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Chapter One

Blood, Blisters, and
a Lot of Tears

The medic looked at my feet skeptically. My boyfriend blurted out the question that no one wanted to ask.

“You’re done, right?” Kevin said to me.

The question pissed me off, but I couldn’t blame him at the time for asking. I had just run sixty miles, ten miles longer than I had ever run in my life, and still I had forty more to go. No one, after seeing my feet, would advise me to go on. Hell, I knew that I probably shouldn’t go on.

But I had to.

Kevin peered over the medic’s shoulder as he peeled off my socks. Both of them gasped.

The balls of my feet were smothered in puffy half-dollars, my heels were completely blistered, and my toes had been overtaken by small pockets of white, painful bubbles. One of the half-dollars had already popped, leaking clear liquid steadily down my heel. The medic began to work on popping the other blisters while Kevin shook his head in disbelief.

This was my first hundred-mile race, and it was already clear I had a lot to learn. I’d made several mistakes. I was, for instance, nearly late to the race because of a last-minute dash to Walmart to buy a flashlight; it hadn’t occurred to me that running a hundred miles would take all night.

And now I was suffering the consequences of my worst mistake. I was running the Rocky Raccoon 100 in Huntsville, Texas, a part of the country I knew nothing about. I lived in California, and I had no idea that the Texas humidity would make my feet swell the way a sponge expands after it soaks up water. I brought several pairs of socks—I knew you had to change them during a race—but I didn’t know that I needed shoes a half-size larger than usual to make room for my ballooning feet.

California’s dry air never gave me such problems. I’d never even had a blister before. Now my shoes were transforming my feet into tenderized hamburger meat.

The medic scowled as he continued to work on my feet. Though initially stunned by the blisters, he was a medic in an ultrarunning race, and he’d probably seen worse (at least, I hoped he had). I sighed with relief as fluid spilled out of the puffy pouches. He then started wrapping my feet in duct tape. Yes, the heavy-duty silver tape people used for household repairs, from leaky pipes to broken door handles. Until that moment I didn’t know duct tape could also repair leaking blisters, but that was one of the many things I had yet to learn about being an ultrarunner. The tape secured the blisters against my skin, and when I got up to test them out, they felt pretty good for the first time in hours.

So no, Kevin, I wasn’t done.

Like many people, I started running to get healthy. I switched all-night raves for early morning runs, and while I missed the rush of dancing till dawn, putting my sneakers away was not an option. I started like many do. I ran around the block, almost died, and then tried it again the next day and found I could go a little farther before I almost died again. I stumbled across ultramarathons just a few years after I became a runner. These impossibly-long races called to me. They seemed to be the answer I needed to change my life.

Four years after I started running, I competed in my first hundred-mile race. Just three months earlier I finished a fifty-miler, my second, in Napa Valley near my home in northern California, in pouring rain that left me soaked through and shivering but sure of my ability. I finished last, but many ultrarunners much more experienced than me had dropped out of that race. I kept going. So I thought that if I could finish fifty miles, in those crappy, miserable conditions, while dodging or falling waist deep into muddy puddles, then I could run a hundred.

At least that’s what I thought.

I picked the Rocky Raccoon randomly from the back of an ultrarunning magazine. This was 1999, and there were only a few hundred-mile races in the whole country (as of 2017, there are seventeen hundred-milers in California alone). I had lucked into a good one for beginners. Most of the race was in Huntsville State Park, just north of Houston. Five laps through the trees and swamps got you a hundred miles.

Beginners traditionally loved the course because it wasn’t over mountains or hills, or even very rocky, despite the name of the race. Most of the trail was flat and wide, stuffed with soft dirt, making for a comfortable surface. It smelled like wood and mold and the air was heavy and wet, making it feel almost like a steamy sauna. The twenty-mile loop wound through scraggly woods that blotted out the sun, muddy swamps, and lakes full of creatures I’d never seen in California. A sign greeted you at the entrance: “Alligators Exist in the Park.” Great.

Another reason beginners loved the trail were those laps. A huge aid station in a standalone tent, the kind you’d rent for a special occasion, greeted you at the end of every lap. There, runners could eat or drink, change shoes, put on or take off clothes, rub Vaseline on bloody friction rashes and, you know, have a medic put duct tape your battered, blistered feet.

As you entered, a sign warned that pukers should keep to the left. I was not a puker. At least, not yet I wasn’t.

