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for Bruce Springsteen






Too late came I to love you, O your Beauty both so ancient and so fresh. Yet too late came I to love you. And behold, you were within me, and I out of myself, where I made search for you.

SAINT AUGUSTINE
Confessions




Preface



There are no seasons in Florida. People say that about other places, they say that about southern California, but I’ve lived through some freezing nights in Los Angeles. I’ve snuck around people’s homes there and turned the thermostat up to eighty degrees because I’ve been so cold, especially in the canyons. But here in Florida the ground is flat, the terrain is absolute, it is always warm, it is always bright. The Christmas lights strung on the houses along the highway look ridiculous. Today there was a tornado in Miami. They showed the twister in the skyscrapers on the evening news. No one was hurt.

The only way I can tell the passage of time is how long I can go between pills. Five minutes, maybe. It used to be longer, fifteen minutes, a half hour. But that was months ago. Or maybe weeks. Time passes slowly, or too fast, or it makes no difference.

I crush up my pills and snort them like dust. They are my sugar. They are the sweetness in the days that have none. They drip through me like tupelo honey. Then they are gone. Then I need more. I always need more.

For all of my life I have needed more.

My pills are methylphenidate hydrochloride, brand name Ritalin, but I will take Dexedrine or any other kind of prescription amphetamine that I can get. I used to swallow them, ten milligrams at a time, every four hours, no more than three times a day, as directed by my physician. Then I took more, and more often. Then one day I cut one in half, trying to extend the supply, and some powder crumbled off of my uneven slice. I could feel my face light up: I might as well have been Columbus, discovering America while looking for India. I snorted it up, as if it were cocaine, and something different happened in my brain, a scratchy rush.

Since then, I’ve been crushing them up like that on purpose. I inhale forty pills a day.

That’s how I spend my days: I smash up powder and make it go away.

Right now I live in an efficiency behind the Galleria mall, off Sunrise Boulevard in Fort Lauderdale. This is like some cosmic joke; this whole setup is like a picture on a poster that says THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON DRUGS. If you knew me, if you saw me in my apartment in Greenwich Village, you would never believe this. No one believes this. Like most stories that involve large quantities of drugs, this one is shaped by incongruous details. I’m a New Yorker, I am not equipped to live anywhere else, I do not have a driver’s license, I cannot safely get behind the wheel of an automobile, and here I am in a place without sidewalks.

I live near the mall so I can get whatever I need on foot.

This is not the first place I’ve lived down here. There was also my mother’s condominium on the Intracoastal, which was white and beautiful, with hard western sunlight in the afternoons. There was the Schubert Motel, owned by French Canadians, with a broken air conditioner, so the cuts I hacked onto my legs festered from the humidity. When I went to the emergency room, I told them it was from shaving with a dull razor, which I think they might have believed. The residents on their thirty-six-hour shifts had such a soft innocence. Then there was the Riverside Hotel, on Las Olas Boulevard, with red velvet wallpaper and twenty-four-hour room service.

This apartment comes furnished. I have a Murphy bed and a kitchen table, and one of those desks that is part of the same wall unit as the bed. I have local phone service and an answering machine. I don’t have a calling card so I can’t return long distance calls, which is why I don’t. The entrance is off a catwalk. Down the hall are two call girls, and next door on the other side are two gay flight attendants who work for a charter airline used by hockey teams. Downstairs is a paralegal with a cat who isn’t very friendly.

I know how I got here, I know how I found this apartment, I remember the ad in the Sun-Sentinel, and still I can tell you: I don’t know how I got here.

My life, in all its apparent disorder, has always been so carefully planned, always just as it was meant to be. In my college recommendation, my high school English teacher said that he could see me growing up and writing for The New Yorker. So I graduated from college and started writing for The New Yorker. I have always had the gift of making it all look like some big lucky accident, like whoops, here I landed, gee whiz, what do you know. But it’s all been so deliberate. I am exactly who you thought I would be. I am the least surprising person you will ever meet.

But not this. This is really an accident.

Every addict tells the same stories about where drugs took her. Mostly it’s about where you spent the night, blackouts: I woke up in Brazil, I woke up on a bench in Golden Gate Park, I woke up in a holding cell, I woke up in Mykonos, I woke up in Buckingham Palace, I woke up in my own vomit. In the movies, those stories involve sharp and arch displays of wealth or degrading degrees of filth: In Scarface, this schnook from Cuba finds himself in a postmodern house on the Biscayne Bay, all lacquered surfaces, with Michelle Pfeiffer all blond in the background, giving him a hard time. In Jesus’ Son, everything is tawdry and all the furniture is plaid and shredded: junkies in the Holiday Inn, in the Midwest, in the mid-seventies. In real life, the scion of a family whose name is a corporation traded on the stock exchange is living in a men’s shelter, or a kid from the Dominican Republic is smoking crack in a Park Avenue duplex that has a Frank Stella hanging on the wall.

So I guess I am just like everyone else, another fish-out-of-water, or human-being-in-water. But there are no extremes of poverty or wealth to speak of. There are strip malls and a housing complex with a swimming pool that no one ever uses. I sit at a raw bar and eat oysters, or I make copies late at night at Kinko’s, and when there is a Clinique bonus, I buy a new lipstick at Burdines.

Everyone here is transient or retired, or sometimes there are college students visiting during school break. No one here has a last name. This is surely the most anonymous place I could ever be. If I tried to tell my neighbors about my life in New York or my work or my friends, they would not care. If it’s not of immediate use to them, if it’s not about borrowing detergent or a ride to the supermarket, they don’t hear it. They are the nicest people, but it’s all about the next five minutes.

And by now, my whole life is about the next five minutes.

There are no human beings in this story. Not really. That’s my favorite thing about my pills: they are my only relationship. The only thing I care about is where more will come from. That is all I need to worry about. Otherwise I might not exist. I am in a place where there is no difference between May and December, and the only time that matters is the minutes between pills when all I think about is my next line.



When nothing else happens all day, when all there is to show for it is some work I’ve done or an okay movie I’ve seen, when it’s been nothing special, they are my treat.

They used to be a treat. Late at night, they were something to look forward to. I could tell myself: I can still get high. I would tell myself: This is the sugar in my bowl.

But now it’s my life. Pills are my everything.

At the end of the day, other people ask themselves: Is this all there is?

I don’t want to wait for the answer. I’m not stupid. I don’t wait to see if today will be better than yesterday, because I already know.

And these pills are deep inside of me.

What person could ever get this close? Who would want to?

And I swear to you, and I don’t care how this sounds, I think it’s love. If you don’t understand, you don’t know what love is.



REVELATION





One
NUMBERS

Itake one one one cause you left me and
two two two for my family and

3 3 3 for my heartache and

4 4 4 for my headaches and

5 5 5 for my lonely and

6 6 6 for my sorrow and

7 7 for no tomorrow and

8 8Iforget what 8 was for and

9 9 9 for a lost god and

10 10 10 10 for everything
everything everything everything

GORDON GANO
“Kiss Off”

The first time I took Ritalin I had been clean for four months. It was prescribed because I had trouble focusing. It would take me two hours to write one sentence; I would change outfits six times before I even managed to brush my teeth; I would return one phone call three times. I would linger for a half hour over whether to have Darjeeling or Earl Grey; then the water would need to be boiled again, then the confusion over what kind of tea to have again. Then twenty minutes in the shower before I could figure out which shampoo to use; then indecision over whether to take the A train or the number 1 local. Hours would go by before I could get started on my day, by which time it was already nightfall.

Plus, I was tired all the time, my old reliable antidepressants were not working so well, the whole regimen needed a boost. The Ritalin really helped.



