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PREFACE



Robert Fitzgerald walked into a spacious house in a quiet Austin neighborhood for a three-day blitz of psychedelic therapy knowing very little about what lay ahead.


The army veteran, a politically conservative father of three, had no clue that the treatment center, All Tribes Medicine Assembly, was technically a church. He had heard next to nothing about Whitney Lasseter, a self-professed “sorceress of light,” who had created the church a few months earlier to support some claim to legal protection for her psychedelic treatment practice.


Robert did not know that Whitney was a former drug addict and stripper who spent much of her adult life cycling in and out of rehab, until stumbling across a drug she credits with saving her life and instilling a sense of purpose. The weary and beleaguered people who sign up for her three-day retreats are subjected to a jolting protocol that includes an Amazonian ritual that leaves burn marks on the skin, a dose of psychedelic mushrooms so large it is dubbed “heroic,” and smoking a toad venom that obliterates a person’s consciousness within seconds.


Robert had given no thought to whether any of what he was about to do was legal.


What the thirty-five-year-old knew for sure on that day in late October 2022 was that a long spiral of depression had left him suicidal, in urgent need of help—and that the mainstream mental health care system had failed him.


Antidepressants made him feel like a zombie. Therapists he saw at the Department of Veterans Affairs struck Robert as unhelpful and rote, as though they were all reading from the same script. His most recent taste of conventional medicine, a haunting, humiliating two-day stay in the psychiatric ward, sapped what remained of his faith in the health care system.


Two weeks after a suicide attempt, Robert put himself in Whitney’s care as a Hail Mary of sorts.


A little over a year before, working alongside veteran friends, he had become deeply invested in helping Afghans flee their country amid the chaotic American withdrawal that left the Taliban in control of Kabul. As a monumentally frustrating and all-encompassing effort came to an end, Robert began noticing vague, intrusive thoughts about death. They seemed to convey that he wouldn’t be around much longer and were sometimes accompanied by visions of a fiery car crash.


Over time, those dark thoughts hardened, convincing Robert that his wife and three young kids would be better off without him. One morning in mid-October 2022, after drinking half a bottle of vodka, he drove to a park near his suburban house in Pennsylvania, stuck the barrel of a pistol inside his mouth, and tried to muster the will to end it all.


“My mom was calling, my sister was calling, and my wife was calling,” he told me. “I wouldn’t answer any phone calls, because I’m just sitting there, trying so hard to pull the trigger.”


Sensing her son was deeply unwell, Robert’s mother kept calling until he answered. That frantic conversation triggered an intervention. She called the police, who soon found Robert, took his weapon, and drove him to a hospital, where he was placed on a suicide watch.


“Everything became exposed, and I was no longer alone with these thoughts, alone with everything,” Robert said. “I realized how much I needed help.”


In the blurry days that followed, other veterans who had also come close to putting a bullet through their brains told him about Whitney and the astonishing turnarounds they had experienced after taking psychedelics under her care.


Figuring he had little to lose, Robert wired the $2,888 retreat fee and booked a flight to Austin.


[image: image] It may seem befuddling that Robert and his family saw fit to put his perturbed mind in the hands of someone like Whitney. Yet lives like theirs are frequently intersecting as more people who have lost faith in conventional medicine are drawn to the booming, largely unregulated field of medicinal psychedelics.


Often, the most desperate wind up being treated by practitioners who aren’t waiting around for a clear regulatory framework or a more robust scientific understanding of the promise and perils of these drugs. They are being treated by the biggest risk-takers.


Whitney has come to believe the war on drugs should have been declared a lost cause a long time ago. And she is among a growing field of psychedelic practitioners who are taking a crusading spirit to undermine the case for prohibition, one patient at a time.


“These medicines shouldn’t be restricted,” Whitney told me. “They are our birthright.”


In 2021, at least 48,183 people killed themselves in the United States, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which noted that a significant rise in younger people ending their lives has pushed the nation’s suicide rate to a near record high. To put it into perspective, that figure is more than double the estimated 22,900 murders the Federal Bureau of Investigation recorded that same year.


Twenty-four percent of Americans described their mental health as fair or poor in 2022, a record high, according to a Gallup poll. Among people between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four, the percentage was 46. A broad majority of Americans report feeling deeply frustrated with the mental health care system. The cost of therapy is out of reach for many, and even those with means often struggle to find timely care. Antidepressants, which were hailed as a revolutionary tool in psychiatry when they became widely available in the 1980s, have loud detractors who point to their uneven efficacy and serious side effects, including emotional blunting and sexual dysfunction.


These shortcomings have become a bonanza for champions of the curative power of psychedelics. The rapidly growing and strikingly diverse community includes well-respected scientists, religious leaders, new age hippies, and veterans, as well as Indigenous healers who regard psychoactive plants as sacred conduits to spiritual realms.


The journalist Michael Pollan turbocharged their ambitions in 2018 with How to Change Your Mind. The bestselling book recounts how a promising wave of research into psychedelics was abandoned abruptly after President Richard Nixon declared the war on drugs in the 1970s. Pollan spotlighted key people working to bring a shadowy field into the mainstream, a shift that has accelerated at dizzying speed since then.


