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			PART 1

			Speed: A Cultural Addiction to a Fast Pace of Life

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“Help! I need to go faster, I can’t go any faster, and I can’t stop or even slow down!” This is the cry I began to hear more than fifteen years ago as people started to realize that the world of technology, with its promise of limitless speed and a guarantee of boundless riches and success, had trapped them in a virulent downward spiral of addiction.

			“I can’t do it all, but I can’t stop trying. I wake up earlier and earlier to steal time to catch up, to pay attention to the kids, to pack their lunches, to get them off to school without shouting, to answer email from last week, to call the East Coast ahead of the rush of my day, to endure a slowed-down drive through traffic to get to the board meeting while I’m wondering how I’ll cook dinner and make parent-teacher night. I think I can do it all, but the sad truth is I can’t.” This was from Maria, a successful woman of the twenty-first century, and her lament is all too common.

			I have spent most of my professional life working with individuals grappling with the idea of limits. The very essence of addiction to anything—drugs, alcohol, sex, work—is the unwinnable struggle between the desire to keep using or doing something that provides some kind of instant gratification and the reality that there are limits to how long such behavior can go on without severe, even lethal consequences.

			This is a book about a new kind of addiction that I believe has taken hold in our culture. The bad news is that it is pervasive, cheap, and not yet widely accepted as the serious problem I believe it is. The good news is it is treatable, and everything we have learned about other addictions applies here.

			I call it the addiction to speed. Obviously, I’m not talking about the drug methamphetamine. I’m talking about a culture-wide phenomenon that is snatching people up and carrying them along, convincing them that doing “more, better, and faster” is the path to happiness. Some people see it as the result of our increasingly wired society when children are texting their siblings sitting at the same breakfast table, and frequent fliers feel so deprived of their various devices by the end of a plane flight that touching down on the runway has become the universal signal that your suffering can end. Phones appear and the sound of finger tapping, beep dialing, and relieved voices reminds you that the “bar” is open.

			I believe technology is only part of the story, however. Technology provides the tools for instant gratification in the same way a hypodermic needle provides an efficient delivery mechanism for heroin. That gratification comes from two places—the illusion of rapid connection to other people, and immediate access to information we feel we need, be it a Google Map, an investment insight, or the answer to a trivia question. If we look at the direction in which the tools are evolving, what we are seeing is a manifestation of this need for speed. We don’t want to waste time speaking on our cell phones, so increasingly we send text messages. Email takes too long, so now we use Twitter. Typing a search query is too time consuming, so now an app allows people to speak into their phone, “Green’s Restaurant, San Francisco,” and up pops the phone number, a map, and an opportunity to make an online reservation. Although we claim we crave the connection to others, we don’t want to “deal with” the ambiguities of face-to-face contact, the messy emotions, the meaningful commitment of unstructured time. Every outreach demands a choice: What is the fastest way for me to get exactly what I want?

			What I am seeing in my practice as an addiction specialist is that, especially in urban areas, this speed trap is outstripping people’s ability to manage, to fulfill all of their responsibilities, and even to cope. The idea that we literally have at our fingertips the tools to do so much more than we actually have the human capacity to do well has created an impossible bind that leads to chronic stress and a sense of failure. You do not have the ability to be on 24/7 like a computer, but you believe you should be able to keep going, and that you will be able to do so if you only try harder. And so you push yourself incessantly, creating an addictive spiral. You can’t stop. And, you know deeply, if you never stop, you won’t have to face and feel your limits, which sadly also means your failure. The cultural belief so rooted in our heritage that there are no limits to what we can achieve, and the tools of technology that do indeed seem limitless, have created a condition of chronic stress for us as individuals and for the culture in which we live. The American mantra that you can have it all is false, but we can’t face that truth. Nobody can work 24/7 and nobody can do it all. But recognizing the reality of our human limits still means failure in our culture of win-at-all-costs success.

			Society is captured in this out-of-control state of expectation and behavior. We do it to ourselves and others reinforce it. People reach out to us to demand what they want, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. We can no longer have a lovely dinner alone with our partner or our children, or even go on vacation, without constant interruption. We often wish we could freeze time and turn off the access, but we don’t; we fret we will be perceived as unable or unwilling to keep pace.

