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Part One
Overbooked and About to Snap


1 The Peculiar Life We Lead, or,  The Agony of a Rotary Phone
My family stayed at a lakeside cottage last summer where the  only telephone was an old-fashioned rotary model. The cottage  was so remote that there was no cell phone service, just the  stolid black telephone sitting atop a tattered phone book on an  end table next to a worn-out peach-colored couch.
I remember the first time I dialed that phone. It was morning. I’d gone out for a wake-me-up swim, poured myself a cup of  coffee, and was sitting on the couch to call a friend to see if he  and his kids might like to join my wife, my kids, and me that  night at a minor league baseball game. There was no urgency to  this call, no need for me to hurry.
Yet as I started to dial, I got angry, and impatience flamed  within me because on this phone I had to wait for the rotor to  wind back to its starting point after each number. It was so slow! In  addition, it made an irritating screeching sound as it retraced its  cycle, like a rusty metal drawer stuck on its runners: 5 . . . 4 . . .   2 . . . 6 . . . I could have entered the entire number on a touch-tone  phone in the time it took me to dial just one number on this obsolete contraption. Not to mention how much faster I could have  done it with speed dial had I been able to use my cell phone.
By the time I had laboriously cranked out the entire number, I was in a total snit. How could anyone still own such a slow  phone? I fumed. What a stupid phone! How backward! How  dumb! But then I caught myself. This was absurd. When my  friend finally answered, I spoke to him, hung up, and then redialed his number, timing how long it took me: eleven seconds exactly. As if putting my life in danger, those eleven slow seconds  had annoyed me beyond reason. What a fool I had become.  What a modern man. I felt embarrassed at my automatic impatience. I had become a man in a hurry even when I had no need  to hurry.
As the vacation moved along, I changed. I made friends  with that old rotary phone. I began to appreciate what it could  teach me. The sound it made started to sound less like a stuck  drawer and more like an old windmill still stoutly doing its work  after all these years. I came to think of it as a wise counsel, ensconced on its end table like a Buddha cautioning me to take  my time and enjoy, while they lasted, the summer, the childhood of my kids, the ripening of my marriage, and these best  years of my life.
Without intending for it to happen or knowing how it got  started, many people now find that they live in a rush they don’t  want and didn’t create, or at least didn’t mean to create. If you  feel busier now than you’ve ever been before, and if you wonder  if you can keep up this pace much longer, don’t feel alone. Most  of us feel slightly bewildered, realizing we have more to do than  ever—with less time to do it.
Look at what’s happened to the usual “how are you” exchange. It used to go like this: “How are you?” “Fine.” Now it  often goes like this: “How are you?” “Busy.” Or, “Too busy.” Or  even, “Crazy busy.”
If you’re busy doing what matters to you, then being busy is  bliss. You’ve found a rhythm for your life that works for you. This  world is bursting with possibilities; its energy can be contagious.  If you catch the bug, you want to jump out of bed each day and  get busy, not because you are run ragged by details or because  you are keeping the wolf from your door, but because you are in  love with this fast life. At its best, modern life dazzles us, giving  us a chance to get more done in a minute than used to get done  in a month.
But if being busy keeps you from doing what matters most to  you, or if it leads you to do things you deem unwise, like getting  angry at a rotary telephone, then being busy is a problem. This  book is about both the problem and the opportunity—where  this peculiar life comes from and how to turn it to your advantage.
In order to make this crazy world work for you and not  against you, you must decide what matters to you most and focus  your attention on that. In days gone by, this was not nearly as difficult as it is today. That’s because the selection was not nearly as  broad, and the thieves of time, attention, and mental energy  were not nearly as common or as clever as they are today. Today,  these thieves have never had it so good. If you’re not wise to their  tricks, it is likely that they will run you faster and faster as they  steal more and more of your time, attention, and energy, leaving  you less and less for what you want to do.
Being too busy, which can seem necessary and unavoidable,  can become a habit so entrenched that it leads you to postpone  or cut short what really matters to you, making you a slave to a  lifestyle you don’t like but can’t escape. You can be so busy that  you don’t even take the time to decide what actually does matter  most to you, let alone make the time to do it.
