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Foreword



I’m at the age where looking at my life, my only real regret is the time wasted, spent on trivial pursuits. The proverbial rabbit hole we all go down, whether or not our name is Alice. We all chase the same externals—the digital validation—and since none of us are immune from life on life’s often harsh terms we all tumble into the labyrinth of the deadly diptych of delusion and denial that can keep us in this perpetual spin cycle.


In this time of global crisis and climate catastrophe there is always hope, a steady pulse of seeking. Seeking answers. Seeking connection. Seeking love. With all the filtered external reminders, particularly through the devices that we carry with and on us at all times, what I have learned and have been helped by Dr. Elisa Hallerman to learn is that, in the end, it’s about our SOUL.


I believe that when you’re looking in the mirror, you’re looking at the problem, and many of us need guides to help clear away the noise and shrapnel of our ancestral imprints and access that beautiful centerpoint that is our essential self inside its womb that carries and nurtures us, our SOUL.


What impresses me about Dr. Hallerman’s book is her unflinching and raw storytelling and experience, strength and hope honed by her deep seeking and learning. The overall message is that we are enough, but every day we can do something to deepen our connection with our own SOULBRIETY.


I remember the day she told me that that was the title of her book, and I cried because it hit at my center. That my recovery from drugs and alcohol addiction weren’t enough. It needed to be deeper work.


Now, I have the privilege of undergoing psychoanalysis, and that has helped me profoundly, but obviously many, many people do not. A book like this can shift you into a new gear, a new level of self-understanding and, most importantly, self-love.


I have recommended countless people to consult with Dr. Hallerman, and I recommend this book with that same fervor. It is an important work, from a special, learned professional whose own SOULBRIETY comes at a crucial time for us all.


Jamie Lee Curtis















Introduction



I’m alone, in the back of a taxi headed to Benny’s apartment. It’s midnight, but he is expecting me. I made an appointment. By “appointment” I mean I called him obsessively until he woke up and agreed I could come over. I ask the cab to wait; I just have to run in and grab something. Benny’s door is open and I walk in. As always, the one-room apartment is dark and smoky, with that weird kitchen smell of garlic and spices. I sit on the bed, not even aware of how gross that is. The bed that seems to take up the whole apartment. Benny is dressed in a black robe and he looks seventy years old and I wonder how long he’s been doing this. He walks into a tiny alcove on the other side of the room and puts my baggies together. Carefully—by which I mean painfully slowly—measuring a gram per bag. I’m buying three grams, each in its own baggie. We both know I might as well get an eight ball, which is one large bag with just half a gram more than I’m buying. But for some reason, needing that much makes me feel ashamed. It feels like too much to do alone. In my mind, it’s reserved only for a group event. Not that I’m doing parties anymore—those days are over. Though I don’t admit it to myself, I’m too sick for that. I just want to be alone. I won’t even use at home anymore; I can’t bear the shame. This is a one-woman party, just me and a hotel room and the only thing I care about anymore. A handful of gram baggies it is.


“I need something now,” I say. Benny ignores me. It feels like it is taking hours to get my tiny packages ready and my body is screaming for it. After an eternity, he finally turns around and I push the cash into his hand. He slowly turns over the coke and says goodnight. But I’m not leaving yet. Like a woman who hasn’t seen her lover in a year, I ravenously open one of the baggies, pour the white powder on the countertop and do a line. Right there in his disgusting, dirty kitchen. Who knows what’s been on that countertop, how many other addicts have been in there doing the same thing just tonight. But none of that matters.


Relief. Imagine being held underwater, holding your breath and not knowing when or if you’ll be released. Every alarm bell going off in your body, the struggle and the panic and the fear. Then, with the touch of a button, you’re released. You rise to the surface and gasp. The first line of coke is that first lungful of air: salvation mixed with gratification. My dopamine level skyrockets and everything feels like pleasure; the adrenaline kicks in and I become superhuman: superior, worthier, and more desirable.