Regulators at the Food and Drug Administration have designated MDMA, the drug known as ecstasy, and psilocybin, the psychoactive compound in psychedelic mushrooms, as “breakthrough therapies.” That label means the two drugs, which have been used in clinical trials to treat patients with post-traumatic stress disorder and severe depression, may offer substantial improvements over existing therapies. MDMA is widely expected to get FDA approval for mainstream clinical use by 2024.


The Department of Veterans Affairs has begun administering psychedelics to some veterans as part of clinical trials designed to assess their potential to treat PTSD and substance abuse. The federal government in 2021 began to fund research into the therapeutic potential of psychedelics for the first time in half a century.


Dr. Joshua Gordon, the director of the National Institute of Mental Health, a federal agency, said that the most remarkable feature of these drugs is how quickly they relieve symptoms and how long their effects last for many patients. “The drugs have remarkable potential,” he said in an interview. “If they work as well in larger studies as early results would suggest, these are going to be important elements in our arsenal.”


The theory at the heart of this research is that psychedelics can induce quick and profound changes in mood and outlook, seemingly by stimulating key receptors in the brain. Scientists theorize that by disrupting routine patterns of thought and memory processing, psychedelic trips often yield profound insights and a reprieve from the obsessive thought loops often associated with mental illness.


Anticipating how disruptive those drugs could be in mental health care, hundreds of clinicians have undergone formal training to become psychedelic-assisted therapists. Many have begun getting real-world experience at ketamine clinics, where people with depression are given off-label infusions of the anesthetic, which, at low doses, produces a dissociative psychedelic experience.


Since 2019, venture capitalists have provided seed funding for dozens of publicly traded psychedelic biotech companies. Several of those have filed a flurry of patent applications in an effort to dominate a corner of an industry that promises to make fortunes.


This sector of the field, which is in its infancy, has much to learn from the sprawling psychedelic retreat industry in Latin America, which has roots in ancient Indigenous rituals. Each year, thousands travel to Brazil, Peru, Mexico, and Costa Rica for psychedelic treatment at facilities that range from backpacker basic to decadent luxury. Some blend ayahuasca with meditation training. One of the most expensive ones, which promises a “shortcut to happiness,” charges upward of $7,000 for a week.


Elected officials have taken note of the broadening appeal of drugs that were long associated with hippies and the counterculture movement. A handful of states and cities have decriminalized the use of certain psychedelics. Voters in Oregon in 2020 approved a first-of-its-kind measure that regulates the therapeutic use of psilocybin. Between 2017 and 2022, lawmakers have introduced at least seventy-four bills seeking to expand research into, or access to, psychedelics.


A study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association predicts that if psychedelics follow the political trajectory of cannabis, a majority of states will legalize psychedelics by the 2030s.


While it may seem that psychedelic therapy has become increasingly available, for people in crisis like Robert, spiritual retreats remain the most accessible entry point. It’s a realm where practitioners have begun to operate with a striking degree of audacity, understanding that administering and selling psychedelics could lead to felony charges.


“I am willing to take the risk because I know I’m doing good work,” Whitney told me. “I’ve seen lives change, and I’m willing to be a martyr for the cause.”


Whitney told me she has found working with veterans particularly rewarding because they tend to be highly motivated, disciplined, and trained to follow instructions. But there’s also a pragmatic reason Whitney decided to link her brand to the veteran mental health care crisis: she thinks it makes her less likely to face scrutiny from law enforcement. “What are they going to do, bust in here and say I’m not doing good work?” she said. “I have men here who have protected them and been willing to sacrifice their lives for their country.”


[image: image] Robert’s retreat was hastily put together. Whitney had been planning a Halloween extravaganza at the church and was preparing for a trip to Egypt. But when she heard that there was an army veteran in crisis, a guy who had a pistol in his mouth just days earlier, Whitney cleared her schedule for three days.


Shortly before the first ceremony of the retreat, Whitney gathered the five participants in the living room of the house, which had been reconfigured as a ceremonial space with a large golden Buddha statue, a large mandala, and a cross. Whitney handed each participant a vial of rosemary oil, telling them the scent helped bring repressed memories to the fore. To set their intention for the days ahead, she instructed the participants to draw three concentric circles on a blank page of their journal and sketch a cross over them, making a bull’s-eye. On the small inside circle, Whitney told them to write a simple phrase summarizing the desired end state. In the second layer of quadrants, she told them to jot down thoughts on what it would take to accomplish that. On the outer quadrants, Whitney asked them to imagine how that state would make them feel. The intentions needed to be framed in positive terms—appealing for a state of joy, for instance, rather than wishing away anger.


Then, she said, they needed to trust that what they wanted was within reach, but not get too fixated on how it would materialize. “Anything you desire can be yours,” Whitney said. “Look for signs that it’s arriving.”


Robert followed her instructions dutifully. In the center of his design were three words: freedom, joy, and stability.


Soon, Whitney produced the first set of “medicines” for the retreat. The patients would be given rapé, a tobacco snuff from the Amazon that is blown into a person’s nostrils, producing an intense head rush. Then a squirt from the sananga plant, which Indigenous people in the Amazon use to sharpen their vision and instincts, would be dropped in their eyes. Finally, each would get burn marks on their forearm to administer kambo, the toad venom. The three medicines would be uncomfortable—distressing, even—Dani Amelio, a Reiki practitioner who co-facilitated the retreat, told the wary participants in a warm voice. Buckets for vomit were placed by each person’s mat.