			We are suffering from this chronic stress. It causes health problems, it causes relationships to fall apart, it leads to emptiness and despair. We value the technology marketed as a tool to solve dilemmas and make our lives easier, and at the same time we feel trapped by the demands it makes on us. Multitasking, the buzzword for “achievement” over the last fifteen years, has become the source of multi-problems.

			As a psychologist, I have watched many people get caught in this conundrum and have seen how terribly it has hurt them. In the decade of the roaring nineties—the 1990s that is—I began to see a few people in my addiction psychotherapy treatment practice who weren’t having trouble with either their own or a loved one’s drinking or use of other drugs. They were feeling overwhelmed by their lives, by a feeling of pressure to succeed, and by their actual achievements. They were feeling and living out of control. On a fast track, they were enjoying the highs of work and financial rewards, yet they were also living in fear that they couldn’t keep it up. By the time they got through my door, the fear was omnipresent and more intense than the pleasures of success.

			As I puzzled about how to help my clients slow down and reclaim their lives, I realized that America’s frenzied lifestyle—this thing I refer to as speed—has itself become an addiction. People are out of control in their push to do more, to always be on and available, and to never say no. Addiction means you cannot stop doing something—drinking, taking pills and more pills, shooting up, gambling, spending, overeating, staying on the computer till dawn—and you need to stop. The physical and emotional pain of stopping is too great, so you are pulled back to do it again. You tell yourself you can stop, and you really believe you will stop when you’ve had enough, finished your project, or met your goals. But this false belief simply keeps you trying to work harder to do more. With addiction there is no such thing as enough, no finish to anything, just more new goals to trump the old ones that are out-of-date before you get there.

			But there’s good news: Recognizing that this drive for speed is an addiction gives people a way out, a way to recover and return to a healthy and balanced life. As with other addictions, this is not a realization that comes easily. Before they begin the process of recovery, virtually all addicts reject the idea of limits. Addicts indulge in a fantasy of omnipotence, that if they are clever and determined, they can both feed an addiction and maintain a functional life and normal relationships. In reality, however, the addicted individual is in a downward spiral that may be hidden for some period of time, but that ultimately leads to a crash or multiple crashes—of health, of soul, of marriage, of career, or even a physical accident.

			A patient recently arrived late to my office, tossed his cell phone on the sofa, and pleaded: “Can you help me control my phone? It’s ruining my life.” Dave laughed, but he meant it. In his view, his phone, supposedly a tool, was actually controlling him, and he was feeling burned out and frightened. As it happened, he felt reactive to his phone, needing to constantly monitor it, afraid of the onslaught of calls he believed he had to answer.

			He was also caught in an emotional conflict. The phone, with its instant access to others, had opened for him a world of business success. Now he needed to hear its ring to reassure him that he mattered, that he was still in the game, so he felt a jolt of relief when the sound of Metallica signaled a call. At the same time it frightened him when this welcome sound interrupted his attention to his three-year-old son. “Daddy, don’t answer! Watch me!” pleaded his child, who was building a tower of blocks. Dad knew he was in trouble when he was irritated and couldn’t turn his phone off to focus on his child. He believed his phone gave him vital connections and he could control his use. Instead of recognizing his limits, he was furious that he couldn’t do it all and he snapped at his son. This is the paradox of addiction. What seemed so good, so positive, so helpful, and so harmless in the beginning, ended up hurting him, and he was hooked.

			This book is my story of what I’ve seen and heard in the last twenty years in my office, on the lecture trail, when teaching therapists, and in my own personal world. It’s my view of what it is like in a society living with a rejection of limits and an addictive loss of control, and only beginning to wake up to it.

			I speak from my own experience. This is my story of what I see and what I know—personally and professionally—about the culture I’m part of. I’m a reporter here, informed by my own experiences as a recovering alcoholic who came face-to-face with my own limits, as a child of alcoholic parents, and as a theorist and therapist for more than thirty-five years, working with people who were once out of control and are now engaged in a developmental process of change and growth in recovery. All of these experiences have shaped the way I see things.

