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All around me are the shadows of the still living, and those who died heroes as if by choice.

Eulogy for Gloria Moskowitz (my grandma), given by Michael Moskowitz (my dad), June 6, 2013, Port Jervis, New York






Monk: What is Buddha?

Priest: Three pounds of flax.

—Mid-thirteenth-century Zen koan

Monk: What is Buddha?

Priest: A Big Mac with cheese.

—Updated interpretation, posted on NewBuddhist Internet forum, 2014








INTRODUCTION: THE NARRATIVE OF ONE’S LIFE

There are many bad things about nearly dying. Perhaps the only good one is that in leaving your life in ruins, it allows you to reconfigure it into something new.

On August 11, 2017, I drove from my home in Philadelphia down to Charlottesville, Virginia, with two friends, Erin and Xavi. This was the year Donald Trump became president the first time, and thus a year of massive resistance. We three were reporters and activists, and it felt important for us to be there to witness and fight back against “Unite the Right,” a rally of hundreds of neo-Nazis and other varieties of white supremacists who were protesting the removal of the Confederate general Robert E. Lee from a small park named after him. I wanted to be a part of something bigger than myself. I wanted to be on the right side of history.

On the evening of the eleventh, Erin, Xavi, and I drank shitty wine in a room in a corporate hotel in a strip mall on the outskirts of the city. In the hallways, we saw dozens of police officers from other states, there to assist in the management of the next day’s rally. We also saw people who were on the pro–Confederate statue side—big, bearded men with camo pants and shirts and MAGA hats. I thought it was funny that we were all there relaxing, knowing that tomorrow we’d all be fighting one another; troops getting lined up for battle. There’s a picture on my phone from that night—us three friends clinking plastic glasses on the edge of the hotel bed, smiling.

I slept well.

On the morning of the twelfth, Erin, Xavi, and I entered the small college town of Charlottesville and wandered down its genial streets. Many of the homes there were built in the 1700s and 1800s, often by slaves; a reminder that day of what we were actually protesting against—not just the neo-Nazis, but an entire history of American oppression.

And then we came across the park at the center of the protest, where hundreds of protesters had gathered. I gawked at their semiauto rifles, their signs scrawled with words of hatred against immigrants and people of color and Jews. It terrified me that people like this existed. That there were so many of them.

Yet, for most of the day, I felt buoyant. Because outnumbering all these hateful idiots was our side—the counterprotesters. We chanted back at the Nazis. We surrounded them. We yelled at the police for being complicit, for not arresting anyone threatening to shoot us. We got tear gas in our eyes and witnessed fights break out and sent texts on encrypting messaging apps to track the white supremacists’ movements. It was, strangely, fun. Yes, scary too. But mostly it felt exhilarating because, for most of the day, it seemed like we were winning. We were kicking the Nazis out of town. We’d done our small part to make sure the arc of the moral universe continued to bend toward justice.

By the early afternoon, the police locked down the park at the center of the protest, so people began to march. Erin, Xavi, and I followed a group of thousands, chanting various slogans. Some people sang protest songs. Some banged drums. At an intersection a few blocks away from the park, another stream of leftists and progressives coming from the other direction merged into our group. We all cheered. It was loud. We’d banded together. And we’d won.

And then, as we turned a corner, marching up a little hilly street, there was an unplaceable sound, like nothing I’d ever heard before. A sound that should not exist, of screeching tires against concrete and metal against human flesh. Waves of bodies pushed into me; some flew a few feet into the air.

James Alex Fields Jr., a twenty-year-old neo-Nazi, had plowed his Dodge Challenger into the crowd. I was feet away. He then backed up and did it again.

All hell broke loose. The counterprotesters ran in every direction. In the chaos, I dropped my phone and lost track of Erin and Xavi. I pushed through the crowd trying to find them, passing a child, perhaps ten years old, lying on the ground with blood covering her torso and bone shooting through her kneecap. My vision was blurry. I felt as if I was watching myself from above. This, I’d later come to understand, was a sign of being in fight-or-flight. My mind had to dissociate from my body, direct it as if it was playing a video game, in order to ensure its survival. And entering this state, it turns out, can wreak havoc on you for months or years or a lifetime.

It was probably a minute, but it felt like an hour before I found my friends and my phone. We ran to the next block. Sat on a curb on the street. When I lit a cigarette, I noticed two things: One, that my hand was violently shaking. And two, that it still felt as if my brain was floating above my body.

The cops finally arrived. Then the EMTs. Dozens had been injured. And someone had apparently died—we saw the body of Heather Heyer, a thirty-two-year-old antifascist activist from a nearby town, being loaded into the back of an ambulance. I felt a deep well of anger in my stomach. But I was there as a journalist, and I had a story to file.

So I stopped thinking about it. I replaced my emotions with tasks—find my car, find some food, drive myself and my friends home, call my parents. I did call them. They asked if I was okay. I downplayed the situation; I told them I was farther away from the car than I was. I kept the details light. It was less about protecting them. I think, looking back, I knew that if I’d told them the full truth, the danger I was in, and how I actually felt, the anger and the rage and the fear, that their reaction would have forced me to accept what had really happened. It was about protecting me. So I just said I was fine.

And then, over the next few weeks, I internalized that emotional lie.

On the drive back to Philadelphia, and in the days afterward, as I went about my work and my life, I practiced that lie like I was memorizing for a test. I was fine. I was fine. I was fine. And it worked. I did not think about Charlottesville. And when I did, I’d force my brain on to something else. I wrote articles about politics and I got drunk with friends and I walked around Philadelphia aimlessly with my headphones on nearly every day. I had sex and I watched a million episodes of 30 Rock and I cooked spatchcocked chicken with a side of broccoli rabe. I lived life. I did everything except stop and think.

And then I had a mental breakdown.

A month and two days after Charlottesville, September 14, 2017, I awoke alone in a hotel room in Oakland, California, where I’d traveled to give a talk about my work as a journalist. As soon as my eyes opened, I knew something was terribly wrong. I was in a completely different reality than the one I’d lived in for the first twenty-nine years of my life. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I again felt as if I was floating above my own body. Except this time I couldn’t make it stop. My nervous system was shot. If I stopped moving—pacing, tapping my legs, shaking my hands—whatever horrible energy coursing through me would rise through my hands and up my arms and through my throat and into my brain and cause me to start breathing irregularly to the point of hyperventilating; would cause my thoughts to race faster than I could understand them. I was going insane. Within five minutes of waking up that day, I thought for sure that I was headed for death—either directly from whatever was happening to me, or by my own hand, because another few minutes of that state felt deeply unsustainable.

Well. That state of life-ruining craziness, of PTSD, of nervous system deregulation, of dissociation, of breakdown—whatever you want to call it—lasted for years. It wasn’t always as acute as it was in the hotel room that day. But it was always there. It still, on my bad days, is.

Yet I did not die.