The first time I smoked pot I was in high school, I think at a Neil Young concert. I don’t remember it well, because I did not inhale, not for lack of trying. The first time I got stoned I was a freshman in college. One bong hit filled up my lungs like a three-alarm fire, and I could not think straight for at least a day or two. The first time I did coke was also my first year in college, in Noah Kellogg’s bathroom, and I necked with a guy named Aristotle, because it seemed like the thing to do. The first time I took Ecstasy it was 1985, it was still legal, it was the first time I had tried anything at all psychedelic. I got scared like a teething infant who does not know what’s happening to her, only that it hurts, only that there is no way to communicate this pain except to scream and cry, until Ruby and Jordana hugged me tight, we snuggled on the top bunk bed, and they told me they loved me. The first time I took psilocybin mushrooms was with Ruby. We sat on the edge of the Adams House swimming pool and had a very bad trip, and our friend Paul, who was supposed to be babysitting us, gave us an antidrug lecture that made us feel worse. We swore we would never speak to him again, but then we did anyway. The first time I dropped acid, which was also the last time, I was a freshman in college. It was with a guy whose name was Marshall, I think, he was a painter about to graduate and take a job in advertising, and we went to Walden Pond, swallowed some LSD blotter paper, watched the sunset and the grass grow and the water ripple, and we laughed a lot. The first time I snorted crystal meth, which was also the last time, I was in London in 1995, after my first book was published there. A famous writer gave some to me in the bathroom of a restaurant, and I was awake for the next three days. The food was terrible.

The first time I did heroin was on my twenty-seventh birthday, in my bathroom in the three-thousand-square-foot loft where I rented a room for $750 a month, which is a big bargain in New York City. A Columbia graduate student I had a crush on gave it to me; we kissed on the white tiled floor. Over his shoulder I could see us in the full-length mirror, one of my hands draped on the nape of his neck, another touching his back, and I asked him for more. I kept asking him for more and more. He said a few snorts is enough, but I kept asking for more.

The first time, the first time, the first time: It never gets better than that.

The first book I had published was Prozac Nation, in 1994, and after that I got addicted to drugs. The first book I wrote was an illustrated guide to pet care, specifically parakeets, when I was six years old. The first play I wrote I was in third grade, it was based on Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” and we performed it at the talent show. The first time I took trigonometry I was in eighth grade, but I had to take it again in high school because it was a requirement. I didn’t mind because I loved plotting the sine and cosine and tangent curves on the lime-green graph paper I bought at the stationery store. The first time I had sex I was nineteen years old, late in this day and age, in Washington, D.C., under a hidden patch of cherry blossom trees in the National Zoo, after my boyfriend told me that if I were an animal, I’d be a Geoffroy’s cat, which was a rare and beautiful creature. That was the first time I’d ever been fed a line, the kind boys give you, and I liked it even if I didn’t believe it.

The first time I qualified at an AA meeting, it was at the Perry Street Group, in 1996, a week after I’d counted ninety days clean. The first time I went to rehab, I thought I’d be there for five days at the most, but then I stayed for four months. The first time I did drugs after I left that serene place in Connecticut was the day I got home.

The first time I learned to drive I was twenty-one years old, it was on the one-way streets and rotaries and against all the jaywalking college students in Cambridge, Massachusetts. But I never took my road test, slept through the alarm on the day I had an appointment, and never bothered to make another one. The first time I got arrested for shoplifting I was twenty-nine years old. I was charged with petty theft because the Robert Lee Morris bracelet I tried to steal was on sale for $299, and the item has to cost over $300 to be grand larceny: it was a misdemeanor instead of a felony, which was lucky. The first time I went to the emergency room I was four years old. I had tripped over a fallen bus pole on Central Park West and smashed my head against my grandfather’s gold Impala, all because I was so excited that I was going to get to sit in the front seat for, yes, the very first time. I got six stitches at Mount Sinai.

When you do drugs, you don’t count first times because they recede so fast. You count grams and eightballs and ounces and lines, you count how much cash you’ve got before you have to go to the ATM and get some more. You remember what streets the dealers hang out on. You know that it’s Avenue D for dope and East Twelfth for cocaine, and then you get beeper numbers and cell phone numbers, which change all the time because of fear of getting caught, but you remember those too. You try to keep track of which friends you can use in front of, who has the best glass coffee tables for cutting lines, and you remember which ones you have to hide it from, when you have to sneak. You remember which public bathrooms are the best for getting loaded, which ones have nonporous ceramic tiles, and which ones only have toilet bowl lids. You remember that at fancy restaurants, like the Gramercy Tavern and Le Bernardin, the bathrooms have these nice full-length wooden doors, the privacy is so complete, and you can snort up lines with great gusto without anyone else in the ladies’ room hearing you at all. You learn that at certain small places, dim sum joints in Chinatown or Caffè Raffaella in Greenwich Village or Serendipity 3 near Bloomingdale’s, the unisex bathrooms only hold one person at a time, so no one ever knows what you’re doing in there, even though you walk out to long disgruntled lines of people waiting to use it. And here’s a good tip: At the Oyster Bar in Grand Central, in the bright pink bathroom stalls, there are flat aluminum armrests over the toilet paper dispensers, which are perfect for chopping up lines of cocaine. You give the attendants a few bucks, and they act as if nothing is strange at all.

When you do drugs, you have to count and remember so many things. I am told that when drunks get hauled into detox wards at terrible public hospitals like Bellevue in New York, the first thing the nurse will ask is what day it is, what year it is. And drunks, who are much more forgetful and addled than junkies and cokeheads usually are, will often say it’s Wednesday when it’s Saturday, they might miss the month and the season entirely, and lots of times they cannot remember their birthday or how old they are even. They get stopped by the police on the shoulders of four-lane highways or on the sides of little roads or on the avenues and streets of New York City, and they can’t walk a straight line, and they think four fingers are three or five. My ex-boyfriend, a recalcitrant recidivist drunk if there ever was one, cannot remember where he lives when he’s too far gone. He once sent me a dozen long-stemmed red roses on January 14, because he did not realize that Valentine’s Day was actually a month away. But he can always recite pi to thirty-two places, and he always remembers my phone number so he can call me in the middle of the night and tell me he doesn’t know where he is, he’s been eighty-sixed at some bar, he can’t find his way home.

When you do drugs, you count like a chemist: The numbers are wild, the formulas are easy. Then, when you try to get clean, you start to count like a pharmacist: How many hours between doses? How much or how little do you need to maintain? Then, when you finally give it up completely, you count like Noah in his dinky, seafaring ark full of pairs of every animal in God’s creation: You count days. You wait for the rain to stop, for the sky to clear, for life to ever seem normal again. And then eventually it does. Then you start to count how many cups of black coffee you need just to get through every day, how many cigarettes you smoke. You know the address of every Starbucks in a mile radius, which is easy because there are so many, and you know the names of every restaurant where they allow you to smoke, which is easy because there are so few.

If you have ever had a problem with drugs and alcohol, you might as well accept spending the rest of your life overwhelmed by numbers. When I was in college, I majored in literature, and I had so much trouble remembering what century the Brontës were in—eighteenth or nineteenth or who cares?—and I have no idea what was Elizabethan drama and when Shakespeare suddenly became Jacobean, when the Middle Ages stopped and when the Renaissance began. But I will never forget 10 October 1998. I will never forget the last time I used.

Every recovered addict I have ever met knows his sobriety date and knows how many years he has been straight. Nine years, ten years, twenty-two years, on it goes. At an AA meeting in a hospital on Las Olas Boulevard in Fort Laud-erdale, I met an eighty-year-old man, a World War II veteran who could not remember Pearl Harbor Day even though he was stationed in Hawaii at the time. But he remembers the last time he drank, over forty-four years ago. He remembers the end of the whole mess so well, all the Jamesons, the botched job he did on some assignment as a civil engineer, when he couldn’t hide it anymore, when a bridge full of cars would collapse into Lake Erie because of his mistake. Every addict can remember when enough was finally enough, when something had to give, when he spent a grubby night in the county jail for drunk and disorderly conduct, when he lost an arm because he did not notice the gangrene on his hand for too many weeks, when he ended up paralyzed from the waist down in a car accident, when her nose bled for too many hours, when she woke on a pile of puddle and leaves under a tunnel, with her pants pulled down to her knees and blood between her legs: When they knew that the last shot really was the end of it all.