As I got up from my seat, stuffing my feet back into my too-tight shoes, the last rays of sunshine slipped behind the hills. In the thick cover of the trees, it was already dark. I would be running the rest of the race at night. I clicked my weak flashlight on and its beam danced around the trees like a pale strobe light. In a weird way, it reminded me of my old life—all that was missing was the deep beat of dance music reverberating in my chest.

“Good luck,” the medic said, attempting to hide the worry in his eyes. “I hope the tape holds.”

Why wouldn’t the tape hold? Isn’t that stuff used to repair just about anything?

Well, I’d find out soon enough. I started into my next lap.

Having laps is a little unusual for a long distance race. Many times, especially in an ultramarathon, you’re stuck out there, alone, in the wilderness. You could get lost or thirsty or hurt, and no one would be around to help you for miles. That’s why officials check you in when you make it to an aid station. If they don’t cross your name off the list, they know they eventually have to start searching for you. Sometimes—especially if you look out of it—they ask you your name or weigh you to make sure you haven’t lost too much weight.

But these were twenty-mile laps on the well-marked course with bright orange signs that you could see in the dark, which were like a security blanket for beginners like me. They meant that you were never too far from help, or a break, or water, before hitting the path for another twenty.

Still, no hundred miler is easy. The trail was clean but overrun with sneaky tree roots waiting to trip you if you weren’t paying attention, and it’s hard to pay attention for hours and hours of staring at the same damn trail. Your mind starts to wander, a kind of defense mechanism to stop you from thinking about the next mile, or the next forty. Spills, and the bloody knees and elbows they caused, were inevitable.

The duct tape padded my tender feet, and for the first time in a while, I felt better. I could run again. I was finally having fun. I wielded my flashlight and it gave off a sickly, yellow glow, but it was enough to let me see the roots and rocks so I wouldn’t trip.

As the night settled around me, it muffled many of the sounds of the race through the forest. I heard the soft drumming of shoes on the dirt accompanied by a symphony of chirping crickets, croaking bullfrogs, and humming insects. The heavy breathing of other runners sounded like a breeze through the trees. Their conversations were hushed, as if no one wanted to disturb the calm of the night. “Good work,” they said all around as they passed by.

A couple of runners trotted past me whispering encouragement to one another. I looked around noticing the huddles of runners packed together in small groups. Everyone but me seemed to have a buddy.

“They’re called pacers,” one runner said smiling as he passed by me.

His pacer waved.

Pacers? You were allowed to have pacers? I had no idea, but yes, in hundred-mile races, you’re allowed to have other runners with you on the course. Mostly what these people did was keep an eye on you and keep you from falling too deep into despair.

I’m all alone out here, I thought.

As the night closed in on me and the dark air constricted my breathing, the sounds of the race seemed to turn a bit more sinister. I thought back to that sign warning people who entered the park of alligators. In the dark, surrounded by the inky-black night, every time I heard something in the woods—a twig snapping or some underbrush rustling—my mind filled with snapping teeth.

That nervous energy carried me through the dark trail for a while and was enough to distract me from the steadily slipping duct tape flapping out of my sneakers.

Until it wasn’t. Crap.

I really thought the duct tape would hold—if it fixed pipes, surely it could hold my feet together—but by mile seventy-five, the wet Texas air had once again soaked my feet with sweat. My shoes began to fill with needles, the pain from the blisters stabbing me with each step. It was some of the worst pain I’d ever felt.

And I still had a full marathon to go.

When I got into mile eighty, I collapsed in front of the same medic from before. He didn’t exactly look psyched to see me.

“Let’s take a look,” he said, trying not to meet my eyes as I took off my shoes. It felt so good to get them off.

I didn’t know anything about treating blisters, so I sat back in the chair, grimaced, and let him peel the tape off my heel. When he did, the skin slid off with it.

“FUUUUUUUUUUUUUCCKKKKKKKK,” I screamed.

I braced myself as he took hold of the tape on my other heel. He pulled again and the skin came away as easily as if he was peeling an overripe banana. I screamed even louder this time. The raw patches burned and the warm midnight air offered no relief to the tender skin.

“I think you should stop,” the medic said, finally looking me straight in the eye.

Even though I’d only completed a few races, I already knew that ultramarathons were as much about enduring as they were about running. There were others around me puking or cramping or hurting, or in various states of distress. So for him to tell me to quit was not only discouraging, it was frightening.

