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For my wife, Leeandra






PROLOGUE

Two years hadn’t dulled the pain. If anything, the hole in her soul had grown bigger. Holly didn’t think she could miss her father any more than she already did, but being this far away from home made the memories of him feel fuzzier, his absence more acute.

What am I doing here with all these old burnt-out hippies and weirdos?

Holly resented her grandfather for dragging her to this primeval Peruvian jungle, five thousand miles from home. But even the struggling eighteen-year-old realized he had only acted out of love and concern.

Holly had been in a downward spiral ever since the accident. Her grades had plummeted. She was disconnected from the few friends who had stuck with her through her grief. And life alone in the house with her melancholic and withdrawn mom felt more like living in a tomb. More than once, Holly had eyed the bottles lining her mother’s medicine cabinet, imagining what a relief it would be to just swallow all the pills.

“Trust me, Koala,” her grandfather had promised her with a sad smile as they boarded the plane for Lima. “This will help you.”

But this was his world, not hers. Everything about it felt foreign to Holly. At times, nightmarish. The twisted tangle of branches forming such a thick canopy that Holly couldn’t see the sky. The constant hums, thrums, buzzes, and chirps. Even the smells—a combination of vegetation, moisture, soil, and decay—made her want to puke. It all gave her the unsettling sense of being just another rung on the food chain of the living ecosystem that engulfed her.

Holly was the youngest one on the retreat by at least fifteen years. She had been mortified that first morning when she had to shed her clothes and immerse herself in the communal plant bath—basically just a deeper pool in the muddy stream that ran beside their encampment—in front of all the other women in the group. And she found the ceremony that followed it on the dirt floor of that weird circular hut, with its smelly inhalants, purgatives, and poultices, to be just as unnerving.

None of this mystic bullshit will bring Dad back. Or make me any less responsible for what happened to him.

That evening, the group gathered after dusk in the clearing for what would become a nightly ritual. By the time Holly sat down with the others around the roaring fire, she could feel the panic welling inside her chest. Sensing her growing distress, her grandfather reached over and gently took her hand in his, giving it a reassuring squeeze. That helped for a while. Then the kettle dangling above the dancing flames began to hiss, and the bitter, acrid stench of the special tea brewing inside turned her stomach and reignited her apprehension.

As she reluctantly brought the clay cup to her lips for the first time, feeling nothing but dread and regret, Holly would have never guessed that her life was about to be transformed.






CHAPTER 1

Monday, April 1

Any perceptive observer would recognize that the windowless room has been engineered for maximum calm. The light-taupe walls are sprinkled with pastel acrylic abstracts. The LED lighting is comfortably dim but not dark. A neutral ecru rug covers much of the hardwood flooring. The exit is clearly demarcated by the string of soft red lights lining the top of the door. And the relaxing scent of sandalwood floats through the air, the diffuser nowhere in sight.

Mocha-colored leather recliners form a crescent around Dr. Holly Danvers. Each of the seven seats is occupied. And what a hodgepodge of occupants they are: a rock star, a CEO, an activist, a fashion designer, a lawyer, a socialite, and even one of Holly’s own colleagues. To one another, they’re members of the same eclectic self-labeled “tribe.” But to Holly, they’re clients, a term she much prefers over patients.

All of them are equipped with identical black blindfolds and headphones. Each has a blood pressure cuff already wrapped around their arm and an IV bag suspended above their chair with tubes dangling below, waiting to be hooked to their forearms. But that’s where the physical similarities end. Race, size, gender, age, sexuality, and dress vary from one client to the next. Holly feels particularly protective over each of them today, but the therapist in her reminds her it’s merely a reflection of her own sense of exposure and vulnerability.

After all, today is the day the experiment leaves the laboratory.

Holly has been working with them for almost three months. They have made genuine progress, as a group and as individuals, through their weekly ritual: first, a potent intravenous dose of the psychedelic agent ketamine, followed later the same day or next by individual therapy and then a group session.