You never forget when it finally stopped.

Even if I remember the first time perfectly, I don’t remember the beginning at all. I mean: the beginning of addiction. It’s hard to say when it becomes a problem; it sneaks up on you like a sun shower.

You don’t understand what I mean? So just try to think about the weather. The first day of winter is December 21. That’s what the stargazers and meteorologists have told us since the beginning of the solar calendar. But what does that really mean to you? The first cold day was probably some time in October, and it was already consistently below freezing temperature since sometime after Thanksgiving, so what good is the date really? The solstice and the equinox show up reliably when they are supposed to, year in and year out, but the temperature does its own thing: There is an early spring or an Indian summer or autumn barely seems to happen at all. And it’s like that with drugs: Even if you keep a record in your Filofax and you know the first time you did this or that, and then the second and the third and the ninth and the ninetieth, it is still difficult—no, impossible—to say when it went from casual use to a bad habit to a problem to abuse to addiction.



And the indicators are not clear at all: I once used heroin every day for a few weeks; then I stopped and didn’t do it again for months, which means that I was not physically addicted. Right? On the other hand, for a while I only did cocaine once a week at most, and yet I can tell you that it was a huge problem. The simplest definition of addiction is when you want to stop doing something and can’t. With heroin I could always stop any time, and with cocaine I always wanted to know when the next time would be. I might have waited ten days or more for that next time, but I was always planning for it, orchestrating it in my head, anticipating the next time.

Years before I became an addict, I would go to parties, to literary gatherings and collegial hangouts in New York, and once in a while there was cocaine around, people slipping into bathrooms in twos and threes, and like that. Not often, just sometimes. But when there was, I would love it up, snort it like crazy, outdo everyone else. That’s what marks the difference: most people will do a few lines and move on. Addicts, or potential ones, will make it a complete activity.

All I ever wanted was to be good. And it’s all turned out so bad.


Two
BYE-BYE LIFE



I’m in love with a dream I had as a kid

I wait up the street until you show

That dream it came true

But you never do

No you never did

As far as I know

PAUL WESTERBERG
“As Far as I Know”

Florida is glorious. I arrive on Halloween, in 1996, and it is so sunny that the world feels like a blank of light, nothing but whiteness. My mother’s apartment is completely white—the tiles on the floor, the walls, the Formica kitchen, the faux-marble bathroom, everything is just stark—and life feels simple and shiny. My whole life has been erased by the sun. Whatever is going on in New York is gone, bleached out. All that’s left is me.

I don’t need drugs, I don’t need friends—for all I care the phone can be disconnected. I don’t want to see it, I don’t want to hear it, I don’t want to know about it. I’m through with everything. Bye-bye life.

In New York, I am always scared of disappearing, afraid I’m missing out on something, worried that if I don’t go to some party or dinner I will miss some great opportunity, scared that my friends will forget I exist if I don’t keep in regular touch—life is all frenzy, all frantic. But here I don’t care. I have no object constancy, I have the ostrich’s ability to believe that if I’m not there, neither is anything else.

It used to be easier to manage life. I lived in a huge apartment in the Flat-iron district and everyone came by and hung out there, all my friends, a bunch of listless bohemians lounging about and drinking tea and beer and carrot juice, and sometimes smoking pot. I didn’t have to go anywhere to see anybody, because everyone came to me, I was the barmaid at the neighborhood pub, I was the happy hostess. But all that’s gone now. My friend Jason and I had been roommates in this grand apartment because it belonged to a psychotherapist who lived in New Jersey and liked to rent out rooms so that the place would not be empty. For $750, I lived with her Steinway grand, her antique rocking horses and gumball machines, her shabby chic furniture that she brought from her parents’ house in New Orleans, her Persian rugs and Tiffany lamps. We walked on solid wood floors, and I roamed through rooms with southern and eastern exposures and huge industrial windows that let the sun shine in all the time.

But it’s not like that anymore. Everybody is all grown up. I’m twenty-nine, everyone I know is hovering around thirty, no one’s life is settled in any conventional sense, but the feeling seems to be that it’s time to try. Jason and I are not roommates any longer, we both got our own apartments after the owner sold her grand pied à terre and we were left homeless. Then Jason started dating Lydia, my agent, then he moved in with her, other friends of mine tried to move in with somebody else or else they moved somewhere else. No one I know has especially succeeded at this business of life, but no one has failed quite the way I have.

Among my pals, I am the only drug addict. They may not be married, their apartments may look like Nagasaki in a walk-in closet, but I alone am a junkie. Samantha moved to San Francisco after her four-year live-in relationship fell apart, she is now a partner at a large corporate law firm and director of their Silicon Valley office. She is not so happy, but she is starting over, and she’s never even smoked pot. Everyone I know has withdrawn in one fashion or another, and so have I. Here in Florida, I will stay clean, because instead of using drugs to hide, I will just plain old hide. I’ve gone all the way. I have dropped out of life.

I love it. I am not making this up. This is my idea of heaven. I’ve got a TV and a VCR, I’ve got fifty-one channels of cable, I’ve got a view of the Intra-coastal, I can laugh at the pathos of human existence all day long because it does not matter anymore. I’m gone. I will never go on another date again. I will be all mind, no body, because I have dropped out.

I owe Doubleday a book, I will be honorable about completing it, but beyond that, it’s over between me and the world. Things have not gone very well between us. Fare thee well, my dark star.



People think I do drugs because I’m self-destructive. But, if anything, I am averting suicide. I don’t much like my life, but for some dumb reason, I want to be alive, because sooner or later, I figure it will work out. I should and could be in New York, taking steps toward making it work, but I’ve been trying that for years, and it’s no longer feasible. I can’t do it anymore. I give up. I surrender. The only thing keeping me from killing myself is drugs—and the fact that I can still run away.

I can remember that when I was about ten, I started to think that it would be so fun to be around for the new millennium, I couldn’t wait to see the year 2000. I figured out that I would be thirty-three by then, and I had a definite idea of what that meant. I took it for granted that I would be married with kids, that by then I’d have made partner in some law firm, or I’d have tenure at some tweedy university, or I’d be mayor or congresswoman and thinking about my bid for the presidency. Or, more likely, I’d be some kind of artist, a painter or writer, but my husband would be a more conventional type, maybe he’d be the law partner or professor or elected official, and I would be his glamorous and unpredictable wife. We would have little adorable daughters or bratty, athletic sons. We would be lovely.

But, in truth, I don’t think I ever thought this through in such a detailed manner. I didn’t have to: It was all taken for granted. It was all so obvious. You didn’t wonder about how life would turn out, because you just sort of knew. There was a way things were meant to be, and by the year 2000, they would be that way. Of course. Of course they would.

I have been seeing Dr. Singer for about a year now. She is an addiction specialist, and she used to run a substance abuse program at a major teaching hospital. I had been seeing a psychologist for a couple of years, and going to Dr. Singer, who is an MD, just for medication. But once I started showing up to therapy sessions alternately high on heroin or wired on cocaine, the psychologist refused to treat me until I cleaned up. So I started seeing Dr. Singer for complete sessions, three times a week, because I thought, given her area of expertise, she could help me stop using. And it worked for a while. Under her tutelage I went to AA and cleaned up.

That lasted about four months, all through the summer of 1996. It lasts until my friend Oona, who is my sobriety buddy at AA, calls me to say she has a bundle of dope, and what should we do about this.

I’ll be right over, I say. Four months is enough.

I walk out the door with the glee of one who knows that help is on the way.