I do not feel back to normal. I do not feel like I will ever achieve the same state of okayness that I had before my mental breakdown. And I am okay with this. More than okay. I am happy. I did not get better. I got different. I changed. My brain changed. My life changed. Even my gender changed. And all of it was necessary to move on, to make sense of what had happened to me, to continue to live, and to live better than I had been—now more emotionally vulnerable, a little less stable, a little more raw, but in so many ways also more alive.

I do not feel grateful to my trauma for any of that. Because I would not wish that breakdown upon anyone. But I thank the tools I learned to use in recovery from that breakdown for saving my life, and for providing me with a new one.

Many of those tools were drugs. I’d used drugs for much of my life, both ones prescribed to me by psychiatrists and ones I’d found on my own at parties as a teen. And I knew that, whether illicit or prescription, they were often effective modulators of pain. And more than that, I knew they could help me understand my pain differently by helping me shift my perspective. To me, it didn’t matter if the drugs were prescribed or illegal—they were all just different tools with different benefits and drawbacks. There were the downers to get me through the worst days, the mood stabilizers and antidepressants and ADHD meds to get me back to stability, the dissociatives like ketamine and the hallucinogens like LSD and psilocybin and 2C-B to help me envision life anew. I needed to throw them all at the wall and see what stuck.



Until that day in Oakland, it had never occurred to me that my life had a narrative arc, that somewhere within me existed a story I’d told myself about my past, my present, and my future. I took for granted that I knew what I wanted in life, that I could envision myself one or five or ten years down the line, that my existence, in short, had an internal logic.

But then, very abruptly, I lost the narrative. I did not slowly veer off track. I did not look back and think, Wow, my life is different than I expected. Upon awaking that morning in Oakland, my life and everything leading up to it had simply stopped making sense. And my future, the story I thought I was living, was seemingly gone.

It’s not that I hadn’t struggled before then, but I always, until that point, had known, or at least thought I knew, what my life was like and would be like. There were ups and downs, but, until that point, my life felt readable. Like a story. There was the childhood, a good one—two stable and caring parents, a good home, good or good-enough schooling—that had led me here, the opportunities my upbringing had provided me and the problems it had rendered too, problems I could confront and conquer and grow from and move on from. And there was a destination, a future, or several possible ones: further my career as a writer, meet someone and fall in love and get married, try to help others along the way. A typical narrative arc, a “hero’s journey,” like the one I was taught in middle school English class, popular because it’s effective and easy: something leads you to a challenge, you fight the challenge, you win, you learn and move on. The end.

But then all narrative logic was gone. I could no longer see the next paragraph on the page, nor interpret how the preceding ones had landed me here. I could barely understand the language I was supposed to be writing in. So I no longer knew what I was or who I was. It was terrifying.

For years after that sudden erasure, I attempted to will my previous narrative back into existence. Make myself fit the old plot. I’d cry in therapy about feeling like I was no longer a real person; I’d romanticize the before times, even the mundane things like being able to take a walk without feeling like my brain was spinning out of control, because, at least then, I felt on track. I attempted to become what I once was again, because that felt safe and knowable.

But willing myself back to the old story did not work. And it was painful to try. As I attempted to heal from my mental breakdown and the traumas that had triggered it, there was constant grief, because once I accepted there was no going back, I realized I was mourning a kind of death. Both a death of how my life had once been, and a future death, of all the things I had assumed would happen in my story.

There are many definitions of trauma, but the one that works best for me is about this narrative. Trauma is something that whacks you so hard that you completely lose the narrative arc of your life. It erases the book. And writing anew, finding a new narrative, is what’s so hard about overcoming it.

But it’s in there that there is hope. In the new draft.

I think many of us are struggling with something similar these days—a loss of narrative cohesion. Sure, some of us have it easier than others, but I think whether rich or poor or stable or not, unraveling is becoming a more and more common experience. The rate of depression worldwide increased by nearly 50 percent between 1990 and 2017.1 In 2023, nearly 30 percent of adults in the US reported experiencing depression at some point in their lives, an all-time high.2 Suicides and other “deaths from despair” (drug overdoses, alcoholism) are at highs too.

And so more than ever people are searching for tools to reconstruct their life narratives—to make sense of why they feel so hopeless.

Therapy is a kind of narrative process as much as anything else, a process by which people craft a story and draw a lesson from where there maybe is not one inherent. You take something horrible and senseless (or at least confusing) and give it meaning and flow. You impose a hero’s journey. The innocent before times. Then the challenge, the trauma, the death, the depression, the whatever brought you to therapy. Then the triumph, the learning, the growth. That’s what getting better means. Point A to B to C.

In that way, every diagnosis is a narrative too—to take a cluster of disparate and confusing symptoms and call them, say, depression, or bipolar, or PTSD, and then to get better from those symptoms via therapy or a pill or yoga. To take agency over your own brain is to make yourself the hero of the hero’s journey, bravely slaying the demons of mental illness in your path until you reach your destiny of betterness, or at least stability. She was ill, then she worked hard to become un-ill, and now she is better. The end.

But, it turned out, therapy was not enough for me to regain a sense of story in my own life. Neither was diagnosis—no box could neatly contain what I was feeling. The severity of the narrative scrambling was too great. And this seems true for so many others too: despite record-high rates of prescription drug usage, despite record-high diagnoses of various mental health maladies, we are not getting better.

In crisis there is opportunity. When the narrative seems gone, we can invent a new one, construct a new self, and perhaps even construct a new world.

This, I believe, is the main problem with the way we talk about mental illness and trauma these days. We see these things as something to get better from, something to force one kind of simplistic storyline on. There’s immense appeal in this—if we can place ourselves within a readily readable narrative, it’s tempting to think that our journeys will be easier. But this limits us. It limits our ability to really change, to become weirder and wilder and more fully ourselves. We spend years or lifetimes attempting to “heal” back into a defined story, and in doing so, we disallow ourselves the liberation that can come from resisting false binaries of sick or well.

If we want greater freedom in our identities and lives and futures, we must work, as the psychoanalyst Avgi Saketopoulou writes, “to resist the narrative of restoration or repair, to refuse the idea that anyone ever returns to some prelapsarian moment, to the restoration of innocence before trauma…”3

Trauma is not good, of course, but it provides us with an opportunity to not only rewrite our lives, but to rewrite what a life is supposed to look like. And we can only do that if we stop attempting to get back to our pretraumatized states.

The person I am today would be unrecognizable to my prebreakdown self. This fact used to terrify me. Now I am glad. I am stronger, I am weirder, I am more conflicted, I am less readable, I am different, and that is good. The trauma itself has changed me, but so has the healing process—the drugs I used to find solace, the acid trips and nights out during which I completely re-understood the purpose of my life—reshaped me into a new person.

I am not necessarily happier or more confident than I once was, but I am more confident in my lack of confidence, and more content with life’s always-too-short moments of joy. I accept uncertainty more. I accept that life is messy, that it is often filled with grief and rage, but that those things must be experienced to experience the outer limits of ecstasy. And most important, I now accept that life cannot be controlled.

