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		INTRODUCTION

		My Grandfather’s Secret

		Have you ever known someone with whom you feel incredibly at peace? Someone whose calm is a contagion that spreads and takes hold and soothes the most tempestuous of moods? A cop who is fantastic in a crisis and is the partner everyone wants? A go-to colleague who makes you feel better when your boss is throwing a tantrum? The friend you instinctively turn to if you are scared or jittery? I am not talking about someone who is boring or sedated, but rather someone who is in a state of focused, relaxed, and confident alertness, the optimal state in which to sail through the oceans of our lives.

		I knew such a person. In the tempest of our family, my grandfather was the eye of the storm. All around him churned the chaotic entropy that is the Indian household. And at the center stood my Thatha, a monument of stalwart self-possession.

		Thatha awoke at five every morning and made himself a cup of hot water. Then he sat down in an old slingback chair. I would perch on a stool next to him. We would both read the morning newspaper—or at least I would pretend to. When he was finished with the paper, he would stand up, cross his hands behind his back, and pace slowly up and down the length of the house in the tropical dawn. I would follow closely behind, not close enough to be a pest but close enough to observe and imitate his every movement. This would go on for about a half hour. He said it helped him think. There was a slow cadence to everything Thatha did during those morning hours before the household stirred and came alive.

		My grandfather was a powerful man, a mathematician who went on to run the regional telephone company, in charge of thousands of employees. His quiet ways and demeanor belied the tremendous pressures and responsibilities that were part of his job. I remember him getting angry just once, when I was seven years old. As a joke, I dumped a bucket of manure into the well at the family farm, where we spent my school holidays. The farm had no drinking water as a result. My grandmother yelled and carried on, which fazed me not one bit. She was a volatile woman and prone to the excesses of temper characteristic of the many adults who swirled around my young life.

		When my grandfather learned what had happened, the first thing he did was make arrangements to procure clean water. I stood there ashamed. I was his favorite grandchild. He had never been angry with me before, but he looked furious now. When the clamor died down, the two of us were left alone in the garden. I looked up at him, terrified. He didn’t say a word, just watched me gently as if evaluating what to say. Finally, he spoke. “That was an asinine thing to do,” he said, so softly that I almost didn’t hear him. And that was that. No further repercussions. I was devastated. To this day, few words have hurt me more.

		Why? Because they came from this man I adored, this being of calm, this model of equanimity. I admired my grandfather in that moment, even in my mortification. That he attended to what needed to be attended to, that he reprimanded me succinctly and well, that he did all this so very calmly, and that, most of all, he communicated to his small, adoring granddaughter that everything was going to be okay.

		At the time, I didn’t quite grasp my grandfather’s influence on me. I didn’t yet know that I would try to spend much of my early adult life searching for the holy grail of his equanimity. In time I would learn the secrets of my grandfather’s serenity. When, years later, I finally came upon the answer, I stumbled into it. Serendipitously. I discovered what my grandfather had, what I could have, that would allow me this delicious stillness, this confidence in times of tribulation, this calm. I went into medicine because it was my family trade. Both my great-grandfathers were physicians. My father was a surgeon, my mother a microbiologist. But within medicine, I chose my field—neurology—because nothing fascinates me more than the brain and because I knew that the answer to my quest lay within it. In this book, I will share what I’ve learned about the neuroscience of calm and what we need to do to attain it. But first, let’s look more closely at what I mean when I speak of “calm.”

		Calm is a sense of internal composure that lets us function to the best of our abilities. It is the ideal state of the brain, supported by a body completely allied with this purposeful brain, allowing us to harness our cognitive powers while maintaining a perfect balance with our emotions. When you are calm, you are in your zone, unperturbed by distractions or distress. How can we get there? What does it take to reach this state of optimal brain functioning?