I am a woman whose husband has been released from a POW camp in Saigon, and I am going to JFK to greet him after six years of no loving, of just waiting for him to come on home. That’s how strong my love is for heroin. If you have not been married to a Vietnam veteran, you don’t know how it feels to be me.

I get into a cab on Carmine Street, where I live, get out on Twenty-third Street, where Oona lives, and I go into her apartment for the first time ever. It is a tiny studio, with two cats and a TV and not much else. A wretched rusty shag carpet and a ratty futon. I don’t know where she is keeping the dope stashed, and all I can say is, Let’s do it.

So we do.

Oona is taking time off from Barnard, we have almost the same clean date and we would often go to a lunchtime meeting together, and then to the movies. There was an American New Wave series at the Film Forum, and we sat through all of them, all those afternoon double features, crowded with people playing hooky. We sat through Medium Cool and Panic in Needle Park, and we spent a lot of time missing drugs together.

That’s the problem with AA. It’s kind of like prison: It may rehabilitate some people, but many others just learn to be better criminals. Oona and I were great sobriety buddies, but we were even better drug buddies. We did dope and rented movies for at least a couple of weeks. I fell off a folding chair and bruised my whole right side and didn’t even notice. And then enough was enough.

So today I walk into Dr. Singer’s office with a heroin hangover, a headache like hell, vomiting, shaking, jonesing. I cannot bear to admit to her that it’s come to this. I’ve been doing so well. But I missed therapy the whole time I was locked up with Oona, and there’s no getting around what’s going on here.

“What do you want to do?” Dr. Singer asks.

“What do you mean?”

“Are you ready to stop using or is this binge going to go on for a while?” She is so calm. She should be yelling at me, saying Bad girl!, saying, You fucked up! But Dr. Singer is so well trained in the nature of addiction. She knows calm detachment is the only way it works.

“No, I’ve had enough,” I say, because I have. I want to get back to where I was just a few weeks ago.

Dr. Singer nods, says that that’s good, says we can take steps to make this work. She pulls out her prescription pad and puts me on ReVia, generically known as naltrexone, an opiate blocker. I take it every day, like I’m supposed to. I agree to go to a therapy group for addicts that meets Wednesdays on the Upper East Side. So long as I never have to go to a Twelve Step meeting again, I will be fine.



Meanwhile, Oona starts doing crack. She calls me from Bellevue one day, where she has been taken by the cops for a psychotic episode all the way east on Twenty-third Street. Other crackheads move into her apartment with her and steal her stereo and halogen lamps. Her mother comes to New York to fetch her cats, Asta and Benji, because she loves animals and doesn’t want them to be killed by an exploding glass pipe or worse. Soon Oona’s parents will cut her off, soon she’ll be turning tricks on the West Side Highway for money to get high. We won’t speak again for a year or two. We will lose each other to the damage done.

And me, I think about using and I think about it some more, and I talk to Dr. Singer about it, and she tries to rearrange my antidepressant combination so that the medication will be more effective, and finally she throws some Ritalin into the mix.

By the time I first took Ritalin, I was completely clean. And though a triplicate form is required to fill a prescription for Ritalin, my previous troubles with drug abuse were not a deterrent to my receiving what is thought to be a mild energizer and mood elevator for medical reasons. In fact, my psychiatrist thought that taking Ritalin would curb my interest in doing other drugs, and she certainly got that right. This form of safe speed would be a good way to give me the stimulation I needed without putting my health and life at risk.

And it worked. It definitely worked.

Here is how heroin—how all drugs—makes me feel: Quite simply, it makes me feel okay to be me. Here is how I feel not on drugs: I hate me. If anyone has ever been in love with me for real, I don’t know about it. All I can remember is goodbyes. Sometimes someone will be standing in front of me, and already I feel him walking away. It’s only a matter of time, so what’s the point? I have no sense of presence, mine or anyone else’s. But on drugs, I could feel that moment, I could be something besides nostalgic for the things that haven’t even happened yet. I could live here now.

Maybe I did it once a week, maybe it’s a few lines here and there just to get through dinner with my mom or synagogue on Yom Kippur. At any rate, it was an erratic habit for me. I didn’t shoot it up, I only sniffed. Since none of my friends do drugs, save for smoking the occasional joint, I mostly used alone and I always used too much. I could sit on my couch—the filthy, beat-up orange one I’d been dragging from place to place since college—for hours and days at a time, floating away on heroin. Heroin and that stupid couch were meant for each other. Reclining in the charmingly musty attic apartment that I lived in, just watching the world go by—which is to say, watching absolutely nothing happen at all—was a full-time activity.



 I didn’t miss anybody. I didn’t wonder if there was a party somewhere that I wasn’t invited to. I didn’t care that I wasn’t in love, that I’d never been in love, that nobody would ever love me because it’s too damn difficult. I didn’t try to coordinate plans with six people at once, everyone arguing about whether to see Clueless or Stealing Beauty or the director’s cut of Blade Runner or should we just rent something? It’s the stupid stuff. It’s the maintenance of life, the little things, what to cook for dinner, should I order Chinese or Italian, why haven’t I picked up my laundry after six days and can I wear the socks with the holes in them or should I just hand-wash the dirty ones? It’s returning the call to my grandmother, which I’m never going to have five minutes to do because the guilt takes everything out of me. It’s the books that are not on the shelves in alphabetical order so I can never find my copy of Villette or Valley of the Dolls or whatever I’m looking for, it’s the photographs that need frames, it’s the posters that aren’t on the walls because I never seem to have a hammer and a nail in the same place at the same time. It’s being a grown-up, which I never figured out how to do, and scrubbing the tub, and remembering to eat and shampoo my hair. It’s the basics: I can write a whole book, but I cannot handle the basics.

After a month on Ritalin, after feeling much better, I decide to go to Florida to work on my second book, and ignore how unbearable and confusing life is when I’m not getting high. I have come to Florida to hide from drugs, and from life.

I loll about. I read a lot, in the guise of doing research, but in truth, I really do need to read these books. Maybe not all of them, maybe not from cover to cover, but it is a time-honored tradition for writers to procrastinate by doing more background work than they need to. Before I got here, I logged long hours at the Jewish Theological Seminary, making Xeroxes of books on Samson and Delilah, David and Bathsheba, Joseph and Potiphar’s wife—all the great Biblical villainesses and their ways. I am reading them, not just in English but in Hebrew and Aramaic, which makes me feel that my mind has not gone slack from all the drugs. I also have a researcher, whom I pay $25 an hour to because she is in graduate school and I am not, who sends me old articles from Rolling Stone about groupies, about Janis Joplin, about good girls gone bad. There are Playboy spreads of Rita Jenrette, Roxanne Pulitzer, and other naughty wives.

I watch a lot of TV. I discover ER, and I love the Mary Tyler Moore reruns on Nick at Nite—just as they used to be on, two in a row, at 2 A.M. on the NBC affiliate in New York City when I was in grade school. In the middle of the afternoon, La Dolce Vita and Compulsion show on Bravo, so I drag the TV table out to the terrace so I can get sun and cinema at the same time. I also have a cheeky love of snafus, of human folly, so nothing cheers me more than watching the bridge across the Intracoastal go up every time a boat comes by, not just schooners and cruise ships, but even dinky little sailboats with only one passenger and an antenna too high to pass under the trestle. I love how four lanes of traffic are held up for twenty minutes because one human being, leisurely lounging on his yacht for one, needs to get by. It amazes me that no one else seems to notice that these priorities are completely backward. In New York, no one would put up with this. I wonder if people in Florida are stupider, or just more patient, or if there is even a difference.