In reading other accounts of trauma and transformation, I found that this was a common thread—that losing the plot, eventually, becomes opportunity. In Marianne Williamson’s A Return to Love, for example, she writes of a period of years in which she felt “as though my skull had exploded. It seemed as though thousands of little pieces of it had shot into outer space.”

But in here, she found a capacity to grow: “While my emotional brain was so exposed, it seemed to be rewired, like I’d had some kind of psychic surgery,” she writes. “I felt like I became a different person.”4

She credits these years with putting her on a new path, one in which she could help others and spread the gospel of what she believed in.

I began to see this psychic rewiring everywhere. When I heard things like this, not from psychologists or mental health experts, but from normal people who had found life after experiencing horrible things, it made me think that we all are, in some ways, repressing what we all inherently know: We have an incredible individual and collective power to change, if we’re allowed to get a little weird with it. If we can resist rebecoming the people we were told—and told ourselves—we were supposed to be, and instead give ourselves the freedom to rewrite our lives exactly as we please.

How sad, then, that we’ve reduced these narrative-shaking experiences to a very narrow framework of healing. We spend incredible effort and a lot of money attempting to box up what can be transformative—into labels like PTSD or CPTSD or depression, into simple stories about becoming better and overcoming our trauma.

It’s what the critic Parul Sehgal calls “the trauma plot”—our ever-increasing tendency to frame all human experience into a one-size-fits-all narrative of linear trauma-to-healing, backed by an ever-growing literature of “trauma studies.”5

To Sehgal, the imposition of simplistic narrative structure on life’s inherent complexity flattens human experience and disables us from finding new forms of being and expression. We are trapped by the insistence that our lives be turned into a readable story. What if, she argues, we began to see our lives less like a hero’s journey, less like a story with a beginning and end, and more like a Picasso painting—perhaps unknowable in words but nonetheless affecting and effective at getting to personal and collective truths.

“The narrating self, very often the adult self—who shapes story out of raw hunks of observation and partial understanding—is typically privileged, congratulated for its discernment and given all the good lines,” Sehgal writes. “But that unstoried self understands a great deal in its commotion, in its inability to keep anything compartmentalized, and it loses something when experience is squeezed to release trickles of insight.”6

What if we accepted that much of life, as Sehgal writes, is the “narrative equivalent of dark matter”? What more could we learn by embracing the dark? What more could we glean from ourselves, our psyches, our collective lives, if we did not insist that they follow a familiar and tried-and-true story format?

To accept the messiness, the dark matter, the unnarrativizable, then, is to embrace that no one story will ever contain all the possibilities of life.

There are many ways to come to this acceptance, to come to a state in which we embrace change rather than attempt to box it up or apply an overly simplistic plot to it. Good therapy can do this. Bodywork of various sorts can help do this. But, I’ve found, some of the most effective tools are psychoactive substances.

If trauma erased the book of my life, and therapy attempted to give me a new story, what drugs ultimately did was allow me to dispense with my need for readability and find comfort in a messy narrative. That, at the end of the day, is what has kept me fascinated by drugs—not their ability to heal wounds, but their ability to transform them into places of meaning and beauty.

This book is a collection of stories, mine included, that push back on the current, mainstream conceptualization of drugs. We’ve been told by politicians and the media for so long that drugs are always detrimental, always dangerous, and never worth it. But in my own life, and in my reporting on dozens of other drug users, I’ve found a different perspective on these substances—one in which they are sometimes good and sometimes bad, but most often neither. Instead, they are tools that, like almost any tool, can be used in productive or damaging ways. At their best, they can be used to help us survive lives of depression and despair, and even help us envision new lives on a personal and societal level.

This is not a self-help book, at least in the traditional sense. But I hope it can encourage people to find the story that works best for them. As scary as losing the plot can be, as scary as it can be for one’s life to not make sense, I think there is immense freedom in that; in realizing we can write our lives anew, individually and collectively.

So, then, what follows are stories about losing the plot, finding the plot again, realizing the limitations of the tried-and-true plot, and then dispensing with the plot completely in search of something greater or more meaningful or more beautiful. In each of these stories, drugs are a tool of narrative construction and destruction—they help people find solace when their books of life are erased, they help people find stability and begin redrafting their books, and they help people see beyond stability and into something messier and, often, through this messiness, more hopeful and radical and important.

The first section of this book is about losing the plot, what I call “breakdown.” I tell the story of how two events in my life, September 11 and Charlottesville, caused me to feel like I had to begin anew, and how drugs helped me not die as I stared at my life’s blank page. And I tell the stories of a society that has seemingly lost the plot—in which many feel totally alone, without purpose, ground down by capitalism and its demands, and unable to find narrative stability—and discuss how drugs have been used by these people to survive these terrifying circumstances.

The second section is about finding a tenuous stability—rewriting the narrative and making sense of one’s life again, and about the drugs people use to do this, specifically prescription drugs that have been sold to us with the promise of allowing people to live well-adjusted lives. Here, I explore the allure of stability, as well as its limits—how attempting to adjust oneself to a normative narrative of life can hinder our healing on both an individual and societal level.

And the third section is about narrative breakthrough, about pushing beyond this stability—attempting to dispense with the safety of predetermined storylines and find our own, outside of what society considers normal. And about the drugs people, including me, have used to do this. I explore whether drugs can help us, on either an individual or collective level, envision a present or future radically different from the ones we’ve been taught are possible.

I resist easy conclusions in all of these stories, but I do hope that through them I find some truths—about what it means to live in what can feel like a particularly depressing era of human history, and about what it can feel like to transcend beyond that history in search of something better.

In this moment I hear many questioning the point of work, the point of our political systems, the point of grinding on for what feels like diminishing returns, the point of living life with global warming and fascism on the horizon. We’re questioning whether the narratives we’ve been given about our past and present are even true. And, because of all that, we’re questioning our place in things, our own identities, our own senses of self.

There can be sheer terror in that. And, as I’ve found, immense possibility.

The page is blank. Where do you want to start?






INTERLUDE ONE Accept Your Own Erasure


The first time my brain left my body, the first time I became acquainted with total dissociation, I was thirteen years old, in eighth grade, and running from the first collapsing Twin Tower in downtown Manhattan, 100 percent convinced that all my friends and I were about to die. The second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth times were less dramatic—a moment in tenth-grade science class when a tinge of panic began crawling through my stomach and up through my esophagus as I realized I was attracted to the boy sitting next to me; a moment in college in rural Massachusetts, seeing a flyer in a gender-neutral bathroom, put up by some university anarchists, that declared you could be any gender you wanted to be. The thousandth time was again dramatic—running from the neo-Nazi plowing his car into us in Charlottesville.

It turns out you can grow accustomed to feeling inhuman, feeling like a ghost floating through a material world. Until, apparently, it all becomes too much or, really, all becomes too little—until life no longer matters because you are in no meaningful way alive.