But they’re still addicts. Each with their own habit, ranging from sex and gambling to opioids and alcohol. Their hold on sobriety is new and fragile. One of them hasn’t even reached that point, but that is a secret only she and Holly share.

Eleven weeks into group therapy, Holly recognizes that all of them still have obstacles in their paths: truths they aren’t willing to admit and past traumas they are unable to confront. But her gut tells her that they’re as ready as they ever will be for a session under dual doses of two powerful psychedelics. A new step for them. And for her, at least in the clinical setting.

But Holly isn’t nearly as confident as she projects to the group. While ketamine-enhanced therapy is legal and largely accepted, none of the same holds true for the off-ramp she is about to lead her clients down. She’s going to supervise them as they self-administer a second psychedelic that has no legitimate pharmaceutical supplier and no sanctioned medical use, and in so doing, she will expose herself to potential legal and professional risk. She has reservations about a few of them, especially Elaine and Salvador, the two most anxious members. Salvador had a dysphoric reaction—what laypeople would label a “bad trip”—during one of his previous sessions. And Elaine’s needle phobia only worsens with each subsequent IV insertion.

Then why do it?

Holly sees it as a calculated risk, one worth taking if it will help to free them from the shackles of addiction. At least, that’s what she tells herself. But she realizes she’s motivated by more than simply altruism. There’s potential glory in it for her, too. Not to mention material gain—in terms of research data as well as free publicity for the book she has been contracted to write. That is, if she can demonstrate that adding a second psychedelic provides a stronger and more permanent form of abstinence.

As Holly was taught during the month she spent shadowing an anesthetist friend from med school, she has already preloaded the ketamine into the IV bags that now hang above the chairs. After the clients arrived, she tested each of their MDMA tablets using her laboratory-grade analyzer and found the pills to be pure. The group had to procure the MDMA on their own, albeit through a site Holly recommended, since she can’t prescribe it. No physician can. Besides, even in the exploding world of ketamine clinics and other plant-based wellness centers, none offer therapy combining two such potent psychedelics. Or if they do, none dare to publicize it.

Elaine Golding squeezes her eyelids shut and whimpers as Holly inserts the IV needle into her forearm. Fortunately, it slides into the vein with ease. Elaine gasps with relief, as if she has just jumped back onto a curb and narrowly avoided an onrushing truck.

Once all the IVs are secure and the last of the seven clients have swallowed their MDMA tablets, Salvador Jimenez raises his arm as if about to ask a question in class. Despite his meteoric rise in the LA fashion world, the designer looks and sometimes acts like a child. It doesn’t help that his round face is accentuated by an ever-present, undersized ball cap.

“They call this kitty flipping, don’t they?” Salvador asks with a giggle.

Holly frowns. “They?”

“Y’know. Like on the street.”

“The mean streets,” Baljit Singh grunts. “That makes us sound so badass. So Narcos. Not the whiny bunch of entitled elites we actually are.”

The real estate CEO gives off almost the opposite vibe as Salvador. Baljit isn’t much older than him, but with her impenetrable self-assuredness and edgy cynicism, she could pass for his mother. And her outfits—like the tailored blue blazer, matching skirt, and gold hoop earrings she wears today—epitomize the power executive look. Still, Baljit’s gambling addiction is just as self-destructive as Salvador’s dependence on Adderall and cocaine, though she tries to hide it with a “baller” attitude.

Holly offers them a patient smile. “Remember, our sessions have nothing to do with recreational use.”

Clients often ask, particularly members of this group, how it’s possible to treat addiction using psychedelics. Aren’t you just substituting one habit for another? is the common refrain. But Holly always takes the time to explain how psychedelic agents like ketamine, MDMA, or even LSD represent an alternate class of medication, which works differently on the human brain. How, despite the recreational use and abuse of LSD, it was still the most widely studied psychiatric drug in the 1960s. How it showed more promise for treating alcoholism than any drug has before or since. And how, unlike other psychiatric medical treatments, such as antidepressants, psychedelic therapy is limited to a finite number of sessions over weeks to months.