			But that’s not all. In the twentieth century, a dominant view in my profession of psychology was a belief in the power of human will, the power of individuals to be in control—to be tough, to take charge of any problem or any situation. In this prevailing view of American psychology, there were no limits to what human will could achieve. If you don’t like something, get a grip and change it. That same belief in human power was a cornerstone in the founding of America and it continues to be central to the country’s values and character. If you’re not in control, you’re failing.

			As a recovering alcoholic training to be a psychologist in the early 1970s I experienced firsthand a conflict in belief between traditional mental health theories and practices—based on a belief in human power, treatment of any kind should help people restore control—and the emerging field of addiction treatment, shaped by knowledge of the Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) program. In my view, these worlds collided around core beliefs about control and the limits of human power. While psychology believed in the human power to restore lost control, AA was based on a deep acceptance of the loss of control over one’s drinking and the inability to ever reclaim control. AA was founded on a fundamental acceptance of human limits.

			In working with recovering people who are members of AA, I have often heard comments about “normies”—normal people who can drink without problems. These are people who are not struggling for control. One joke goes: “Wow, if I could drink like you, I’d do it all the time.” This is humorous because the alcoholic can’t stop. He or she has lost control and eventually must stop completely. The alcoholic was never the normie.

			Until now. As I’ve observed our culture over the last twenty years, I see that society has lost control. Society as a whole, and the people who make up society, now look and sound like addicts. People are out of control in their drive for speed. They are out of control in their behaviors, thinking, emotions, and the addicted lifestyle they create. Ambitious people and people who are simply caught up in a cultural wave believe they should have no limits, they can do everything if they only work harder and smarter, and success and a time-out lie at the end of an imaginary finish line. Yet they cannot stop their push to get in one more call, check off one more task, or play one more poker hand, behaviors that become robotic, automatic, mindless.

			This is addiction: You can’t stop. Your behavior becomes automatic. A voice inside warns that you really should slow down, but you don’t have a brake that works anymore. You are driven by strong emotions of need and fear that become a compulsion to keep going. As you race into my office, finishing up a last call, you sink into the chair with a sigh as you apologize for being late. You are living the American dream. There is not much left in our culture that values or models restraint or limits, and you know an apology will do the trick.

			I live and work in Silicon Valley, the heart of technology innovation and revolution over the last thirty years. I have felt the pace of my world increase dramatically in the last fifteen years, with pressures all around me to do more, go faster, and think smarter in every aspect of my life. I’ve felt it in my work, as more people call in crisis, out of control with alcohol or other drugs, hooked on prescription meds to wake up and go to sleep so they can maintain their fast pace, or frantic about an adolescent child who has shut down emotionally, turned to marijuana and all-night marathons of video games to cope with the constant pressure to keep up, to achieve, to push the limits.

			I’ve felt it in my neighborhood with massive construction and denser traffic, with drivers gunning their engines on this residential street as if to show themselves and others that they are already behind and working hard to catch up. I’ve felt it in the local middle school, where for the past twenty-one years I’ve given an annual lecture to eighth graders. Early on I had a quiet hour to teach these kids about addiction, to engage with them in thinking about what addiction is and how widespread and rampant it is. I would ask them, “What is a craving?” Hands went up and voices shouted: “You’ve gotta have it; you need it.” Does craving hurt? Is it painful? “Yeees!” What do you need? “Chocolate! Cheetos! Video games!” What is addiction? “You can’t stop! You do it, you take it, and you have to have more.” These kids already knew addiction. Today they holler out, “Music! Texting! Facebook!” and a new generation of video games. Chocolate is still on the list.

			A few years ago my time was shortened to fifty minutes, which last year became forty minutes. There was no time to engage the kids. No time to go back and forth to hear them talk about craving, about an uncle who is an alcoholic, an older brother who found Oxycontin in the high school parking lot, and their parents who don’t have time to sit down for a family dinner anymore. At the end of a rushed forty minutes, I felt my own failure. What did we just do together? We went through the motions. I started grasping for words when I realized halfway through that I couldn’t cover it all and that many of these kids were waiting for the bell to ring so they could check their phones.