		The crucial turning point in my thinking about calm came when I realized that it is as much a neurological state and as much a product of the brain as are language or movement. What this means is that, under the best of circumstances, you can choose your emotional state just as you can choose to move your arm or tell a joke. And you can choose calm over panic in confronting a stressful situation. Why is this so? Because in the exquisite mechanism that is our body, every force has an equal and opposite force. The brain has complex systems for relaxation and calm to counteract its intricate mechanisms for alertness and anxiety. Therefore, we must look deep into the workings of the brain and the nervous system to uncover the keys to calm.

		The answer to “How can we get there?” lies not within our frontal lobes, our rational higher brain, the seat of logic and thinking, but within our core brain, which controls our emotions and impulses, and the vast environmental sensor and receptacle that is our body. My grandfather knew this. All his life, in his habits and his thoughts, he was deliberately augmenting the hardwired circuits between his body and his brain that promote—yes, promote—calm. The way he started each morning, the slow pouring out of his mind and body into the day, was worlds apart from the typical modern jolting awake and bolting into action. Throughout his life, Thatha was preferentially enhancing the connections between the calm centers in his body and in his brain. This served him well through hectic days—and it served him superbly when his little granddaughter did something idiotic.

		The balance of calm and anxiety in my grandfather, and in all of us, is directed by the parasympathetic relaxing system and the sympathetic alerting system. Both of these carry information from the body into the core brain, which then turns up or turns down the calm “switch.” Now consider what happens to these systems when we’re tossed into the turmoil of an Internet-driven, multitasking, multi-roled, BlackBerryed life. Our primitive core brain interprets the buzzing and beeping, the flashing assaults on our attention, as if they were hungry saber-toothed tigers lurking on our path. Our brains, evolved to fight real threats like tigers, cannot distinguish between a ferocious beast poised to attack and a quarterly report that’s two weeks late. Faced with a barrage of stimulation, guess which brain system we preferentially recruit. We invariably amp up our arousing sympathetic system, just as our ancestors drew on that system to help them escape or slay the tiger.

		Our rational brain’s arousing system may help us get that report finished and even handle ten other assignments at the same time, but the next task looms and then the next. And along the way, we forget how to turn down this ever-vigilant, worrying system. Fueled by the fears of the frontal lobes, which equate a missed deadline with the loss of a job and prestige, the sympathetic system creates an orange alert in our bodies and brains, a state of inchoate and perpetual anxiety. We wage a brain war without the intervening benefits of peace.

		It is the charged conflict between the primitive core brain and the more evolved rational brain that leads to the angst and unrest that characterizes so much of modern life. We are unable to soothe ourselves. We can’t sleep at night and we’re tense and edgy during the day. We cannot concentrate, cannot relax, even during a massage or while lolling on a Caribbean beach. When we don’t activate our body’s calming parasympathetic mechanism, our runaway sympathetic system causes us to succumb to heart attacks and strokes, even as it helps us meet our daily deadlines.

		But what if we made a different choice? A counterintuitive selection? What if instead of choosing the task-driven sympathetic system, we were to recruit the parasympathetic relaxing system? Paradoxically, as we will see, this choice may actually give us a better shot at winning the rat race, allowing us to make our deadlines and stay healthy. In fact, learning to make this choice may well keep us alive. At peace. And sleeping. Without Ambien.

		It took me a while to understand this. All my life I have known that I function best in states of emergency. As a resident in training in a busy hospital, when there was a cardiac arrest or a gunshot wound, my brain would slow down and pick out the relevant information in crisp detail, allowing me clarity in milliseconds. Although I continued to think, I was almost on autopilot. Surprisingly, for someone prone to the dramatic—a trait I inherited from my grandmothers—I was at my calmest and most at peace during these emotionally heightened times.

		In those days, I drank two six-packs of caffeinated Diet Coke and went through a pack of cigarettes each day. Every case was a race, every save a win. Some days, after such hectic nights, I would head out for a manicure. My hands would tremble from the excess of adrenaline in my system, and my manicurist would say, “Hmmm.… Guess who’s just come off call!”