There’s a Looney Tunes cartoon starring Daffy Duck I saw when I was maybe seven, sitting alone on a dog-fur-covered couch before my parents woke up. In the cartoon, an unseen cartoonist is being rude to the duck, and keeps changing Daffy’s body and background, erasing and redrawing, until Daffy is no longer a duck, but a catlike creature with a flag for a tail, or until Daffy is no longer on land, but suddenly sinking into the sea. In one scene, as the world around Daffy is erased completely, Daffy yells at the unseen cartoonist, until the artist’s pencil comes down over the frame and begins to erase Daffy himself until he is nothing but a head floating on a white background. “Well,” Daffy says, at this point more perplexed than angry. “Where’s the rest of me?”






PART 1 BREAKDOWN







1 MY BREAKDOWN



THE DAY I LOST THE PLOT; HOW KLONOPIN KEPT ME ALIVE; AMERICA’S LONG SEARCH FOR SOMETHING TO SOOTHE THE BREAKDOWN



Straight to hell. Everything around me death sculptures—the beige walls, the overly large flat-screen television, the plasticky pillows. Their auras threatened me, a cumulative Satan with an invisible pitchfork chasing me around a tiny room at the Courtyard by Marriott. There was no God. There was no salvation. There was only me, on 130 square feet of itchy carpeting, in Oakland, California, at 9:20-ish a.m., Pacific time, on September 14 of 2017, having what I would later refer to as “what happened,” or “it,” or “that time,” or “my mental breakdown.”

I could not comprehend how six days ago I had been at a club with a dear friend in New York, dancing to unidentifiable techno and doing pea-size bumps of cocaine every half hour; how five days ago I had had a normal dinner with my parents, chicken; how sixteen hours ago I had excitedly boarded a flight to California, convinced that this was the ultimate sign that my life was headed in the right direction—I was being paid to travel and give a talk about my writing. Wow.

But, I guess, the rumbles were there. The disquieting feeling on the plane, despite its smooth sailing, very brief but scary, in my stomach, like I’d just dropped down the first hill of a roller-coaster. I’d ignored it because I could not comprehend what it was, and because it was gone before I had reason to investigate. The strange twilight sleep I’d had that night. No thoughts infiltrating my mind, but something keeping me from full unconsciousness, something in me that knew what was about to happen, or was trying to prevent it from happening, maybe.

But then it happened.

I awoke with my hands violently shaking. I tried to make them stop. I couldn’t, this in itself terrifying—that I was no longer in control of my own body. My eyes darted around the room, like they were looking for a hidden predator.

You are not in danger, I told myself over and over again. I attempted to sit down on the edge of the hotel bed and take a few breaths, but every time I stopped moving it felt as if I would combust from the excess energy coursing through me, a harsh, electric sensation shooting up my spine and into my brain, telling me to run, run, run. So I did. I darted out of the hotel room and down to the lobby and out to the sidewalk. Maybe fresh air would help. It did not. My breaths were shallow. My chest tight. I had experienced many panic attacks in my life—moments of overwhelm during breakups, or big moves, or big work deadlines; this was not one of them. Yes, there was panic, but it was more a sense that I was about to die, that my brain was in the process of some sort of explosion.

I had no clue what was happening to me, but even in those first few minutes of my breakdown, I knew that this wasn’t going to be over soon. I knew that my life had irrevocably been changed in an instant.

As I paced back and forth on the street outside my hotel, I called my therapist in Philadelphia to tell him I was going insane. Dennis, a fortysomething jovial gay man whom I’d started seeing a few months prior, picked up and asked me what was going on. I told him I did not know. All I knew is that I felt like I’d lost my mind. He told me, in his high and comforting voice, that I would be okay.

I imagined him sitting in his beige office chair, wrinkly polo and slacks on, gentle and understanding, a slight smile on his face. This thought brought me a small amount of solace. As I sobbed into the phone, he repeated the words: You’ll be okay. You’ll be okay. I highly doubted that, and yet him saying it calmed me down, just by a percentage or two, just enough to be able to concentrate on what he was asking me—if something had happened recently that might’ve triggered this state. I couldn’t think of anything. It did not occur to me that this state made perfect sense for what I’d been through. But, I guess, that’s the extent of denial I had been in—I’d pushed down so much for so long, cramming more and more into the limited space in my brain until the pressure built up, until the walls I’d erected to prevent psychic pain and discomfort could no longer hold… and then boom.

Dennis talked me through the next steps: As soon as I got back to the East Coast, I’d come see him to talk through what was happening. I’d also maybe go to a psychiatrist as well to see if any new medication would help. But for now, I needed to figure out how to get through the next twenty-four hours in California, until my flight the next morning. The bigger problems: We could deal with all those later, Dennis said. We would figure out exactly what the hell was happening, he assured me. My mission now was just to stay alive and well enough to get home.

My panic rose as I thought about how I’d do this. My nervous system was so shattered that I could barely steady my hand enough to type out a text, much less think about the logistics of cross-continent air travel. But then Dennis said the magic words: take a Klonopin.

Ever since I’d had my first panic attack, about five years before that day in Oakland, I traveled with a few of the little blue pills. Just in case.

I rushed back to my hotel room to see if I had them on me. I thanked God like he’d rained down manna from heaven as I pulled out my pill case from my travel bag. I swallowed it with a swig of water from one of those little plastic hotel cups. God bless Klonopin. It saved me that day. It did its job, the same job it’s been doing for millions of people for seven decades—quelling the feeling of breakdown.

Klonopin, aka clonazepam. A benzodiazepine, a lifesaver, a highly addictive substance. A little pill that within an hour eases all of life’s problems. Back then I did not know how Klonopin worked, but I knew it could temporarily lessen the pain; not get rid of it, but turn the volume down at least, from eardrum-splitting screech to a low hum. Always miraculous to me that something so small could tame feelings so large.

After I swallowed the pill, I paced, and breathed jaggedly, waiting for it to kick in. Ten minutes. Twenty minutes. Pace. Pace. Pace. And then I could feel my breathing begin to smooth. A clarity in my mind returned. I still felt crazy, but at least I did not feel as if I was being chased through a Marriott by a pack of wolves.

The talk I was supposed to give—on gentrification and urban development, the topic of my first book—was in thirty minutes. It was a miracle I was able to make it—or, really, Klonopin was the miracle that enabled me to make it. Years later I searched the Internet for photos from that talk. Sure enough, there’s me, eyes glassy and wide, in shock, but medicated into something resembling normalcy.

A local friend who’d come to the talk spotted me after I walked off the stage. I grabbed his shoulder and whispered to him that I was having a mental breakdown, that I needed to get out of there, that I could not stop shaking. So he took me where he was going: to a protest against his Bay Area university for hosting a talk by a far-right provocateur. Strangely, being around so many people, around the anger, the frustration, felt calming. It was like my mind had been externalized.