Others created this lifestyle. It looked like the only way to  go, the way of the future. What were you supposed to do, be a  Luddite and refuse to buy a cell phone or a BlackBerry? Not go  wireless? Refuse to enroll your kids in soccer, violin, and SAT  tutoring? Refuse to take on the added debt of the extra week of  vacation your spouse and kids were counting on? Have simple  birthday parties the way they used to in the 1950s and 1960s? Figure out a way to live with just one car? Or just two? Say no to  braces for your daughter? Let your yard go to seed? Refuse to  give your time to the cancer foundation your friend is heading  up? Refuse to do the extra work your boss asks you to do because  half your staff got laid off? What if you’re next?
Unaware of the hidden consequences, and without making  a conscious decision to do so, soon you found that you and your  family had joined right in. It happened slowly, over the past five  to ten years. Had you known then what you know now, you  might have done things differently. It is like the story of frogs in  water. If you put a frog in a pot of boiling water, he will try to  jump out. But if you put a frog in a pot of cold water and heat it  up slowly, you will end up with a boiled frog.
Someone turned up the burner on us in the mid-1990s.  We’re not boiled yet, but we’re definitely feeling the heat. Before  the water boils, it might be a good idea to jump out. Not jump  out of modern life and head off to Walden Pond (though even it  swarms with busy tourists), but adjust the temperature yourself  instead of letting some diabolical chef set it for you.
The greatest damage from being too busy is that it prevents  people from setting their own temperature, controlling their own  lives. It does other harm as well, like increasing toxic stress, making people sick, causing accidents and errors, turning otherwise  polite people rude, and reducing the general level of happiness   in the population. But the greatest damage it does is that it keeps  a person from what’s most important.
Being too busy is a persistent and pestering problem, one  that is leading tens of millions of Americans to feel as if they  were living in a swarm of gnats constantly taking bites out of  their lives. All the screaming and swatting in the world does not  make them go away. Being too busy plagues the best and brightest people in this country, if not the world. Legions of smart people everywhere feel overly busy; they rack their brains to find a  better way, struggling to regain control of their lives. I want to   explore this difficult problem, offer some solutions that can   work for you, and most important, prompt you to create your  own solutions.

2 This Attention Deficit World:  Frantic, Free, and Out of Control
Swirling around, swept into the air like dry leaves before a great  storm, we’re tossed about by forces we invented but no longer  control. The wind rules, picking us up and taking us where it  blows.
Busy. Fast. Wired. Going who knows where. Welcome to  our attention deficit world.
In its energy, excitement, and excess, in its novelty, speed,  chaos, and confusion, in its dust storm of data, in its creative  spirit and freedom from convention, in its emphasis on adaptability and on the now, in its ever changing nature, in its irreverence and incoherence, today’s world looks much like another  world I know well: the world of attention deficit disorder, or  ADD.
ADD is a medical condition I have specialized in diagnosing and treating for the past twenty-five years. I have come to see  it as a metaphor for modern life, offering a model—as well as a  guide—for what’s happening today in a world where we are living a kind of life never lived before. Once applicable only to a  relative few, the symptoms of ADD now seem to describe just  about everybody.
People with untreated ADD rush around a lot, feel impatient wherever they are, love speed, get frustrated easily, lose  focus in the middle of a task or a conversation because some  other thought catches their attention, bubble with energy but  struggle to pay attention to one issue for more than a few seconds, talk fast or feel at a loss for words, often forget where  they’re going or what they’re going to get, have bright ideas but  can’t implement them, fail to complete what they’re doing, have  many projects going simultaneously but chronically postpone  completing them, make decisions impulsively because their  brain’s circuitry is overloaded, feel they could do a lot more if  they could just get it together, get angry easily when interrupted,  feel powerless over the piles of stuff that surround them, resolve  each day to do better tomorrow, and in general feel busy beyond  belief but not all that productive.
Many people who do not have true ADD do have many of  those symptoms these days. You might say they suffer from a severe case of modern life.
The practical lessons I have learned from working in the  world of ADD can be generalized into lessons about how to handle modern life. Many skills and techniques people use to manage ADD apply to today’s busy world, helping a person take  advantage of its opportunities while avoiding its peculiar new  dangers. While living life today can seem like riding a bike no-handed while reading a book and juggling six eggs, it doesn’t  have to be like that.
