent, etc.). The inventory does not need to be exhaustive. Who could remember everything? And, why? Instead just give a few very specific examples in each section. Here are the areas again.


    
      	Family (other than your spouse or partner and your children)


      	Marriage and intimate relationships


      	Parenting


      	Friends / social life


      	Work


      	Education and learning


      	Recreation and fun


      	Spirituality


      	Community life


      	Physical care, exercise, sleep, nutrition


      	The environment and nature


      	Art, music, literature, and beauty

    

    


    From Not Now to…What Comes Next Relating the Gift of Stillness in ACT to AA


    You will find lots of places where practicing stillness will serve you in AA. Some of the obvious places are where the program suggests prayer and meditation. Prayer and meditation are in the eleventh step, which calls for prayer and meditation and a regular practice of taking time from your day to become aware of your life direction. Many in AA use a book like As Bill Sees It or Daily Reflections. You could also choose something from a spiritual or philosophical tradition that resonates with you, like the Bible or the Dao De Jing. Just as stopping to stretch can be a good way to begin exercise, taking a few minutes in stillness after reading a short recovery-relevant or spiritual passage can be a great way to begin the day. You do not have to wait for the eleventh step to begin this practice. Today would be a good day to start. Sometimes the business of the day carries us off without our getting centered and reflecting on our intentions for the day. We invite you to take time now for reflection and stillness and setting of an intention for this day.


    Equally critical is learning to practice stillness in the midst of a storm. The inventories in this chapter link up very closely with several of the 12 steps. The first step involves an admission of the true costs of drinking and using. The fourth-step inventory looks more systematically at these costs. In the AA Big Book (as the book Alcoholics Anonymous [2008] is popularly known), it is called a fearless and searching moral inventory, which sounds pretty menacing. But really, it is just a stock-taking. The inventories are not intended as yet another opportunity for beating yourself up. If taking a beating was all that was needed to “cure” alcoholism and addiction and the bad behavior that often accompany them, there would not be any addicts or alcoholics. Heaven knows you have likely taken a lot of beatings on your way to this book—probably many delivered from you to you. This is why in these inventories, you can focus on stillness and the inclined heart. We believe that to be the intention of the first, fourth, and ninth steps, which involve careful self-examination. Here is how they put it in AA’s 12 & 12 (Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions [1981]): “There is a direct linkage among self-examination, meditation, and prayer. Taken separately, these practices can bring much relief and benefit. But when they are logically related and interwoven, the result is an unshakeable foundation for life.” (12 & 12, 98). This is exactly what we are trying to accomplish in the inventories in this and other chapters of this book.


    Really, the idea of pausing and coming to stillness within significant questions can be found throughout the steps. You might ask yourself in the midst of the second step: Might I come to believe that a power greater than myself could restore some semblance of good order to my life? In fact, if the word “God” grates on you, you could follow the practice of those members of AA who call God “Good Orderly Direction.” Some have used the group as a higher power and a source of direction. Some have said God is good. What if coming to believe simply meant allowing the “good” in your own life to organize what you do with your hours and days? If you are spiritually inclined, you will find many prayers throughout the Big Book. We encourage you to practice stillness, even for just a few moments, in the midst of the various prayers. If you are not so spiritually inclined, consider adding one little “o” to the prayers. Consider the impact of adding a single “o” to the AA third step: “Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of Good as we understood It.” The third step is about a regular practice of aligning yourself with some sense of good direction. We will say more about this later, in our chapter on values. Practice at stillness, when stillness is easy and when stillness is hard, will be an asset.


    Another place you can practice stillness will be in 12-step meetings. Like everywhere else in the world, if you go to meetings you will hear some real jerks. You are likely to get steamed listening to them. You might want to argue, but there is no crosstalk in 12-step meetings. Each person who speaks generally gets to do so uninterrupted. Since you can’t respond out loud, you may be tempted to engage in the argument in your head. And, while you are busy off in your head grinding over the things that person said, you can become so distracted that you lose the rest of the meeting.


    We encourage you to practice stillness in these circumstances. Try Six Breaths on Purpose and bring your intention back to the meeting. There is likely to be at least one jerk in every meeting. Think of it this way: unless you are a saint, one day that one jerk may be you. You may come into a meeting profoundly stirred up, feeling about as unspiritual as is possible. You may say things that you regret, or worse, say things that you do not know enough to regret until years later. And, the way places like AA work, you will not likely get kicked out. You will finish your rant and people will smile and say, “Keep coming back.” Practicing stillness in the midst of strong inclinations to react, debate, and evaluate will serve you many places in life. And, while providing the other guy with a tolerant and patient environment, you may be paying rent for the day when it is you that needs the tolerance and patience. This is not to say you should seek this out. We encourage you to find meetings where there are a good number of people who speak in ways that are directly helpful. And, no matter how beloved the meeting, you will hear things that will give you a chance to practice stillness.

    

  




End of sample
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