“It’s going to be burning up what’s been harbored in the depths of your being,” Dani said. “It’s going to be brought up to be released and let go.”


It was important—vital—to trust the medicine, Dani said, to surrender to the process completely. “Allow the medicine to just do what the medicine does,” she advised. “Communicate with the medicine,” she said. “Thank the medicine, even before we put it on. Do a little blessing on the medicine, and just show reverence to the medicine.”


With gentle music playing in the background, she flicked a lighter on and set the tip of a stick on fire. Tenderly, she pressed the stick on each person’s arm and readied the venom.


Had I watched this scene a few years ago, chances are that I would have been deeply alarmed. I may have run outside, refusing to be complicit, even as a bystander, in what was about to happen. But instead, I took deep breaths and prayed that Whitney and Dani knew what they were doing. In the eyes of the participants, at once weary and hopeful, I recognized a familiar state of surrender. After all, not too long ago, I was in their shoes, taking a massive leap of faith.
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IN BRAZIL, AN UNRAVELING AND AN OFF-RAMP
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1. A Twisted Ritual: Soon after moving to Rio de Janeiro, a severe period of depression prompted me to sign up for an ayahuasca retreat in the jungle.


2. “Have a Good Journey”: Skepticism gave way to catharsis as I drank ayahuasca in a dark ceremony room night after night.


3. A Lineage of Unstable Minds: To come to terms with my depression, it was necessary to understand the struggles of my ancestors.


4. The Yawanawá: A visit to a remote Indigenous village in the Amazon to meet a tribe that bounced back from the brink of extinction provided insight into the origins of these traditions.


5. Holy Ayahuasca: This psychedelic brew became well-known around the world after a Brazilian religion adopted it as a sacrament. Soon, many others would appropriate and reimagine these rituals.








1 A TWISTED RITUAL



If I had to put a marker on the low point, it would be the warm, breezy November night when I lost my balance—and nearly lost my life.


Standing on the ledge of the terrace in my apartment in Rio de Janeiro, overlooking the waves that soothe the edges of the frenetic city, I struck the dancer’s pose—again. The yoga move had become a twisted depression ritual: Clasping my right ankle with my right hand, I would thrust that leg into the air, toes pointing skyward. Left knee firmly locked, I gently lowered my torso toward the winding road twenty-one stories below and extended my left arm toward the horizon. Breathing deeply, I watched the flow of headlights light up and darken the pavement.


It had taken me years to master the pose. The trick is to keep the standing leg ramrod straight, which is harder than you’d think. If the knee wobbles, the stance collapses, and you tumble down, often headfirst. I began striking it regularly on the rim of the terrace because the strength and focus it demands had a way of quieting my mind, which had become unbearably restless in the weeks following my move to Brazil in mid-2017.


As depression mounted and sleepless nights gave way to angst-ridden days, what had been a soothing ritual became a manifestation of the suicidal ideation swelling within me. Abstract thoughts about ending my life had become disconcertingly crisp. Suddenly, there were the outlines of what a plan might entail, consideration given to how much effort various means would require, and an inclination, always, toward endings that would appear accidental.


That evening, as my chest dipped over the edge, my knee wobbled. A ripple of vertigo coursed down my spine, and I fell sideways. For a moment, I couldn’t decide whether I felt lucky or defeated. Then, an unexpected thought—an instruction, really—seeped into my mind. I was to adopt a dog—imminently. I had been tempted to do so ever since I stumbled into a dog adoption event at a park in Copacabana while running during my first week in Rio. I had fallen madly in love with a traumatized, caramel-colored mutt with a crooked mouth and a couple of scars on his ears. After holding him for half an hour, feeling his heart pound like a drum, I walked away. Depression has a way of drowning even the best intentions in a pond of ambivalence. After my downfall, even in the midst of the fog that dulled my mind at the time, this much became clear: being responsible for another living being would nix this flirtation with death. A dog’s bulging bladder would get me out of bed in the morning, which had become a growing struggle. And being greeted by the crackling excitement of a pet reunited with his human might make my sparsely furnished apartment feel a bit more like a home.


[image: image] This creeping despair was not how I imagined I would settle into one of the most coveted jobs in American journalism: the New York Times Brazil bureau chief.


Brazil is a land of lush beauty, where jagged hills sprout out of the ocean in majestic disarray. The music can break and mend your heart in the same stanza. The laid-back and improvisational approach to life appealed to me after the frenzy of New York City.


But the job also came with a warning: Brazil is not for beginners—a saying shared knowingly by expats who love to hate and hate to love the notoriously indecipherable nation of 218 million. The threat of violence seems to lurk permanently in the air, keeping the senses sharp and adrenaline pumping. Then there’s the bureaucracy, so absurd that it can only be appreciated as theater.


I shrugged off the admonitions. After all, I was born and raised in Colombia in the 1980s and 1990s, turbulent years of drug trade–fueled armed conflict. I spent the better part of my twenties bouncing between Iraq and Afghanistan as a correspondent for the Washington Post.


The assignment was to cover the southern half of South America, five countries known for succulent steaks, mouthwatering Malbecs, and beautiful men. I’d get to sit down with heads of state and celebrities, traverse the Amazon rainforest by boat, and spend nights scanning the majestic sky over Chile’s northern desert, counting shooting stars. With a generous expense account, I’d be limited only by creative wherewithal. Accepting the position felt like winning the journalism lottery.


