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    The darkness, the loop of negative thoughts on repeat, clamors and interferes with the music I hear in my head.


    —Lady Gaga

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    The Threat That’s Hiding in Plain Sight



    It was, potentially, the end of the world as we knew it. For thirteen days, the world held its collective breath as two superpowers stood on the brink of nuclear war. One could argue that the world was suspended in a deathly limbo due to nothing more than unreturned messages, or more accurately, the precursor to our modern text messages: wire telegrams.


    It all began on October 14, 1962, when a U.S. U-2 spy plane flew over the Cuban countryside and discovered that Cuba, the U.S.’s neighbor to the south, indeed had Soviet long-range nuclear weapons, powerful enough to reach Mexico City, Seattle, L.A., and New York City, and enough in quantity to hit every major U.S. city in between as well.


    The threat to all of humanity was hiding in plain sight.


    Back in Washington, D.C., President John F. Kennedy assembled a team of advisors, called ExComm. For several days they discussed their options. If war commenced between two nuclear powers—Soviet-backed Cuba and the U.S.—it wouldn’t just mean millions of U.S. and Cuban citizens’ lives lost: it could mean the end of human existence on planet Earth. The stakes weren’t just high, they were permanent. The fate of humanity rested in two mighty, yet headstrong leaders’ ability to communicate: the President of the United States and the Chairman of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev.


    October 22, after several days of weighing his options and discussing them with the ExComm team, Kennedy finally called on U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union, Foy Kohler, to deliver a message via encrypted telegram to Khrushchev, asking him to remove the missiles. He added, “I have not assumed that you or any other sane man would, in this nuclear age, deliberately plunge the world into war which it is crystal clear no country could win and which could only result in catastrophic consequences to the whole world, including the aggressor.”1


    For hours, Kennedy waited. And waited. And then waited some more. Meanwhile, the ExComm scrambled trying to figure out what to do and ran through all the worst-case scenarios. The worst, of course, being the complete annihilation of humanity.


    Can you imagine what Kennedy was thinking as he waited for Khrushchev to reply? Does the lag in time mean that the Soviets are preparing for an all-out assault? What about my wife, Caroline, and Jack? Do I need to get them out of Washington, D.C.? What if they strike here first? What about all the U.S. citizens? What happens if I wait? Could he be preparing a launch at this moment?


    Of course, we can only imagine what was going on in Kennedy’s mind during this wait time. And because he had no idea what Khrushchev was thinking, he had to anticipate his next move, make assumptions about the man’s thinking and motives, and, like most of us waiting for a message to be returned, try to quash his anxiety so he could think clearly and strategize. Will Khrushchev preemptively strike? Will he see the quarantine that Kennedy and ExComm have instituted as an act of war? What should the U.S. do? Should the U.S. strike first? Does Khrushchev think I am weak? That I don’t have it in me to take him down?


    On October 23, a full day after Kennedy has sent the encrypted telegram, Khrushchev writes back to the president and rebuffs Kennedy’s demands to remove the missiles, arguing they are “intended solely for defensive purposes.”2 On the same day, Kennedy writes back, in what can only feel like, in today’s lingo, “a text battle” for the ages. Kennedy risks everything—all of humanity’s lives, in fact—with a literal puerile “you started it” argument, bluntly reminding Khrushchev he “started the crisis by secretly sending missiles to Cuba.”3 Things escalate quickly from there. Can you imagine what Khrushchev is thinking? Who does this guy think he is? Sending me a message like that?


    For twenty-four hours, Kennedy doesn’t hear a thing. He can only imagine and begin to think of worst-case scenarios—that Khrushchev is obviously using this time to plan an offensive attack. Kennedy’s team reacts. U.S. ambassador Adlai Stevenson explains the matter to the U.N. Security Council and dispatches U.S. ships to the Caribbean. At the same time, Soviet submarines move toward it as well. While the gap in communication grows, war vessels proceed toward each other, closing a gap of their own.