		I was in sympathetic overdrive through much of my training, and it served me well. Because I was young, I could still ramp up my parasympathetic system and fall into a relaxing and deep sleep, trembles and all. Interestingly, though, if I was calmest in overdrive, I was more irritable during the less stressful times of my life. I would find myself thinking less clearly, torn between the demands of work and home. It was hard to take pleasure in the quiet of the dawn. I longed for the calm that suffused my grandfather and wanted this glow to settle down on me, like a blanket of power. I was stuck in this rut until Wolfie chanced into my life.

		I found Wolfie one cold winter day as I was driving on the Long Island Expressway. He was wandering, shivering, on the median of the highway. He was a medium-size dog, part German shepherd and part collie, scrawny and scared. I pulled over to the side of the road and managed to get him into the car. When I brought him home, he quickly took to our family like Orphan Annie to Daddy Warbucks. There was just one problem. Every time he got into the car, Wolfie became excited, bouncing comically from window to window. By the end of every car trip, no matter how short, Wolfie, exhausted and anxious, would vomit all over the car.

		We tried everything we could think of, but nothing seemed to work. At the end of every car ride, I was left cleaning the upholstery. Finally, I took Wolfie to see Ellen, a talented dog trainer. Ellen listened intently to my story. It took her less than five minutes to make a diagnosis and suggest a cure.

		“Wolfie gets anxious when he’s in the car,” she said. “We don’t know what his history is. Maybe his former owners dropped him off on the expressway. Now you have to teach him that the car is a safe place.”

		“How do I do that?”

		“Simple,” said Ellen. “Calm his body, and his mind will automatically follow suit.”

		She showed me how to get Wolfie to lie down and stay down after getting into the car.

		“When he is lying down, he cannot get excited. This should do it.”

		Such a simple solution to this entrenched problem seemed almost silly. Why would lying down make a difference?

		But it did the trick. Wolfie has never again gotten sick in the car. He sits calmly. Within Wolfie, and within my grandfather, lies the answer—a calm body is a calm mind. Not the other way around, as most people believe. By coaxing your body into a state of calm, you quiet your rational brain’s internal mental chatter and allow the parasympathetic system and core brain to do what they do best: calm you down. Equanimity can emerge not only as a result of therapy funneling down from our higher centers to our body but also from the upside-down flood of impulses from our body to our higher centers. The “bottom-up” version of body over mind is where the answer lies.

		Freud may have been onto something in advocating free association while lying on a couch in a quiet room. Maybe that act itself rids people of anxiety. If you did that every morning for forty-five minutes, it would be hard not to have some of that mellow feeling drift into the rest of your day—just as my grandfather’s early-morning rituals helped him stay calm as he dealt with the Byzantine bureaucracies of Indian commerce.

		Our rational higher brain, with its Cartesian logic, may excel at figuring out how to build superconductors and teslas, but we need our core brain and our parasympathetically wired bodies to help us get a good night’s sleep and to cope effectively with the onslaught of conflicting demands on our attention. In our relentless embrace of a fast-paced technology-saturated world, we have pandered to our higher brains, frontal lobes, and sympathetic systems, leaving our parasympathetic systems and core brains in the dust.

		And therein lies the root of our contemporary epidemic of free-floating anxiety and inability to relax. But I contend that there is a solution. In this book, I explore the neurology and physiology of our body’s innate “calm” mechanisms and show how to get them back up and running smoothly. In the pages that follow, I explain why achieving the state of focused awareness I’m calling “calm” is crucial, not just for happiness and success, but also for health. And I confront the biggest challenge: how to choreograph the battle between our brain systems so that it becomes a well-orchestrated dance. Only by accomplishing this can we hope to find the elusive balance that leads to what my grandfather knew so well: a peaceful state in a turbulent world.