Sometimes I walk across the canals to Las Olas Boulevard, a thoroughfare that is either charming or “charming,” though I tend to think of it as the former. There are stores that sell knickknacks and tchotchkes for too much money, elephant figurines made of jade, vases with molded cherubs and children made of Czech glass, brushed aluminum bottles, amber jewelry, lavender-scented candles in crystal holders, mason jars of colorful marbles, stash boxes made of wood with gothic motifs. I buy everything. Almost every shop on Las Olas seems to serve multiple purposes—there are souvenirs at the ice cream parlor and toys at the music shop and shampoo at the hardware store. At the bait and tackle dealer, I buy a sleeveless shift, silk with bright flowers in purple and canary yellow and rosy red. At the Lilly Pulitzer boutique I get a flowered sundress. I purchase some green ceramic tables for the living room—a break from the white—and lots of pewter picture frames and coasters in the shapes of playing cards, with diamonds and spades and clubs cut out of them. I get a mobile made of wire and silverware that produces beautiful chime sounds in the breeze and needs to be polished all the time because of the oxidizing ocean air. I order in food—Chinese and pizza and turkey club heroes—and sometimes I even cook chicken cutlets or grill fish from the overpriced Hyde Park Market. I figure out how to brew coffee in the Melitta machine, and I learn to use all the spices and olive oils and balsamic vinaigrettes in my mother’s amply stocked rack. I set up a home, as I have never been able to do in New York.

And often I wake up in the morning feeling very happy.

There is a Motorola cordless phone that is small and meant to look like a mobile one, but the reception that’s on this cute thing is terrible. People call sometimes, and I say I can barely hear them through the static, so that cuts the conversation short. It is my mother’s voice on the answering machine, so people tend to be reluctant to leave messages. I tell my editor and my agent that I am hard at work, which is kind of true since I am taking copious notes as I read, and the calm of it all just amazes me. Why can’t I do this in New York? I know it’s hard in the winter with the cold and dark, but even in the summer I can’t get comfortable in my own home, I can’t shut out the voices in my head that beckon and demand that I do more, run more, pursue more, always search for more. Down here I just don’t care.

I take taxis to the mall, and I go to the Borders there and drink coffee on the deck and watch the water taxis float by. I special-order books I need and I befriend the clerks. I have no CD player, no tape deck, nothing to listen to music on, and find that I love the quiet, though I still keep buying new releases because I am convinced I will be going back to New York any week now. An editorial assistant who works at Scribner’s, a recent Yale graduate, is house-sitting for me, taking care of my cat, which is a pretty good deal for her since she gets to stay in Greenwich Village rent free. I’ve got it set up so I can stay here indefinitely, and I just wonder how long it will take before this becomes as lonely and drab as New York. Sooner or later, everything becomes just life, sooner or later the bloom turns brown, and I have to run some more, but I am hoping this will last a while, at least long enough for me to get some work done and stay clean.

I have relatives in Florida—I mean, who doesn’t? My aunt Zena and uncle Bill live in Inverrary, due west of here, and play a lot of golf. They are my rich relatives, they lived in a big house in Hewlett Harbor, one of those wealthy enclaves on the south shore of Long Island, before retiring down here twenty years ago. Their apartment is all glass, there is a little bulbous mirror on the terrace door because the pane is so clean that you might not see it, you might walk through it and get slashed to ribbons. They also have some nice art—marble sculptures, a Picasso drawing, paintings they bought in New York, a portrait of my uncle swinging his golf club on the green. He is a big John Grisham fan, so I get him free books from Doubleday, even though he’s already bought them all at Wal-Mart, because I know it excites him to get freebies, I know it makes him feel important and, by extension, that I am important.

My mom and I were always the poor city relations, living in state-subsidized housing in Manhattan. I went to private school on scholarship, and you’d think that all my Long Island cousins and aunts and uncles would have thought we were worldly and sophisticated, but all they ever noticed is that my mother never remarried and, now, that I am closing in on thirty and have still not managed to get to the altar myself. They can’t understand why a pretty, educated girl like me can’t nab a man, like my only value is in my marriageabil-ity, and since I appear to be perfectly desirable, they just figure I’m an artist and I’m strange.

“Tell me, Lizzie,” my uncle says to me every time I walk into their house for Friday night dinner. “Why aren’t you married?”



“Uncle Bill, tell me, why aren’t you thin?” That usually puts the conversation to rest.

Unlike anyone else in my family, Uncle Bill has actually read my books and is proud of me. I really do love him, and I love spending time with him and Aunt Zena while I am staying in Fort Lauderdale. They look after me, but not really. Still, they give me a sense that someone down here cares, which I like. I like family. I wish I had more of one.

Bill and Zena’s son Lewis also lives nearby, in Plantation. He is an immigration lawyer, he met his wife, who is Chinese and fifteen years his junior, when she was a teenager translating for her parents as he helped them get citizenship. They started dating when she got out of college. She converted to Judaism, they got married on a boat, now they’ve got two girls born less than a year apart, with that interesting mix of Asian and Jewish genes that has made them both boringly obedient. They clear the table without being asked to, they get good grades without being pushed, but I can’t stand that they are eleven and twelve and still such goody-goodies. They sing in the Hebrew school choir. They are hall monitors.

“Why don’t you listen to Marilyn Manson?” I ask. “When I was your age I listened to the Sex Pistols and Patti Smith. I gave my friend’s older brother blow jobs. I snuck out of the house in high-heeled shoes and tight Sasson jeans. Don’t you ever want to misbehave? Just a little bit?” I encourage them to throw their bikes down the stairs and talk back to their parents.

They don’t answer me. They just go back to reading The Baby-sitters Club books and watching the Cartoon Network, and generally disappointing me with their lack of subversive curiosity. Then again, they are happy and I am not.

Sometimes Lewis and I drive into Miami to see Heat games. Sometimes I’ll hang out with him alone and talk about my drug use, remind him how I used to visit him in his house in Coconut Grove when he was still young, when he was a complete vegetarian, when he ate casaba melon and meditated for over an hour a day, and I would try to spook him out of his trance. I think he misses those days. He walks around not quite sure how he ended up driving a Jaguar and living in a gated community, going to synagogue every Saturday, giving money to charity, being a citizen in good standing. He has a wife who is a nurse and getting her Ph.D. in some kind of health care program, and two daughters who are perfectly behaved. He misses his old life, but he looks at me, my lonesome sorrow, and I can tell he’s glad that things have worked out this way.

One odd day, I am about to take my daily dose of Zoloft, one ten-milligram yellow pill, and it occurs to me that maybe I can crush it up and snort it. I miss snorting things. I miss the ritual. I miss the burst in my brain. I get a knife and cut it in half on the scored line, then I put it between two spoons to crush it up, like I would do with cocaine that is not powdery enough. It flattens and gets sticky, as if I were pressing down on a wax candle. There is no way I can snort this thing, it is just a white and yellow mush.

I look around the house for other pills. Advil is in caplets, Aleve is coated like Advil, Tylenol is in gels, there is no Bayer aspirin, the vitamins are in capsules or this brown health food store form that just turns to a muddiness when you smash it. Nothing works. I am just going to have to take all my pills orally, like most people do.

For some reason, I don’t think to try crushing the Ritalin.


RESEARCH







Three
THIS IS WHAT MY LIFE IS LIKE

And you may tell yourself:
My God! What have Idone?

DAVID BYRNE
“Once in a Lifetime”

I still have phone sessions with Dr. Singer a couple of times a week, based on the theory that I will be here only briefly, so we should not break the continuity. Also, I am on medication, so she needs to keep up with me, make sure the combination is working well—especially the Ritalin since it is so new to me. She believes I am doing well. I believe I am doing well. We both know that it’s easy for me to be happy here in Florida, on vacation from life, so we keep up the therapy so that when I come back, I will be able to bring the good cheer with me.

One day I am talking to Dr. Singer, and I tell her that I wish the Ritalin didn’t hit so hard, that I could take it more gradually. Or maybe I complain that it does not last long enough, that I can actually feel it wearing off. I say that I wish I could take five milligrams eight times a day instead of ten milligrams four. She asks if the pills are scored, and I say no. Too bad, she says, because if they were, you could split them in half. There is a time-release formula we might be able to try once I get back to New York. It has a slightly different effect, and the Ritalin seems to be working well for me, so she is reluctant to switch.

