
  
    [image: Let Go and Be Free:]
  

  
    
      Let Go and Be Free:

      400 Daily Reflections for Adult Children of Alcoholics (Volumes 1-4)

    

    
      
        Ron Vitale

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

      
        Volume 1

      

      
        Volume 1 Introduction

      

      
        Day 1

      

      
        Day 2

      

      
        Day 3

      

      
        Day 4

      

      
        Day 5

      

      
        Day 6

      

    

    
      
        Day 7

      

      
        Day 8

      

      
        Day 9

      

      
        Day 10

      

      
        Day 11

      

      
        Day 12

      

      
        Day 13

      

      
        Day 14

      

      
        Day 15

      

      
        Day 16

      

      
        Day 17

      

      
        Day 18

      

      
        Day 19

      

      
        Day 20

      

      
        Day 21

      

      
        Day 22

      

      
        Day 23

      

      
        Day 24

      

      
        Day 25

      

      
        Day 26

      

      
        Day 27

      

      
        Day 28

      

      
        Day 29

      

      
        Day 30

      

      
        Day 31

      

      
        Day 32

      

      
        Day 33

      

      
        Day 34

      

      
        Day 35

      

      
        Day 36

      

      
        Day 37

      

      
        Day 38

      

      
        Day 39

      

      
        Day 40

      

      
        Day 41

      

      
        Day 42

      

      
        Day 43

      

      
        Day 44

      

      
        Day 45

      

      
        Day 46

      

      
        Day 47

      

      
        Day 48

      

      
        Day 49

      

      
        Day 50

      

      
        Day 51

      

      
        Day 52

      

      
        Day 53

      

      
        Day 54

      

      
        Day 55

      

      
        Day 56

      

      
        Day 57

      

      
        Day 58

      

      
        Day 59

      

      
        Day 60

      

      
        Day 61

      

      
        Day 62

      

      
        Day 63

      

      
        Day 64

      

      
        Day 65

      

      
        Day 66

      

      
        Day 67

      

      
        Day 68

      

      
        Day 69

      

      
        Day 70

      

      
        Day 71

      

      
        Day 72

      

      
        Day 73

      

      
        Day 74

      

      
        Day 75

      

      
        Day 76

      

      
        Day 77

      

      
        Day 78

      

      
        Day 79

      

      
        Day 80

      

      
        Day 81

      

      
        Day 82

      

      
        Day 83

      

      
        Day 84

      

      
        Day 85

      

      
        Day 86

      

      
        Day 87

      

      
        Day 88

      

      
        Day 89

      

      
        Day 90

      

      
        Day 91

      

      
        Day 92

      

      
        Day 93

      

      
        Day 94

      

      
        Day 95

      

      
        Day 96

      

      
        Day 97

      

      
        Day 98

      

      
        Day 99

      

      
        Day 100

      

      
        Volume 1 Resources

      

      
        Volume 2

      

      
        Volume 2 Introduction

      

      
        Day 101

      

      
        Day 102

      

      
        Day 103

      

      
        Day 104

      

      
        Day 105

      

      
        Day 106

      

      
        Day 107

      

      
        Day 108

      

      
        Day 109

      

      
        Day 110

      

      
        Day 111

      

      
        Day 112

      

      
        Day 113

      

      
        Day 114

      

      
        Day 115

      

      
        Day 116

      

      
        Day 117

      

      
        Day 118

      

      
        Day 119

      

      
        Day 120

      

      
        Day 121

      

      
        Day 122

      

      
        Day 123

      

      
        Day 124

      

      
        Day 125

      

      
        Day 126

      

      
        Day 127

      

      
        Day 128

      

      
        Day 129

      

      
        Day 130

      

      
        Day 131

      

      
        Day 132

      

      
        Day 133

      

      
        Day 134

      

      
        Day 135

      

      
        Day 136

      

      
        Day 137

      

      
        Day 138

      

      
        Day 139

      

      
        Day 140

      

      
        Day 141

      

      
        Day 142

      

      
        Day 143

      

      
        Day 144

      

      
        Day 145

      

      
        Day 146

      

      
        Day 147

      

      
        Day 148

      

      
        Day 149

      

      
        Day 150

      

      
        Day 151

      

      
        Day 152

      

      
        Day 153

      

      
        Day 154

      

      
        Day 155

      

      
        Day 156

      

      
        Day 157

      

      
        Day 158

      

      
        Day 159

      

      
        Day 160

      

      
        Day 161

      

      
        Day 162

      

      
        Day 163

      

      
        Day 164

      

      
        Day 165

      

      
        Day 166

      

      
        Day 167

      

      
        Day 168

      

      
        Day 169

      

      
        Day 170

      

      
        Day 171

      

      
        Day 172

      

      
        Day 173

      

      
        Day 174

      

      
        Day 175

      

      
        Day 176

      

      
        Day 177

      

      
        Day 178

      

      
        Day 179

      

      
        Day 180

      

      
        Day 181

      

      
        Day 182

      

      
        Day 183

      

      
        Day 184

      

      
        Day 185

      

      
        Day 186

      

      
        Day 187

      

      
        Day 188

      

      
        Day 189

      

      
        Day 190

      

      
        Day 191

      

      
        Day 192

      

      
        Day 193

      

      
        Day 194

      

      
        Day 195

      

      
        Day 196

      

      
        Day 197

      

      
        Day 198

      

      
        Day 199

      

      
        Day 200

      

      
        Volume 2 Resources

      

      
        Volume 3

      

      
        Volume 3 Introduction

      

      
        Day 201

      

      
        Day 202

      

      
        Day 203

      

      
        Day 204

      

      
        Day 205

      

      
        Day 206

      

      
        Day 207

      

      
        Day 208

      

      
        Day 209

      

      
        Day 210

      

      
        Day 211

      

      
        Day 212

      

      
        Day 213

      

      
        Day 214

      

      
        Day 215

      

      
        Day 216

      

      
        Day 217

      

      
        Day 218

      

      
        Day 219

      

      
        Day 220

      

      
        Day 221

      

      
        Day 222

      

      
        Day 223

      

      
        Day 224

      

      
        Day 225

      

      
        Day 226

      

      
        Day 227

      

      
        Day 228

      

      
        Day 229

      

      
        Day 230

      

      
        Day 231

      

      
        Day 232

      

      
        Day 233

      

      
        Day 234

      

      
        Day 235

      

      
        Day 236

      

      
        Day 237

      

      
        Day 238

      

      
        Day 239

      

      
        Day 240

      

      
        Day 241

      

      
        Day 242

      

      
        Day 243

      

      
        Day 244

      

      
        Day 245

      

      
        Day 246

      

      
        Day 247

      

      
        Day 248

      

      
        Day 249

      

      
        Day 250

      