Five minutes later, I’m back in the taxi, and the high is starting to dissipate. More coke will bring the feeling back, and it feels like I must continue or I will die. I need another bump. Like, now. The ride to the hotel seems endless. Should I risk it? I decide not to. I try to look composed as I walk into the hotel and up to the reception desk. My body is lit with excitement and shame at the same time. I ask for a room and she hands me my key. Does she know what I’m doing here? Does she even care? What am I doing here? I could just as soon have asked the taxi to take me back to my townhouse in Beverly Hills. To my kind and empathetic roommate, who somehow never judges me. But no. My room, and particularly my bed, is the one place in the world I feel safe. I never want to jeopardize that feeling by using at home.


The one question I am not asking myself is why. Why am I hiding away all weekend using drugs and alcohol—all alone? But looking at myself is not why I’m at this hotel. I’m here to quiet the noise in my head and ease the torment in my body. Torment that ratchets up second by second as the receptionist types my name and credit card number into the computer in what feels, to me, like slow motion.


Finally I’m in the elevator. I fumble in my purse for the bag. I use the key card the receptionist gave me, dipping the corner into the white powder and snorting another bump. Ah… relief. I do it again. And again. I forget to leave the elevator when it opens on my floor, letting the doors close again. I’m starting to relax. A minute later I hit the “door open” button and find my way to the room.


Inside, the first thing I do is lock the door. Then the dead bolt. I sit down on the floor in front of the couch and put all my baggies on the coffee table. I pour the first one out and use my credit card to chop it up; then I crush the bigger pieces down to nice fine powder. I take a dollar bill, roll it up, and snort the whole line. I think, You really shouldn’t use dollars, they are so dirty… that’s how you get hepatitis C. I make a mental note to order straws from room service. Room service… I crawl to the desk and pick up the phone. I think about who else might have used the phone before me, putting their sweaty face and crusty nose on the receiver. But I don’t really care. I dial the phone.


“Hi, um, yeah, some friends and I are hanging out in room 306,” I overexplain. “So, um, I’d like to order six beers, a bottle of vodka, a bottle of champagne, and—yeah, something to mix the vodka with, like maybe cranberry juice? Okay, great, thank you.” Then I add, for effect, “Everyone will love this.”


I wonder if he knows there is no “everyone.” That there is only me. With all the cocaine, I’m pretty jacked up by the time the alcohol arrives. They knock but I don’t want them to see me. Through the door I tell the guy to just leave it outside. Only when I am sure he is gone do I slowly open the door and pull the cart full of alcohol in the room.


Suddenly I miss my friends and family. I wish they knew my secret and would come save me. Just then my cellphone phone buzzes—a dreadful noise indicating someone is actually trying to get in touch with me. I recoil into a ball on the bed. I don’t want anyone to see me in this much pain. Even having the phone in the same room makes me feel too vulnerable, so I take it to the bathroom where I wrap it in a washcloth and leave it on the sink. I return to the coffee table for comfort: another line followed by a drink. I can breathe again, if only for a moment.


The paranoia comes on slowly, a few hours in. They are coming to get me. I’m not safe. They will take my drugs and lock me up. Soon it becomes a frenzy. Suddenly I am moving the furniture—the overstuffed chair, the coffee table, the floor lamp—against the door. To keep them out. Because they are definitely coming for me. They know I’m here. I scramble up the pile to look out the peephole, then climb back down. I do it over and over, obsessively, for the hours that follow. I have to know when they get here.


More time… more coke… more alcohol. I realize I’ve made a huge mistake. I pick up the sticky room phone again and call down to the front desk. You have to change the name on my reservation. I give the receptionist an alias, a random combination of a first and last name I find by flipping through the hotel magazine there by the phone. She says okay and we hang up. I’m safe for the moment. But an hour later, the paranoia is getting worse. I remember thinking about calling the front desk to change my name—but did I actually do it? I can’t remember, and I can’t take any chances. So I pick up the phone again. This time the receptionist asks me, Is everything okay?


Shit, I think, she is on to me now. I need to throw her off.