	
		CHAPTER 1

		The Un-Calm, Modern Brain

		Lisa, forty-eight, is a lissome blonde with a breezy manner. She smiles easily. When we meet, she appears poised and in control. I get no sense of any underlying tension. But I suspect it’s there because Lisa has come to see me for only one reason: She is desperate for relief from crippling migraines. Headaches have been part of her life since high school, but in the last several months, she has been waking up with them every day. She is on multiple pain medications, including narcotics. Recently, her neck muscles have gone into spasm, causing her additional agony. Not surprisingly, she tells me that she is feeling more and more anxious.

		“It’s interesting,” Lisa remarks. “I quit the advertising rat race a year ago because I couldn’t stomach it anymore. The daily deadlines. The constant pressure. The need to always be available. The better I got, the higher up I got, the worse the pressure. It never eased up. By the time I left, I was pretty much running the company. The only trouble was, I was running myself into the ground, and my marriage along with it.”

		Finally, at the urging of her husband—“That man should be sainted for all he has put up with”—and her therapist, Lisa left her job to pursue what she always dreamed of doing: working with flowers. She started a floral bridal business, and with her connections, she was up and running in no time.

		“Suddenly, I was surrounded by beauty, I literally was,” she told me. “I was living my dream. I should be filled with happiness. Instead, here I am,” and she smiled wryly, with a self-deprecating wave of her hand. “I can’t sleep. I’m in constant pain. I need neck surgery. I’m on enough medications to put a racehorse into a coma, but it doesn’t seem to be doing me much good. I’m a complete mess.”

		Lisa retreated from a glitzy career as a big-time rainmaker in advertising to follow her dream and was, by all accounts, wildly successful in this new endeavor. But here she is: on multiple medications, beset by pain and worry, even as she should have been having the time of her life. What is going on?

		As Lisa told me her story, I could see that even though she was living her dream, there was something happening inside her that was generating both her migraines and her anxiety and preventing her from enjoying this achievement. In fact, I thought the cause of Lisa’s problem was a very basic one. Over the years, she had trained herself to override her body’s built-in relaxation mechanism, the parasympathetic nervous system. This created an imbalance with her alerting mechanism, the adrenaline-driven sympathetic nervous system. So when Lisa is dealing with a nervous bride and an overwrought mother who is unhappy with the proportion of lilies of the valley to white roses in the bridal bouquet, she shifts easily into high alert, tamping down her body’s chronically weakened protective calming mechanisms.

		Lisa had habitually overlooked the needs and desires of her primitive core brain, catering instead to the demands of her more evolved frontal lobes. Now, instead of savoring the glory of her beautiful centerpieces, instead of enjoying the happy smiles of brides on their wedding day, Lisa’s frontal lobes are off to the next wedding, the next bouquet, the next stop on the train schedule. In the process, she continues to maintain a skewed, top-heavy brain, a brain geared to hundred-meter sprints rather than the slower marathon that is a life well lived. Her frontal-lobe circuits, concerned with planning, judgment, and self-criticism, have been preferentially strengthened, and her more primitive core-brain circuits, which deal with relaxation, have become undermined.

		In the short term, this diligence helped propel Lisa up the career ladder at the advertising agency, where she worked relentless twelve-hour days, and now that same conscientiousness lets her prosper in the flower business. It allows her to navigate an abundance of tasks and demands: Even as she obsessively reads her e-mails and texts, she pacifies a distraught bride, negotiates with a wholesaler, and orchestrates a dinner party for her son’s graduation. But what is the cost of this frenzy of activity?

		Lisa’s need to pack more into every hour makes the true enjoyment of any one experience difficult. She’s not alone. Multitasking has become the modern norm, not the outlier. Here’s one scenario: I am eating lunch, sitting at the table. Period. Here’s the more likely scenario: I am eating a sandwich while watching television and cleaning the kitchen, talking on the phone, and checking my e-mail. The joy of simply eating a meal, just tasting it, is rarer than it used to be.

		This need to stuff every day with activity and stretch our waking time as long as possible—Lisa rarely enjoys more than five hours of sleep—is a peculiarly frontal-lobe creation. The frontal lobe is the high priest serving the temple of the virtues of industry. In the frontal-lobe-driven process of creating a false sense of urgency and viewing life as a race to the finish, the slow, intense cadence of the core-brain drumbeat is lost and with it some of our innate capacity for calm.