    Finally, on October 24, Khrushchev sends yet another indignant message to Kennedy, stating “You’re no longer appealing to reason, but wish to intimidate us.”4


    Things escalate quickly from here. The U.S. raises for the first time ever its nuclear war alert to the highest level—DEFCON 2. This is just one step below DEFCON 1, which means the nuclear threat is immediately imminent. U.S. nuclear-armed missiles are placed on alert. All it would take is one misunderstanding, one misinterpreted or ambiguous message, one false assumption, and a full-blown nuclear exchange would likely ensue. Participants close to the president and part of the ExComm team believe they’ll never see their loved ones again and begin to make arrangements.


    On October 26, Premier Fidel Castro also writes to Khrushchev. Instead of asking him to stand down, he begs his ally to launch a nuclear strike and attack the U.S. Khrushchev is waiting now to see what the U.S. will do. Will they launch missiles from nearby Turkey and take out Moscow in retaliation? What about his own people? He can’t abide being shown up by the young president in the U.S. He must show the world who is boss. One of them is going to act, Khrushchev thinks, so why not be the first to do so? After all, Khrushchev has no idea what Kennedy is thinking. The delays in communication only add to the assumptions.


    Then on October 27, another U.S. U-2 spy plane, piloted by Major Rudolf Anderson, flies over Cuba and is immediately shot down. Major Anderson is killed. Nuclear attack is now most certainly imminent. The perception is that Soviet-Cuba forces fired the first shot, and the U.S. can go ahead and strike back at will.


    The world watches. It can do nothing but wait. And, of course, fear the worst.


    Obviously, writing the equivalent of heated text messages between two foreign powers is not proving to be the best way to avoid nuclear annihilation. That same evening, Kennedy decides he’s had enough with the delayed responses and electronic messages. It’s time to have a good old-fashioned face-to-face meeting. He sends his brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, to meet with the Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. In what is now a declassified telegram, Dobrynin recounted his face-to-face meeting with Robert Kennedy, and explained to Khrushchev, in plain and clear language, that the U.S. did not want to fire in response, quoting Kennedy, who said “a chain reaction will quickly start that will be very hard to stop…a real war will begin, in which millions of Americans and Russians will die. We want to avoid that any way we can, I’m sure that the government of the USSR has the same wish.”5 The ambassador also relays to Khrushchev that during the course of their discussion, Kennedy admits that his brother, the president, is willing to negotiate removing missiles in Turkey in exchange for the Soviet removal of their missiles in Cuba if it means avoiding nuclear catastrophe. This of course is all “Top Secret,” and Kennedy doesn’t want the information leaked because it would affect the U.S.’s standing with NATO. By the end of Dobrynin’s telegram to Khrushchev, he explains that the U.S. has no intention of starting a nuclear war with the Soviets.


    The face-to-face meeting between the attorney general and the Soviet ambassador and the subsequent communication between the ambassador and Khrushchev ultimately led to Khrushchev conceding and agreeing publicly to the removal of missiles—and of course, the avoiding of a nuclear holocaust. Thus, the private meeting made it possible for negotiation and the revelation of top-secret intel that couldn’t be shared otherwise.


    As soon as Khrushchev announced publicly that they are removing the missiles, Kennedy—and the world—exhaled.


    A year later, Kennedy and Khrushchev do something incredible, truly telling of what was the crux of the crisis that almost annihilated human existence: communication.