			I said what I could about the fast pace of technology and Internet addiction in that short time window. Afterward, Keeshawn, a young man of thirteen, approached to tell me he was out of control. “I am that kid you described, the one who is up all night on the computer. My parents are screaming at me to stop, but I can’t. My mind tells me to turn it off, but I can’t. I have to play another round. People tell me I’m choosing to do this, but I’m not choosing. I don’t have a choice. I can’t get up for school, can’t concentrate at all, and I can’t wait to get back online. Please help me.” Unfortunately Keeshawn’s problem is not unique; I have heard this often. I told him that I understood and offered school names and community resources where he could find some assistance. I wished I’d had time to talk with him longer and to facilitate a link back to his school adviser. But it was rush, rush, out the door as we were told to vacate the room. My time was over. Yet another failure as a result of our constant rush.

			I have encountered this pulsing sense of urgency—the craving and the need to be in action—in patients who talk about how hard it is to be in recovery from a chemical addiction and feel the unyielding pressures of the workplace. As recovering alcoholics and addicts, they know they have limits. But they live in a world that denies this same truth. The normie of today denies the need for limits. Just like Maria, Dave, and Keeshawn, we all do have limits.

			Living in Silicon Valley, I was in the bubble of the tech world at the beginning. Everything in the nineties and the first part of 2000 was going up. Everything was growing, expanding, and moving faster. There were no limits. But this was not a problem! This was success! Anything and everything was now possible. This was the start of something big, and you didn’t want to be left behind. The sound of a ringing cell phone in a quiet restaurant was jarring and new, but it was also a sure sign of status: you were on to a major deal and you needed to take this call. That mentality soon became normal. Your need became everyone else’s need to wait for you. The sound of a ring became a buzz in your pocket, but you had to answer then and now. There was electricity in the air, a contagious pressure to go, go, go. Anya described it: “I only have one speed. It’s go. I am always on. Even in my quietest times and most intimate moments with others, my mind is racing ahead to what I’ll say and what I’ll do when I can check my screen. I can’t listen. Listening feels like failure.”

			Because I lived at the starting gate, I was ahead of the rest of the country in experiencing this boom and no doubt had an earlier view of the culture’s loss of control. Being an addiction specialist, I recognized the signs of a problem, and this made me a killjoy in many circles. Why would I want to burst this wild high? Why would I question the wisdom of such a pressured pace and lifestyle?

			I worried about my daughter growing up in such an intense atmosphere, where “stressed out” was becoming part of normal teenage jargon. I began to think that the culture was addicted, that people were out of control in their drive to succeed.

			One day while picking up the newspaper in my driveway I caught a moment with my high-tech neighbor, who usually left home before dawn and returned after dark. He said he loved the high of chasing invention and stock options and he loved his daily dose of adrenaline (sounds just like the heroin addict who feels the needle and then the sigh of relief). “It’s a never-ending race,” he said and then sighed. “But I’m running out of steam. I can’t keep it up.”

			One day not long after, this thoughtful man left his job to figure out what he could do that wouldn’t keep him in such an out-of-control frenzy and potentially ruin his life. At first he felt like a loser who would never be on the cutting-edge again, never welcome in the high-stakes locker room. Then he saw that he had almost lost everything—his marriage, his kids, his time for sports and reading fiction instead of just business books. He had lost his sense of downtime. Like Anya, Michael had just one speed. He had almost lost it all, because he believed he had no choice. He had to keep going even when this pace was robbing him of all that he loved. He has since rejoined the tech world but with a deep understanding of his human limits and the importance of slowing down.