		Interestingly, multitasking is something the frontal lobes are specialized to do. They are like the air traffic controllers at a busy airport, telling which planes to land when and on which runways. The frontal lobes are able to process immense amounts of information instantaneously, allowing smooth, seamless transitions in dealing with the staccato taskmaster that is urban life.

		Lisa is a champion multitasker. But by creating an unsustainable internal disequilibrium between the conflicting needs of her core brain and her frontal lobes, between her relaxing parasympathetic system and alerting sympathetic system, she is slowly destroying her health. I knew that medication would not be the best way to treat Lisa’s anxiety, migraines, insomnia, and chronic pain in her current state of constant stress. Aspirin and surgery may ease her back pain, Prozac may reduce her anxiety, Valium may help her sleep, but none of these would address the cause of all this internal turbulence, the underlying physiological dearth of calm. To rid Lisa of her symptoms, I would have to correct the chronic imbalance between the calming and alerting forces within her body and brain. Later, I discuss what I did with Lisa, a simple solution that got her back to health and off her crippling dependence on a plethora of increasingly ineffective medications.

		Lisa may be an extreme example, but there is no doubt that this disturbing trend of chronic, learned inability to self-soothe has become an epidemic. Modern demands on our brains—from the insistent buzz of technology to the persistent illusion of urgency—dictate this ill-advised shift toward the alarm zone of our body and brain apparatus, at great cost to our well-being and peace of mind. The use of prescription sleep aids, narcotic painkillers, anti-anxiety drugs, and antidepressants has skyrocketed, tripling in the last decade alone. But drugs have not solved the problem. More people than ever complain of insomnia and anxiety. Depression is on the rise, as are attendant illnesses such as obesity, hypertension, and cardiac disease. Depression and anxiety are five times more common among today’s children than just fifty years ago.

		The problem lies in our “top-down” approach to treating the ailments of modern angst. In fact, from a brain or neuroscience perspective, a “bottom-up” approach may be more effective. The top-down approach assumes that our state of mind is dictated by our consciousness and rational thought, driven by the frontal lobes. In contrast, the bottom-up approach is an unconscious, body- and core-brain-driven road to our mindset. When a mother says to her son, “Tony, would you please calm down,” she is using a top-down approach to calming her child’s mind. She is appealing to the reasoning capacity of his frontal lobes and asking him to use this rational, conscious process to quiet down. Psychotherapy is also a top-down approach in that it uses language and reasoning, both frontal-lobe functions, to explore the reasons for the lack of calm. On the other hand, if a mother says to a screaming child, “Time out!” and sits him in a chair facing a wall, that’s using a bottom-up approach, that is, quieting his body and having him slow down in order to achieve a sense of calm.

		Alcohol and other drugs “calm” the brain by dulling our senses, working on all areas of the brain, on both conscious and unconscious perceptions, and are effectively both top down and bottom up. Meditation and even Freud’s analytic couch attempt to use a bottom-up body-to-brain approach, but, as we will see, they are not powerful enough, especially when faced with the constant onslaught of daily calm busters.

		Let’s take a look at the workings of Lisa’s brain and body to see how she got where she is, surrounded by flowers but barely able to stop and smell them. Just behind her pretty brow, housed in the hard casing of her skull, the largest parts of her brain—the frontal lobes—are hard at work, preventing Lisa from relaxing. They are instructing her that it is more important to be hypervigilant than to seek serenity. While all of us have frontal lobes that have evolved over the millennia to perform these functions, modern life has left us unable to balance this vigilance with the relaxation that is also wired into our brains.