“Yes, I’m fine,” I assure her, trying to sound professional and not wasted. “It’s just that my boyfriend—I mean, my ex-boyfriend actually—is looking for me, and I’m scared he will find me. But otherwise, you know, I’m good. I’m going to bed soon. Thanks so much.”


“Okay,” she says. I can tell she’s still suspicious. “Remember, we are only a phone call away down here. Would you like me to put a Do Not Disturb on your phone?”


“Perfect,” I say. “Thank you.”


We hang up, and I’m immediately on my knees doing another line on the coffee table.


A while later I walk into the bathroom and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I have the strangest experience of having absolutely no idea who is looking back at me. I know that person is supposed to be me, but I don’t recognize her. Those are not my eyes. Looking back at me is a girl who is suffering, troubled, heartbroken. Her eyes tell a story of anguish and fear. She is not me. But if not, then who is she? And who am I, the one who is witnessing her?


Someone come save me, please. Anyone. Please.


I turn on the shower. It’s my ritual at the hotel, on these solitary weekends, when I start to think too much. I try to wash off the twin stains of shame and remorse. It does not work. It never does. I towel off, put on the complimentary robe, come back out of the bathroom—and start the cycle again.


Hours roll by. Coke, alcohol, bathroom, climb up the furniture, peek through the curtains. It is endless, and it has only begun. I will be here for the next two days. This is how I will spend my weekend. Outwardly worrying that they are coming—while inwardly, even secretly, wishing that someone, anyone would show up. Anyone, to save me from the demons inside my own mind. But Sunday night, I will return to my house—alone. And Monday morning I will get up for work. I will go to the kitchen and get a bottle of beer from the fridge to help me come down from the weekend. And I will watch myself as I blow my hair dry, beer in hand, turning back into Lisa Hallerman, the young agent from United Talent Agency. An hour later, I’m sitting in the back of the conference room during our morning staff meeting with the entire company. I have a tissue in my hand because my nose is running, and I worry my sniffles are as loud as I think they are. Someone’s going to know. I glance around to see if anyone is looking at me, feeling a familiar paranoia setting in. I focus on my breathing and try to calm down. I look down and see I am almost finished with the large cup of coffee in my hand. Coffee is my Monday-after lifeline, and I’m not going to make it through this meeting without it. So I try to ration it with smaller sips. Finally the meeting is over, and I leave with the herd of people and head straight to the kitchen to refill my cup before returning to my office to face the day.
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EIGHT YEARS LATER, I wake up at age thirty-nine and realize it’s my five-year sobriety birthday. Meaning I’ve been sober from drugs and alcohol for five consecutive years, which is a huge milestone in the life of any addict. I wish I could say the weekend in the hotel room was the last time I did that. It wasn’t. It would take me several more years before I went to Alcoholics Anonymous and heard other women share about their years in sobriety. Having one year clean, let alone five years, seemed an insurmountable feat at the time. But I like to win, and that’s kept me going. (There are very few upsides to being driven by an out-of-control ego and a wounded inner child, but this is one of them.) Thanks to this same tenacity, I’ve been able to build a name for myself in the entertainment industry as a Hollywood talent agent. I have the life I’d always envisioned for myself. In every classic sense of the term, I’ve “made it.”


As I pull the heavy gray drapes from the French doors in my bedroom, I can hear baby birds chirping in a nest just outside. The groundskeeper was just here yesterday, so the lawn looks flawless, and the sun is shining outrageously as it only does in Southern California. Everything is exactly as I’ve always dreamed it would be.


And yet standing here, I feel a familiar gnawing sense of depression and despair.


I’d spent my entire time in sobriety checking off all the boxes of “success.” Dream job, check. Own my own home, check. Drive my favorite car, check. Reach social butterfly status, check. Money in the bank, check. I’ve already done everything I’m supposed to do, I conclude. Shouldn’t these feelings be fixed? I thought sobriety meant the promise of a better life and dreams coming true. Sure, I heard people mention you still have to deal with “life on life’s terms,” but so far nothing had seemed particularly difficult compared to the chaos of using. But here in the middle of my perfect life, on a day where I should be feeling nothing but joy, I can’t help but notice that things are not at all fixed. Am I happy? Sure. I mean, kind of. But do I live in joy? No. Am I living in meaning and purpose? No. Have I been able to let go of the disappointments, the roadblocks, and the trauma from my past? No.