[image: image] Just weeks after arriving and signing a lease for a penthouse unit with a private pool and within walking distance of the beach, I began to spiral into a sinkhole of despondency. Each new day felt more agonizing than the last. I fought insomnia with increasingly generous pours of single malt whiskey, which induced a restless form of sleep and left me feeling drained in the morning. Casual sex became my main prescription for a crippling sense of disconnection, but hooking up with strangers only deepened my isolation.


I had been prone to melancholy since childhood and had experienced bouts of depression before, but never one as intractable and paralyzing as this one. Depression ran in both sides of my bloodline, but I dwelled little on my genetic disposition to an illness that afflicts an estimated 280 million people globally. In keeping with a family tradition, I fought to keep my depression from spilling into public view. Because there was nothing wrong in my life that I could point to, my emotional state seemed incomprehensible, and the prospect of seeking professional help, unjustified. Besides, having covered war zones for years, I regarded my resilience as a core strength, a cornerstone of my personal and professional identity. I wasn’t someone who asked for help.


[image: image] Booking one-way flights and packing my belongings into boxes every few years had become something of a way of life since I left Bogotá, my birthplace, in 1999 to attend college in the United States. I lingered in each new place long enough to get my heart broken a time or two, but always found an off-ramp before putting down the sort of roots that would make any place feel like home.


After graduating from college in 2003, I caught one lucky break after another in the cratering newspaper industry. At each stop, I sought to make myself indispensable and somehow weathered what seemed like an endless series of layoffs. Eventually, my career reached cruising altitude. After nine years at the Washington Post, the Times hired me in 2014 to join its editorial board, where I made an early splash with a series of editorials arguing in favor of normalizing diplomatic relations with Cuba.


Away from work, I had been dating John, a handsome public defender with sad eyes and a heart of gold, for a little over two years. We shared an apartment in the South Bronx with his rescue dog, Ham—short for Alexander Hamilton—a disheveled cairn terrier who went berserk with joy every evening when I walked through the door.


In early 2017, the international editors at the Times asked if I would be interested in the Brazil job. There was no compelling reason to put an end to my life in New York. But when the Brazil exit ramp appeared, I took it unblinkingly. These kinds of sharp turns had served me well professionally. To the extent that I pondered the trade-offs of a nomadic lifestyle, at each crossroads, I figured I was still young enough to ultimately lay down roots somewhere, find someone to come home to, and settle down—whatever that meant.


John seemed willing to join me. He flew to Rio about a month after I arrived for a trip that was meant to give us a chance to figure out how he might fit into my new life. But almost from the moment he walked in the door, we began arguing over petty things. I struggled to be anything other than cold and preoccupied in his presence. This man who had taken my breath away a couple of years back suddenly felt like a piece of clothing I had outgrown. It felt daunting to make room for him in this new life I was creating. As I’d done several times before, I was writing a new chapter that needed a clean slate and a brand-new cast of characters.


During John’s visit, I worked long hours on my first few articles from the region, heeding the advice of an editor who said new correspondents needed to crack the front page and make a splash right out of the gate. I spent hours each day practicing Portuguese, a language whose similarity to my native Spanish gave me an edge on comprehension, but became disadvantageous when it came to trying to speak it. While I was consumed with work, John plunged head-on into Rio’s hedonistic nightlife, once coming back home so drunk I found him asleep on the bathroom floor.


A week before he was scheduled to fly home, I broke up with him at a tapas restaurant with a sea view. It was a short and curt conversation in which we conveyed more with rigid body language than words.


[image: image] Rio would seem to be the ideal city for a newly single gay man. But as I set out to date, I got ghosted and stood up with striking frequency. I took these slights personally until I realized people from Rio are notoriously noncommittal and fickle when it comes to sticking to plans. Lots of people were friendly toward me as I got settled in, but it became apparent that many were mainly interested in freelance work at the Times or to persuade me to write about their work or causes. I grew increasingly distressed by the underside of my new hometown: the smell of raw sewage along the route from the airport; the earsplitting music that soured trips to the beach; and the palpable sense of danger every time I left home. Rio was going through an extraordinarily violent period. Thronged beaches were often the target of mass robberies known as arrastões, in which swarms of young shirtless men moved in unison, wavelike, against their targets, snatching phones, backpacks, and wallets. Before going on one of the spectacular hikes around the city, I researched the route to find out whether tourists had been held up at knifepoint there in recent days.


Pouring myself into work had long been my default mode, and a reliable antidote to short-circuiting bouts of melancholy. Work always kept me afloat, it kept me on track, and it was the bedrock of my sense of self-worth. But during my early months in Brazil, I filed stories that sat for weeks without being edited, which made me feel like an asterisk on a map brimming with more urgent news unfolding elsewhere. I began feeling like a fraud, a sense that made it harder to focus on work.


At a hot yoga studio a few blocks from home, I often wept quietly as I practiced, my tears indistinguishable from sweat. While walking home, I stopped by a kiosk to buy a single cigarette, which I would light on my terrace as I took in the view and wondered how someone who seemingly had so much could feel so rotten.