But fears be damned, I needed to finish this race. In my mind, I would not be an ultrarunner until I finished a hundred miler. I had finally found something that I thought could help me become a new person. It was the first thing in years that filled the void.

The medic’s question scared me; but like Kevin’s had before, it also pissed me off.

I stared defiantly back at him.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I answered. “I came to run a fucking hundred miler. I’m not stopping now.”

The medic sighed with resignation and started to cover my feet with fresh duct tape. I jammed my pathetic, swollen feet back into my shoes, which were nothing less than torture chambers at this point. As I stood up my legs quivered like a baby deer. I took a few steps, and it was the most excruciating pain I’d ever felt in my life.

Now my shoes felt like they were stuffed with hot coals. Tears ran down my face.

I took a few more steps and started into a slow jog. That pain would be with me for the next eight hours. It would be my pacer.

I had twenty miles to go, longer than most runners ever go in a single effort. Twenty miles is a half marathon, then a 10K, plus a mile, and I’d be doing it on feet that were as soft and sensitive as a baby’s butt, on a trail riddled with tree roots and only the glow of my flashlight to show me the way. And then there were all those alligators that I was supposed to look out for.

It was pitch black now. The pain in my feet had reached fever pitch, but as I started yawning, it dawned on me that my feet weren’t my biggest problem anymore.

I’d never run all night before, and I was yawning a lot now. A thick desire to curl up in the leaves and take a nap was threatening to end my race.

I couldn’t take a break, no matter how badly I wanted one, because I was worried I wasn’t going to finish before the cutoff time, when they pull runners off the course regardless of how far they’ve gone. Even the fastest runners can’t afford to take much more than a catnap without missing the cutoff time, and I was one of the slowest. I had to keep going.

I weaved like a drunk driver across the wide trail, trying my best not to smash into other runners.

“Are you okay?” asked an older guy who’d obviously done this before. These types of guys always reminded me of my father. Later, many years after his heart gave out and he died when I was seventeen, I always thought my father would be one of those guys if his time wasn’t cut short.

“I’m just so sleepy,” I mumbled.

The guy nodded sympathetically. I wasn’t the only one shuffling around like a zombie at this point.

“You need coffee,” he said.

Coffee. Yes, I thought in a daze. Yes. Coffee. “Good luck!” he called over his shoulder as he jogged away into the darkness.

I was a couple miles from the next aid station. I knew if I could make it there, I’d be okay.

Coffee. Coffee. Coffee. It was a refrain I chanted with every painful step. All I wanted to do was lie down. I could barely hold my flashlight up, and its beam swung lazily across the trail, disorienting me. My eyelids slid closed while I continued to shuffle forward. They sprang open after I hit the ground with a thud. I pulled myself up brushing dirt from my hands.

Ultrarunners sometimes fall asleep on their feet because they’re so tired. We can even doze off while we’re running. I was lucky not to get hurt, but I was still exhausted as I stumbled forward. I was in serious trouble.

That’s when I really felt the sense of community that led me to ultrarunning. Ultrarunners all look like regular people, the kind you might pass on a busy city street, but there’s one key difference: they are all achieving these amazing physical feats. As other runners passed by and saw I was delirious from pain and exhaustion, something they’d felt themselves many times before, something many were feeling right now, they smiled and encouraged me, or asked if this was my first hundred miler (I’d hoped it wasn’t that obvious, but I guess it was).

This was the kind of support I had been missing in my life since I had to move away from all my friends. Right then, my mom was the only one who seemed to be on my side. Even Kevin seemed to doubt me at times, as he did during this race.

But ultrarunners watch out for one another. It was as if everyone on that trail understood each other, and thus understood me, without evening knowing my story. A voice rang in my ears, out of the darkness.

“Can I get you anything?”

The aid station! I’d made it. Hell yes.

“I need coffee,” I said.

“We don’t have any,” the volunteer said, her kindly face crinkling with sympathy.

My heart sank. I was done. I could run through pain, but I couldn’t stay awake any longer.

“We could make some more,” the volunteer said. “I think.”

“How long will that take?” I said.

“Um . . . maybe twenty minutes or so?”

I didn’t have twenty minutes. I’d stiffen up. My feet would turn into blocks. I’d probably fall asleep. My race was over. And then Kim’s voice chirped behind me.

“Is this your first hundred? I haven’t seen you before. I’m Kim,” said a runner behind me in a warm Texas accent through bright-red lipstick. She obviously had done this race several times. “How are ya doin’?”