I make my morning coffee while the dogs run in the yard. Then I sit on the patio and pick up my phone to find a flurry of congratulatory messages from my family, best friends, and college roommates. They’re proud of me for my sobriety, but also for everything that’s happened in my career since then. As I read over the accomplishments they’re naming, I don’t feel proud—I feel numb. I’m aware of a deep void I’m feeling inside, and I start to cry. I know it’s a big deal to get sober, and on the outside it looks like everything has gotten way better in my life since then. But the secret truth is that I still feel a lot like that woman from five years ago on the inside. Suddenly I can’t help but see what I’ve been unwilling to look at for years: I’ve traded my addiction to drugs and alcohol for an addiction to money, power, and prestige. I’ve been using my material success to skirt the same emptiness I’d once sought to fill through drugs and alcohol. I am still on the merry-go-round of disconnection, and it’s going strong. If I don’t find my way back to myself, I am destined to a lifetime of trying to fill that void.


I know I only have two choices. Either I find out what’s supposed to fill that void, getting curious as to why it’s here and what it’s trying to tell me, or I stay in an addict mindset for the rest of my life: chasing the carrot of external validation and outer success to avoid looking at what’s really driving me underneath.


I know what I have to do, but how on earth do I do it?
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BEFORE I WAS sober from drugs and alcohol, I never gave much thought to the existence of anything beyond what I could see with my eyes. While my family was culturally Jewish, spirituality was not a part of our daily lives. As a political science and sociology major in college, and then an attorney, my belief system was anchored in the restricted realm of reason. I pretty much hung out in the external world, pulled here and there by my ego and the things that happened to me. As a result, I was easily unmoored by life’s twists and turns—first using drugs and alcohol to try and keep my head above water, and later moving on to career success and material wealth.


But something happened the morning of my five-year sobriety date. I admitted to myself for the first time that my heart was still injured and depression had never stopped hovering. I wanted to know why, despite my best attempts to get over my problems, I didn’t feel better. I had to admit that I needed a better way. The answer—which I wouldn’t discover for a few more years—was to find and reconnect with my soul.


But I couldn’t have seen that at the time. Just like so many of us in Western culture today, I was looking for an easy way to fix myself—as quickly as possible, thanks. I was willing to do whatever was needed to get back into action, back into happiness mode, and back to “normal”—which for me, meant abstinence from mind-altering substances. While science has indeed been able to help us understand and treat certain types of physical and mental suffering, it doesn’t work when it comes to the suffering that arises from the unconscious. The questions I needed to be asking were about things I couldn’t see. What’s underneath my addiction, depression, and anxiety? What I didn’t know then, but thankfully know deeply today, is that these are not just any old questions. These questions are the gateway to an infinite well of knowledge, power, and wisdom, waiting for each of us just below the surface. These questions are the gateway to learning the language of soul.


What do I mean when I say “soul”? It’s hard to define with words alone because soul is not a thing. You can’t put your arms around it, and you can’t point to it. It’s simply the essence of your being, the map of your potential, the clues on the treasure hunt toward your purpose and destiny. We don’t have a soul; we are soul. Soul is absolute, certain, and genuine. It requires care and curiosity. It is the part of us that deeply attaches to others. It’s what feels like home, peace, and unity. Wholeness. Enrichment. Intimacy. Imagine a bottomless ocean teeming with life that’s tailored exactly to who you are. That indescribable, individualized, boundless well of infinite resources is soul.


But if you can’t describe it, how in the world are you supposed to locate it? You must listen and feel. Soul speaks when our conscious and unconscious minds are in communication, making what was previously unknown known. Soul’s language is ancient, and meaningful. And it requires a deeper listening than most of us have learned.