		Lisa has taken this natural tendency to the next level. So when she tries to relax, her frontal lobes send electrical signals down to her core brain, where the alerting sympathetic and relaxing parasympathetic systems interact, amping up her sympathetic system and turning down her parasympathetic system. From the core brain, these signals flood her sympathetic system, where Lisa’s body is constantly preparing for a virtual Armageddon. Levels of the stress hormone cortisol run high in her bloodstream, her heart is beating a little faster than it needs to, and her breathing is a bit shallower and faster than it ought to be.

		Lisa’s frontal lobes and the billions of nerve cells that form them are using all their power to keep her from harm. In her case, of course, “harm” means the loss of an account or failing to deliver the wedding flowers on time—hardly a looming disaster. If Lisa had been alive ten thousand years ago, the harm might have been a woolly mammoth, a genuine threat to her safety. Today, surrounded by dancing daffodils, the danger is more a sense of foreboding, a feeling that if she ever slowed down or stepped off the treadmill for even a little time, she would lose ground. But Lisa’s core brain, evolved from her ancestors over millennia, cannot make the distinction between real and imagined threats. It reacts strongly, instinctively, to keep Lisa safe.

		As I listened carefully to Lisa’s story and examined her, I became convinced—from the perspective of the bottom-up approach—that unless we were able to calm Lisa’s body, it was going to be difficult to calm her mind.

		Lisa had longed to work among flowers all her life. Over the years, Lisa’s hardworking frontal lobes enabled her to achieve phenomenal success in the advertising world, to put away the sizable nest egg that gave her the financial freedom to indulge in her dream. Her frontal lobes allowed Lisa to flourish in a challenging work environment, helping her make good, disciplined decisions, her eyes firmly fixed on yet another, more challenging goal.

		But the price tag for these achievements was high. Excruciating migraine headaches. Nights staring at the ceiling, praying for sleep. Anxious days popping Prozac and painkillers. But now, here she is, not even a year into her escape from her old high-pressure life, and she is already back in the jail cell of anxiety. Because of the way Lisa has molded her brain, she cannot relax. Her long-preferred frontal lobes and her sympathetic nervous system will not let her unwind, to unplug on demand. Her parasympathetic nervous system, historically overlooked, is no longer able to take a stand.

		This imbalance between regions of her brain had not always been present. Lisa recalled that when she was little, she could spend hours squishing the sand between her chubby toddler toes, watching it run up and through them. Summer was summer, with sand in sandwiches that somehow didn’t detract from their deliciousness. She would lie for hours on a warm beach, watching the clouds float by and closing her eyes when the sun peeked out. As a toddler, she got tactile pleasure from the sand between her toes, and her frontal lobes did not veto her sensual idling. This “time waster” met her core-brain needs and allowed her parasympathetic nervous system to be in charge, to transport her to a state of calm. Once, when she was six, Lisa tells me, she sat so still and so long in the garden that she saw a flower open before her very eyes!

		“I can’t believe that I could sit that still for so long!” Lisa exclaimed in wonder as she recalled this moment. “You’d have to knock me unconscious now to get me to lie still. I always have to be on the move.”

		When Lisa was young, her frontal lobes were still being formed. They were not as powerful as they are now; her parasympathetic system still had the ability to lull her into a deep sleep. In fact, as is true for all of us, Lisa’s frontal lobes continued to develop until she was nearly twenty-five. They had not yet been fully shaped by her personality, her family, and the world around her. Lisa was born with the ability to relax completely. As a baby, she cried when she got hungry, but sometimes her mother wasn’t around to feed her. So she sucked her thumb to relax and the effect was calming. She fell asleep.

		Relaxation is not the same as happiness, but it is difficult to find consistent contentment in life without being able to soothe oneself. All of us are born with this ability; we lose it to larger or smaller degrees as we grow up. When Lisa was young, her brain did not interpret playing, idling, or just relaxing as threatening or dangerous. But over time, she learned that sitting in the sand, watching the waves race each other to the shore, was not a good thing to do. What was good was purposeful activity, like setting the table or ironing or doing homework. Relaxation was fine, but only on vacation, on July Fourth, or at a barbecue.

		“The idle mind is the devil’s workshop,” her mother would
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