“I need coffee,” I said back to her.

Kim shook her head. Her face was fully made up, which I thought was funny for a race. “You need NoDoz,” she said. “Here, hon. I have some.” She rummaged through a pack she wore and pulled out some small red pills.

A jolt of anxiety shot through me as she held them out to me. It was so tempting, but I knew I shouldn’t. After all, I was out there almost dying while running a hundred miles because I was trying to ditch my life as a drug addict.
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Patty, my oldest sister, was kind of mean. But Peggy was always nice to me, although she was bipolar and aloof. I was the youngest of the three girls in our family. Patty was nine years older than me, and Peggy was seven years older. We also had a brother, Jay, who was less than two years younger than me.

By the time Peggy was sixteen, she was frequently using drugs and drinking, probably because of her disorder. I was too young to realize it at the time—I was only nine years old—but she was already a drug addict.

Peggy was involved in all my earliest experiments with drinking and drugs. The first time I got drunk was at a Journey concert with her when I was only thirteen. Before I tried pot, she warned me: “If you’re going to smoke pot, you have to be with me.” It was her way of watching out for me.

Peggy would eventually develop a heroin addiction that put her on the streets, despite my mother’s desperate efforts to save her. She just never found the thing that would help her forget drugs.

By the time my friends were pushing me to do meth, Peggy wasn’t around to watch out for me. And as it turned out, without her, I had no barrier.

I had found a group of friends while working in a salon in my mid-twenties. We loved to go to Goth clubs and dance. They all did meth (speed) because it gave them the energy to dance. I always had the endurance to do that anyway—I would discover just how much I had later—but my friends all pushed me to try it anyhow. When I first saw it, it looked gross and scared me. That was enough to keep me away from it for a while. After many months of turning them away, I finally agreed to do it.

One night, a group of us were at a friend’s house, waiting to go to a Goth club. I was with my boyfriend, Jason, who was in a band, which I thought was the coolest thing ever.

That night I wanted to stay up until sunrise at the club. I had trouble staying awake, but I loved dancing, and I loved the Goth scene. My friends talked about the magical energy meth gave you. The meth, I decided, would let me dance all night.

Everyone took a bump. Then it was my turn.

Jason handed me a clear ink pen that he had snapped in half and pointed to the line of white powder. It had a faint color, like yellow snow. My hands shook as I took the pen.

I snorted up the line, and it was just like huffing gunpowder through my nose.

The drugs rushed to the back of my throat, then dripped down, like I had an evil cold. It tasted like something you would use to strip paint. I grabbed a can of soda from Jason and guzzled it to try to wash away the revolting taste.

In a few minutes, my head melted into a warm, fuzzy, and buzzing energy. It was like I was looking at the world from the window of a moving subway, only I had the energy to keep up with it.

I didn’t like the buzzing. It made my head feel like a bug zapper. But I loved the energy. I loved that I could dance all night without feeling tired. I felt unstoppable.

After that night, for six months, we used meth as a booster and nothing more. It was a fun, recreational drug. When you snorted it, it felt like drinking five cups of coffee, one after another. We’d snort it when we wanted to drive to LA, a few hours away, to go to the clubs. The drug always gave us the energy to stay up all night. It seemed like a miracle drug, really.

You’d pay a price for it though. Coming down from that high felt like the flu, an illness that would not allow me to sleep. It felt like my brain was rubbing against exposed wires. I was starving and yet nothing sounded appetizing.

I could avoid that, for the most part, by sleeping it off. I was usually so tired by then, anyway, that I could sleep for twelve hours or longer, and when I’d wake up, I’d feel good again.

But one night in 1991, I was coming down from a night of snorting meth, and I had Lollapalooza to go to the next day.

Now, every addict has a defining moment, and mine was then. Lollapalooza featured a dream bill of punk, alternative, dance, electronic, and metal. It was a sensation and was right up my alley. I was supposed to go with a really good friend. I didn’t want to miss it.

But I was also in the throes of that same, crappy, crackling flu, and the friend suggested that I take more.

“If you do speed now,” she told me, “you’ll feel better.”

It sounded disgusting, like the way a martini sounds after a hangover, but I didn’t want to miss the show. I snorted more meth, gagging at that same metallic taste, but after a few minutes, I did indeed feel better. And I realized then that I didn’t need to suffer the effects of a comedown. And that’s the day that meth stopped being a recreational drug. It was a drug I took to feel normal. I’d never have to feel bad again. I’d just do more meth. I thought I’d found the solution to avoiding the lows.