In opposition to the incessant demand on modern humans to grow up, soul’s nature is to grow down, like the roots of a tree. To fully unfurl underground, drawing from the mystery below the nourishment we need to fully expand above. But for many of us—I might say most of us—the growing down of our soul has been interrupted. Maybe once, but more often many times, in small or big ways. Something happened a long time ago that we were too young, or too afraid, to process. And out of protection, our roots had to recoil, break apart, and withdraw. The space that was left feels like a gaping wound.


As with any vacuum, there is a driving need to fill the hole. What we fill it with depends on who we are, and maybe even on how our brains are wired. What I know for sure is that people like me fill it with the high. Early on, I looked for anything that would numb the pain and provide a temporary reward or emotional boost. I covered the pain with alcohol; I tried to stuff it down with drugs. I bought things, engaged in risky and compulsive behaviors, and took part in any number of maladaptive coping strategies. The reason I kept doing it was that it worked—at least for a period of time. Turns out every coping mechanism has an expiration date; they may work for months or years or even decades, but they don’t work forever. And when the bill comes, it is more expensive and crushing than we could have imagined.


But even after I finally woke up and got sober, the pain was still there and it still needed to be managed. So I replaced using drugs with misguided love, shiny new toys, material objects, titles and other trophies—anything to bolster my anemic sense of self. I had no idea who my “self” really was. Abstinence from drugs and alcohol had given me clarity; sobriety had given me a design for living a life that kept me alive. But I had yet to understand the source of my ailment. I didn’t realize that there was a part of me that craved beauty and darkness, that needed to tune into my deeper longings—rather than fill the void—in order to have a creative, inspired, and desirable life. The morning of my five-year sobriety birthday was the beginning of a new leg of that journey. I knew something had to change, and that something was me.
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IN THE YEARS since, I’ve left Hollywood, gotten my Ph.D. in somatic depth psychology—which is the study of bringing unconscious psychological material into the light of awareness through meditation, dreamwork, the study of images and archetypes, inspired by the work of Carl Jung—and started the world’s first recovery management agency. I’ve also come to see that all the times I felt stuck, lost, scared, disconnected, uncertain, and alone were really just messages for me to pay attention. They were my deeper self urging me to get curious about why things were as they were, urging me to turn inward and look at the source of my pain, fear, insecurities, and feelings of emptiness. It took me several more years and a bunch of big mistakes before I discovered that the discomfort and anxiety I was trying to stuff down was the result of a disconnect from my own soul. Depth psychologists call it “soul loss”—and most of us struggle with it to some degree. Not taught to have a strong connection to our own inner guidance, we feel an incredible and fundamental longing for something we can’t quite name. As a result, we try to fill the void—with food, sex, overspending, self-harm, workaholism, drugs and alcohol, ego inflation, codependency, or any of a thousand other sources of gratification. Regardless of its form, addiction is an attempt to avoid the pain that comes when we are out of sync with our source. It’s an attempt to distance ourselves from the painful throb of emptiness where our soul connection should be.


What if, instead of looking for coping strategies, we reconnected to our soul as if our lives depended on it? What if we made it our top priority to stay connected, to draw inspiration and creativity from within, to allow it to guide us back to our authenticity? This is the role soul is meant to play in our lives, and in the months that followed my five-year sobriety date, I started to treat it that way. I didn’t realize it at the time—I didn’t really understand what the word “soul” meant yet—but somehow I made the decision to follow my own inner guidance in spite of my fear, anxiety, ego, and pride. In the process, I began to walk a path I’ve since described as Soulbriety—a soul-centered path of recovery from addiction through healing its underlying origin: trauma.


Soul loss happens because something happened. Something too big and terrifying for our nervous system to process fully. In other words, it is the result of unhealed trauma. Trauma as I define it is an event or series of events that are life threatening or feel as if they are. The experience is too overwhelming for the individual’s nervous system, sending the body into a fight-or-flight state. Traumatic experiences include the obvious: accidents, losses, divorce, illness, violence, abuse. But you might be surprised about how significantly even so-called minor trauma can impact our lives—a subject I’ll go into. For now, suffice it to say that some traumatic events and experiences cannot simply be left in the past. Like it or not, the energy, feeling, and emotions continue to haunt us in the present. They drive a wedge between us and our soul, one that doesn’t just go away on its own. If left unacknowledged, they can wreak havoc on our relationships, careers, and sense of self. Without a conscious intention to uncover, recognize, grieve, and heal, we will constantly be looking for something—anything—to ease the misery.