			Michael made the tough decision to set his own limits, even if it would cost him professionally. He sets his alarm for 5:30 a.m. instead of 4:00 a.m. He set another alarm to leave the office at 6:00 p.m. for a sit-down family dinner with all phones turned off. At first he experienced physical withdrawal and a sense of loss. But he accepted his limits, got off the treadmill, and weathered months of fear. It was during that time that he deeply understood his need for limits. “When I am slow and reflective, thinking about myself, who I am and where I am, I see that I need more than one speed. It’s a whole different way of thinking about success. I need slow in order to think, in order to protect my judgment. I lost the capacity to think and as a result totally lost my judgment. I made reckless decisions and did stupid things on impulse.” Today he looks back, just like an alcoholic in recovery who hasn’t had a drink for years looks back, to marvel at how he could have lost his way, believing he had no choice and that speeding through life was the high he really wanted.

			Is Michael happy? “Well, yes and no,” he said with a chuckle. “I know where I’d be if I hadn’t slowed down and stopped being such a crazed person on a mission to attain higher status and wild success. I am happy and grateful that I have my family, that we are happy and loving together, and that I took the risk to slow down. But I have to say I sometimes feel a twinge of pain, of regret at what I’m missing, even though I know I don’t want it and it’s not even fun when you’re so out of control and going so fast. Maybe it’s nostalgia for the high of believing you never have to stop, just like an addict with the excitement and relief of a binge ahead. I’m happy now in a quieter and slower way. Would I go back? No. It was going to take me out.”

			This world of out-of-control, high-speed living is not only about technology, though that’s what started the race. The advent of technology gave people the ability to go faster and to be always on, fueled by the belief that going faster was the path to success. The behaviors of constant, impulsive action, the belief that this is progress, and the feelings of intense pressure and frenzy have spilled over into all aspects of life. People are out of control in their drinking, their use of prescription medicines, their eating, their spending, and their use of all forms of technology. They are out of control internally with the constant buzz of one speed—on—as they “power” their way through life, unable to listen to others or emotionally connect, while they revel in the number of people they are “connected to” on their social media sites. The loss of control to speed has become a way of life.

			Lest you think I’m proclaiming technology and the rapid advancement of technological capabilities evil forces to be slain and buried, let me assure you it’s not so. It is not technology itself, but rather the loss of perspective about speed that is the problem. It’s the absence of limits to anything that has become the problem.

			Technology has many plusses. It is a leveler that may be the biggest equalizer and assimilator yet known in American culture. You have a cell phone—possibly even an iPhone—no matter how much you make, where you live, or what language you speak. But on the flip side, addiction has always been equal opportunity. An addiction to speed isn’t limited to the middle and upper classes. It’s now a philosophy of success in anything, for any class, any gender, or any ethnic identity. Young or old, rich or poor, black or white, gay or straight, you have to go fast and you have to keep going.

			Despite my assurances that I am not against technology, you may be skeptical. I am accenting the problem of speed as a direct consequence of technology and the pace of rapid invention and competitive drive in a society with a long, proud history of rejecting limits.

			The problem is not technology itself. I use these wondrous machines. I am not out on the stump preaching against the evils of Facebook and Twitter like Carry Nation and the prohibitionists railed against the evils of drink many years ago. I’m a happy oldie who grudgingly put down my yellow pad and pencil to write on my computer, and I have never looked back. I will go along with technology and I’m very grateful for all the lives now saved thanks to medical advances. If I’m ill, I want the latest and the best. So my struggle is not all or none. I don’t want to do away with anything and I don’t want to take away anybody’s gadgets. I don’t want to stop people from pursuing their investments and their opportunities as I pursue mine. But I do want to ask if we can slow things down without giving up progress.

			I want to recognize that American society is now dominated by a deep conflict of interest: our culture demands speed from its members, and it results in loss of control. The drive for success through greater and greater speed becomes a chronic failure. I want to identify how so many of us have become addicted to speed, how this is encouraged and reinforced by our culture, and how seeing speed through the lens of addiction can help people reclaim their lives.

			TWENTY QUESTIONS

			How do you know if you’re hooked? Many years ago, in the 1930s, Dr. Robert Seliger developed a simple questionnaire to help people determine if they were drinking too much. Known forever since as the Twenty Questions, these descriptions were long attributed to Johns Hopkins University and, inaccurately, to Alcoholics Anonymous. Then and now, individuals have been asking themselves these questions and finding the answer to the question: am I an alcoholic?