Dr. Singer suggests that I try cutting the pills in half with a sharp knife.



My mother has one of those newfangled ovens where the burners are under the surface, coils of orange light up when you turn them on, and it’s hard to believe that they actually get really hot. I don’t take this range seriously until I turn on one of the flames one day, touch it with my thumb, and get a black burn that looks like I rubbed charcoal. After that I just avoid the oven altogether. The top is completely black and shiny, it would be great for cutting up lines of coke.

Not that I would want to.

One evening I get out a steak knife and cut a Ritalin pill in half. This is harder to do than I might have guessed, and it just splits into little pieces, crumbles like a biscuit, with powdery flakes all over the place.

Eureka!

Why had I not thought of this sooner? I swallow a couple of the chunks with water like I normally would, and the rest I chop up into even finer bits. I press on them with the knife and break them down until they’re a white powder. I slash on the little granules until they are as soft as confectioner’s sugar, and bend my head over and try to sniff the powder into my nose. I realize that it’s not going to work without some kind of conduit, so I rush around the apartment searching for my wallet. I can’t seem to find it anywhere. I look on the desk and under the bed and on top of the television, until I realize it was on the kitchen counter all along. I am so desperate to find a twenty-dollar bill that I panic looking for one.

I snort up the Ritalin. It scratches and burns my nostrils a little bit, but it’s not too bad. And then I feel a tiny rush in my brain. It’s nothing too intense, just a little burst, but it feels so nice. So nice. So nice to be putting stuff into my nose again.

I decide that from now on, when I take my Ritalin doses, I will cut the pills in half, or quarters, or pieces, or whatever it comes out to. Part of it I will ingest orally, and the other part I will chop into powder and take in nasally. I can’t imagine there is anything wrong with doing that. It’s the same thing, after all, the same amount of medication, just an alternate method of absorption, surely that’s not a problem. In fact, if anything, it will help me to stay clean, because I will get to have the ritual of doing cocaine and heroin without actually doing them. I have solved all my problems! I am a goddess! I am a genius!

But I don’t mention this new nasal dosing to Dr. Singer. I know it would sound weird to her. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with what I’m doing, but there’s no way to explain it to anybody else.



I enjoy snorting up the Ritalin so much that atter a couple of days I figure— what the hell?—I’ll just take all of it that way. Why bother to swallow any of it? There’s no reason it can’t get into my system just as well through my nose.

The only problem is that it hits very hard when I sniff it up, it goes right to my brain, so there’s no chance for it to absorb into my bloodstream gradually. The exact problem I was complaining about in the first place—that the Ritalin doesn’t last long enough, that I feel the drop-off an hour before I am supposed to take my next dose—happens much more quickly when I snort it. So I try to snort half a pill at a time; I try to maintain at least two hours between lines.

I try.

And then after a few days, I give up on trying. I take a whole pill every couple of hours. I figure that means I am taking eight a day instead of four, which isn’t great, but how bad could it be? Plenty of people are on much more than forty milligrams of Ritalin a day, and even the eighty that I have upped it to is not too bad. There are six-year-olds who are given Ritalin for attention deficit hyperac-tivity disorder (ADHD), and some of them take more than a hundred milligrams a day. If a kid in first grade can handle it, why shouldn’t I be able to?

I am so thrilled to have discovered this new use for Ritalin. I am taking it completely legitimately, it has been prescribed for me by Dr. Singer, so there is no possible harm I can do to myself. According to all the literature, Ritalin is not addictive. If it were, they would not be giving it out to patients who are still in elementary school, still in their cavity-prone years. I have finally found a way to stay happily clean. Amazing. Just amazing.

After a few days—not even a few weeks, the escalation occurs very quickly— I have lost track of how much Ritalin I am taking. My guess is that it’s ten pills a day, but maybe it’s fifteen. As long as I have enough of it, I don’t see any good reason to keep count. I figure that if I run out early for some reason, I can always get Dr. Singer to write me a new prescription. Sometimes I run out of Zoloft before I am supposed to, maybe I lose a couple of pills in transit or something, and it’s never a problem to get a renewal sooner than expected. I am sure Ritalin is no different.

In the meantime, I am suddenly happy and upbeat all the time. I have a new energy that is delirious, vertiginous. I work out in the little gym downstairs in my mother’s building at two in the morning. I can stay on the rickety old stationary bicycle, the kind that has an egg timer and a rolling odometer and rusty spokes on the wheels—the kind they tend to have in retirement communities, although my mother’s building is mostly young people—for forty-five minutes at a time. Then I do some weight work on this all-in-one machine, with all its bars and pulleys and keys to load up on the cams. I do arm presses and leg curls, I develop beautiful muscles, I do this every night without exception. Sometimes I’ll turn on the sauna before I start my workout, and I’ll go sit in it for a few minutes afterward. My heart races.

Once I’m done with my physical fitness routine, I go back upstairs and watch TV, or sometimes I write. Did I mention that I have started writing? It has been completely splendid. Instead of just sitting around and reading books about Jean Harris and Amy Fisher and Bess Myerson, I am now actually taking my research and getting started on my book. I almost can’t help myself. Sometimes I don’t mean to be writing, it’s the last thing I feel like doing, Imitation of Life is on AMC and I really want to watch it, but I find myself writing anyway. This has never happened to me before. It is always such a struggle to sit down and focus, and after just a little while in front of the computer, I need to get up and walk around, make some more coffee, water the plants, clean the bathroom—I will mop the floors with a sponge, on my hands and knees, if it means I can avoid writing.

But I would surely have ended up writing about it. I’d deliver a treatise on ceramic tiles. That’s the nightmare of my life: I hate writing, but I can’t help myself. It’s just what I do; it is what I love to do. If that makes any sense. And now, with Ritalin, I don’t mind it at all. I have so much to say, and I just can’t keep myself from saying it. Sometimes I will sit in front of my little PowerBook for thirty-six hours straight. I will forget to eat, forget to sleep, forget to do everything except go downstairs for my workout, because I am so enthralled with what’s on the page. The whole process is completely different for me, because I get to see a whole argument from start to finish without surcease. Normally, even when I’m on a roll, I produce a certain number of pages a day, and that’s enough. I have to continue with the same idea the next day, so the thoughts are broken up, reconsidered, and reconstituted. But now I understand the reason why medical residents are kept on twenty-four-hour shifts: economics aside, it allows them to follow a case all the way through, to watch a patient convalesce or deteriorate over a period of time, to witness symptoms develop or dissolve over a full day. And that’s what it’s like now writing on Ritalin: I see a concept from inception to completion, I never let go of an idea until it is fully examined. I write to fruition, I am fertile and prolix.

My editor is extremely pleased. It’s been at least a year since she signed up this book. She has had no indication that I was making progress at all—I kept saying that I was putting it off until I could go to Florida or somewhere and clear my head to write. I would go into her office for these long, languorous meetings where we’d put together outlines and write out ideas on piles of yellow legal pads. And I would keep telling her I’m working on it, it’s all in my brain, it’s all there, it’s just a matter of executing it, which is no big deal. I have stalled her with this excuse and that, I have claimed drug addiction and boy problems—at least I am honest—and now I am at long last delivering. Her faith was not without merit. She is relieved.

“You’re like Rumpelstiltskin,” Betsy says to me, and I don’t have the nerve to admit that I cannot remember who that fairy-tale character is, or what he did. “You are spinning out gold. This writing is much better than anything you’ve done before.” My first book was, after all, just me prattling on and on about my problems; now I am composing essays, examining other lives, thinking about the whole wide world.

I decide to mention to Betsy that I’m on Ritalin, that I believe it is helping me to think more clearly and fluidly, that it’s been really good for the work. And she says she is glad to hear it. She’s heard so many mixed stories about people’s experiences with Ritalin, and she’s happy to see that it seems to be helping me so much.