Enter addiction. Trauma leaves us with unbearable emotions, and in the beginning, addiction feels like an answer. In our drug of choice we seek the feelings of love and belonging we needed back then, when the traumatic events happened. These are innate human desires that were not, for any number of reasons, met, and some part of us is still looking to get these needs addressed. Our medicine of choice—be it drugs, alcohol, food, gambling, or shopping—helps us escape the nearly insurmountable pain. At the time, it feels like the only solution. Unfortunately, at some point down the road we realize this solution is short-lived, that the very medicine we’ve chosen is a poison of its own.


The only true cure for the unhealed trauma that fuels addiction is to dive more fully into our inner lives. Recovery that does not deeply reflect on our personal history, looking for and actively healing our trauma, simply passes the baton to the next coping mechanism, leaving us with more or different symptoms of addiction. That’s where Soulbriety comes in.
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FOR SO MANY years I longed for a hero to come save me—a lifelong wish, born of events that took place decades earlier. Only later did I realize that what I was truly looking for was not an external hero—what I sought had been deep inside of me all along. I was looking for my own soul. Helping others find their way back to soul is what Soulbriety is all about.


The Soulbriety approach we use at Recovery Management Agency is different from the work of an interventionist or case manager because we are not solely looking to treat the client’s symptoms. Our assessments are looking for patterns: soul loss, trauma, and the effects these have on the body and the brain. We pan out from the addict themselves, to include the entire family system that birthed and informed them—and the wounds each member of that system needs to heal. This results in a more integrative approach to healing and makes the RMA team “recovery managers,” not just “case managers”: we are educators, advocates, and ongoing health and wellness managers for our clients. It’s a lot to oversee a team of doctors, clinicians, and lawyers and keep everyone rowing the boat in the same direction, but it’s worth it.


So I spend a lot of time walking my clients back from the edges where addiction has pushed them, but once that phase is past, my job is to help them heal the deeper soul loss that caused the crisis in the first place. I craft an individualized Soulbriety Plan for each client, including plans for abstinence, trauma healing, and soul recovery. Guidance in reconnecting to my soul is what I didn’t have when I was coming out of my addiction, and it’s why in spite of getting sober I was still so unhappy for so many years. Soulbriety fills a gaping hole in the common understanding of addiction recovery, and it’s the reason treatment counselors and psychiatrists and recovery specialists watch me work and say, “Wow, I didn’t even know someone like you existed.” Because it’s one thing to help an addict turn away from drugs and alcohol. It’s another thing to turn them around and walk them back toward something: the essence of who they are.


Since every soul is completely unique, Soulbriety is not a one-size-fits-all methodology. It’s an approach to recovery more than a step-by-step process, and it’s applied to each person based on their unique individual needs and story. That said, there are three basic tenets that underlie the approach. First, soul is our most trustworthy guide, the deepest essence of who we are. Second, when we experience soul loss through trauma, many of us try to fill that hole and dampen the pain with addiction. Third, soul recovery requires acknowledging the trauma and healing the soul wounds themselves.


Since being a human being involves traumas of all sizes, the Soulbriety journey doesn’t end with abstinence from drugs and alcohol. It continues throughout the course of your life. The endgame is for soul to be calling the shots, no matter what. Once you’ve started listening for the voice of soul, its volume gets turned up. You start to hear more and more clearly where soul is guiding you. (If not, trust me, the whispers get louder and louder.) While following its direction is not always easy, the benefits are worth it. Soul is with us through ups and downs, scary moments, challenges, and adversity. But only through this journey do we find the way to our core. In our most vulnerable moments, when we want to give up, when we are broken, when we are saddled with more heartache than we can bear—only then do we grow down, understand who we really are, and see what we are made of. With soul guiding us, we are incredibly strong and powerful. This power, this passion, this newfound meaning will allow us to accomplish things beyond our wildest imaginings, and our example will give others permission to do the same.