    On August 30, 1963, both Kennedy and Khrushchev have special phones installed in their offices, which served as a direct phone line between the White House and the Kremlin in Moscow. The “hotline” was intended to facilitate convenient communication between the two countries. In the wake of what is now known as the Cuban Missile Crisis, both Kennedy and Khrushchev realized “that the highly tense diplomatic exchange that followed was plagued by delays caused by slow and tedious communication systems.”6 Although Kennedy and Khrushchev were able to resolve the crisis without incident, they nevertheless underestimated what they called “fears” of future Dyscommunication, so they installed an improved communications system, which would allow for swift responses and remove any risk of either country jumping to inaccurate conclusions or, as the White House-issued statement said, “help reduce the risk of war occurring by accident or miscalculation.”7


    Imagine setting off World War III by accident? Because you catastrophized and preemptively acted while waiting for a delayed or unreturned message? Granted, in the case of Khrushchev and Kennedy, their “worst-case” scenario thinking was indeed the definitive worst case. They weren’t being melodramatic when they were saying the fate of humanity was in their hands. But it is, nevertheless, the most profound example of how devastating delayed communications can be while thinking the worst about message senders and recipients.


    Thankfully, neither man acted out his worst impulses. Together they used this dangerous crisis as an opportunity to improve communication. Now instead of relying on telegrammed letters that had to travel overseas, this “new technology” meant American and Soviet leaders could simply pick up the phone and be instantly connected twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. No one would be waiting, wondering, catastrophizing, agonizing, or acting preemptively and making matters worse. And, for that matter, blowing up the world.


    Ironically, the one thing that was considered lifesaving and crucial to solving the crisis—face-to-face and/or direct communication—has gone the way of the Soviet Union itself and is virtually obsolete now. In our current day and age, we have drastically reduced not only face-to-face meetings but telephone calls as well. Instead, we rely primarily on text and email communications, and to our own peril. This shift from face-to-face or real-time communications via the telephone has resulted in a paradigm shift. In other words, the construct of the way we communicate has created a crisis hiding in plain sight. Just like the Cuban missiles and their threat to humanity went undetected until the U-2 spy planes spotted them, we have been unaware what a serious threat to our humanity this crisis in communication means for all of us—until now.


    Though most of us who don’t return a phone call or find ourselves waiting for a return don’t have the fate of the world hanging in our hands, it often feels like it does in the moment. So many of us have found ourselves in similar situations as Kennedy was during those crucial seven days of the thirteen-day ordeal, waiting for a response and left to wonder what the other guy is thinking, or worse, what they are about to do. Left in the dark with our own thoughts, we can spin out, think the worst, grow agitated, become fearful, believe the lack of response has something to do with us, and then act in ways we may regret later.


    What seemed like an easy answer to resolving this communication problem—installing phones in order to reply right away—even as late as the sixties, isn’t so easy now. Remarkably, with more ways to communicate than ever, we humans have found more ways to misinterpret each other and jump to conclusions. We now have texts, emails, DMs—hundreds of them—coming at us each day. It is easy to forget to respond to someone or leave them hanging. It’s also incredibly common to feel like the world is coming to an end when someone hasn’t texted or emailed us back.


    A Crisis of Our Own: Why Dyscommunication Isn’t Just a Misunderstanding


    The crisis we are facing is caused by delayed and ambiguous communication. However, the series of responses to the crisis, such as taking it personally, jumping to worst-case scenarios, catastrophizing, and possibly doing something we regret, are what I refer to as the Dyscommunication Syndrome. The Dycommunication Syndrome goes beyond misunderstanding into the realm of dysfunction—hence the term Dyscommunication.


    And I call it a syndrome, not because it is classified as a diagnosable psychiatric medical condition one can look up in the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM, but because like all medical syndromes, Dyscommunication Syndrome presents itself as a set of symptoms correlated with each other and associated with one particular occurrence. In fact, the word syndrome derives from a Greek word meaning concurrence. Everyone who experiences it experiences a concurrence of symptoms in a similar way. So for the purposes of this book, instead of repeatedly listing the concurrence of symptoms (which I classify into seven parts: anxiety and agitation, taking it personally, resentment and distrust, catastrophizing, thinking about (or even doing) something you’ll regret, an inability to talk yourself down, and feeling ashamed), I’ll refer to them collectively as Dyscommunication Syndrome or DCS. It’s time we give this pervasive genre of angst a name so that we can learn how to avoid it.