Ritalin über alles.

I realize I have run out of Ritalin about two weeks sooner than I am supposed to. I can’t figure out how this has happened because, even though I know it’s not true, I still believe that I am only taking four pills a day. Okay, maybe a few extra here and there, but if I am already out, I must be taking at least double the amount. I have no sense of how it has multiplied. Granted, occasionally I will chop up two at a time because the more powder I have, the more fun it is. But I don’t see how it has gotten to the point where I have a couple of weeks before I get a new prescription and I’m already out.

I assume that perhaps the pharmacist miscounted, maybe he did not give me quite as many pills as he was supposed to. Although I normally fill all my prescriptions at Duane Reade or some other chain, since I’ve been down in Florida, I’ve been getting my Ritalin from some elegant little drugstore on the Upper East Side in New York. Because Dr. Singer can prescribe controlled substances only in New York State—though the Physicians’ Desk Reference only refers to Ritalin’s potential for “psychologic dependence” in passing, it is classified by the DEA as a Schedule II drug, the category reserved for legal substances with the highest abuse potential—I have to get the pills sent to me from home. A discount drugstore would never be able to manage that. They might do it with a straightforward prescription, something that is not quite so regulated, but with Ritalin it is just too much trouble.



So a friend of mine picks up the triplicate form from Dr. Singer’s office, brings it up to the pharmacist, and she sends it by Federal Express down to me. This is not a hassle at all. This seems to be the kind of clannish neighborhood shop where they are used to having a clientele that winters in Palm Beach or Palm Springs, so they are pretty well set up to be jetting off pills to distant locales. The store does not accept my insurance, so every bottle costs about $150, which means that the clerks are much nicer to me.

So I call the pharmacy and tell them they must have sent me fewer pills than they were supposed to. I don’t make this call until it’s been a day or two that I have gone without Ritalin because I am trying to push myself to the limit of what is possible for me to handle. After all, if I don’t need Ritalin for a couple of days—even if all I do during this reprieve is sleep—I can be sure that I am not dependent on these pills, which of course, I’m not, because they are not addictive anyway. Because I am genuinely certain that the druggist really has shorted me on pills, my voice has a credible tone, there is no reason for the person on the other end of the phone to doubt me.

The pharmacist apologizes and sends me sixty more. Since it is his mistake, I don’t even have to pay for them.

One day I am in Fedco, which sounds like it ought to belong to a larger conglomerate, but it is in fact its own entity. This tiny drugstore is stuck in the parking lot between the Galleria mall and Borders. It is open only erratically, and it cannot possibly compete with the Eckerd across the street. I started to think it must be a retirement project for some rich eccentric. Since it is privately owned, Fedco has a lot of odd merchandise I couldn’t find at a big chain—the black Magno soap that I like, ponytail barrettes with rhinestone Scotties and poodles glued onto them, Dr. Brown’s cream soda, and Kneipp foam bath with juniper, which someone in AA told me to soak in to relieve the ache of heroin withdrawal.

Hidden in a corner near the pharmacy, buried in a shelf of herbs and vitamins, I find a combination pill slicer and crusher. It is an odd contraption: In one compartment there is a slot to hold a pill, and you can press the straight edge down onto it to cut it in half; on the other side is a dome-like thing—it kind of looks like a thick dildo—that screws into a receptacle where you can place pills so that they get crushed up.

This is a wonderful apparatus for me, since it means I can put a whole bunch of Ritalin in it, crush it into powder all at once, and just spill it out throughout the day and cut it into lines. That means that I can measure out, say, eight pills first thing in the morning, and decide that’s all I’m going to use all day, that’s the limit. This will allow me to keep track of my usage, and it will also mean that I don’t have to spend so much time and effort turning the pills into powder. I can’t imagine what purpose this crusher serves for anyone who is not snorting up drugs—although it is later explained to me that some elderly people cannot swallow a whole pill, that they mix it in with orange juice and ingest their medication that way. Well, whatever. All I know is that I love this little thing, I can carry it in my bag anywhere I go, I no longer need to find appropriately smooth and shiny and dark surfaces for cutting up lines.

After a few days, I start snorting the Ritalin right out of the cup in the crusher, not even bothering to mete it out into smaller segments. Once again, this means that at first I used the thing to pace myself, to set limits, but after a while I just keep adding in more pills as I run out of powder during the day. Sometimes, to try to conserve my doses and get maximum use of each pill, I will scrape out the bottom of the cup with a pen knife, I will try to make sure I use up every last bit of available powder. This kind of reminds me of those days of doing cocaine, when I would get to the bottom of the vial long before I was ready to stop. And I would use knives, straws, coffee mixers, stickpins, or needles to try to scrape the last bits from the inside of the cap, from the bottom of the barrel. Eventually, I would just put water into the vial, shake it up and drink it, hoping to get some small, scrawny high. Then I would wait for the little bottle to dry out and for the water to evaporate, and I would scrape the condensation out of the bottom. I would snort white residue.

Not that Ritalin is anything like cocaine.

I become a friendlier, warmer version of myself. Morose me is gone. My crabby carping, my running out of the room crying and demanding that everyone run after me—and then yelling at them when they don’t, when they act like this is just one of my turns coming on—all of that’s gone. I am a pleasant pleasure. I am fun. I am animated and outgoing whenever I am around other people—which is not terribly often—but they tend to assume that I am happy and healthy, that I am loving life. Which I kind of am. My relatives are all charmed. I often see them for Friday night dinners, or sometimes Wandy and Lewis and their two daughters—Jasmine and Jade—will come over to the apartment and spend the afternoon at the beach or walking along Las Olas. I am the new, unknown cousin, and they enjoy getting to know me, and vice versa.

I show them the pile of books and papers that I use for research. The girls are particularly intrigued by the Playboy magazines that I have around for a section I am writing about women who have used their bodies to express their sexual power. I am constructing some sort of argument about how posing nude is no longer a form of women’s subjugation and objectification—that when people like Sharon Stone and Pamela Anderson and Cindy Crawford do it, it is actually a career move. I try to explain this to my two young cousins—of course I love explaining anything because I love to talk because I just can’t seem to shut up ever—and they kind of look at me askance, and we leave it at that.

I go to Wandy and Lewis’s house for Thanksgiving. I am supposed to be back in New York by now, but clearly I am not ready to leave anytime soon. Almost everyone at their house in Plantation is Chinese, it’s mostly Wandy’s relatives. Aunt Zena and Uncle Bill are in Dallas with their daughter, and besides a few husbands and wives, Lewis and I are pretty much the only completely Caucasian people on the premises. I am wearing the brightly colored silk sundress that I bought at the fishing store on Las Olas, and I look gaily Floridian, blonde and blissful.

This is like no Thanksgiving I have ever experienced. There is turkey, of course, but also fried rice and dumplings and egg rolls and spare ribs. The high-MSG Chinese takeout we eat every night in New York, right out of the containers with plastic knives and forks, is nothing like this. Wandy has a Japanese cousin by marriage who has brought sushi, yellowfin and eel and all the fish I love. Of course, other than as scenery, none of this much matters to me because I have no interest in food. I have only been in Florida for a few weeks, less than a month, but Ritalin has already become my life. I just keep running into the bathroom to snort more lines between monologues that I deliver to anyone who will listen. True to the stereotype, all these Asian people are taciturn as all hell. Their command of English is not all that good, so they make a perfect audience for my spiels about political wives and teenage prostitutes, or whatever subject I happen to be writing about that week. Actually, I should say subjects, because my mind has become strangely diffuse, I am all over the place, I am possessed by six different things at once. Under normal circumstances, I would seem like some kind of dilettante, but I am so deeply involved with every different thing that I am deeply involved with that I am more multiply obsessed than anything else. I am disturbed by dabbling.