After the protest, back to my hotel room, half a Klonopin more, a shot of whiskey from a bottle purchased at the grocery store across the street, television set to some mindless something or other, itchy sheets, curtains closed, more Klonopin, another shot, more Klonopin, until I pass out, wake up, am somehow on a train, then a plane, more Klonopin, landing, relief, but only a little, lotion on a third-degree burn, still feeling like I do not belong in my skin; but at least back on the East Coast, in New York City, where I was born, in a car, to my parents’ apartment; get there, I sob. More Klonopin.

I sat across from them in the living room of their apartment. The same apartment I grew up in. The chair I sat on had been there for most of my twenty-nine years. But now it felt different; foreign. Everything did. Like I was playing a video game of my own life. Later, I will learn to call this “dissociation,” or “depersonalization.” Back then, it all just felt like various parts of the same big thing: going insane.

I hoped the fact that my parents are psychologists would help me as I sat across from them; that they’d have some magic words to say that would make this all go away, or at least make it make sense. I asked them what was happening to me. They looked back at me with a mixture of empathy and concern, which made me panic more. Of course they didn’t know what was happening to me. No one did. I cried harder. I am dying, I told them. That is the only explanation. No, you’re not, they said. Yes, I am. No. I wanted their reassurance, yet when they gave it, it made little difference. I was too far gone. The only comfort they could give me was to tell me that stuff like this happens. That sometimes people go through periods of high stress and turmoil. Okay, I said. This did not provide much solace either—like telling someone in the midst of being squeezed to death by the world’s largest vise that sometimes people feel pressure. I needed immediate relief. And words could not provide that. The only thing that could was Klonopin.

After an hour or so of crying, I retreated to bed in their small guest room, my older brother’s former bedroom. A room I’ve stayed in a million times. But now it felt like a prison. Like the walls were closing in on me.

I somehow fell asleep. Dream: I am in a pastoral setting, a cabin my family spent a lot of time at when I was a kid. It’s nice. And then the tornadoes and fires and mudslides show up.

At 4:30 a.m., I awoke in a panic, like I was being chased through the woods by some army, like I was about to be killed and could not stop running, like there were bullets whizzing by my head. Breath more jagged than ever. Alone in that small room not much bigger than the size of the full-size bed I rocked back and forth on as I told myself this was all temporary.

Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew it was not, or that temporary is relative; temporary can mean a long time. Mountains are temporary.

I racked my brain for answers—perhaps it was a delayed reaction to using cocaine a few days earlier. Perhaps my mind’s chemicals were knocked off-kilter by that. Perhaps this is like what happened to me in college when I got off my ADHD medication Adderall the first time, a kind of withdrawal? Perhaps it’s because I was planning to move back to New York from Philadelphia, had just broken up with my boyfriend, had just ended another relationship with a shitty friend whom I felt controlled by; perhaps it was because I had begun realizing I was trans, had begun realizing I was not happy, that there was an ennui within me that I hadn’t addressed. A few days before the breakdown, in my diary I had written that I was happy. Yet I’d also written, “It’s this feeling of death basically like walking around and not being in the real world at all. Totally removed.” Perhaps the dissonance was too great; that I had become so dissociated, as if on top of a balloon, floating up and up, so many feet in the air, and somehow, I had just realized I had no way back down. Or maybe it was because of my short stint on antidepressants a few months earlier; maybe they’d permanently fucked up my brain and I was only just realizing it. Or maybe I was punishing myself for being happy, free, independent of the controlling friend, on my own and out of New York for the first time in my life, ready to be me for the first time. All explanations seemed plausible; none fully accounted for my state of near psychosis. As if explanations even mattered. Explanations are not cures, and they’re certainly not fast ones.

All I could think, over and over and over again, was, What the fuck is happening to me and When will this go away?

The next few days inched by in a blur—slow and confusing and literally blurry because my brain was in such overdrive that my eyes could not properly focus. I tried to reassure myself. I kept trying.

Better today than yesterday.

Better yesterday than the day before.

Better tomorrow than today.

That became a new mantra, though it wasn’t true. Each day felt equally bad, often worse than the day before. So I found a new mantra, one I’d heard repeated on the Internet and by therapy-minded friends over the years: “Progress isn’t linear.” Things don’t have to be going well for them to be getting better; you could feel bad and still be healing.

This was not much comfort either.

My head was filling up with mantras, which in itself felt like a sign of a severe brain disorder—I was, all of a sudden, a person who needed platitudes to get through the day. I felt silly. Like, where’s the switch to turn this whole cuckoo thing off? Stop shaking. Stop, just stop. Eventually, maybe five days in, sitting on that hard mattress in my brother’s room, browsing deep into the Web forums, like page 45, of people struggling to maintain their sanity, I found a mantra that actually made sense to me: “Life is,” a woman wrote. From what I could gather she was some kind of nurse. I made up more details about her to make her more real: her name was Jane and she had a scraggly-haired small dog and two kids and got too drunk at Thanksgiving dinners. “Life is. Life isn’t good or bad, it just is. There are good parts, and bad parts. The sooner you stop expecting life to be good, and accept that it just is, the less you will battle against yourself, the more you will calm down.” Something like that.

It was something I could chew on. Something I could work on accepting. A mantra good enough. I would repeat it to myself endlessly in the next months; I even got it tattooed below the crease of my right elbow. A constant reminder when I looked down: LIFE IS. Life is. Stop fighting. Life is. That’s what the next days and months and years would be. Learning to accept. Learning to accept there was no going back. That I could not rebuild my brain in the same, pre-Oakland configuration. Learning to accept that it would take years, and in some ways a lifetime, to understand what had happened to me. Life is. Life is. Life is.

When the mantra didn’t work, at least the Klonopin would.



I spent the next week in my parents’ apartment, as I found being in familiar surroundings weakly comforting. The smells—their dog-fur-laden couch; the shampoo my mom used, the same one she’d always used, wafting out of the bathroom in a cloud of steam at six thirty in the morning as she got ready for work; even my dad’s coffee breath—all little reminders that I was still in the same world I’d always been in, even if my mind had entered a new and terrifying one.

My dad, Michael, a full head of brown, wavy hair down to his neck, a big nose—in his seventies, but still looking like the Jewish hippie rebel he’d always been. And my mom, Sally, her gray and bouncing curls she refused to dye, her nearly all-black wardrobe, both signs of her unwillingness to bend to what the world thought women should be. I loved them both. I respected them both. Yet I also found myself angry at my parents for not being able to tell me what was happening to me.

Both Jews from Holocaust-surviving families. Which inspired both to study Sigmund Freud and his contemporaries and become psychoanalysts. They wanted to understand their own traumas and their families’ traumas and how those two things intersected. And through that, they wanted to understand the world and its horrors—how people could carry on cycle after cycle of violence against one another; mother or father against child, government against populace. Psychoanalysis was how my parents made sense of everything. To them, the world was awash in violence and despair because the world was awash in repression and unaddressed trauma.