      
        Day 251

      

      
        Day 252

      

      
        Day 253

      

      
        Day 254

      

      
        Day 255

      

      
        Day 256

      

      
        Day 257

      

      
        Day 258

      

      
        Day 259

      

      
        Day 260

      

      
        Day 261

      

      
        Day 262

      

      
        Day 263

      

      
        Day 264

      

      
        Day 265

      

      
        Day 266

      

      
        Day 267

      

      
        Day 268

      

      
        Day 269

      

      
        Day 270

      

      
        Day 271

      

      
        Day 272

      

      
        Day 273

      

      
        Day 274

      

      
        Day 275

      

      
        Day 276

      

      
        Day 277

      

      
        Day 278

      

      
        Day 279

      

      
        Day 280

      

      
        Day 281

      

      
        Day 282

      

      
        Day 283

      

      
        Day 284

      

      
        Day 285

      

      
        Day 286

      

      
        Day 287

      

      
        Day 288

      

      
        Day 289

      

      
        Day 290

      

      
        Day 291

      

      
        Day 292

      

      
        Day 293

      

      
        Day 294

      

      
        Day 295

      

      
        Day 296

      

      
        Day 297

      

      
        Day 298

      

      
        Day 299

      

      
        Day 300

      

      
        Volume 3 Resources

      

      
        Volume 4

      

      
        Volume 4 Introduction

      

      
        Day 301

      

      
        Day 302

      

      
        Day 303

      

      
        Day 304

      

      
        Day 305

      

      
        Day 306

      

      
        Day 307

      

      
        Day 308

      

      
        Day 309

      

      
        Day 310

      

      
        Day 311

      

      
        Day 312

      

      
        Day 313

      

      
        Day 314

      

      
        Day 315

      

      
        Day 316

      

      
        Day 317

      

      
        Day 318

      

      
        Day 319

      

      
        Day 320

      

      
        Day 321

      

      
        Day 322

      

      
        Day 323

      

      
        Day 324

      

      
        Day 325

      

      
        Day 326

      

      
        Day 327

      

      
        Day 328

      

      
        Day 329

      

      
        Day 330

      

      
        Day 331

      

      
        Day 332

      

      
        Day 333

      

      
        Day 334

      

      
        Day 335

      

      
        Day 336

      

      
        Day 337

      

      
        Day 338

      

      
        Day 339

      

      
        Day 340

      

      
        Day 341

      

      
        Day 342

      

      
        Day 343

      

      
        Day 344

      

      
        Day 345

      

      
        Day 346

      

      
        Day 347

      

      
        Day 348

      

      
        Day 349

      

      
        Day 350

      

      
        Day 351

      

      
        Day 352

      

      
        Day 353

      

      
        Day 354

      

      
        Day 355

      

      
        Day 356

      

      
        Day 357

      

      
        Day 358

      

      
        Day 359

      

      
        Day 360

      

      
        Day 361

      

      
        Day 362

      

      
        Day 363

      

      
        Day 364

      

      
        Day 365

      

      
        Day 366

      

      
        Day 367

      

      
        Day 368

      

      
        Day 369

      

      
        Day 370

      

      
        Day 371

      

      
        Day 372

      

      
        Day 373

      

      
        Day 374

      

      
        Day 375

      

      
        Day 376

      

      
        Day 377

      

      
        Day 378

      

      
        Day 379

      

      
        Day 380

      

      
        Day 381

      

      
        Day 382

      

      
        Day 383

      

      
        Day 384

      

      
        Day 385

      

      
        Day 386

      

      
        Day 387

      

      
        Day 388

      

      
        Day 389

      

      
        Day 390

      

      
        Day 391

      

      
        Day 392

      

      
        Day 393

      

      
        Day 394

      

      
        Day 395

      

      
        Day 396

      

      
        Day 397

      

      
        Day 398

      

      
        Day 399

      

      
        Day 400

      

      
        Volume 4 Resources

      

    

    
      
        30 Days of Gratitude: A Daily Guide

      

      
        Subscribe to the Newsletter

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      I began writing the first volume of the Let Go and Be Free series in November 2019 and published it in March 2020.

      When I started writing the first book, I didn’t know that a global pandemic would start months later. And I didn’t know that there would be such turmoil and instability in the world.

      I wrote the series to help people.

      I grew up in a dysfunctional family and struggled through my teenage years trying to figure out how I could live a happier life.

      I desperately did not want to make the same mistakes that my farther did. I wanted to grow, learn, and have a happy family of my own.

      This compendium that you now have in your hands contains 400 daily reflections. Each day will help you on your own path.

      In these four volumes, I share what I learned over the last several decades. Now you have a daily reflection for 400 days before you would need to start over and begin again.

      There’s purpose in the passages that I’ve included here. I have gone through hard times and failed more times than I can count. But through it all, I learned the skills I needed to grow, be happy, and find love.

      Much of what I learned isn’t rocket science. That’s the good news!

      But I urge you to not give up on your journey. Each day, I continue to practice the skills I’ve learned along the way and to remember a key fact: Each of us is worthy of love and happiness.

      Although we are worthy of love and happiness, that doesn’t mean that we chase after them. When we love ourselves for who we are, instead of trying to convince others to love us, that’s when the magic happens.

      The suffering and pain we lived through as kids might be with us for the rest of our lives, but that doesn’t mean there is no hope.

      I invite you to start your journey and to love who you are.

      Starting now.
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        Mom, thank you for teaching me to never give up and

        reach for the stars.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Volume 1 Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      I grew up in an alcoholic and dysfunctional family and dealt with the shame of that for the past four decades. I’ve gone to therapy, Adult Children of Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, read self-help books, and did everything I could to find out how to overcome my upbringing. To help share what I’ve learned, I decided to write this book. If you struggle with having been raised in an alcoholic and dysfunctional family, then I’m here to help. You are not alone, and I want to shine a light on the challenges I struggle with so that you can help yourself. I invite you to come on a journey with me. You can read the daily meditations in order or randomly, it doesn’t matter. What’s important is that you choose to step out on a journey to discover how to heal.
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      Welcome to Let Go and Be Free

      

      Today is day one of a new writing adventure that I’m starting. It’s called “Let Go and Be Free.” I wanted to share some thoughts about meditation, dealing with emotions, and how to be your best self.

      To get started, here’s a little bit about me. I grew up in a dysfunctional home. My father drank, smoked pot, and abused my mom. After my mom divorced my dad, she, my little brother, and I moved into my grandparents’ home.

      For the longest time, I used my imagination to help me deal with and escape all the problems in my life. As a kid growing up, I didn’t know about dealing with all the emotions and feelings that I felt.