“Why do recreational users call it ‘kitty flipping’?” demands Dr. Liisa Koskinen.

Fair-skinned, with a stern blond bob and always garbed in formless dresses, the middle-aged client is also a colleague—a clinical psychologist, not a psychiatrist like Holly—who happens to suffer from a crippling Xanax addiction. Liisa rarely misses an opportunity to question Holly’s therapeutic approach.

Holly nods. “Among recreational users, a psychedelic experience with just ketamine is considered a trip. And one with MDMA—”

“Ecstasy, right? The love drug?” interjects Justine Jang, or “JJ” as everyone refers to her, including herself. The third-generation Southern Californian of Korean heritage is a household name in Laguna Beach. And not only because she’s the heiress to one of the region’s largest family fortunes. Because she stands barely five feet tall, JJ’s bubbly, larger-than-life personality is even more striking relative to her tiny frame. Holly knows JJ to be in her late forties, but she can’t tell if it’s genetics or Botox that keeps her face wrinkle-free and ageless.

“Some call it Molly, too,” Elaine points out. The activist is pale, and Holly suspects anticipatory anxiety.

“Not here,” Holly says. “Here we only use proper pharmaceutical names.”

“They say that if you trip on ketamine and you roll on MDMA—” Salvador begins.

“Then you flip when you combine the two!” roars Simon Lowry, the aging rock star, whose lionlike mane of gray hair and beard shakes as he laughs.

“I won’t let you flip.” But even as Holly says it, her gut rumbles again. “No question, combining psychedelics is a more intense sensorineural experience. One that is usually accompanied by markedly altered perceptions.”

Elaine shifts nervously in her recliner. With her haunting good looks, gaunt but with exquisite bone structure, like Kate Moss, she could have become a runway model instead of one of the most vocal advocates for opioid recovery. Even while she was continuing to secretly use them. “You mean hallucinations, don’t you, Dr. Danvers?”

“Those, too. Almost always, in my experience,” Holly says, but what she really means is in her self-experimentation. “And, it’s during that fully dissociative state when the deepest breakthroughs occur.”

“All of which you explained in detail last week,” sighs Reese Foster. Tall and willowy, Reese has cropped brown hair, a heart-shaped face, and deep-set hazel eyes that come together in a distinctive but attractive visage. The Newport Beach−based lawyer sometimes approaches these sessions as if she might be losing billable hours. And Reese is clearly impatient to proceed as she fiddles with her blood pressure cuff.

“You totally did, Dr. Danvers!” JJ interjects, practically beaming as she nods to Reese.

All seven clients came into group therapy as strangers, but Holly has noticed how often JJ tends to side with and defer to the younger lawyer. Holly often catches them sharing glances, laughs, or even eyerolls. She wonders if the bond between the two of them is related to the fact that they’re the only members of the group who share an addiction: alcoholism.

But Reese is right. At the end of the previous session, Holly had explicitly warned the group of the potentially terrifying fracture of reality that can result from combining psychedelics and the inevitable serotonin storm they provoke inside the brain. It didn’t deter them. All seven members willingly—maybe too eagerly—agreed to proceed. And they all signed waivers.

“I still need to confirm it with you here and now that you’re aware of the risks,” Holly says as she scans the sets of eyes focused on her. “If any of you have doubts or second thoughts, the MDMA tablets you already ingested will be more than enough for our later counseling debrief.” She glances over to the far recliner on her left. “Salvador, would you still like to proceed with the ketamine?”

He utters another nervous chortle and twists his ball cap around backwards. “Sure. Let’s flip this kitty.”