    So why call it Dyscommunication Syndrome? It was common for centuries in the medical community to name syndromes after scientists and physicians who discovered or made the connection between the syndromes, for example Wolf-Hirschhorn or Anderson Disorders were named after their founders, or the first people to describe them. However, I don’t particularly want the name of a syndrome linked to anxiety and catastrophizing to be named the Sam George Syndrome. (However, if there is a syndrome or a gene linked to happiness and positivity, I’ll gladly take it!) In the meantime, I’ll stick with the more modern approach, which is to name conditions descriptively by the symptoms or underlying causes.


    But then why not name the condition Miscommunication Syndrome? Simply put, miscommunication is when a message that has been sent is misunderstood. Dyscommunication is when a message is neither understood nor misunderstood because the message is unreturned, delayed, or answered ambiguously. We are left in limbo, and our minds start churning to fill in the blanks and close the broken loop. As in the case of the Cuban Missile Crisis—it wasn’t what was being said that was the cause of the crisis, it was the delay. The gap in between the communication became fertile ground for the leaders’ minds to begin to make assumptions, take things personally, act irrationally, and even act in a way that they would ultimately regret.


    To clarify: Dyscommunication is a break in the feedback loop of communication. Unlike communication in person or by phone, there is no immediate feedback loop. With digital communication, there is a gap between a message and its response. And this gap occurs when the way we communicate is via digital means—specifically text messages and emails. But of course, there are many, many digital means these days as well, but for the purposes of this book, I’ll focus on texts and emails.


    Today’s Crisis Hiding in Plain Sight


    On a Tuesday morning at 6:45, the alarm on Mary’s smartphone chimes. She groggily reaches over to turn the alarm off and can’t help but check her email. While she’s reading the chain of emails from her boss, each containing a separate question about a project that’s due on Friday, Mary gets the first text of the day—the neighbor’s child needs to go to urgent care, could she send her daughter over to Mary’s before school this morning? In her haze, Mary responds “sure” and starts answering the boss’s questions, one by one. By the time she’s finished, she’s already running behind. So, she rouses the kids and hops in the shower, which is why she missed the text from her neighbor that says, “Sending her over! Text when she gets there?”


    Mary doesn’t hear the doorbell ring when her neighbor’s daughter arrives—she’d forgotten all about that text exchange—and the girl has to wait on the porch for fifteen minutes while Mary dries off and gets dressed (the kids are slow to rise and her husband’s already left for work). When she grabs her phone to walk downstairs, she sees the text she missed from her neighbor, as well as the multiple “Everything OK? She should be there” texts that followed. She lets the girl in, hollers up at the kids to get dressed, and texts her neighbor back. She’s already received five texts and answered five emails before she’s even had a cup of coffee. And that’s just the beginning of the communications Mary will send and receive that day.


    According to technology consulting firm Radicati, the average American sends and receives 72 texts and receives 126 emails per day. Aside from sheer quantity, every one of those interactions brings with it an invitation for Dyscommunication. Your call doesn’t get returned. The email doesn’t really answer your question, making you fear you’ve been misconstrued. The text is riddled with so many misspellings or bad guesses by the autocorrect feature that you aren’t quite sure what it means. You are left to fill in the blanks on your own, and the stories you concoct about why your boss isn’t writing you back, or why your friend texted you gobbledygook, or why your child’s teacher didn’t answer your question aren’t pretty…maybe they are mad at you? Maybe you did something wrong that you didn’t realize you did? Or maybe they have been killed in a tragic accident? It doesn’t take long for our minds to start envisioning worst-case scenarios.