      I remember my father having visitation rights and how angry I’d feel when he brought one of his girlfriends along with him on our day together. It’s funny when I look back and the little things that I remember decades later. One Christmas I received a bike from my father and liked it. My father was supposed to bring over an ornamental number plate that you put on the front of the bike, but he either forgot or never made the effort. The hurt that I felt from that stayed with me for a long time. I felt cast off and abandoned.

      But around the time I turned seven years old, my father was out of the picture.

      Money was tight in our household, and I remember how angry I’d get in learning that my father never gave my mom any money for my brother and me. Back then you couldn’t garner someone’s wages to have him pay alimony, so he just went his way, and we did the best we could. I carried anger within that grew like a diamond in my heart, and for a long time, I harbored that pain as a shield that would protect me from the world.

      I grew up, started dating, and realized that I kept falling into the same patterns. I didn’t seem to be able to have a relationship that lasted longer than two years. I believed in true love and soulmates, but I’d meet someone, and things would fall eventually fall apart.

      The worst side of me would come out: I expected everyone to push themselves as hard as I worked, and I would judge my partner’s actions like there was no tomorrow.

      When people talk about how alcoholism directly affects the next generation, I didn’t quite understand that, but now I do. Though I’m not an alcoholic, I have struggled with the behaviors associated with living in an alcoholic and dysfunctional family.

      Only recently did I learn of the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study that scores the different types of abuse and neglect you’ve encountered as a child and makes an estimate on how you are likely to have a higher risk of health problems in life.

      I didn’t know that the test even existed. But over the years of broken relationships, feeling shame and lost, I stumbled upon Adult Children of Alcoholics Anonymous (ACOA) and found some healing there. I also spent time going to counselors and therapists over the years so that I could find a way to become a better person and to heal.

      As I grew older, I wanted to have my own family, and I didn’t want to repeat what I went through as a child As a young adult, I felt broken and damaged. Often, I felt so alone because I couldn’t find anyone who could identify with what I had gone through.

      

      Healing Comes from Within

      

      I’m starting this “let go and be free” adventure because I want to share what I’ve learned along the way. Even if only one person reads what I write and finds something helpful, then my work will have been worth the effort.

      If you’ve read this far and can identify with what I’ve written, then here’s where the journey begins. It’s a new day. A brand-new day starts today with limitless possibilities.

      The topics that I’ll discuss will be like these:

      
        	I’ll share helpful books that I’ve read

        	podcasts that I listen to that help ground me

        	amazing movies that I’ve seen

        	and I’ll share my successes, my failures and

        	even my clumsy experiments in learning yoga after I pulled out my back from running.

      

      I expect that over time, the blog will evolve and grow. We shall see together.

      I hope you come along with me on the journey.

      Thank you.
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      How to Deal with the Stress and Anxiety from Ruminative Thoughts

      

      When I was 23 years old, my fiancée broke up with me for good. I sat at my desk and struggled to finish my graduate schoolwork while the diamond engagement ring sat in a drawer right next to my desk. My anxiety level had gone through the roof. I had a challenging time focusing on my work because I kept having a tape play in my head: “She’s broken up with you. She doesn’t love you anymore. You suck. It’s all over for you.”

      The thoughts kept circling in my head, and I could not find a way to stop ruminating on the problem. No matter how hard I tried, my brain kept bringing me back to the breakup and I felt horrible about how things had fallen apart.

      What I have learned from that time is that there is a way to help break the cycle of anxiety and stress. It’s not easy to do, but I want to share with you what has worked for me over the years in dealing with ruminative thoughts. I do hope that these techniques will be useful to you.

      Progressive Muscle Relaxation

      Close your eyes and take a deep breath while slowly clenching your left fist. Keep your left fist clenched tight for a few seconds and then as you exhale (slowly), release your fist. Take four seconds or so breathing in, hold three seconds, then exhale slowly out of your mouth while unclenching your fist. When finished, do it again.

      Repeat the process with your right fist, left foot and then right foot (by bending in your toes as you inhale), clench your teeth, squeeze tight your eyes, shrug and hold your shoulders, do the same for your pelvic floor muscle (like doing Kegel exercises), and then lastly tighten all your muscles at once, breathing in slowly through your nose, hold a second or two, and then exhale from your mouth slowly.

      I found the above exercise to be not only a fantastic stress reliever but also a way to recharge my batteries. It’s an excellent way to soothe me and relax.

      Light Visualization Exercise

      If I have a few more minutes, I perform the following visualization technique. I lie on my back, relax, and slowly breathe in through my nose. While breathing in, I imagine a warm light entering me, permeating its way through my cells, in my blood, and through my nerves, muscles, and bones. The light cleanses as it passes through me. After a few seconds, I then exhale all the darkness, hate, and stress within me. I imagine impurities streaming out of my mouth as I exhale.

      I then imagine the light traveling down through my body per breath. I breathe in a few seconds, and the light goes all through my head, out my mouth, ears, and eyes, then down my throat, and through my shoulders, and I hold it there. On exhaling, all the fear and darkness within me is slowly expunged from my body. When I take my next breath, the light continues past my shoulders, around and through my heart, and into my lungs, filling me with goodness and light. I continue doing this until the light has completed its journey all through my body and down through my toes.

      Dealing with Incessant Anxiety

      Before I knew about the two techniques above, I struggled with anxiety and had no idea what to do. What helped me back when I was in my 20s was a repetitive phrase that helped me deal with my ruminative thoughts. I’d do the following: I’d allow myself to think all the horrible things that ran through my brain but would cut things off after about 2 minutes. I’d then repeat over and over again a phrase that would be positive and help me break the cycle of ruminative thoughts.

      Phrases that have worked for me:

      
        	Let go, let God.

        	I know I can, I know I can, I know I can.

        	Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.

      

      When I first had to deal with the ruminative thoughts after the breakup back when I was in graduate school, the cycle would go like this: I’d deal with the pain and ruminative thoughts as best I could, go to sleep, wake up and be okay for a few minutes, but then a smell, a memory or some other reminder of the breakup would put me right back into feeling bad again.

      I’d then use the phrases as a mantra to break the cycle. When the anxiety would get too bad, I even tried carrying a serenity prayer coin in my pocket. The prayer (“God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can and wisdom to know the difference”) was engraved on one side and “Let go, let God” was on the other. I’d rub my thumb over the words as I said the prayer repeatedly.

      If you don’t believe in God, change the phrases (“Let go, let be” and “Serenity to accept the things…”) by removing the word God.

      I’ve used these techniques for decades, and when I incorporate them all together, I have a much more robust set of skills to help me deal with ruminative thoughts, stress, and anxiety.

      I hope these techniques are helpful to you. And one last bit of wisdom: If you’re ashamed of having to deal with anxiety and ruminating thoughts, I hope my story helps you see that you’re not alone.
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      Gratitude

      

      Today we celebrate Thanksgiving in the United States. It’s never been one of my favorite holidays. In growing up, Thanksgiving meant dealing with my mom’s second husband’s relatives and pretending to like them. Or, as I got older, having distant relatives try projecting their prejudices on me.