Yet they couldn’t make sense of what I was going through in that moment. I do not blame them now; now it is obvious that no one could really understand what I was going through. But in the early days of my breakdown, I resented them for not being able to fix me. I resented that the most they could do was give me a hug, or tell me that it would be okay, or share a bit of my angst about my recent ex-boyfriend and our breakup, or encourage me to call my therapist during the worst of my panics.

Five or six days after Oakland, I sat in their living room and told them as much, my voice quivering, asking, pleading for them to help me figure out why I had woken up one day in a completely altered reality. And they couldn’t. All they could say was that they were so sorry. I saw tears form in my mom’s eyes. I started crying too. She could see how bad it all was, but she must’ve felt helpless. And her helplessness sent yet another jolt of panic down my spine—if she and my father, two people with decades of experience helping the mentally ill, could not fix me, then I truly was fucked.

After a week, I decided to leave their apartment and go back to Philadelphia and my own life. I was curious if getting back to a routine would bring me further solace. I wanted to get back to walking my dog, Remi—a big and goofy pit bull I rescued when I was twenty-two—each morning and afternoon and night; I wanted to get back to my own desk to write, or at least attempt to write—to see if I could still perform my job as a journalist; I wanted to get back to my own bed. But mostly I wanted to get back to my therapist. If anyone could tell me what was going on, it was him.

Except, I discovered, he couldn’t. Not really. Or not in the way I want—not in the here’s-how-we’ll-fix-you-immediately way.

I sat across from him in his office in Center City, Philadelphia, and I asked him the same question I kept asking everyone: What the fuck is happening to me?

We went over the possible suspects: the current tumult in my personal life—friend drama, wanting to move back to New York, my breakup, all of that; general life stress and malaise—feeling directionless and unsure of what I wanted my future to look like; and then, oh yeah, Charlottesville. Dennis told me it made sense that a few weeks after this traumatic event I would have feelings about it.

I agreed, but I still couldn’t really comprehend how the event, no matter how scary, could displace my entire being, making me feel like I existed in some parallel and terrible universe. Well, Dennis said, isn’t this the second time you’ve almost died?

That was true. The first was when I was thirteen, on September 11, 2001. The day I saw people covered in dust and blood. The day I saw bodies falling from the sky. The day I thought for an hour that the rest of my school was dead. The day my parents couldn’t find me for several hours.

Well, Dennis asked me, couldn’t that be contributing to this? Charlottesville triggering the panic from back then—my body already prone from an early experience with fight-or-flight being easily kicked back into it?

And, Dennis asked, what about the whole familial aspect—the Holocaust-surviving grandparents and the trauma they passed down to my parents and then perhaps to me. Dennis told me surely all this was enough to make anyone feel troubled. A “perfect storm,” he called it.

Yes, on paper, this all made sense. Trauma plus trauma plus trauma. But making logical sense of things did not help me with what I needed right then and there, which was relief.

I woke up each morning still feeling like I was being chased. It was not clear to me how discussing a trauma from sixteen years earlier, or even one from a month earlier, was supposed to change that feeling.

So, at a certain point, Dennis’s calm demeanor and gentle insistence that we would figure this all out, however long it might take, began to anger me too. He, like my parents, was supposed to understand me. I thought he, like my parents, would have the best shot at fixing me. And it seemed he couldn’t.

Two weeks into my breakdown, I broke down to Dennis. I sobbed and began yelling in desperation: Who the hell cares about my childhood and my traumas and how they might interact in my psyche? Can’t you see I am on fire? Can’t you see that all I need is someone to put it out?

Please, I begged him. He tried so hard to help. But he couldn’t help with that. He couldn’t put out the fire. At least not immediately.

After that session, I called my parents and asked them to send me the number of a psychiatrist—someone who could prescribe me drugs. I was in desperate need of a quicker fix.

I traveled back to New York the next day to see her. I sat in her cushy office on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and did the only thing I seemed capable of those days: I sobbed and told her I felt I had gone insane. She looked over her glasses at me, calmly. I don’t remember exactly what she said, but it was essentially the same thing everyone seemed to be saying: these things happen, you’ll eventually get better. She also told me it seemed like I had a lot of anger. No shit. After fifteen minutes she prescribed me Lexapro, a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor, an SSRI, an antidepressant. I swallowed the first pill with an immense amount of hope that this would be the thing that finally made me feel like I wasn’t on fire.

It wasn’t.

Two days after starting, I was worse than ever. I spent the day back in Philadelphia writhing in bed, calling friends and crying. That night, I went on a bike ride to clear my head. As I gained speed down a hill into the charming and rich and quiet Old City neighborhood, as the fall breeze rushed past me—I felt, for a split second, something like an emotion other than pure dread and panic. The speed and the air against my face, forcing me to focus on just biking, momentarily took my mind off everything else. And then that feeling vanished. The recoil shocked me, like I’d been holding on to a life raft in the middle of a vast ocean and thought I might be saved… and then some cruel God just yanked it away.

I passed under the Benjamin Franklin Bridge. I thought about jumping off it. I’d entertained the idea of suicide as a kind of what-if in past bouts of depressions, but kind of like it was a fun little thought experiment like wouldn’t that be nice. It gave me as much concern as whether to order Chinese food or pizza. But this time was different. This time it was as if there was another me within me, telling me to do it; as if it wasn’t really my decision to make, but a directive from some terrible gremlin pulling the wires around in my brain.

I took a Klonopin to get to sleep.

The next morning, I decided not to take the Lexapro.

The days passed slowly and painfully. I could not write, because writing required thinking, and I could barely do that. Even looking at social media felt like too much for my brain. I’d lie in bed watching sitcoms; I’d call friends and they’d come over and sit with me for a bit, watch TV with me for a bit, try to make jokes. I felt grateful, but also pitied by them and jealous of them. I imagined that after they left me they’d talk to one another, like, “What happened? Their life seemed to be going so well!” In my head, I was now one of those people—the people who are talked about through small frowns and concerned whispers among friends, the people worthy of a moment of conversation among normal people before the normal people get to move on to more fun topics, before they then go grab a beer or see a movie or fuck one another or the myriad other beautiful things people can do when they’re not mentally incapacitated.

Another day. Another therapy session with Dennis. We began by talking about the same things—Charlottesville, running from the Twin Towers when I was thirteen, my family’s traumas. Something still wasn’t making sense. “Is there anything else you feel like might be happening?” he asked. I hesitated to bring it up. It felt so… minuscule compared to almost dying, twice. But for whatever reason it bubbled up through my throat and then I felt it leave my lips: I had been wondering about my gender. I remembered going into my gender-bendy roommate/friend/sometimes-fuck-buddy’s room when he was away a few months prior and putting on one of his skirts. I looked in the mirror. I felt… something. I waited for Dennis to look surprised, or to judge me, or to say, “Oh, wow!” But he just asked if there was anything else I wanted to say about it. I couldn’t. Not then. Not because I didn’t want to, or because I felt ashamed (though that too) but because that’s all I knew right then—which was basically nothing. It all felt so random. Just another little thing to add into the mix of all the possible reasons I could have been feeling insane. The cherry on top.