I was so wrong.

Two years later, I hated my life. When you’re an addict, the drugs no longer give you that awesome energy. They suck it out of you. The only reason that you keep on doing them is because it’s so much worse when you don’t.

I managed to hold down my job at the hair salon, but I was avoiding my family.

I had always been close to my parents, but when I was hooked, I saw my mother maybe once a month. I was ashamed of what I’d become. Peggy had already disappointed her so many times. And that’s what I was doing then, too. Countless times, I’d make plans to see Mom, with good intentions, but I wouldn’t show up.

After a while, when the drugs no longer gave me the energy I craved, meth painted my world in a curtain of grey. It was dull and lifeless and hopeless.

Those rare times I was sober, the curtains parted and the world returned to me, and I would stare out of my car window and be amazed at how colorful everything was, how bright and vibrant and alive it all seemed.

My life sucked. The drugs were all I had.

I couldn’t dance at the clubs any longer, or hang out with my friends, or be a good daughter or sister. I didn’t want to be the person I’d become, but I didn’t know how to change. And then the cops broke down my door.
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I looked down at the small caffeine pill in my hand. I now knew that there can actually be two defining moments in an addict’s life: when you get hooked, and, if you’re lucky and determined, when you decide to quit. The night in jail after the police broke down my door scared me so much, I knew I had to quit.

I’d done well up until that point to stay off drugs—I moved away from my friends, stopped going to the clubs, and had given up alcohol. I stayed true to my diversion program and went to NA meetings every day. I was working in a bagel shop. But it was hard. I missed my friends, the deafening music of the clubs, and the rush from a bump of speed, especially now as I faced that last twenty miles.

I didn’t want to take anything that even resembled drugs. I was out there running to forget them. I was hoping ultrarunning would be the thing that would help me forget drugs. I was hoping ultrarunning would be the one thing that Peggy never had. And so any kind of drugs made me nervous after my addiction. I didn’t even take Advil any more, despite, you know, the fact that pain meds can really help you through a hundred-mile race.

I rolled the tiny caffeine pill around in my hand. It seemed a lot like the speed that kept me awake for hours on end in my old days. It would give me the same kind of energy. As badly as I needed it, this scared the shit out of me.

“It’s just like coffee,” Kim said, sensing my hesitation. “It’s the exact same amount of caffeine.”

She could see that I was still worried.

“Just take half,” she said.

I popped the pill into my mouth, bit it in half, and tucked half away. Just fifteen minutes later, I was awake.

The other runners all seemed to be out there to cheer me on. It was the kind of support that was, well, addicting. I started on again, following Kim until she ran ahead. I felt better knowing that she and her red lipstick smile would be out there on the course with me.

As I started into the last twenty miles, my feet begged me to stop. I walked and ran through the heat of my chaffing toes and the cold of my shredded heels. The haze of my exhaustion and the buzz of the caffeine was all that kept me going. It really was like a dream. A nightmare really. Only my tears and the stabbing pain reminded me that I was still out there, on the course, trying to be an ultrarunner.

The sounds of the night, the buzzing bugs, and the whispers of the other runners all faded as the first light washed through the trees. The thick branches blocked most of the early morning light. The dim light made things seem that much more surreal. I would see a tree or a bush and think it was another runner. The tree roots on the ground turned to snakes slithering from the swamp. I jumped out of range of imaginary fangs a few times, yelping when I landed hard on my ruined feet.

I was miserable, in a painful daze. I kept going, but doubts were just behind me, on my heels, while the pain continued to pace me.

I began to yawn again—the NoDoz was just starting to wear off. The crickets were silent, but I could hear birds chirping. I could see the sky begin to glow, and I stashed my flashlight.

As I ran out of the trees, the morning sunlight washed over me. It was warm and bright, and energy spread through me. The birds grew louder. The crowd was bigger. The end was closer.

My head was full of thoughts of my dad as I stumbled through those last few miles. I talked to my father in my head with pride. Look at what I’m doing now, Dad, I said to him as I stumbled home, bawling.

Just get there, I thought. Just a few more miles. Just get there.

The faint cheering that had teased those last few miles slowly became louder, and I ran a little faster.