      One of my favorites is a relative on my wife’s side of the family, who once told me: “Your people get very emotional.” What a “wonderful way” to describe someone who is Italian. Oh well, those times have passed, and now Thanksgiving is a bit different.

      Much of my family has either passed on or moved away.

      The same is true for my wife’s relatives.

      Thankfully, everyone has been okay in combining the celebration of the holiday at our house. It’s the best of both worlds in that we get to celebrate and be thankful for our whole family and not just one “side.”

      But this year, I have a lot of heavy thoughts on my mind. I’m dealing with lots of stress and have been using this “Let Go and Be Free” writing experience as a means to help myself and to share what I’m learning with others.

      Thanksgiving is a time of gratitude and sharing with family and friends.

      Earlier this week, some of my coworkers and I volunteered to feed the homeless at a local community center. I arrived and helped hang up donated clothes, and was told that on the day before Thanksgiving, the center would be opened and people could take the clothes that they need. There were old shoes, dress shirts, pants, sweaters along with children’s hats and gloves for the approaching cold weather.

      When the community center opened up to serve breakfast, my job was to great people as they came in. We took in five people at a time, and I’d smile, look them in the eye and say, “Good morning. Welcome.”

      Some people would smile back and wish me a good morning. A few appeared to be on drugs and high as they shuffled in to get a warm plate of food.

      The center served eggs, potatoes, oatmeal, and a cup of coffee.

      I don’t have an exact count, but I believe we served around 150 people that morning.

      On the way out, I asked people if they wanted a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. They were in plastic Ziplock bags in two large tubs. The PB&Js were several days old, and some had already started to get hard, but it was all we had.

      I’m honored that I could volunteer and help people in the community, but I will be honest in that the need is so much greater than what we had to give out. Breakfast was served from 9 a.m. to 11 a.m., and the doors were promptly shut then as the food had all been given out.

      I’m a people watcher, so I was able to see and listen to all sorts of conversations. I think the most surprising thing was seeing other people’s reactions to my holding a roll of paper towels. Coffee spills happened often, and I’d get down to wipe the spill up so that no one slipped. But as soon as I ripped off a sheet from the roll, people would come up to me and ask, “Can I have a sheet?” They’d point to the paper towel roll, and I’d give them a sheet.

      After a bit of this, one of the regular volunteers came up to me and told me that we had to hide the paper towels. If we didn’t, we’d give them all out and wouldn’t have anything left for the center to clean up spills.

      Something that’s so insignificant in my life, a few sheets of paper towel, was a luxury for the people we served.

      Before my service time ended, a volunteer told us this story:

      “One time we were about to close up and a man came in hungry. We had no food left, so I prayed to God and asked him to give me a miracle because there was nothing left to eat. As the man came toward me, I was about to turn him away when four people who were eating, took their plates of food and gave a quarter of their portion to the hungry man. It was a miracle.”

      I’m grateful this Thanksgiving that I could serve and help others. I know that it was only for a few hours and it won’t change the massive problems we have in my country, but the fact remains is that we helped people that day. Not only with some food, but a warm smile, some pleasant conversation and we looked people in the eye and really saw them.

      As I celebrate with my family and am thankful for the food on my table that I can share with those I love, I wanted to take a moment to reflect on the bounty I have and to be humble in giving of my time (and money) to help others.
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      Being Vulnerable Is Not a Weakness

      

      I grew up in a family in which the men often didn’t share their feelings. Or when they did, they expressed anger. Because I didn’t have many great male role models in my life, my best friends have always been women.

      I identify more with women and think that this all goes back to being raised primarily by my mom and grandmother.

      Mix in my creativity, being an introvert and my love of the arts and I’m a bit of a strange bird. I’m a misfit to most men and get poked fun at because I like the Indigo Girls, Tori Amos, and Sarah McLachlan.

      I’ve never been shy to admit who I am and what I believe, but I often keep quiet for fear that my worldwide doesn’t mesh with what’s popular.

      I don’t fit the typical male stereotype who loves watching football on Sunday and pounding down beers.

      But where I really go off on my own, is my discussion of the power of vulnerability. I’ve mentioned shame researcher Brené Brown before and I’m a big admirer of her. I came across her wildly popular “The Power of Vulnerability” TED talk from back in 2010.

      I grew up thinking that sharing my true self would be dangerous and laughed at because of how different I am.

      My mom went through two divorces and suffered through verbal and physical abuse. At a young age, I learned that men can be powerful by inflicting their pain and suffering on those they supposedly love. And worse yet, I mirrored that behavior in my own relationships. I’m ashamed to admit that I have directed my anger at those I love. I’ve been verbally abusive and that’s something that I’m deeply ashamed of.

      You see, in growing up, I saw how the men in my life would take their feelings out on the women around them. And in living in an alcoholic/abusive family, I learned those behaviors and have worked hard through therapy, the Twelve Steps of Adult Children of Alcoholics Anonymous, and meditation to deal with my feelings.

      Being vulnerable and opening up is hard because the world sees me “as a good guy.” But I’m human.

      The important thing that I’ve learned over the years is the necessity to work on myself. Not to “fix the broken parts” of me. No, that’s not it at all.

      But I have learned to embrace and accept who I am and how I grew up.

      When I am stressed out and feel attacked, my instinct is to lash out in anger. I surround myself with words to project a strong offense.

      Yet what I’ve taught myself over the years, is to think about the little kid in me who is freaking out and wants to lash out at people because I’m scared and feel threatened. As sappy as it might sound, mentally giving myself a hug and saying to myself that I’m here for myself helps settle me.

      Yes, I’m a grown man approaching 50 years old who gives himself a hug when I feel down and threatened.

      I’m choosing to be vulnerable because I believe that there are many, many other men out there who feel the way I do but can’t admit to it. Society frowns on men showing weakness.

      I can already hear the cynical throw their slings and arrows and making fun of me.

      But here’s the thing: I’ve carried such pain for decades. I’ve hidden my weaknesses from others because I was afraid.

      Growing up in an alcoholic/dysfunctional family environment may not make you an alcoholic, but you damn sure are going to take up some of those traits:

      
        	Hyper responsibility

        	Lashing out in anger when you can’t control your environment

        	Trying to be prepared for any eventuality.

        	Always thinking the worst will happen

      

      The list goes on and on but naming the dysfunctional personality traits and shining a light on them does help. Do I still feel weak and shame? Yes, I do.

      Here’s the thing: Each of us has a choice. We can keep pretending and see where that gets us. Or we can take a chance and be brave. Be vulnerable.