The next day. The next session. We talked about the same things. Now with gender thrown into the mix. I told Dennis I was frustrated again. Like, how many times could we talk about trauma before it all clicked? But that’s the process, Dennis said as calm as he always was—you keep addressing the same topics over and over again, but eventually, they begin to hit differently; you get deeper into them, you make connections where you saw none before, you find perspective where there once wasn’t any. Perhaps that’s why suddenly gender had come into the mix amid the endless trauma talk. Because we’d found a new angle; because the process, as frustrating and slow as it was, was working.

And perhaps that’s why I cried harder than I ever had that session—tears and snot running down my face for thirty minutes. I was beginning to understand: This was not a matter of getting back to normal; this was going to be a matter of months, and years, of finding all the doors to get us beyond the walls I’d built up to protect my brain from all the things I was scared of—trauma, gender, everything. And not only finding those doors, but finding out which keys—which combinations of words and analyses of dreams and embodiments of emotional states—would finally unlock those doors. Endless possibilities. Dizzying. Painstaking.

After our session, I wandered the streets of Center City with no destination in mind, trying to internalize what Dennis had told me; trying to practice acceptance of my temporary-but-probably-long-lasting insanity; trying to see this crisis as something I could not quickly escape from, but as something to work through slowly. Very slowly.

That night, as I sat in a shitty Mexican chain restaurant and attempted to eat a burrito, I tried to think back to before Oakland—to remember what my brain felt like before then—and somehow will myself back into that state. This, of course, did not work. I almost threw up my burrito as I realized just how far I was from that pre-breakdown self. So I cried more in a drizzling rain as I walked through the city. I biked around again in the dark for a few hours, trying to get the stress out of my nervous system. I called my ex-boyfriend and asked him why I felt this way, as if he would know. He was nice, if unhelpful, but not notably so. No one could really help. What friend would be able to tell me: Well, it’s obvious that you are processing several traumas, a recent one which triggered one from long ago, plus a family history of trauma that predisposes you to being triggered, oh, and plus you’re probably trans?

So on top of feeling in deep pain, on top of feeling in crisis, I also just felt… alone.

That, I guess, is one of the dilemmas inherent in being human—that we’re all different. No two histories or traumas or brains are the same, and those things can combine and manifest in your psyche in a trillion different ways. We can relate to one another over the broad feelings of stress or misery or despair, we can deem their overlaps a disorder or a syndrome or a diagnosis. But at end of the day, even if friends and professionals and communities are necessary to the healing of one’s problems, your problems are yours and yours alone. And that is deeply isolating.

I got back to my small and dusty Philly apartment that night and lay in bed and tried to let it all wash over me. No rush, I told myself. This will take a while. Maybe what my parents and the psychiatrist and Dennis kept telling me wasn’t some empty platitude they’d all conspiratorially settled on; maybe it was what they actually all knew from experience—that regardless of their inability to truly understand my specific circumstances, they could tell me with confidence that it would get better.

But it was all too much. I pulled my covers over my head and cried again. And then the panic started all over—knowing I would be crazy for the foreseeable future, and knowing that my journey would be a lonely one.

So I popped a Klonopin. And waited. And thirty minutes or so later, it all got better. Somewhere deep down, beyond the drug’s effects, I knew that it was not actually better—that I would awake the next morning in the same place, with the same brain, with the same feeling of being chased by animals as soon as I opened my eyes. But Klonopin at least allowed me to live in a temporary fantasy of calmness; and, more important, it allowed me to see a world in which I could actually feel better. Like the split second of okayness on the bike a few nights before, Klonopin was not just a respite, but proof, however brief, that there was another side.


THE CONSTANT SEARCH FOR CALM

As long as humans have experienced emotional crisis (which is to say: for all of human history), they’ve attempted to ease their pain with drugs—plant-based psychoactives like marijuana in preindustrial societies, alcohol during the Industrial Revolution (quickly industrializing late nineteenth-century London, population 1 million, consumed an estimated 200 million quarts of beer, 50 million quarts of wine, and 10 million quarts of rum each year, for example).1 What’s new about our modern era isn’t drug consumption, it’s that drugs have become much more specifically formulated to ease each form of pain we experience in modern life. As capitalism has invented ever more ways to be miserable, so too has it invented ever more specific ways to ease that misery.

In an essay examining the origins of trauma and PTSD, the writer Will Self argues that mental trauma and the anxiety and despair it causes are inherent to the invention of modern, industrialized society. Self writes that technologies like the railway and the factory, and the very organization of life by a clock, were so destabilizing to our preindustrial rhythms that they caused a body- and mind-altering anxiety.2 In this understanding of modern capitalism, the PTSD caused by war, or, say, a neo-Nazi plowing an American muscle car into a crowd of protesters, is not unique; it is just the furthest node on a spectrum of the trauma that essentially everyone experiences under modern capitalism.

Which perhaps explains why it was at the height of industrial America that an industry dedicated to calming people down blossomed.

The 1950s saw the introduction of the first popular, industrially made anti-anxiety drugs. First with an antipsychotic called Thorazine, and then, most popularly at the time, with meprobamate, aka Miltown, a sedative with mysterious chemical properties (to this day no one really understands how it works)3 that immediately flooded American culture and bloodstreams. Newspapers called it a “wonder pill” and “emotional aspirin.” Pharmacies made signs that said “Miltown Available Tomorrow” to temporarily ward off the growing hordes of people coming in to get it.4

“Fashionable ladies and hard-driving male executives alike kept their supplies close at hand,” historian of science Anne Harrington wrote in her book Mind Fixers. “Greeting card companies created cute Valentine’s Day designs that incorporated the drug, and bars introduced the Miltini—a martini with a Miltown tablet in place of the traditional olive.”

By the late fifties, one in three prescriptions in America was for meprobamate. Fifty tons were being produced a month, and a billion tablets had been sold within a few years.5

And then, as fast as they took over America, the pills disappeared, not because people realized that consuming vast quantities of drugs was bad, or because the government regulated their use, but because a new class of drugs, promising even fewer side effects and less potential for addiction, took over. And those pills, developed fifty years ago as a replacement for Miltown, are what sit in my bathroom cabinet, and in a small pill case in my bag wherever I go in case I have a panic attack.

Klonopin is a benzodiazepine—a class of central nervous system depressants first synthesized by a man named Leo Sternbach at the drug company F. Hoffmann–La Roche in 1955. Sternbach was notoriously messy; his bosses did not like him. He was hardheaded, convinced he could find a new tranquilizer despite the company’s insistence he move on.