How many people feel too rushed to do what matters most  to them? How many people feel in a hurry all day and into the  night? How many people can’t take the time to stop and think?  People are trying to recapture their hold on life, to take back the  time that’s mysteriously been stolen from them, and to regain  the control they’ve unintentionally given away.
Paradoxically enough, it is in part the desire for control that  has led people to lose it. Paradoxes abound in our busy new  world. The control paradox is but one. By trying to control life as  much as possible, you can run yourself ragged, losing control in  the process. You can feel like a tin can surrounded by a circle of  a hundred powerful magnets. Pulled at once in every direction,  you go nowhere but instead spin faster and faster on your axis.
In part, many people are excessively busy because they  allow themselves to respond to every magnet: tracking too much  data, processing too much information, answering to too many  people, taking on too many tasks—all out of a sense that this is  the way they must live in order to keep up and stay in control.  But it’s the magnets that have the control. We have magnetized  our electronic devices (to use the airlines’ term), our material  possessions, our children’s grades and even toys, our career  goals, the laundry, the dentist appointment, the up-to-the-second  news and expert advice, and even our vacations to such an extent that we have all but given away our free time, our time to do  nothing but breathe in, breathe out, and feel the earth beneath  our feet. We could take a lesson from that old rotary phone—not  to bring back the good old days, but to keep the current days  from stealing from us what’s good.
Modern life makes us feel as if we can be everywhere and do  everything, and it gives us magical tools that heighten that illusion. Only when we accept that we can’t track and control every  variable do we finally give up trying. Then we can demagnetize  the magnets surrounding us. The tin can can stop spinning.
When we stop responding to everyone and everything, we  regain the control we can effectively exert. We give up pursuing  total control and better use what we have. We learn the wisdom  of what a rabbi once said: “Happiness is not having what you  want but wanting what you have.” We control enough of life to   relish what we have. Then we gain dependable joy. As Samuel  Johnson said some 250 years ago, “The pleasures of sudden wonder are soon exhausted, and the mind can only repose upon the  stability of truth.” Paradoxically, at the core of that “stability” is  the acceptance of instability, of change.
This is not the wisdom of just an anonymous rabbi or an  eighteenth-century essayist. It is also practical street smarts, the  wisdom of, say, the veteran stock picker. Great investors like  Warren Buffett don’t follow each stock they own minute to  minute, day to day, or even week to week. They make their  picks, then let go of control. They wait a few years and let the  stock do the work. They give control to the company they felt  good enough about to invest in in the first place. And they are  never too busy to think.
Of course, many practical concerns keep people busy, but  behind all of them lies a reason most people don’t acknowledge  or even perceive. At the deepest level—the level we rarely  visit—we stay busy to  avoid looking into the abyss.
Now and then we have to—someone dies too young, a bad  guy wins, or a hurricane hits—but most of the time we manage  to avert our gaze from all that. We keep busy to warm us with  feelings of power, productivity, and progress. We feed the illusion that we can defeat death, that ultimate confounder of our  control. We stay busy to look away from loss, tragedy, and pain.  We stay busy to control the whole shebang.
Of course, death wins. All the activity the whole world can  generate can’t bring back one person who has died. This is perhaps the hardest truth any of us ever learns. Acceptance—not  busyness—brings us to a peaceful place. By accepting that we do  not have total control, by accepting death, by accepting our  place in nature, we gain the fullest life and what control we are  meant to have.

3 The Rush, the Gush,   the Worry, and the Blather
Four qualities color today’s life with its peculiar attention-stealing  hues: the rush, the gush, the worry, and the blather  (which also includes clutter). Each can be distracting as well as riveting. Combined, they can steal your attention and wear you out.
By the rush, I refer to the turbocharged speed of life today.  Have you ever sent a handwritten letter, or gotten out of your  chair to change the station on your TV, or taken the train for a  trip of more than two hundred miles? Have you ever cashed a  check with a bank teller? Have you ever used a typewriter? Do  you have ice trays in your freezer? Have you ever cranked down  the window in a car? When was the last time you used a pay  phone? For most people, all of that is in the slow, slow past.
By the gush, I mean the volume of data that pelts our brains  like sleet that won’t melt, sleet we must catch, organize, make  sense of, and respond to each day. Have you ever counted up the  number of messages you get and send in a day, including e-mail,  voice mail, and messages others take for you or that you leave?  Have you ever contemplated the number of bits of information  you could gain access to every time you log on? Have you ever   considered how many bits of data you actually do carry in your  conscious brain in comparison with how many you believe you  should or others expect you to?