      I credit Brené Brown for helping me come to realize that I’d rather try than to keep hiding. Burying my feelings and pretending all is okay doesn’t solve anything.

      I choose to take a risk and to show my warts to the world to help heal myself, but also to share with other men out there—you’re not alone.

      Try being vulnerable. It might just lead you down a joyful path that you never could have imagined.
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      The Restorative Power of Sleep

      

      When I was younger, I would stay up until the sun rose playing the card game Magic: The Gathering. I attended graduate school at night from 6:30 p.m. until 9:30 p.m. and then I’d go out with my friends.

      I didn’t focus on the importance of sleep.

      I’d go home and get 4 or 5 hours of rest and then go about doing my schoolwork and going to my job. I had a lot of work on my plate.

      But I didn’t understand the importance of sleep.

      Now that’s different. I have prioritized sleep in my life. Just as I focus on the importance of exercise, eating healthy and practicing meditation.

      How simple it is to focus on the restorative power of sleep, but for many years I did not make sleep a priority in my life.

      I pushed and pushed myself to work harder and to get as much done as I possibly could each day. Without sleep, I can’t dream. Without sleep, I’m not able to have my unconscious mind be free to be creative and help me write the stories that I turn into books.

      When my son was born, my wife and I did not sleep much during those first two years of my son’s life. He had many earaches as a baby and was up a lot. My wife and I tried to get as much sleep as we could, but those first two years were tough.

      I still remember the first night when my son came home from the hospital after being born. He kept waking up crying every 45 minutes. As new parents, my wife and I had no idea what to do. He was breastfed, changed, held and loved, but he still kept crying nearly every hour. Over time he grew and after two years he began sleeping through the night.

      Over the years, the lack of sleep affected me.

      When I don’t get enough sleep, I have a difficult time concentrating and making decisions.

      Time has passed and I’m in a different stage of my life, but still have problems with sleep.

      I follow strict rules regarding sleep:

      
        	I keep no phone by my bed.

        	I drink no caffeine after 5 p.m.

        	I make time to unwind before bed by reading a few pages of a book.

        	When I can’t sleep, I’ll use visualization and anxiety-freeing meditations to help me.

        	I take naps on the weekends when I can.

        	If I could go back in time, I would tell my younger self to get more rest. Sleep helps both my body and mind.

      

      But since I can’t time travel, I take getting my sleep seriously now. I need my rest and have created a boundary around that time. Sleep is key to my health and I make certain I treat it as such.
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      How to Deal with Irrational Fear

      

      I grew up in a dysfunctional household and what I experienced as a kid is now part of my DNA as an adult. If you grew up in a similar environment (alcohol, drugs, abuse, divorce, dysfunction, etc.), does this experience ring a bell with you?

      Recently, my wife and I were arguing about finances. We were talking numbers and I expressed my fear of not having enough money to pay the bills. We were looking at the number and things get tense.

      In my head, I reverted right back to my 5-year-old self and felt extremely small and powerless. A huge wave of irrational fear came over me, and my brain started going a mile a minute. One second I’m talking with my wife about the bills and the next I’m afraid that we’ll not be able to make ends meet. From there, my brain took a giant leap, and I imagined that we were out on the street.

      There are certain triggers that set me off.

      Lack of money is one of those triggers.

      As a boy, my mom went on welfare for a bit, I had to wear second-hand sneakers to school (which my classmates picked on me relentlessly) and when things became tight financially, my mom came to me and told me that she had to take my savings from my bank account to pay for bills.

      Even writing those things sends a shiver down my spine.

      I am instantly transported back to my grandparents’ house. It was summer out, warm, near twilight, and my mom came to me to talk to me about the money I had saved over the last few years. All my birthday present money and allowance I have saved up my mom needed to help pay the bills. All the times that I took my bank book to the bank and deposited money came flashing back. In the ‘80s, you would give the bank teller your deposit slip, bank book, and they would take your money, put it in your account and then print out your latest statement directly in your bank book.

      I used to look at that little book and be so happy that I had worked so hard to save the two hundred and so dollars that I had saved up.

      When my mom said she needed the money, I wanted to give it to her, but I also worried that more would be taken from me. (And to be honest, part of me resented that she needed the money.) What if it wasn’t enough? What were we going to do?

      Coming back to the more recent present, when my wife and I talked about money, those old fears rose within me and stirred up deep-seated worries within me. As a kid, I worried about a lot (where I’d be going to school and if we had enough money for things along with where I would live).

      The reality is that we weren’t destitute.

      My grandfather helped my mom out and took us into his home. We were never going to be kicked out on the street, and I did fine with having toys, clothes, and such. But as a kid, I didn’t see things that way.

      I internalized my fear.

      The Fears of Our Childhood Can Control Us

      But now decades have gone by, and I’m still triggered by the same fears that overwhelmed me as a kid. I have carried those scars with me for a long time. My mom went through two divorces. I went to four schools and moved three times from kindergarten to 8th grade. I lived with my mom and father, then my mom, brother, and I moved in with my grandparents, and then we moved out with my stepdad (and then back with my grandparents).

      I had a lot of instability in my life, and those fears played out in my relationships.

      Disagreements and arguments over money and other triggers would send me right back to when I was a kid. And it sucked.

      For a long time, I didn’t know why this was happening to me. I hadn’t had the education, training, or help to set me on a better path.

      But with counseling and therapy, along with practicing the Twelve Step program of Adult Children of Alcoholics & Dysfunctional families, I became more grounded.

      I stopped being rudderless when a problem hit me.

      Ways to Let Go of Fear

      To overcome my fears, I use the following tools:

      
        	Talk to someone about it. (Just admitting that I’m in the middle of deep fear from my childhood helps. Yes, I sometimes feel shame about that, but I’ve learned to deal with that and let it go.)

        	I meditate (more on this in a bit).

        	I run through the Twelve Steps in my head or say the Serenity prayer.

      

      I think the hardest thing is first to admit that I have a problem.

      When going through the laundry list of adult children of alcoholics, this particular trait hits me hard:

      “We are dependent personalities who are terrified of abandonment and will do anything to hold on to a relationship in order not to experience painful abandonment feelings, which we received from living with sick people who were never there emotionally for us.”

      Who would ever want to admit to this? Seriously.

      Wouldn’t it be easier to hide this under a rock in the deepest part of the sea so that no one would ever, ever know how I truly feel?

      Back when I was young, I did hide away my fear of abandonment, but then I kept repeating the same pattern in my relationships over and over and over again. Things got to the point that even I could see my faults.

      Admitting a truth is hard, but also not impossible. To overcome the fear of my childhood and the struggles I have in my adult life, I have chosen to share what I’m going through. It helps me, helps my relationships, and allows me to see a path to solve a problem.