			I have adapted the idea to the issue of speed as a cultural loss of control. Just like countless hundreds of thousands of people worldwide have looked at their use of alcohol, you can now ask: am I hooked on fast? As you read the list of behaviors, feelings, and ways of thinking that constitute the warning signs of an addiction to a speeded-up pace of life, see if anything fits for you. As I read this list in a lecture or even describe these signs in a social conversation, people often laugh with immediate recognition. Once you name it there it is. I do that! I think that! Oh yes, that’s my feeling. Doesn’t everybody? You mean it’s not necessary? Not good for me? OMG! say Maria, Dave, and Michael.

			Some of these questions may seem unclear or unrealistic. Some will be difficult to grasp at first. “Sure,” you say, as you check numbers one, two, three, four, and on and on, “of course I have limits, but that’s not how we live and operate in the world today. You have to get on board or you can’t compete.” But stop for a moment and really think about these questions. See if you can say yes to some of them, recognize that speed is a problem, and then begin to make small changes. As you read through the book, return to this list and see what else fits. Though it may be scary to really see that you don’t have all the power you think you do, it will be a great relief over time. And as the world catches up to the recognition that everything is out of control, you will have faced that reality and taken steps to slow down.

			So try it on. If just a few of these questions fit for you, read more. You will learn how society has fostered a wild, fast, speedy life as normal, and you will see if and how you are caught in this frenzied world of behavior, feelings, and beliefs.

			Keep reading and you’ll learn what is necessary to slow down and get unhooked from speed, and you’ll learn how to do it.

			Twenty Questions: Are You Hooked on Fast?

			YOUR BEHAVIOR:

			 1. Do you want to slow down, but you cannot? Have you lost control?

			 2. Do you keep adding activities without taking any away?

			 3. Do you work longer and longer hours, but don’t ever finish?

			 4. Do you treat other problems: sleep, anxiety, depression?

			 5. Do you act first and think later?

			 6. Do you check your email and reach for your phone first thing and last?

			YOUR FEELINGS:

			 7. Do you feel internal pressure to live fast and act fast, which becomes a craving to “connect” more rapidly?

			 8. Do you feel empty if you are not in constant action?

			 9. Do you feel nervous without your tech gear in hand or pocket?

			 10. Do you feel the beep of your phone as a comfort that gives you a shot of adrenaline?

			 11. Do you feel you belong when you are rushing, stressed, and in action?

			YOUR BELIEFS:

			 12. Do you believe you have no limits and you are entitled to live without limits?

			 13. Do you believe you should think, feel, react, and behave instantly?

			 14. Do you believe you will fall behind if you slow down?

			 15. Do you believe success equals fast and faster, and slowing down is failing?

			 16. Do you believe you should only feel good, only feel high; other feelings are a sign of failure?

			 17. Do you believe stress is the price of success and chaos is normal?

			 18. Do you believe that the “new intimacy” is through technology; less time for off-line relationships is the price of success?

			 19. Do you believe instant action is a virtue and you can overcome anything with enough willpower?

			 20. Do you believe all change must be big to count?

		

	
		
			1

			A Chance Encounter

			In the spring of 2004 I was returning to my home in California. The plane touched down, and a fellow passenger and I began to talk. He was an engineer in the technology business, traveling at least 60 percent of the time. I had been in Minneapolis to promote a new book and teach.

			“About what?” he asked, hitting the next right note in a ritual limited-space-of-time exchange.

			“Addiction is my field.”

			“I’ve just stopped smoking—two weeks without,” he said instantly.

			“Good for you,” I said. “That’s a difficult withdrawal.”

			“What do you do with addiction?” he asked.

			“I work with all addictions, every aspect of loss of control,” I told him. Knowing he was in tech, I added that as an observer of the culture of Silicon Valley over the last decade, I witnessed a growing loss of control in his industry as well.

			He smiled, an immediate signal of recognition. “That’s it. That’s me! Out of control. I run around, one call after another, one trip to the next. I can’t stop. And I never get the feeling that I’ve completed a job, even if I’ve made a sale. It’s always on to the next one. It’s a feeling of racing against the tide with the undertow ready to swallow me up. I have to keep going, but it gets harder and harder.”