We all know the meaning of the third quality of modern life  I single out—namely, worry. What makes worry peculiar these  days is how common it is, even among children, and how toxic  it can be, leading many people to hold back on life out of fear.  Furthermore, worry and anxiety, which are epidemic in today’s  world, in and of themselves reduce mental focus and create a  distracted state that can look like real ADD.
By blather and its sibling clutter, I refer to the colossal, growing mess of words, images, numbers, noises, and physical objects  that roll over us every day like the Blob from the 1950s horror  movie. This stuff oozes out of televisions, radios, magazines, billboards, books, mail, and other printed material and congeals in  the piles we put it all into, along with the other junk modern life  upchucks like mountains of used tires. The piles tumble down  around our work and living spaces and ominously remain, waiting for the signal to organize and unite into one gigantic  Megablob the size of the earth, protruding like a horrific tumor  so big that it will set the world off its orbit.
To oppose the Blob, you have to be much more selective than  people have ever had to be. Decide what matters and do it. Regulate the rush, the gush, and the rest, or they will regulate you.  Hard as it is to believe, each is actually a potential ally if you use  them all in the service of accomplishing what matters. The rush  can be the convenience and efficiency that speed provides. The  gush can be the cyberlibrary we all can gain entrance to, even  from home, a library that dwarfs all others. Worry used properly  is an adaptive warning signal, a mental advantage given us by   our ability both to recollect and to anticipate. Unlike toxic  worry, wise worry is a key to success. Finally, the blather and the  clutter become allies when we learn how to keep them at bay,  extracting from the mess only what we need.
But who has time to make a plan to turn these forces into  the allies they might be? You’re much more likely to wing it,  right? Time presses us so relentlessly that winging it seems to be  the only possible strategy. We get up each day and wing it, building today upon the undone remnants of yesterday, coupled with  the anticipated as well as unanticipated demands of today.
A plan could help, if formulated in the right way. What I  offer is not a plan rooted in the detailed, insufferably boring,  imagination-deadening sense of that word, but a plan that’s  more like signs along the road. Turn left for Boston, right for  New York. Go sixty-five if you don’t want to risk getting a ticket.  If you don’t care, go as fast as you like, but bear in mind you’re  risking your life and the lives of others. Stop here if you want to  avoid having an accident. You can ignore all the signs if you  want; you retain control. Therefore, you can use your initiative  and creativity at will. You make your own route. I am simply offering you the benefit of my experience and those of others in  navigating this unpredictable ADD-like world.

4 Amid a Sea of Uncertainty
Our peculiar times seem to be leading up to some epochal  phase change, comparable to what happens to physical bodies  when they reach a certain temperature or speed. How fast can  we go, how busy can we get before we fundamentally change?  Wherever we’re headed, we’re headed there fast.
We’ve heard predictions, most of which we ignore because  we don’t know what else to do with them. Whether it’s economic distress due to global competition and our own overspending, or physical distress due to global warming and our  own misuse of the planet, or pandemic illness due to a resistant  virus, or political distress due to global power shifts and our own  misuse of power, we are aware of the dangers that might soon  cataclysmically change our lives for the worse.
On the other hand, life today is good in so many ways that  we feel grateful even as we worry. It makes me think of how I feel  toward the end of a great party where I’ve had an especially wonderful time. I wish I could make the party last forever, but I know  tomorrow will come, and I know what to expect in the letdown.  But as this party moves toward its farewells, nobody knows what  tomorrow will bring.
Life today teeters on a pinnacle surrounded by a sea of uncertainty. And so it did well before 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina.  Yet, buoyed by perhaps unreasonable optimism, we work harder  than ever, trying to hold on to what we have and to make it better. You don’t see many people giving up. Just the opposite. Most  people are working as hard as they can. Through hard work coupled with cockeyed optimism and smart decisions, we rise to the  peculiar challenges of life today.