Soon after my slip on the terrace, I went to SUIPA, the city’s largest animal shelter, a teeming compound in a violent favela called Jacarezinho, where vets often treated animals struck by stray bullets. I handed an attendant a stack of profiles of dogs I had starred from those featured on its website. But as she brought them out one by one, I couldn’t connect with any. One was missing a rear leg, and I felt gutted for turning her down and watching her being carried back to the jam-packed kennel, looking resigned. I was about to walk away when the shelter employee asked me to consider one last candidate that wasn’t on the website. When she returned, my heart skipped a beat: she was carrying the traumatized dog I’d met in the park in Copacabana right after I landed. The white splotches on his belly and nose were unmistakable. I remembered his name, Hugo, and scrolled through my phone to show her the photos I had taken when I first considered bringing him home. Within minutes, I had signed all the forms required to take him home, and marveled at the serendipity.


Being responsible for Hugo did, in fact, force me to get out of bed in the morning. Rubbing his warm belly at night while he snored gently made me feel less lonely. His goofy face—he was unable to keep his long, sloppy tongue in his mouth—was one of the few things that made me smile. But he was not an antidepressant. While he imposed a tiny bit of structure on my life, I continued to languish. I slogged through workdays. I dreaded answering phone calls and found fault in every article I managed to get done. I feared it was a matter of time before it became apparent to colleagues that I was unwell—that I was not up to the task that had seemed like a dream come true just months before.


That was when the universe tossed me the loopiest of lifelines. It was shortly after Christmas 2017, which I spent alone in Rio. Howling winds rattled my windows. Sleep felt impossible. On a whim, I reached for my laptop and Googled “ayahuasca retreats in Brazil.” It must have been close to 4:00 a.m.


I had been thinking of writing a piece about the growing popularity of ayahuasca retreats after a conversation with Dr. Jordan Sloshower, a Yale psychiatrist I met at my sister’s engagement party shortly before moving to Brazil. Sloshower was among a new generation of psychiatrists dusting off research into the therapeutic potential of hallucinogens. The promising field had flourished in the 1950s and 1960s but had been hastily shut down when the compounds became illegal.


With a mop of unruly red hair, Sloshower looked more like a hippie living out of a van than an Ivy League shrink. His eyes widened with enthusiasm as he told me about all the people who were flocking to the Amazon to drink a powerful psychedelic brew. He had seen its potential to spark extraordinary transformations in people who were suffering. This guy’s interest in psychedelics seems more than academic, I thought. Suddenly, my own interest became more than journalistic.


The first link I clicked led to a video that cast a spell on me. It featured Silvia Polivoy, the blue-eyed, silky-voiced founder of Spirit Vine Center, one of the first ayahuasca retreats catering to foreigners in Latin America, describing the mysterious healing modality she created in a lush strip of jungle near a northern Brazil beach town.


“With ayahuasca, we can see our patterns of behavior,” explained Silvia, an Argentine psychotherapist who trained with Indigenous plant medicine experts. “Usually in our everyday life, we are so busy working, running, angry, whatever, we don’t have the attention in the little things we do constantly.”


The “tea,” as she called it, could transform lives by producing vital insights that were hidden in plain sight. I was intrigued. Then the video got wacky. For ayahuasca to do its thing, Silvia said, participants needed to muster the courage to surrender.


“When they surrender, they go to another realm, where there’s no more fear,” she promised. “You can meditate, and suddenly, you will feel the oneness.”


It all sounded bonkers. But Silvia’s voice had a gentle conviction that reeled me in. Another realm. The end of fear. Ceremonies held at night in a jungle brimming with wildlife. Was I on the brink of joining a cult? Or was salvation at hand? What did I have to lose by gravitating toward this motherly woman and her jungle retreat? I snapped my laptop shut and slept better than I had in months.


[image: image] The following morning, I read the fine print. The nine-day retreat cost $2,550 and had some bizarre rules. Spirit Vine participants were served only vegetarian food. Weeks before arriving, retreat-goers were instructed to abstain from drinking alcohol and eating red meat, pork, and salty foods because “being clean prior to ceremony will facilitate a deeper process.”


The last two rules were doozies. First, Silvia requested that participants abstain from having any kind of sex—including masturbating—for at least seven days prior to the retreat, during their time at Spirit Vine, and three days after leaving. The stated reason: “The process of orgasm itself expels a large amount of energy and opens up the energy field.” And “going deeper into our personal journey,” the website claimed, “requires an intact energy field.”


Finally, Silvia asked participants to refrain from consuming news for at least one week prior to the retreat, warning that the news has “a deep effect on our mental and emotional state.”


Instead of giving me pause, these directives only added to the allure of this strange place. A retreat application form asked prospective participants why they wanted to come. I wrote that I was eager to go “completely off the grid for a few days to focus on self-care and make time for introspection.” There was a question about how well applicants can handle crises. I responded smugly: “Very well. I lived in war zones for several years, so I am calm and steady in times of crisis.” Finally, applicants were asked to disclose any medical or psychological conditions. I noted that I took medicine for high blood pressure.


Silvia replied that afternoon, saying my application looked good except for the blood pressure drugs. “You have to ask your doctor for authorization to change this medication for something natural or another method,” she said. “Blood pressure medication is not compatible with ayahuasca.”