My feet hurt and my legs were killing me, but they worked. I thought of my dad, of Peggy, of all the addicts I had left behind, the runners whose bodies were too broken to run again. I was running for all those who couldn’t.

I rounded a corner, one that I’d seen four times. The cheering got even louder. I realized I had less than a mile go to, and then I saw the finish.

When I finally crossed the finish line in that mad dash, I thought a bolt of lightning would strike me down. Or something corny like that. But it wasn’t nearly as dramatic. I crossed the line, kicked off my shoes and the duct tape hanging from my battered feet, and fell to the floor smiling.

I never did see any alligators.
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Back in the hotel room after a hot bath and a quick trip back to the race course because I forgot the buckle they give you for running a hundred miles, I called Jim Boyd.

Jim, whom I called Jimbo, was one of those older guys who reminded me of my father. I met him while running a trail marathon. It was our first trail marathon, and we both got lost and found our way back together. He was the first example of the kindness and camaraderie I discovered in the ultrarunning community.

We were supposed to run Rocky Raccoon together, but he had gotten injured.

“I finished,” I told him, enthusiastically.

“Great! Good job, Catra!” his warm voice filled me with pride. “So what about doing that twenty-four-hour race I talked about?”

Jim had told me about this race about a week before. The entire gist of it was to run as far as you could in twenty-four hours. Maybe I could break a hundred miles in twenty-four hours if it was on a track and I had shoes that were a half size bigger.

I looked down at my raw bleeding feet. My body hurt more than it had ever hurt in my life. I honestly didn’t know how long it would take me to walk again. All I wanted was to sleep, but the memory of crossing that finish line lingered in my mind.

I smiled. Why not?

When you’re trying to quit something as all-consuming as drugs, you need to find something else you’re passionate about. You have to find something else that will help you feel good. The addicts at the meetings volunteered, or helped others, or found a good job. I never found that thing that could help me quit.

I had finally found my thing that would keep me off drugs. It was a painful passion, for sure, but going off drugs was painful too.

I was now an ultrarunner.


Chapter Two

One Night in Jail
Makes a Hard Woman
Crumble

Before I was an ultrarunner, I was a drug addict. I was a hair stylist, and a go-go dancer on the weekends, and a daughter and a girlfriend and a friend to many, but I was mostly a drug addict. And by that, I mean that everything I did, I did to get high.

At the time, I was working at a hair salon, and it was a great job. I was making a lot of money. I could work twelve-hour days, no problem, because in between clients, I would go to the bathroom and snort meth.

I enjoyed my days working in the salon. It was creative work and it matched my love for clothes and doing my hair in all these crazy ways; plus it let me get high. I was always high.

And the meth gave me the energy to do other things as well.

On the weekends, I loved to dance. That dancing was the only workout I had then. At the time, I hated running and wouldn’t go near the gym. So dancing was a way to stay fit. I loved going out to clubs and dancing anyway, so I made some extra money working as a go-go dancer. I wore only a bra and a G-string, but I didn’t care because I was high. I never really got the whole appeal of guys just standing there, watching them and watching me, and giving all of us money. Honestly, it was a creepy place to make money. But I made good money there and, honestly, I didn’t care. I was high.

The whole idea was to make a bunch of money so we could go buy more drugs and sell more drugs so we could do more drugs. My boyfriend, Jason, sold most of the drugs, but I helped him sell more.

So I worked and danced. I could work all day and then I could dance all night. I had a lot of energy. I felt great. I felt euphoric. I felt high. I could accomplish a lot on drugs.

Until you had to come off them.

When you are on drugs, you live in a haze, a bubble of sorts, and you are left aware of only yourself and a few people around you. There was a steady supply of drugs because Jason and I were small-time dealers, so I had it around all of the time. But when I didn’t have it, and the drugs wore off, my mind was no longer just hazy. It was really foggy. I was a mess.

Life caught up with me then. The things that made me tired, such as staying up for three days straight or working twelve hours a day or dancing all night, suddenly made me exhausted. That amazing, intense feeling was replaced by a thin shade of gray. The wonder of life was gone.

I would sleep for two days straight sometimes when I was off drugs.

I hated that feeling.

So I was rarely off drugs.

So I felt great most of the time. Because I was high.

But the drugs began to eat at me.

I was living with Jason at his parent’s house at the time. It was nice living with a family. His parents were really kind and cared about me. But, like many families, it was also messed up. Jason’s brother would stumble home wasted almost every night, and every weekend his parents would sit around and get drunk and argue.