There are enough bathrooms in the house that no one seems to mind my extended stays every time I duck inside to snort my lines. At some point either Jade or Jasmine asks me why I spend so much time in the bathroom, why I keep running in, and I just mutter something about my stomach problems. This is not entirely untrue: all the Ritalin in my system, without much food to buttress it, has made me feel nauseated and cramped all the time. I often find



myself cutting up lines and making more conventional use of the bathroom at the same time.

After a fit of productivity that went on for some weeks, I am now fatigued with thinking. The Ritalin manufactures fascination with so many different ideas that it is impossible for me to sit and concentrate on any one thing. My writing is all over the place. I get a lot done, but it is all disjointed—the beginning of one section, the end of another chapter, but nothing progresses all the way through anymore. Episodes of deep focus are scattered throughout my scatterbrained excess.

I am amped up on Ritalin. I can’t feel very much at all, but I just kind of know that I cannot go back to New York just yet. Even if the writing is starting to go badly, at least it is still going at all. In New York I would be stymied by city life. I have been telling whichever friends I still talk to—and only occasionally at that—that I will be home by the new year. I make some halfhearted noises about parties and plans for New Year’s Eve. I even talk about having to find something to do that does not involve drugs, that I cannot be exposed to cocaine or even to any of the more benign fancy plants because I have managed to stay clean for a few months, and I want to keep it up.

My mother will be coming down for the winter sometime after Christmas, and there is no room in the apartment for both of us. If there were twenty bedrooms and thirty bathrooms, there would still not be enough room for both of us in a single dwelling. But we agree that we’ll find a seasonal rental for me. I talk to my house sitter about staying on at my New York apartment a few more months, and she is delighted to have more time in her rent-free existence.

The consensus among my relatives is that I am thriving in Florida. Ritalin has made me popular. Life is easy.

This is what my life is like: I get The New York Times on Saturday night, and watch Saturday Night Live as I work on the puzzle. This is heaven.

•   •   •

By the end of December, I am short on Ritalin again. I still can’t quite make sense of this because I still do not think I am taking all that much of it.

I tell Dr. Singer that I am running low. I tell her that I think the friend who has been dropping off my Ritalin prescriptions for me might be stealing some of my pills. One time my friend mailed them to me herself, instead of having them sent directly from the pharmacy, so maybe she took a bunch of them. I am finally recognizing that Ritalin is simply an amphetamine, and if you were a speed freak, you might actually do the drug recreationally. Dr. Singer and I discuss this hypothetically. I ask her what kind of deranged person would take Ritalin for nonmedical purposes—it’s okay and all, but you might as well just get cocaine or crystal meth if you want to get buzzed. And Dr. Singer says something about Ritalin’s being legal, that many people who are uncomfortable with street drugs would have no problem abusing prescribed pills. I laugh as she tells me this— how ridiculous can people be? We both laugh a little. How lucky I am that my problems are with cocaine and heroin, and not Ritalin, which seems to be having a salubrious effect on my psyche.

We laugh, and Dr. Singer agrees to write me a new prescription a couple of weeks early. Even though Ritalin is not a drug you can just call in to the pharmacy, Dr. Singer has been dealing with this particular drugstore for a long time, so they will mail out the pills so long as she promises to send them the form. They trust her to get it to them, so they don’t need it before they send me my supply. Dr. Singer has some discussion with the pharmacist about how the friend who once picked some Ritalin up for me might be stealing some of the pills, so the druggist agrees that he will always Federal Express the bottle to me directly.

Trouble is, now that I’ve used my best excuses—that the pharmacist miscounted, that my friend pilfered my pills—I will no longer be able to come up with reasons to get extra prescriptions. And 120 pills a month is not going to cover it. I will have to find a new way. I will have to get more.



Four
FEDERAL EXPRESS

I need a fix ’cause I’m falling down

JOHN LENNON
“Happiness Is a Warm Gun”

My mom calls my new apartment the treehouse, because it’s on the second floor of a two-story dwelling, it’s bright and lofty, and there actually are trees with orange and red flowers brushing up and caressing the windows. These flowers have no scent, and if you pick them and put them in water, they die within twelve hours, which seems symbolic of something or other, I’m not sure what. But it is a cheerful place, a bit like a roadside motel. It definitely has a transient feel, but still there’s nothing depressing about it. Maybe the gray wall-to-wall carpet is a little drab and impersonal. The plates are plastic, the utensils have scratched-up handles, it’s all quite utilitarian. But the best part is the glass eat-in kitchen table and the glass coffee table parked between the couch and the TV. These will be useful.

If I order in all my food and have the Federal Express guy come and pick up my finished pages to send to Betsy, I will never have to leave the house again.

The phone only has local service, and I don’t have a calling card. This is fine by me, except that I am going to have to make some long-distance calls for drugs. No getting around that. I go to the 7-Eleven and buy one of those time cards. I have a choice between one with a manatee on it or another with a mar-lin on it, because this is Florida. I’ve been out of Ritalin for a couple of days, the options seem absolutely baffling, so I just get both.



I call Max that night. I call him looking for cocaine.

Max and I go way back, I even spent a month at his parents’ condominium in Boca Raton writing my first book. So I figure that I can call and ask a favor, no need for formalities, no need to apologize for being out of touch—the bond is understood, tacit and constant.

But perhaps not. Max seems to want me to go through the motions of acting like I care. Yuck. I’m too tired and jonesing to manage it. I’ve been antisocial for so long that I don’t quite know how to make conversation. I am actually awkward, I’ve lost all my glib grace, I don’t know how to talk to my friends anymore. I try to act really casual, I try to make conversation like I’ve been missing him for the last few months, like I’ve been meaning to pick up the phone for a while now, but after a few minutes I just break down.

“Max, can you get me some blow?” I ask, all natural. Max and I have done coke together plenty of times over the years, I did heroin with him once because he wanted to try it, I feel like this is a reasonable request. He is a musician, he makes a fortune writing advertising jingles for television, I know he is connected. He’s a complete pothead, he smokes every day. How difficult can it be to find coke?

“Elizabeth, I haven’t done that in ages,” he says, like I ought to know. “Where have you been? Where are you? You’re in Florida. That’s the easiest place on earth to get cocaine. What do you need me for?”

“I don’t know where to go here.” I sigh. “Don’t laugh, but I actually looked up ‘cocaine’ on the Internet, thinking I could find a source somehow, like I could read some code on some dealer’s Web site and get in touch and order it that way.” He laughs at this. “All I found was informational stuff from the DEA and the National Institute on Drug Abuse. Maybe I’m using the wrong search engine, but everything I found was about how to stop doing coke, not how to get started.”

I can tell he’s perplexed. “I don’t hear from you in months, and this is why you call me.”

I can’t just admit that’s true, but it is. Human beings are objects to me, ways of getting what I need. That’s all they are. Dogs are in it for the food, but they also need to love and be loved, they like to be scratched behind their ears and massaged on the napes of their necks—and when you cry, they’ll look at you quizzically and lick your lips and cheeks and eyebrows. But me, I’m more like a goldfish: pour the powder in the tank, and let me swim and blow bubbles. “Look, it’s no big deal. I mean I don’t need it or anything,” I say, back to trying to sound really cool. “You know, I cleaned up last summer, I’ve been clean ever since, I’m working really hard, I’m out of touch with everybody, and I just thought it might be fun to do again. You know, just a little treat.”



Max insists that we have a conversation. He doesn’t say so, but he’s not just going to do me a favor and hang up. This will cost me: I am going to have to listen to his romantic problems, news about this or that producer he works with, complaints about the plumbing in his apartment. And I force myself to be cordial, but I almost can’t do it. Without Ritalin for a couple of days, I’m all nervous, I’m ready to scratch the walls. It’s strange because I should, if anything, feel relaxed: the buzz from Ritalin is wiry and tense, but I am going crazy from the lack.
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