At the time, I was taking forty milligrams of quinapril every morning. I had first been prescribed the drug in my midtwenties by a doctor in Dallas who was mystified by my hypertension, given my youth and fitness level. The condition worsened over the years as I took on increasingly stressful jobs, leading a series of doctors to increase my dosage.


Had I been thinking straight as I was considering the Spirit Vine retreat, this would have been a deal-breaker. It’s one thing to embark on an adventure of blue balls and culinary deprivation on the off chance that this mysterious tea would transport me to a realm without fear. But going off blood pressure medication to put my rambunctious mind through the psychedelic wringer was downright reckless. And yet, on some level, I had already crossed the Rubicon. Nothing would stand in the way of getting my weary body to Silvia’s jungle center. I emailed back a carefully worded reply assuring Silvia that I could keep my blood pressure in check by taking natural supplements and promised to bring a monitor to measure it before the ceremonies.


[image: image] That did the trick. I was in. With roughly a month to prepare for the retreat, I ate plenty of steak, drank heavily, and scanned the hookup apps, compensating for the days of privation that lay ahead. I slept with a listless flight attendant, a bouncy Israeli who was traveling the world after completing his military service, and a lanky Putin-loving Russian guy from Siberia. I walked away from each of these encounters feeling depleted and ashamed. But within hours, my eyes would be glued to the phone screen again, sending and receiving awkwardly posed naked photos—a ritual that raised a prospect of intimacy that seldom materialized. As the retreat date neared, I was forced to start the celibacy period early thanks to a sexually transmitted infection.


I didn’t even attempt to abide by the no-news rule before the retreat. The city had been awash in violence during the 2018 Carnival, prompting the president to take drastic action and put the military in charge of restoring order in Rio de Janeiro. I was so frazzled while packing and preparing a story that I showed up at the wrong airport and missed my flight. Getting to the retreat in time required purchasing a new ticket for $400. After writing a hastily reported story during two short flights, I made it to Spirit Vine before sunset.


A sturdy gate that opened by remote control led down a road ringed by hibiscus shrubs with bright red and yellow flowers. As the gate snapped shut behind me, I had a momentary jolt of panic. My heart throbbed in my chest, a reminder that my body needed blood pressure medicine.


But there was no turning back.





2 “HAVE A GOOD JOURNEY”



The first participant I met at Spirit Vine after dropping off my bag was Princess, a bubbly Texan with plump lips and thick braids. It turned out Princess was her real name, picked by a father whose country music career never quite took off. On a sweltering early afternoon in mid-February, the peak of Brazil’s summer, we were floating on neon-colored noodles in the center’s placid pond, surrounded by palm trees that looked like handheld fans and a chorus of frogs croaking in unison. Having filed a breaking story en route to the retreat, I was buzzing with discomfort from putting my phone on airplane mode for the next few days, when Princess asked the first of several unexpected questions I would get that week.


“Is this your first time with the medicine?” she wanted to know.


Taken aback by the euphemism, it took me a couple of beats to respond that, yes, I was an ayahuasca virgin.


Reading my body language, she asked if I was nervous. Terrified was closer to the truth, I confessed.


“You’re ready,” she assured me, seeming elated to have found a newbie. The medicine, Princess explained, draws people into the realm of sacred plants only when they’re ready. The medicine knows what it’s doing. Trust it.


A cult, I remember thinking again. I have stumbled into a cult.


The cult had paperwork, including a “hold harmless” agreement. After drying off, Princess and I joined the other participants in the main meeting room, an airy space with comfy daybeds arranged in a circle and decorated with psychedelic tapestries. That’s where Silvia and her sidekick, a lanky guy named Rohan, who was maddeningly Zen and wore a perpetual smile, handed us forms. We were asked to list all medications we were taking, disclose past illicit drug use, and report whether we had ever attempted suicide. I truthfully divulged that my only brush with controlled substances had involved pot, which I smoked a handful of times and never particularly cared for; I left the suicide line blank. We had to agree not to sue Spirit Vine if something went terribly wrong with the medicine. After reading each page diligently, I certified that I was not currently suicidal and signed away my right to take legal action.


Once the forms were collected, Silvia and Rohan introduced themselves. Silvia had been trained as a psychotherapist in Buenos Aires, her hometown, which has among the highest rates of shrinks per capita in the world. She dabbled in hypnosis and other unconventional means to access childhood trauma until she read in a magazine about shamanic rituals in the Amazon. In the mid-1990s, she left her home and her practice to travel to Peru in search of Indigenous shamans who specialized in psychoactive plants.


Back then, finding ayahuasca communities required word-of-mouth referrals and major leaps of faith. Her first few ceremonies took place in jungle huts without running water, under the guidance of shamans who said little, spoke largely in metaphors, and blew thick plumes of tobacco into people’s faces during rituals.


Silvia said she found more perplexity than enlightenment during the first few weeks she drank ayahuasca. Nearly a year into this self-imposed purgatory, she had a vision that would change her life. It involved a conversation with one of her late grandmothers, who Silvia says revealed how harrowing and traumatic her first years as an immigrant in Argentina had been.


One night after this revelation, Silvia had a vision that there was a slice of the jungle clamoring to be preserved. That image set her off on a journey across South America that ended early in the new millennium, when she set foot on the property in the Brazilian state of Bahia that would ultimately become Spirit Vine. She recognized it as the land that had reached out for help during that life-altering ayahuasca trip.