But the challenges are peculiar and daunting, more so than  most of us realize. For example, how much do you really know  about global warming? I didn’t know much, but because I  wanted to get an expert’s view on an important issue I didn’t understand in order to show how busyness can keep a person (me)  from keeping up with issues that really matter, I called Jim Anderson, professor of chemistry at Harvard and one of the world’s  experts on climate. He told me he was “not sanguine” (that’s  professorese for scared as hell), having looked at the latest data  showing how much of the polar ice cap had already melted. As  he went into the gory details, the part of my mind that can no  longer hear about Big Problems I Can’t Solve went numb. And  global warming is just one of the many challenges we face.  AIDS. Resistant bacteria and viruses. Deforestation. A national  debt like we’ve never had before, plus an emerging China holding so many of our notes. The unexplained rise in asthma,  autism, allergies, and Asperger’s syndrome. Terrorism.
The subject of this book, the puzzling fact of how extraordinarily  busy so many of us have become, is more mundane than  the Big Problems, but worth writing about in part because it  keeps many of us from understanding the Big Problems. It also  hits most of us closer to home right now than the Big Problems  do. Right now we need a chart just to get through traffic.
And how uncharted this uncertain world is, both at the macro  level (Big Problems) and the micro (traffic, lost socks, which  vitamins to take). Bursting with energy, busy beyond belief, fast  and full of dangers never imagined—let alone encountered—  until now, but also full of new opportunities and excitement   instigated by instant access to everyone and everything all the  time, today’s world is an international, multilingual, multimodal  carnival evolving unstoppably, threatening to leave millions behind but also offering the chance for millions of others to jump  on and lead the way for the first time. The old charts, like so  much of what we used to count on, are disappearing.
From physics to friendships, from cosmology to cameras  and computers, from what we do and what our children do to  how we keep track of what we do and how others keep track of  us, from what your employer can promise you to the lifestyle you  can expect, everywhere you look, what was familiar has changed.  No one knows what will be, what to hold on to, and what to reject.
While politicians and policy makers offer simplistic solutions to calm our nerves and quiet us down, the wise among us  know that this world is so complex and unpredictable that simplistic solutions will leave people lost, disappointed, and ill  equipped to thrive in tomorrow’s world, like people who can  memorize but who can’t think.
The wise will be humble enough to listen to others, creative  enough to devise new solutions to our new problems, and bold  enough in the face of uncertainty to give them a try.

5 The Myth and Reality   of Multitasking
“Multitasking” refers to a mythical activity in which people believe they can perform two or more tasks simultaneously as effectively as one. To appreciate how faulty this notion is, consider  how you behave in your car when you get lost. As you focus and  try to get your bearings, one of the first things you do is turn  down the radio. Why? Because you want to pay single-minded  attention to the task of finding your way. The second “task” of  listening to the radio detracts from the attention you can pay to  the task of finding your way.
Or imagine playing tennis. You hit the ball and immediately  get ready to make your next shot. You focus single-mindedly on  the ball; the better the player you are, the more focused you become. You put all your energy, experience, instinct, and thought  into each shot as well as the shot you plan to hit next and what  you imagine your opponent will do. The game becomes mental  as well as physical, like human chess.
Now imagine playing tennis with two balls. You have to  keep track of both, running each down, watching your opponent  do the same, as you frantically try to keep two balls in play at   once. There is no way your game with two balls could be as good  as your game with one.
Multitasking is like playing tennis with two balls, or three,  or four. Some people say they pay better attention when they  multitask. For a person to do better performing two tasks at once,  it must mean that she was not fully engaged with the first task  and needed two tasks to get her adrenaline flowing, thus boosting her performance. While this can happen, it would make  more sense to try to fully engage with the first task.
That modern life forces a person to perform several tasks  seemingly at once may well be true. But it is a myth that you can  perform two tasks simultaneously as well as you can perform  one. It is fine to believe that multitasking is a skill necessary in  the modern world, but to believe it is an equivalent substitute for  single-minded focus on one task is incorrect.
It may be convenient or necessary to multitask, to talk on  the telephone as you write an e-mail and watch the stock prices  stream across your computer screen; or to put clothes in the  dryer as you play with your toddler and talk to your real estate  agent on the phone. However, you will not be doing any of those  tasks as effectively as you would if you were doing them one at a  time.
The adrenaline rush you get from the excitement of multitasking may help you in the short run, but it cannot be sustained. Furthermore, even when the adrenaline is at its peak,  your performance doing three tasks at once will not be as good  as if you were doing just
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