      Which then leads me to therapy, Adult Children of Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, and meditation.

      There is no “one size fits all” solution for overcoming the fear (for me of abandonment) that’s triggered from one’s upbringing. I’ve used a wide range of tools to help me over the years.

      And most recently, I came across a meditation by Deepak Chopra on Empowerment. I’m going through Chopra’s 21-day Empowerment meditations, and I’m on day 7. During the meditation, Chopra says in his calming voice: “Your sense of security cannot be shaken.”

      He goes on to explain how we can free ourselves from fear by realizing that we can overcome fear and insecurity. Once we let go and just be, we realize that there are no strings holding us back.

      Now maybe meditation doesn’t work for you. Maybe you believe in God and put your faith in organized religion. Or maybe you believe there is a higher power that you trust will not let you fall. I can’t say what will work for you, but I do know that when I do let go of a situation that I feel better as though a burden has been lifted from me.

      So, to go back to the beginning: When I’m thinking about the bills and finances, I now have the means to stop and think through a situation. I can let go and put my trust in God, in a meditation practice, but more practically, I can listen to my adult voice and ask:

      Is it true?

      Is it true that my family will be homeless? Is it true that I need to let my past fears overcome me? Is it true that my fear of abandonment is coming to fruition?

      No, I don’t have to allow that any longer. I’m in control of my future by letting go of my past fears.

      When I first started going to therapy, my counselor at the time taught me about the three different voices within us:

      
        	Our child voice (“I want the candy now!")

        	Our parental voice (“You can’t have candy until after dinner, and that’s final!”)

        	And our adult voice (“Is it true that I need to have candy now?”)

      

      What I have worked on for my years is to develop my adult voice and to center myself so that I can let go of the fears that overwhelmed me as a child.

      I hope these same tools will help you.
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      Practicing the Loving-Kindness Meditation

      

      Last January, I promised myself that I would go to a meeting about recharging and dealing with burnout after work. When the night finally came, it was 4 degrees outside, and I didn’t want to head out in the cold, but decided to go at the last minute.

      And I’m so glad I did.

      The instructor taught us the Loving-Kindness Meditation.

      We closed our eyes and for about 2 minutes kept focusing on this mediation:

      
        
        May I be happy

        May I be healthy

        May I be peaceful

        May I live with ease

      

      

      Seems pretty easy, right?

      I’ve been practicing the meditation before I get out of bed in the morning. I focus on the positive thoughts, and the instructor was right—over time, it has made a difference in my mood and how I go about my day.

      After you get this part of the meditation down, you then move on to the next level. Instead of saying the words to yourself, you think of someone you don’t like (or having problems with) and say the mantra them.

      
        
        May they be happy

        May they be healthy

        May they be peaceful

        May they live with ease

      

      

      What?

      You heard me right.

      Now, this is a lot harder than I had ever thought.

      Last Sunday, I went on my long run and thought of a person who had caused me some hurt lately. As soon as I thought the first line, my brain revolted and gave me a big fat, “NO!”

      One minute I was running, and the next I was trying to convince myself to say the mantra for that person that I didn’t get along with very well.

      I had to wrestle with my thoughts as I thought of them.

      In Christianity, Jesus taught to turn the other cheek to your enemy. I always found that to be hard to do because my first reaction is to go into defensive mode.

      I need to keep working on the second level of the Loving-Kindness meditation. I keep failing at it because there’s an emotional struggle within me. I’m trying really hard to get over my feelings and send good wishes to people that I don’t get along with, but it’s not easy. I’m being honest because I’ve found the first level of meditation to be like a healing salve on my tired body and mind. It’s been a great help.

      But the second level, well, I’ll need more time for that.

      And the third level is to think of the world:

      
        
        May everyone be happy

        May everyone be healthy

        May everyone be peaceful

        May everyone live with ease

      

      

      I find this one to be easier than the second level because it’s a bit more distant. “Everyone” could be anyone. But if you think about it, this would mean that I wish that a criminal to be happy, healthy, peaceful, and live with ease. That doesn’t sit well with me yet. I think I need more time to be enlightened because I still resist this one.

      The funny thing is that our instructor told us that it took about 24 months for her to get out of level 1 to the next level. Now I understand why.

      Letting go and sending positivity to others makes sense because it frees us from our hang-ups and our grudges. Is it easy? No!

      If you’re looking for a new meditation, I recommend giving Loving-Kindness a try.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Day 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Make Your Daily Intention

      

      When I wrote this, it’s getting to the end of the year and the beginning of a new one. And so begins the TV commercials and morning shows that will start talking about your New Year’s resolution.

      Experts have shown that 80% of people fail to meet their resolutions.

      That’s a pretty depressing statistic.

      Similarly, many people who go on diets eventually gain back the weight.

      I decided a long time ago not to make New Year’s resolutions or go on diets. Instead, I’m working on daily intentions to help me change my lifestyle.

      Creating new and healthy habits is now so much easier. A lot is going on within our brain that we must overcome to create new neural pathways and change behavior.

      If you’re looking for a great book about habits, I highly recommend The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business.

      I read the book a few years ago, and it changed the way I approach making a change in my life.

      What I work on is creating simple changes each day that build over time.

      Here’s my weekly schedule.

      (Okay, before I go too far. I know that the word “schedule” might freak some people out, but I hope you stick with me.)

      

      
        	Monday: Meditate, write before work

        	Tuesday: Run, meditate before work

        	Wednesday: Meditate, write before work

        	Thursday: Run, meditate before work

        	Friday: Meditate, write before work

        	Saturday: Write and then meditate

        	Sunday: Run and then meditate

      

      That’s it.

      I like to keep things simple and to go on autopilot so that I don’t have to make lots of decisions early in the morning before work. The more energy I need to spend on deciding how/when to exercise, or what I’m going to meditate on, the less time I’ll have for it.

      I have my exercise and meditations all picked out in advance. My running clothes are put out the night before; the meditation is all set, so I only have to hit play on my phone to listen to the session.

      By building a light (and flexible) schedule, I can set a daily intention. I start my day with positivity, and that helps me through my day.

      If something comes up and I can’t work in writing or meditation as planned, I'll do it later that day, or I can skip it. I try not to miss many days because meditation and running help me.

      Over time I am slowly adding in other intentions: eating healthy, getting up from my desk at work and walking every hour, and drinking more water.

      I’m looking to make life-long changes and don’t want to follow a fad diet or exercise craze. I want to do something that’s going to work for the rest of my life. With that in mind, I believe that small building blocks of positive actions eventually create life-long habits that are sustainable and helpful.

      If you’re looking to start small, a simple experiment could be:

      10 to 15-minute walk and short meditation or yoga (15-20 minutes).

      If mobility is a challenge, there are lots of videos on YouTube for doing yoga in a chair.