His research wasn’t going anywhere. Eventually, his bosses ordered him to clean up his disorganized lab, start from scratch, get it together. As he decluttered, his colleague Earl Reeder noticed a “nicely crystalline” compound, labeled RO-5-0690, sitting around that had gone untested for twenty years, so, on a lark, they decided to give it to some lab mice, just to see what it would do. Immediately they noticed that it relaxed the little animals; their muscles loosened, their movements slowed. By 1960, RO-5-0690 was on the market, branded as Librium.6 And three years later, the company released diazepam, branded as Valium, named after the Latin word “valere,” which means “be strong.” The drug became so popular in such a short time that a few years later the Rolling Stones released a song about it called “Mother’s Little Helper.”7 By the late 1970s, Americans were consuming 2.3 billion Valium tablets a year. Billion. With a B. Somewhere between 10 and 15 percent of all Americans were on the drugs, as were somewhere between 4 and 8 percent of Europeans. By 1984, an estimated 500 million people worldwide had taken a benzo.8

After Roche released its little miracle pill, drug companies, searching for their own patentable versions, began pushing out as many benzos as they could. In 1975, clonazepam, aka Klonopin, came to market.

As is more common than you’d probably like to think with psychoactive medication, no one, including the scientists who made them, really understood how benzos worked, even as doctors prescribed millions upon millions of the pills to patients.9 But in the late 1970s, researchers began to learn that the drugs helped flood the brain with gamma-aminobutyric acid, or GABA, which in essence blocks your nervous system from receiving too many activation signals.

There are dozens of different benzos, but they all work in basically the same way—forcing your nervous system into a kind of low-power mode. The main way they differ is in how long they last. One of the most popular, and notorious, alprazolam—more commonly known as Xanax—has a half-life of only twelve hours. You get high fast, you withdraw fast. That leads to more addiction. Klonopin, on the other hand, has a half-life of between twenty and eighty hours. The withdrawal is much slower. You’re not zapped back into your normal brain so quickly.10 And that’s why doctors prescribed it to me. The disadvantage is that it takes longer to work.

Which is why I would pace back and forth in my Philadelphia apartment, heart beating a thousand beats per minute, for ten, twenty, thirty, forty minutes, until I felt a heaviness overtake me. My eyelids would droop. My thoughts, instead of feeling like they were being released via machine gun, felt like they were launched from an old-timey pistol shot underwater, the propulsion forcibly slowed. I would drift off to sleep, wishing I could build a world out of Klonopin, like a gingerbread house—the walls and floors and tables and chairs a dusty blue; a Klonopin lamp, a Klonopin rug, a Klonopin dog. Peace on earth.

And then I’d wake up the next morning and, of course, the terror would be back.



Seeing my trauma and my drug use in this historical context—Charlottesville not as a one-off event but just a particularly nasty instance of an entire system set up to traumatize, and thus a system that encourages people to find relief in chemical cures—made me feel less alone.

In their 2014 manifesto, the European leftist collective Plan C wrote that each age of capitalism comes with an attendant affect.11 The Industrial Revolution brought widespread misery in the form of brutal factory working conditions. The early and mid-1900s brought crushing boredom, as lives became increasingly suburbanized, individualized, standardized—think of the prototypical depressed and stressed housewife and the businessman husband who cheated on her to add excitement to his life; stamp-size, pesticided grass yards, all cut to the same length, on which children would attempt to add any kind of spontaneity to their lives. The children of this era would go on to lead the next affective era in the form of the 1960s—which in many ways were a fight against this boredom, a call to reclaim the excitement of communalism, of revolution, of queerness and chaos. But as repression killed these movements, and capitalism moved on, a new era emerged: the age of anxiety, which we’ve been stuck in since the 1970s. An age where as a society we have enough, even too much—food, housing, work, entertainment—but these things are precarious, always at risk of being stripped away. Homes sit empty as the homeless population grows. Wages flatline as productivity skyrockets. We never know what the next year will bring, when our rent will go up, when the next war will start, when inflation will take food off our tables.

After my mental breakdown, I began to see this internalized precarity everywhere I looked. I saw it in friends who lost jobs and then turned to drugs to ease the anxiety of their financial uncertainty; I saw it in the news, in statistics about suicide and addiction, and I saw it in myself—this feeling that the world and its violences had been placed into me, into my nervous system and psyche, an unwanted osmosis of energy.

For me, that osmosis was direct and obvious—the violence of fascism all represented by one man, James Alex Fields Jr., driving his car into a crowd and infecting me and so many others with his energetic sickness. For so many others the osmosis is slower and less conspicuous—the constant stress on one’s nerves from underpay and overwork and the rent being too high and our world, generally, being wholly unfair. But it is nonetheless damaging. We carry that stress in our nerve endings. We become bodies with constant excitation without release.

Klonopin does not permanently extinguish this excitation, but it tames it enough so that you can temporarily ignore it.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that drugs, both illicit and prescription, saved my life. They helped me when nothing else would. It’s hard to see through the haze of propaganda, the false divide that’s been placed between medications and illegal substances. But, to me, that divide is much less clear. People use illicit drugs for the same reason they use prescription ones—to quell pain, to help them focus or get through the day, to ease their depression and anxiety. What differentiates these drugs is less a matter of their purpose, and more a matter of how our laws and media treat these drugs. They’ve associated them with the ravages of poverty, they’ve criminalized them so that users of these drugs end up in a constant cycle of violence. We’ve been led to believe that drugs cause the breakdown, when in truth they are part and parcel of it. If our minds are constantly burdened, constantly being reshaped by the trauma of capitalism, of course we’re going to need ameliorants. Of course we’re going to need a break.

Drugs can be used in ways that end up breaking us, that end up keeping us closer to the trauma than we should be. The systems we have set up in this world often do not allow people to use drugs in healthy ways, and to stop using them when they want to. But the reason people use drugs is simple: it’s because they help. And the world, it’s bad. So we need help.

When I was at my worst, when drugs were the only thing that would help, I took a kind of sick solace in that: that so many others were in the same place.



There was one good night in my life that first year of breakdown. Like, one memory I actually look back on fondly.

It was perhaps a month in. And my friend Bobbi came over to my apartment. We watched a movie, but I do not remember which one. We ate dinner, but I do not remember what we ate. I just remember her, this butch lesbian with short hair and an aura of calm about her, sitting next to me, holding my hand as I stared at the TV in a daze, under the influence of a broken nervous system and 1 milligram of Klonopin. At some point I got sleepy from the downer in my bloodstream. I asked to go to bed.

Bobbi came with me. I lay on my side, curled up like a baby on top of the covers, and Bobbi pushed up behind me, her strong arms holding me tight to her stomach and big breasts. She smelled like lavender and sweat.

My eyes closed and then opened and then closed and then, when they opened again, it was two hours later and she was still there holding me.

That was the only moment of true comfort in my life for a year, maybe more; the only moment where my brain truly felt like it could turn off.

I would chase that feeling. Of ensconcement from everything evil in this world. And chasing it is what would keep me alive during my darkest moments. In some ways, it’s still what’s keeping me alive—the knowledge that with people to hold you close (and perhaps a chemical flowing through you that allows your brain to feel the comfort of that), the other side is visible, reachable, already here.
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