			He kept on talking, his speech getting faster. “It is like an addiction! Look at smoking. I got so I couldn’t put one cigarette out without lighting up another. I’d be jumpy and shaking from all the nicotine, but I couldn’t sit still; couldn’t keep myself from reaching for the pack, holding that next cigarette even while I knew it wouldn’t do the trick. Nothing does the trick. I’m just a racing engine. I always feel like I need to go faster, but I can’t go faster. I’ve reached my limits in everything I do.”

			As often happens on an airplane, this man spilled the beans in an instant. He had been jittery during the flight and seemed ripe to tell someone how much he was hurting. I felt such compassion for him and smiled in understanding.

			“I knew one day a few weeks ago that I couldn’t keep smoking,” he continued. “I’ve been coughing more and having trouble breathing. What am I doing? I asked myself. So one morning I didn’t light up.” He took a deep breath. “It’s been fifteen days and I’m doing . . . okay. It was time.” I nodded a sign of rueful agreement. If we’re lucky, we get to the point when we know it’s time.

			The pilot advised us that we had set a new record for speed, arriving a half hour early at the airport. Ironically, that achievement left us sitting on the tarmac waiting for a gate. I told my new friend more about me and what I’d observed in the last few years.	

			***

			Silicon Valley grew from a collection of former orchards on the San Francisco Peninsula and is now the nerve center of the high-tech world. It is the place where chips are made, software code is developed, and money is raised and distributed to thousands of energetic, smart people who believe they have world-changing ideas. It is an exciting place to live, but also, in my view, a perilous one.

			In the course of the last fifteen years I watched an entire region lose itself in a world of speed. Both individuals and entire companies became obsessed with capturing and controlling cyberspace, the “new frontier of unlimited possibility.” It was the unlimited aspect of the tech world that offered the lure to the explorer, the risk-taking entrepreneur and the gambler alike. For those wrapped up in the pursuit of these frontiers, Silicon Valley produced a new kind of high. People got hooked on speed!

			A new business culture was born that paired investors with inventors, who together gambled on an eventual IPO that would bring them millions. The lore of a couple of geeks tinkering in a small garage became the blueprint for the path to success, a fantasy come true that anyone could emulate. This idea, and the thousands of small start-ups that followed this path, spread like a prairie fire, changing an entire county and much of the San Francisco Bay area into Silicon Valley.

			Speed is the race, the drive to get there first. Speed is tied to the magic of instant success. Speed is instant discovery that promises billions in stock options and propels you to a Nobel Prize. It was, and is, all about fast—the fastest search engine, the fastest connection, the fastest way to get and spread information—and the high this race produced.

			Twenty years ago this high led to a full-blown experience of addiction for many involved. The addiction was the unstoppable pursuit of fast and faster and the behaviors, beliefs, and emotions that fueled it and reinforced it.

			This high-on-speed addiction spread through and beyond companies, crept over city boundaries, filled up the business and cultural space of an entire county, became a regional virus. Ours became a society captivated by its belief in the absence of limits, by grandiosity about the human potential to control what can’t be controlled. The pursuit of technological discovery became a drive to conquer the new, unknown, uncharted territory of cyberspace. The lure of progress, success, money, and fame created a wave of contagion. You needed to get on board: don’t wait, don’t stop. Just like the alcoholic. Just like the “addictive mind.”

			The culture of the late nineties was a gold rush mentality of greedy frenzy. People were certain they risked failure if they took time to eat dinner with their families, go for a leisurely Saturday bike ride, or read a book just for fun. They were utterly focused on constant progress. People in the nineties worshipped the god of speed—anything worth doing was worth doing fast.	

			***

			My seatmate stared at me, nodding in recognition as I described the tech culture of the 1990s. The upshot of what began as an exciting, profitable, even fun ride crept up on this community, just as an addiction can creep up on an alcoholic family. No one anticipated that this crazy push for speed—speed of the technology itself, and speed to discovery—would also be the root of personal disasters, of uncontrollable compulsivity, of endless pursuit culminating in an ultimate depression and despair.