Since the journey to soul healing is unique to who each of us are, I cannot write a typical how-to book about Soulbriety. I’m not offering you a step-by-step guide for how to be abstinent from drugs and alcohol, as there are many programs out there that do that part well. This book is about the part that’s missing in traditional recovery: how to make meaning of your addiction, shine a light on the soul journey you’ve been walking (whether you knew it or not), and heal your way back to who you really are. So it’s written in soul’s own language, which has nothing to do with step-by-step processes or to-do lists. Soul speaks in metaphor, symbol, and myth. In other words, story.


Storytelling is how we convey the things that are impossible, really, to say. This is why I ask my clients, before everything else, to tell me their story. Not what’s happening right now with their addiction, but first what the story of their life is—told from the beginning, the way they experienced it. I am interested in how they see the world around them, their relationships, their families, what actions and behaviors motivate them, what they love about their lives, and how they deal with suffering. I am looking for the material that sits below their conscious awareness, rooted in the depth of their soul—a place most of them have yet to consider. I am curious about when things broke; when their soul fragmented and withdrew from their awareness. Only when I know the story can I begin to identify the trauma hidden beneath the surface. Slowly I begin to see and understand how their addiction was born and what their soul is crying out to heal. So this book is full of stories; it’s built on them. The stories of my clients, and also my own story. In many ways it is my soul biography—the story of my personal soul journey: my wounds, my shame, my trauma, and my innermost vulnerabilities. I share all of these things because I know that, for you to heal your own soul loss, you’ll have to excavate the same from your life. My story is also the origin story of Soulbriety itself. So think of this as a love letter from my soul to yours, and an invitation to dive into your own history. For everything you need to know is right there inside of you. You only need to be willing to look.
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THE CHAPTERS THAT follow are meant to walk you through common experiences on the soul journey as they happened to me and my clients. Please note that I’ve organized the book in the order of my own soul journey to date. Your story, like those of my clients woven throughout, will be uniquely yours. (Speaking of which, all of the clients I mention in this book are fictionalized composites of past clientele, and many of the names and identifying characteristics of people in my life have been changed.)


Soulbriety is not just about healing; it’s about building resilience. I want you to live a life where, despite the hard times, you do not have to wait to feel joy. Together, we’re about to embark on the most important mission of your life: a return to the essence of who you are. I am not going to suggest this is an easy path. But even with—and in some ways, because of—all its difficulties and challenges, life can be rich, full, and purposeful. Once I figured that out, my life got bigger beyond my wildest dreams. And with that in mind, sit back, get comfortable, take it slow, and let me tell you the story of soul.




AUTHOR’S NOTE: If you have not yet looked at and worked on your trauma in a clinical setting, please seek out a professional trauma practitioner or therapist to assist you. Stabilization from past trauma requires a careful hand and a loving, qualified container. Create this solid foundation for yourself and then come back to Soulbriety. It will be here waiting for you.


















CHAPTER ONE



The Language of Soul


It’s 11 p.m., and I’m getting ready to go to bed. It’s been a really long couple of days. Mom has been in LA for the past week, and I’ve been taking care of her. I had to bring her here from Connecticut after she fell and broke her hip on her way home from having spine surgery. Now after two major reconstructive operations, she is in my guest room recuperating. I’ve fed her dinner, which is a big deal since the only thing I can cook is burned vegetables or some sort of toasted bread product, buttered or with some melted cheese if I’m feeling fancy. So there she is, in her pajamas, watching Law & Order. And here I am, physically drained and emotionally spent.


And then, the phone rings.


My heart drops. It’s late, meaning it can be only two things. Either someone is in the hospital, or someone is in trouble. Or both. Years ago, when I was working in Hollywood, those late-night calls meant there was a problem on set, or they didn’t approve of the script pages for tomorrow, or they just needed a confidante they could be vulnerable with about their fears and insecurities at that exact minute, usually around 10 p.m. But now the stakes were different.