      I challenge you to think differently and find activities that will work for you. If 10-15 minutes is too long, make it 5. But whatever you decide, build the activity into your daily schedule and keep yourself accountable (with positive reinforcement for success, not punishment for missing a day).

      What are your daily self-care routines?
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      Make Your Own Success

      

      “Nobody loves me.” Or, “they’re all out to get me.” Or better yet: “I can’t get a break.”

      Self-fulfilling prophecies are an easy way to build a defensive barrier around ourselves. By putting a negative thought out into the universe, we do so to protect ourselves from when the other shoe hits the ground.

      Having grown up in an alcoholic/dysfunctional family, thinking of the worst (and preparing for it) allowed me always to be ready for whatever would be coming my way. But focusing on the negative shrouded the good things in my life.

      What’s the difference between waking up in the morning and saying:

      “Today, I’m going to embrace what comes my way.”

      But compare that with:

      “I’ll be ready for when that one-two punch comes at me.”

      Being in a constant defensive posture limits our ability to grow and succeed.

      How can we obtain our fullest potential if we don’t allow ourselves to think openly?

      What I am learning to do is to create possibilities for myself.

      I’ve never believed that luck comes to people. I’ve been writing fiction now for decades, and I still struggle with translating that dream into a livable wage.

      And yet the tendency is to look at the success of others and go: “How did they become an overnight success? They’re making hundreds of thousands of dollars on their books—how did they do that so quickly?”

      The reality is that the authors that make it to the limelight have put in their time and been working hard.

      Instead of being jealous of someone else’s success, why not congratulate them?

      A therapist once told me to visualize what I want to happen in my life. If you’re going to give a big talk in front of a large audience, imagine yourself on the stage, doing great, and then completing the task.

      I believe success comes to me because I allow it. What do I mean by that?

      
        	Avoid self-sabotage (getting close to your goal and then failing because of deliberate mistakes you’re making to slow your progress).

        	Be open to what’s possible.

        	Actively be available and helpful: network, talk with people, share with them your goals, and listen to their ideas.

      

      We make our luck because we sow the seeds of our success. Helping someone today might connect you with that colleagues’ friend, who then connects you to their spouse, and that could lead to a new opportunity.

      Consider this:

      “Woe is me!”

      Who is going to want to work with you? Heck, you’re not even going to want to work with yourself.

      “Good morning, nice to meet you!”

      Being open and willing to succeed opens new doors and possibilities.

      All of this might sound so simple and maybe even trite but think about the times in which you might have been held back from fear or worry.

      And then think about the successes you’ve had in life: I know that I’ve succeeded when I tried something new, talked with people I had just met, and offered to help.

      When I’ve volunteered to help create HTML pages back in 1999 at my job, over two years I positioned myself to get a promotion at my job. When I went to a poetry reading on my own, I met my wife.

      I am not saying that you throw what you want out to the universe, like “The Secret,” and then through magic, your wish becomes a reality. No, not at all.

      What I am saying is that through hard work, you create a positive environment for your future self to be ready to accept success.

      When you grow up in a dysfunctional family, it's challenging not to be caught in a cycle. To break free, it’s essential to clear the mind and practice successful habits that will help you.

      One small step today can lead you to climb that mountain of an obstacle down the road.
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      Allow Yourself the Time to Grieve

      

      I remember sitting on my girlfriend’s floor and crying uncontrollably. My body shook, and when I tried to talk, I broke down again. We had had an intense talk, and somehow, my father had come up. At 21-years old, I hadn’t seen him in about 15 years.

      As I cried, the realization washed over me that I would never have certain experiences in my life:

      
        	A dad throwing a ball to his son.

        	His teaching me how to ride a bike.

        	Giving me a high five for a good report card.

        	Helping me through a rough time after being bullied at school.

      

      It’s funny on how easy it is to repress all those feelings, but eventually they work their way to the surface. A part of me just grieved at my loss and what I would never have.

      Many years later, I had a similar experience. I stood in the room where my first child would be born, and I painted the ceiling. My wife had gone shopping, so I had time alone. On the radio, “Time to Say Goodbye” by Andrea Bocelli came on. My grandfather had just passed a few months earlier, and he loved that song.

      I could have turned the radio off, but I let the song play, and I tried to sing to it. Again, I broke down and sobbed. I cried at missing my grandfather. In a matter of months, I lost both my grandparents.

      The realization that neither of them would ever hold our child in their arms hurt.

      I had wanted our kid to meet my grandparents. I wanted to be able to say to them: “Your Nan and Pop took us in when we had nowhere to go. I didn’t have my father in my life, but my grandparents did the best they could. I promise you that I’ll do everything I can to be there for you.”

      But wishes and dreams don’t make a reality.

      Just as I couldn’t go back in time and rewrite my history so that I had a father in my life, I also couldn’t bring my grandparents back. I needed to grieve the loss of my Nan and Pop right during the year that was supposed to be a year of joy. We had to attend funerals while my wife was pregnant and I just remember looking at her belly and wondering how this could all happen.

      It was painful period and took time to heal.

      I share these two examples because I see them differently. I needed to grieve in both circumstances, but the healing process was radically different for each case.

      For my father, I needed to do two things:

      
        	Let him go and self-parent myself. (I needed to become my own father and give myself the love that I never received from my father.)

        	Meet with my father and resolve my issues with him (that did happen, by pure luck, several years before I was married).

      

      I needed to grieve about the loss of my childhood, but then also see the possibility of what my future would bring. Self-love and self-healing would enable me to overcome the past. It took time, therapy, Adult Children of Alcoholic Anonymous meetings, reading, and lots of talks with those I love, but I’ve come to an understanding with my father.

      I had the opportunity to ask him basic questions such as: “WHY?”

      Why did you do X or Y? Why did you act that way?

      His answers (and willingness to be honest with me) taught me a powerful lesson: He wasn’t the demon that I had made him out to be. He had made mistakes and was human. It allowed me to forgive him over time.

      With the loss of my grandparents, it took time to heal the wounds. When our son came into the world, his smile acted as a powerful help to help us see the circle of life.

      In trying to be the best husband and father that I could be, those roles helped me better understand what my father and grandfather were going through as I was a boy. My faults have come out as I’m human, and I now have a better understanding of the patience needed to be a good father.

      Before I could ever be a good parent to my son (and then to my daughter), I needed to be good to myself first.

      And the first step on that road is to grieve what I never had as a kid. Growing up in an alcoholic/dysfunctional family, I often felt like we lived on Mars compared to other families. But what I didn’t understand as a kid is that no family is perfect. Every family has its problems.

      What’s important is admitting mistakes, making amends, and actively working to better the situation.

      Which brings me back to grieving: It’s okay to cry and feel sorrow. It’s okay to feel.