			From 1998 until about 2001, the “high” was so pervasive, so gravity defying, it was blasphemy to suggest we were due for a correction. Tiny companies with no revenue or profit would go public, and their stocks would instantly double or triple or go even higher. Venture capitalists were prowling the hallways of Stanford and other engineering schools, trying to lure young students to drop out and start their own companies by waving millions of dollars in start-up money at them. Doctors and lawyers who saw themselves as successful, well-off people were horrified to see twenty-something computer programmers snapping up perfectly lovely homes and scraping them to the ground to build bigger, better mansions with theaters and gyms and other money-is-no-object amenities.

			When the correction came, it was overwhelming. Tech stocks collapsed, thousands of companies shut down, millionaires became penniless. I watched with sadness and silent recognition. I knew this had to happen because I’d seen it so often with people who believed they could drink all they wanted and never have to stop. I hoped the crash would give people insight, just like alcoholics who finally see that they have lost control. I hoped people would recognize what happened, how an entire culture became out-of-control. But shortly on the heels of the March 2000 crash, Google came along, and with its success came a whole new wave of minting money. Soon houses were selling for over their asking price, people were becoming overnight millionaires again, and a cultural wave of competitive bidding was set in motion.

			In my therapy practice, people kept saying to me: “I can’t keep up, and I can’t stop. I can’t work any longer, run any faster, or multitask one more thing, but I can’t stop trying to do more. I feel like I’m failing all the time. I’m out of control. I know I need to slow down, but I’m frightened I’ll lose everything.”

			Sometimes I was able to help these people see that the only road to relief from this addiction was to acknowledge their loss of control. When they recognized that they couldn’t go any faster but they also couldn’t stop trying to go faster, many could miraculously begin to slow down. Then and only then could they begin to change. But, I told my airplane friend, they have to really see it, like you did when you decided not to pick up your next cigarette.

			We’d been stopped on the runway for a while, but now a gate was open. People sat still—they had to sit still—though many fidgeted with cell phones, ready to leap up when the Fasten Seatbelt light went off. And now, as we taxied to the gate, my new friend looked sad.

			“That’s me,” he said quietly. He told me that he’d lost his wife and two children because he couldn’t stop. He was gone all the time, and could focus on nothing but his tech world. He lost it all, or all that was most important to him.

			Nice to chat, we both agreed as the engines quieted and people rose from their seats to stand . . . and wait. The plane unloaded in its own time, each person retrieving luggage, proceeding row by row out the door. The line doesn’t move any faster than the next person. As I stood up and moved into the aisle, my seatmate and I exchanged sad smiles.	

			***

			Who was this man, my airplane friend? Why is his story so touching, so sad, and so important to all of us living in American culture today? Here was a man who lost control of his life; he had a loving family, a wife, and two kids, a good job in high tech, and a good salary. Yet his life was falling apart. He couldn’t limit his work hours, so his time at the office grew from nine hours a day to thirteen, then fourteen, and then he stayed the night. He lived in airports and socialized on airplanes, sharing his story with a seatmate like me. By the time he told me that he’d just stopped smoking and lost his wife and kids, he had fifteen years of out-of-control living behind him—trying to be successful, to have it all and to keep going. He lost it all, except his job, and that was no longer fulfilling or even exciting. Here was a sad man, a lonely man, wondering what had happened to his American dream. He had succumbed to speed.

			This man went down on the wheel of the rat’s cage, trying to pedal as fast as he could until he couldn’t pedal anymore. His story is not unusual. He’s a man who believed that constant stress—feeling chronically burdened and chronically unable to catch up—was normal. He believed that he had no choice, that he should be in control, so feeling the stress was his failure. He had to keep trying, even though his losses told him something was terribly wrong.

			This is addiction: you need more and more of the same substance or activity even though you never feel full or finished, but you cannot stop. Addiction is a process with a slow or sudden start and then a growth curve that becomes self-perpetuating

			WHAT IS ADDICTION?
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