I rarely saw my own family then. I did my mother’s hair once a month, and she would suggest that we go to lunch. I would agree to it, and then I would either forget about it, or more often, I just wouldn’t show up. I didn’t want her asking questions about my life. I didn’t want her to know anything about me, about who I’d become. I was ashamed of who I was, even when I was having fun doing it.

Like most addicts, I started losing stuff when I was on drugs. My car was repossessed, and that’s not because I didn’t have the money: I just wasn’t paying bills. I would just forget to. I was forgetting about more and more things that one needed to do to be a normal, functioning adult in society. My friends and I had our own society. We got high and danced.

So we had money, but other than buying drugs to take away the pain of coming down, we couldn’t enjoy what we’d worked so hard to earn. We essentially had no life. We didn’t have our own place, and we drove a shitty, crappy car with no heater. At night, even though we lived in California, it would be freezing. I was dressed scantily to go to the club, and I’d have to bring blankets to wrap around my body.

I was also snorting several times a day, and it got to the point where I didn’t know how much I was doing. I was out of control.

I started losing stuff.

I started losing friends and family.

I started losing myself. It was bad.

This last statement was, in fact, doubly true. I wasn’t eating, and when I was eating, the drugs seemed to melt my weight away. I was already thin, but my friends and I became fascinated with how much weight we were losing. We would weigh ourselves many times a day and would be amazed by the results: “Wow! Look! Ninety-eight pounds!” I became obsessed with it. As a result, I developed an eating disorder that would haunt me for years later, even as I began to get into ultrarunning.

But the drugs just didn’t eat away at my weight; they also whittled away at my sanity. I began to feel paranoid. When Jason went out at night, if I decided to stay home, I would constantly peek out of the window and see people who weren’t there staring at me across the street with green eyes. I would hear things. I would hear voices. I was convinced that Jason’s cat was trying to kill me.

My friends were doing drugs as hard as I was, and the drugs started to eat at them too. One friend would lock himself inside because he was afraid of the outside world. (I was reminded of this friend again when I was running ultramarathons when other runners nearing seventy-five miles or so would startle late at night, convinced they had just seen a demon on the dark trail, and scream or run faster or cover their faces. I would just laugh, because I knew they were hallucinating.)

So I would do more drugs to quiet the voices in my head, and make the people across the street disappear, and make those hallucinations go away. I was barely living.

[image: image]

I found needles and soon discovered that Jason was shooting meth. I could already tell he was getting really bad, and I had friends who had told me the same thing. When I asked him, though, he would lie to me and tell me that they were his friends’ needles. So I would ask Jason about it, and he would lie, but I didn’t really want to confront him about it. I was addicted, too, and so I honestly didn’t care. I was into my own addiction. I didn’t care about anything except getting high. I snorted and worked and snorted and danced and helped Jason sell drugs and snorted.

This was serious. Shooting drugs is usually the last step before addicts either get arrested, die, or get so hooked that would eventually wind up on the street and disappear.

One day, I looked at myself in the mirror, and I felt like shit and needed to do more drugs, and it hit me: I realized that this was my life. I was doing everything for drugs. It wasn’t for love or for my parents or for myself. It was for the drugs.

But I saw no way out. I thought this sucks, but it’s also who I am. This is who I’m going to be. I saw no way to change that.

And then I got high.

That day, or maybe it was just a day later, a friend called me up. I picked up the phone, and I set a deal to sell him some drugs.

I found out later that he had gotten arrested earlier in the day, and the cops found some speed on him, and they were asking him who his main dealers were. They wanted to get the “big guys.” Our friend told the cops that he got the drugs from us.

But our friend hadn’t gotten them from me or Jason this time, even though we did occasionally sell him drugs. On this particular incident he bought them from another guy, a guy way above us; but he wasn’t going to turn that guy in because who knows what would have happened if he had turned him in? He probably would have killed our friend and us too.

When our friend called me, the cops were on the other end of the phone, coaching him on what to say. I never thought that was even possible. Hell, I’d never even been arrested.

Two days later, I was in the kitchen with some of Jason’s family, heating up food, when someone starting thumping on the door.

“Open up! This is the police!” Oh, shit.

“Who is Catra? Who is Jason?” the cops yelled, barging in.

They held everyone on the ground. Jason’s parents, brother, and his brother’s girlfriend were all looking at me.

I told them I was Catra.
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