      I took those emotions and then loved my inner child because I realized that I deserved it.

      That realization became the spark that inspired me on my journey. To become a good parent, I needed to be good to myself first. It seems pretty basic until you stop and try it.
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      Unbridled Joy

      

      When is the last time that you just laughed and laughed? When’s the last time that you just let yourself feel such great joy that your whole body tickled with energy?

      Take a moment to watch a baby laughing hysterically.

      Babies find joy in the simplest of things. The world is new to them. They’re open, curious, and willing to let their emotions wash over them.

      As we grow older, we often put defensive barriers around ourselves. We protect by walling ourselves off from the world. But by protecting, we also numb or distance ourselves from those who care.

      What if we decided to open our hearts today?

      What if we chose to let our barriers down?

      What if we gave ourselves the self-love we deserve?

      But what if we threw caution to the wind and allowed ourselves to feel unbridled joy?

      I wonder…
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      The Power of Stillness and Relaxation

      

      I am a type A person. A co-worker once joked, “You’ve cured cancer by the time I even get out of bed in the morning.”

      There’s a flip side to that of course: I push myself hard and the stress does adversely affect me.

      A few years back I set a schedule so that I’m either writing or exercising before work. Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday are writing days while Tuesday, Thursday and Sundays are running days.

      But I encountered a problem with all that: When you push yourself too hard, you eventually crack. Sure, I can go on like that for a while, but getting 5-6 hours of sleep a night and then being out of the house for work for 11 hours of the day doesn’t leave me with much time to do all the other things I need to do in my life.

      Instead of easing up, I sometimes cram too much in and then break down (either I get sick or I snap at the stupidest thing).

      There’s a better way and it might sound counter-intuitive.

      Keep in mind that having grown up in a dysfunctional family that as the oldest child, I took on great responsibility. I often take on more than I can chew, and I’ll get the work done, but I sacrifice my own health in the process.

      Thankfully, I’ve gotten better at saying no and giving myself space to breath and relax.

      Time and time again, when I’m overwhelmed, I’ve found that taking time to relax and being still is the best medicine.

      When I can’t find an answer to a problem, or I’m so stressed out that I don’t know what is the best path to take, there is one simple thing that I can do that will help:

      Unplug, sit still, close my eyes and focus on my breathing.

      The Power of a Relaxed Mind

      Go, go, go! That’s my normal state of mind. I’m working, planning, strategizing and juggling a bunch of things all at the same time. The problem is that I’ve learned that multi-tasking really doesn’t work. Striving to keep multiple balls up in the air at the same time might seem like a great idea in the short-term, but over the years, I’ve found that it’s best to ease up, relax and give myself time to breathe.

      The problem is that when stressed out we often want to push harder, go faster, do more.

      That’s usually the worst response for me.

      Instead, taking time to unplug helps.

      If the weather’s nice, try the following:

      
        	Go for a run (no headphones!)

        	Take a walk (leave phone off)

        	Sit in a quiet space and just relax

      

      Now that we are so connected to the internet and have so many different influences on us each day (TV, phone, computer, people, billboards, traffic, etc.) we often don’t get time to just think.

      That might be scary at first. When you give yourself time to think, all sorts of thoughts and feelings might rise to the surface. Hurt, fear, and worry could bubble up. But allowing ourselves time to feel and then accept those feelings is a way to cleanse them from our body and mind.

      The light visualization exercise that I shared in Day 2 is a great activity to use to help intentionally clear the mind. I believe that our brains need to be rebooted from time to time. If we’re not getting enough sleep, then taking time out of our day to chill and be still will help.

      And the added benefit: When I’m relaxed, creative ideas always pop into my head. Every novel that I’ve written has come about because I’ve given myself the time to just think and relax.

      I can push, push, and push harder OR I can take a step back, chill out a few minutes by unplugging and feel a lot better.

      You would think that I would have this figured out by now, but don’t feel bad if you struggle to let go. Be kind to yourself. In the long run, I’ve found that it works out best for me (and I feel a heck of a lot better) if I make time for stillness.
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      Who Are You?

      

      Back in college, a professor asked us to define who we are. When it was my turn to speak, I said something like: “I’m a son, a brother, a boyfriend, a student, a grandchild, a writer, but underneath it all, I am me.”

      She liked my answer and was surprised at my ability to be so introspective at 18 years of age.

      When I look at myself these days and ask, “Who am I?”, there’s a whole different aspect to that answer now that I am decades older.

      My roles don’t matter to me as much as they did when I was younger. So, I’m a worker, a writer, a husband, a father. All of those roles are great, but a lot of that is tied into how I define myself in the world.

      For those of us who grew up in an alcoholic/dysfunctional family, the roles we played when young are tied into who we are today and some of our greatest weaknesses: Being over responsible, resistant to change, and fearful of abandonment.

      To shine a light on one’s feelings and to allow them to come to the surface is not easy. To grow, I believe it is necessary to come to terms with who we are and then to love those parts of ourselves.

      It’s funny, but in growing up, I tried my best to be the opposite of my father and to avoid the dysfunctional behaviors that I grew up in. But the harder I tried to cut those parts out of me, the more I struggled.

      I couldn’t understand it at first.

      Why was this so hard? To NOT be like someone, doesn’t it make sense to do the opposite?

      Unfortunately, I learned the hard way that you cannot cut out a piece of yourself. To deny my inner self, was to deny who I was and what had influenced me to be who I am today.

      Instead, I have focused on embracing and loving my imperfections.

      It seems a bit odd at first, but when I peel the onion, even more, there’s a deep realization that dawned on me: I am me.

      I just am. For good or for ill, I’m not separate from the world. I am part of the world. Here’s where things get a bit metaphysical but bear with me:

      If everything around me is created on Earth and everything on Earth is part of the solar system and the solar system is part of the galaxy, then the galaxy is part of the universe, of creation. I am me. I am who I am. But I am a part of creation.

      Okay, let’s break that down a bit. If every single atom was created in the Big Bang, and I’m part of the evolution of that moment, then who I am is tied into the fabric of the universe. I’ve always liked the astronomer Carl Sagan as he coined the phrase: “We are star stuff.”

      If you’ve not seen that clip of Sagan from the PBS series Cosmos, be sure to check it out.

      So, on the most cosmic scale, we are all beings of creation. The atoms that formed planets and asteroids and comets that seeded the Earth with organic materials eventually formed life. We are descendants from those primordial pools on prehistoric Earth. And now we have consciousness, can imagine, think, but most importantly, we have the power to love.

      I ask that you take a moment today to think about who you are. What roles do you play, what roles can you grow beyond, and if you were to shed those roles, who exactly would you be?

      Find that out and ask yourself: What would happen if I loved all of me? (The “good,” the “bad,” the "in-between.”)
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