In 2004, she began hosting retreats on the land, becoming one of the pioneers of a psychedelic retreat industry that would see exponential growth in the years ahead as scores of other foreigners who found a toehold in the world of shamanism in the Amazon decided to appropriate and commodify sacred traditions.


Rohan, who is originally from India, had attended one of Silvia’s early retreats. At the time, he worked as a software engineer at Amazon in Seattle, where he spent most of his waking hours high on pot. After a week in Silvia’s care, he quit his job, gave up marijuana, and moved to Brazil to help run the weeklong retreats.


During our introductory session, Silvia addressed the group with grandmotherly warmth, but she made clear the center had strict rules and zero tolerance for rule breakers. Smoking was absolutely prohibited, and any cigarettes stashed away in suitcases needed to be turned over immediately. Any smuggled snacks would be seized and returned only at the end of the retreat because it was imperative that we stick to a sodium-free, plant-based diet. We were only to leave the property for authorized trips to a nearby beach every other day. There was a reminder about the sex abstinence rule, including masturbation.


With the rules out of the way, we went around the room introducing ourselves. There were three guys from Hungary who had traveled to Spirit Vine together. One had just learned his partner was expecting a baby, and he spent the retreat oscillating between feelings of joy and dread as he contemplated fatherhood.


A blond gay man from Germany, well acquainted with mind-altering drugs, brimmed with enthusiasm. He worked for a family of billionaires, overseeing the upkeep of vacation homes scattered around the world. A skinny Polish woman who wore only black spent much of the retreat in tears as she dwelled on her dysfunctional relationship with her mom.


A middle-aged psychotherapist from the United Kingdom who had struggled with chronic pain her whole adult life claimed to have found the root cause during a ceremony: in a past life, she had been a Guatemalan peasant who went through life with an amputated leg.


When it was my turn to speak, I was surprised by the words that came out of my mouth after stating my name, country of origin, and profession.


“I feel like an instrument that hasn’t been tuned in years,” I said.


That night, before going to bed, I approached Silvia to let her know that I’d had no problem weaning myself off the blood pressure pills and that I was taking garlic supplements to keep it in check. In fact, my heartbeat had become audible at night since I stopped taking quinapril, and I could feel tiny bursts in the arteries in my neck as blood struggled to get to the brain. Silvia didn’t seem interested in discussing my blood pressure. But she stared at me somewhat icily and offered an unwelcome observation.


“There’s something you’re repressing inside,” she said. “Do you know what it might be?”


I muttered an avoidant response and walked away. I found her remark off-putting. I was not repressed. I was depressed.


[image: image] My annoyance with Silvia only grew the next day when we gathered around the center’s meeting room, on spacious sofas, for our first workshop: Inner Child Integration. Silvia explained that much of our suffering is rooted in traumas endured during our early years. The goal of the session was to induce us to identify one such moment through a guided meditation. It could be anything—the first thing that popped into our minds—even if it felt random or inconsequential.


When we stumbled across an event, Silvia instructed us to have the adult version of ourselves comfort the ailing child, reaching across time to amend how that one critical moment of our lives unfolded. We could embrace the child, shield it from abusers, or hold its hand, whatever felt right in the moment. Then we had to decide what action needed to be taken to undo the harm. We could confront an aggressor, remove the child from a dangerous environment, or call the police.


The whole thing insulted my intelligence. I refused to accept the premise that everyone had crippling, unresolved childhood trauma. The eagerness some of the participants showed in playing along made me want to scream. I was wondering if it was too late to walk away and ask for a refund of the $2,550 I had paid, when Silvia instructed us to close our eyes. Speaking in a low, hypnotic voice, she asked us to slow down our breathing and relax every part of our bodies. After a few minutes of stillness, she directed us to jog our memory until a moment of childhood trauma popped into our minds.


Nothing.


I blinked an eye open to see if there were other skeptics in the room. Everyone else seemed to be in a trance. As hokey as I found the whole thing, I figured I had nothing to lose by playing along. While I began trying to come up with a fake memory to share, a real one surfaced.


I was about four. My father, a maniacal driver, lost control of his car on a narrow mountain road during a family vacation. He had to choose between flying off a cliff or smashing into a truck. He chose the latter, thrusting my older sister and me, who were unrestrained in the back seat, toward the windshield. I had been holding a toy train set, which broke as the car became a jumble of twisted slabs of steel and shattered glass. Miraculously, no one was seriously hurt, but I wailed uncontrollably and held up my disfigured train.


When Silvia spoke after a few minutes of silence, I realized I had failed to comfort little Ernesto, to somehow avert the accident, to find a way to make things right with all the agency and wherewithal that comes with adulthood. Silvia asked us to share our memories and the actions we had taken. I described mine in detail, surprised by the extent to which I had gotten into the whole thing. I admitted that I had become too immersed in the memory to take corrective action. My inner child had been left crying with a broken toy in his hand.


Silvia asked pointedly what the episode revealed about my parents.


“They were irresponsible,” I blurted out, much to my surprise.


“Good!” Silvia said.


My parents had been imperfect and dysfunctional at times. But irresponsible is not an adjective I previously would have applied to them, particularly concerning my early years. Had Silvia tricked me with her psychobabble into concluding something that didn’t quite ring true? Or had I stumbled into something worth examining? I sat uncomfortably as others in the room shared their childhood memories. Silvia interjected with questions that felt like darts, operating like a prosecutor cross-examining an oblivious witness to a conclusion that had become apparent to everyone else in the room except the speaker.