    Why We Do This


    Why do we do this to ourselves? Why do we keep returning to the same pattern of negative thoughts again and again? Why do we go immediately to the worst-case scenario? Why do we exacerbate drama, sometimes to the point of losing productivity and sleep? And why do we beat ourselves up when we discover that the reason our message went unreturned had nothing to do with us (because it very, very rarely has anything to do with us)?


    It’s straightforward: The human mind seeks closure. Our brain hates open loops, or what I call broken loops. After all, the brain is essentially a highly evolved pattern recognition machine, and an open loop is an incomplete pattern, hence a broken loop. In Ray Kurzweil’s groundbreaking book, How to Create a Mind: The Secret of Human Thought Revealed, he takes apart the human brain and explains in rich detail how our brains are similar to machines (computers) that store information in patterns through a process he calls sequential ordering. This, he argues, allows for extraordinary progressions to take place. We need not remember an entire sequence for our mind to recall or retrieve information. All we need is a small hint. Have you ever smelled garlic roasting in an oven and suddenly been transported back to your grandmother’s kitchen when you were five years old? Or have you ever listened to a song on the radio and immediately began thinking of an ex, and then have perfect recall of an outfit they were wearing or where you were both headed when you heard the song together? You may also begin to feel associated emotions related to that person, your breakup, or even grieving the loss of the relationship as well. You may even begin to wonder where they are, what they are doing, and if they think of you. Once your mind opens the floodgates, it will be hard to stop thinking the thoughts, and soon emotions will follow.


    According to Kurzweil, our brains get tipped off and begin filling the blanks quite quickly; this is all thanks to our modern sapient part of the brain, the neocortex, which I’ll refer to as the advanced mind or thinking brain throughout the course of this book. While our instinctive brain, or what is commonly referred to as our reptilian (old) brain, relies on the amygdala to interpret sensations (such as touching something hot and knowing instinctively to remove your hand), it’s the neocortex, or advanced mind, that processes the information in a meaningful way. The sensory information from the amygdala is fed back to the neocortex where the spindle cells do their magic and remember, or store, the pattern, helping to create a strong emotional response to help you remember not to do that again. In fact, all our strong responses—love, anger, despair, joy, desire—are stored in this way. Have you ever had someone cut you off in traffic and cause you to nearly crash? Have you felt the rage rise in your body and find yourself shouting at the offender? Then months later, a car nearly swerves in your lane but backs out at the last minute. Nevertheless, though you realize you were in no real danger, your mind immediately goes to white hot rage all over again. That’s pattern recognition. Your mind completed the story that you were in danger, and your body and emotions responded in kind. Have you ever not heard back from someone and immediately responded in anger or anxiety? This too is your brain going into overdrive after a triggering event. Usually, it can’t stop until there seems to be a sense of closure. What is the best way to get closure? For most of us it’s to complete the story with a worst-case scenario verdict. There is nothing more final or complete than saying something like “my friend hates me and is never going to talk to me again,” or “my daughter is probably dead in a ditch somewhere because she hasn’t texted me back in over an hour,” or “of course the world is going to end from a nuclear holocaust.” Our brains hate broken loops or open-ended thinking. Best to just end it, even if the “end” is indeed as final an ending as there is—like complete abandonment or death.


    So why the worst-case scenario? Because our brain will go to great lengths to fill in the blanks of any communication that isn’t resolved, and the result is a lot of emotional upset. Why? Because we are basically wired to look for closure. Invariably, we will create drama where there is none simply to satisfy our brain’s need to complete a pattern.


    The Two Main Factors Contributing to Our Collective Crazy


    Like in the Cuban Missile Crisis, there are two things at work during this modern crisis of communication we face: 1) Our brain’s tendency toward spiral-thinking and catastrophizing thanks to broken loops—or Dyscommunication Syndrome (DCS), and 2) the current communication construct we’re forced to operate in, namely digital communications, creates a gap between the sender and receiver. The former determines how we respond, and the latter how we are now forced to communicate our response. For example, thirty years ago when the telephone rang, we answered it. We
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