When I pick up, my client Billy’s mom and dad are both on the line. His mom has just received a call from Billy’s friend Jane. Jane told them Billy had been using drugs for the past couple of nights, and she was really worried about him. I’ve been working with Billy and his family for a few years, but this particular time, something feels different. I’ve known for a while that there’s more going on than just the addiction to drugs. You see, people don’t continue to relapse because they want to be a drug addict. I’ve never met anyone for whom that is the case. They relapse because of what lies underneath the addiction. What I call the what and the why: what they are running away from; why they are willing to destroy themselves. And the answer to the questions what and why, more often than not, is trauma.


Trauma happens when, due to unexpected or painful events, our nervous system is overwhelmed beyond its capacity to process the experience in real time. It can be acute, chronic, or complex. It might be caused by a one-time event or a series of events. It might simply be the result of the environment in which you were raised. In a nutshell, trauma is any experience that takes us out of the window of our tolerance. When something happens that is unknown or overwhelming, our brain cannot make sense of it. In an effort to dampen the intensity, our processing slows down—which is why sometimes it feels like traumatic events are happening in slow motion. Our brains cannot properly integrate all the extreme and heightened material we are receiving, so our memories, feelings, and the energy of the moment get repressed. Unless we do trauma healing, this material will have to be stored in the body, hidden away, and lived over.


Billy’s midnight bender is a coping mechanism. It’s a way for him to deal with the results of traumatic events that happened long ago, including the physical and sexual assault he experienced when his family was living overseas, the sudden death of his sister when he was a teenager, and his parents’ subsequent divorce. He has developed this addiction to protect himself from the unbearable pain he’s accumulated throughout his life, and he’s not aware of how slippery the slope is. While we can’t change what happened, we can change how his brain, body, and soul experience the emotions, feelings, sensations, and soul loss he suffers from in the present day. But first, we have to keep him alive. So I have to go find him. I have to get my exhausted ass up and get in the car and go driving around LA looking for him. To be clear, I do not go out looking for clients on a regular basis. Not that I wouldn’t, it’s just that it doesn’t work so well. Most of the time, they need to be the ones to reach out. They have to be ready for the help. And usually they need to come down from the drugs to realize they are ready. That they are finally done, that they truly want to make a change.


But in rare circumstances, I get a sixth sense that something bad is going to happen if I don’t intervene. Billy has been an addict for nine years. Like most addicts, once the substance is in his body he loses his ability to say no. For Billy, that looks like alcohol segueing into marijuana segueing into heroin or meth—or both. His underlying trauma has at times bubbled over into suicidal ideation, and it could go there again tonight. He needs a loving safety net to catch him. It can’t wait until morning.


I stick my head in the door of the guest room and tell Mom I’m leaving to go to work.


“At 11:30 p.m.? But why?” she asks.


“I’m going to fight dragons,” I reply. It’s a phrase my team and I use for the after-dark calls: the direct encounters with addiction, mental illness, and, hardest of all, their cousin psychosis.


I’m barely out the door when I get a call from Billy’s dad: Billy may be at a gas station over the hill. As I jump in the car I’m already calling two guys who work for me. I might need backup to get Billy into the car and safely transported to detox. Jack is a sober coach who plays various different roles in helping to support our clients. I also call our security guard Ben, who used to be a Navy SEAL. They’re on the way. Now I have to make the harder decision: do I bring in the police now, or do I try first with just myself and my team? It’s tricky, because once you call the police, a lot of things are out of your hands. But if you know someone is using hard drugs and driving a car and may be suicidal, you may not have time to spare. Am I willing to risk it? I take a deep breath and a moment to pause for the right decision to come. I call Karen, my second-in-command, and we talk it through. I choose the police. The police get there faster than I do, and they call to say they do not see him or the car. I call Karen back, and she is in direct communication with Jack and Ben and tells them to meet me at a gas station in the Valley. This is where Billy was last seen, so I want to see for myself if he is still there.
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