The sun had just set when the session ended. We were encouraged to nap for a bit before making our way in the dark at 10:00 p.m. to the ceremony room up the hill for our first taste of the medicine.


[image: image] Some fifteen cots were arranged in a circle in the maloca, the circular ceremony room with a cone-shaped ceiling. Each was outfitted with a pillow, a neatly folded blanket, and a bucket to vomit into. As we picked our spots in the room, trading nervous glances, Silvia and Rohan whispered as they poured ayahuasca into shot glasses. They rely on intuition in deciding how big of a dose will be right for each person, a process that often leads to bargaining and pleas for a more generous pour. I was relieved to get a light dose that first night. When Silvia handed me the glass, I brought it up to my nose. The smell of the thick, dark brown sludge was revolting.


Silvia had us stand in a circle for a quick guided meditation to set an intention for the ceremony.


“Imagine roots shooting down from your feet to the center of the earth,” Silvia said. The roots needed to be long and thick to keep us grounded.


I was done playing Silvia’s game, so I rolled my eyes discreetly and made no effort to sprout imaginary roots. Each participant had to share an intention.


Princess began by referring to the medicine as “Mother Ayahuasca.”


For fuck’s sake, I thought.


She was far from alone. Virtually everyone else who had been down this path personified ayahuasca as a wise elder feminine force that was about to enter our bodies like a sacrament.


When it came time to share my intention, I said I wanted to understand what had brought me here. It was simple and felt genuine enough. When the last participant spoke, Silvia asked us to head back to our cots and raise our glasses.


“Have a good journey,” she said as the lights were dimmed.


I drank my serving in one gulp. The taste was acrid. My eyes watered as I fought the urge to puke. Silvia began playing gentle music that seemed to be in sync with the sounds of the jungle that poured in through the mesh enveloping the maloca. Frogs croaked. Birds chirped. Insects wailed. Maybe I was imagining it, but there seemed to be a rhythm to the cacophony of jungle sounds. After a while, the wild symphony sounded like the planet’s beating heart.


Conjuring that image reminded me of my own medicine-deprived heart. I placed one hand on it and felt its beat quicken. Silvia’s music changed abruptly, and suddenly, the room was filled with the pounding of drums. I began worrying that my nervous system was being dangerously revved up and wondered what a stroke would feel like. Would I even notice it coming on amid all the noise?


Then the colors appeared, instantly blasting away the heaviness of fear and the tyranny of thoughts. They were faint streaks of pink and blue at first, unfolding like symmetrical figures in a kaleidoscope. The colors became brighter, the outlines sharper, and the shapes more ornate with every passing moment. I felt paralyzed, surrendering to the majesty of these mysterious visions. Were they a product of my mind? Gifts from another realm? Evidence that Princess was onto something? Or was this simply what it felt like to be on drugs?


I noticed I was smiling as I pondered these questions. Then I felt the unexpected flow of tears that drifted onto the pillow from the corner of my eyes. It didn’t feel like conventional crying. There was no heavy breathing, no tightness in my chest, and not a hint of sadness. I had never felt lighter, less burdened. For a few precious moments, the fog of depression cleared, its shackles suddenly unclasped.


The colors receded after what may have been four minutes or an hour. Time is shapeless and squirrelly when you’re in the custody of ayahuasca. I yearned for a booster dose, hoping it would yield a second act or at least an encore. As I tried unsuccessfully to bring the light streaks back, my attention shifted abruptly.


Suddenly, I felt the presence of a friend I hadn’t seen in years, someone I had thought about only sporadically in the three years since he blew his brains out inside a red pickup truck in Colorado. It felt dreamlike, but absolutely real, hearing Dominic’s devilish laugh and seeing his piercing brown eyes. No words were exchanged, but for a few moments, I sensed that a portal had somehow opened and he had dropped in to sit by my side.


Dominic is the closest friend I have lost to suicide. We met in 2008 in Baghdad, where we were among the few openly gay journalists in a tribe of hard-drinking, hard-partying international correspondents. Like me, he shifted to Afghanistan around 2010, when the conflict there surged as the Iraq story became stale.


His final overseas posting was in Pakistan. He was among the first reporters to make it to the safe house where Osama bin Laden was killed in Abbottabad. Dominic smuggled out a brick from the site, which he donated to the September 11 museum in lower Manhattan.


Dominic had always struck me as a man gliding through life, always bursting with the best gossip and regaling me with tales of sexual conquests on far-flung military bases. His violent death in 2014 came as a shock to most of his friends. In a letter explaining his final act, Dominic wrote that he had been experiencing cognitive decline, which he believed had been caused by a concussion from a mortar attack in northern Iraq in 2009 and a bullet that struck his helmet in Afghanistan two years later.


“I cannot live like that,” he wrote. “Nor can I bear the thought of those around me watching me degenerate.”


I was a few months into my new job at the Times when Dominic decided to check out early from life. I wrote a short tribute in the newspaper and grieved his loss for a few days, wishing I had done more to stay in touch. But his memory had faded to the back of my mind, one more file in the repository of awful things that we compartmentalize after the initial shock wears off.
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