With a smile almost as wide as her face, JJ is vehemently nodding even before Holly asks her. The other clients each reiterate their consent with a nod, a thumbs-up, or, in Simon’s case, a fist pump along with a holler of “Fuck, yeah!”

“All right,” Holly says. “Remember it’s all about the—”

“Set and setting!” Baljit moans. “We know. This isn’t exactly our first rodeo.”

“Maybe so, but I’m going to remind you every time. A positive mindset coupled with the calmest surroundings guarantee the best possible experience under psychedelics. So, please lower your blindfolds and go to your warmest and happiest memory or place in your mind.”

Fifteen minutes later, with the MDMA absorbed from their guts and the ketamine pumping through their bloodstreams, the clients are all under the influence. Technically speaking, they’re anesthetized.

Reclined in their chairs with the blindfolds down and headphones on, each manifests a different response to the potent combination of drugs. JJ’s huge smile is glued to her glossed lips, and Holly knows where she must be in her head: on that lanai in Kauai, proudly holding up her positive pregnancy test to show her first husband. Reese is dead still in the recliner beside her. Baljit rolls her shoulders as if they’re being massaged. Salvador wiggles in his seat. Elaine grips both armrests, her knuckles white. Liisa picks at the air above her. And, not surprisingly, Simon is singing.

Aside from Simon’s soft falsetto and the near constant buzz of one or the other of the blood pressure cuffs automatically inflating and deflating, the room is otherwise quiet. No sound leaks out from under the headsets, which play individualized soundtracks, ranging from nature sounds to jazz, as chosen by the clients themselves.

Soon, Baljit, Elaine, and Salvador go still, too. Even Simon stops singing. And while Liisa continues to strum the air above her, the motion is as peaceful as if she’s playing an imaginary harp.

But for some paradoxical reason, the tranquility surrounding Holly only heightens her vigilance. She holds a syringe full of midazolam—the powerful, short-acting version of Valium—ready to dose anyone who experiences a dysphoric rection.

Why do I keep expecting the worst?

A little voice inside responds: Because the worst already happened, and it’s been haunting you ever since.






CHAPTER 2

Where the hell am I? Elaine wonders from where she sits, in the heart of a meadow encircled by endless rings of wildflowers.

The explosion of color is overwhelming, almost painful on her retinas, but also impossible to turn away from. The beauty is beyond breathtaking. Beyond words. Hers, anyway. All those brilliant hues: aubergine larkspurs, frothy pink-and-white milkweed, daisies as bright as the sun, and forget-me-nots bluer than the sky. An unseen creek burbles in the background while birds chirp overhead. The sounds are as soothing as a warm hug.

There is peace here. Maybe a deeper peace than she has ever experienced. No selfish politicians blocking the provision of lifesaving harm-reduction measures to desperate users. No speeches to write or rallies to organize. No infighting among her own community. No opportunistic upstarts angling to steal her thunder. No paralyzing anxiety. No predatory uncle. No sweet temptation from the pills. No one dying alone in the street.

And no little brother incapable of forgiveness. If Tyler could be here with her now, surely, he would he finally find it in his heart to forgive her.

There is, Elaine suddenly conjures the word, acceptance among the wildflowers.

She sweeps her hand through an inflorescence of violets without feeling anything on her fingertips. This only makes her laugh. As she reaches out again, the nearby stems rustle almost imperceptibly. But it’s warning enough. She withdraws her hand as if burned.

He’s back!

Jagged teeth, whiter than ivory, appear one-by-one between the blooms. The rest of his bloody snout, shaped to rip flesh from bone, materializes, then his huge gray head. Once more, she’s being devoured by those ravenous black eyes.

Even Elaine is startled by the bloodcurdling scream that arises in her belly and blasts out of her mouth.






CHAPTER 3

Holly relaxes her grip on the syringe full of midazolam and turns to her laptop. She normally records her detailed notes after a session, but since all the clients are drowsy, she types a few quick lines now. “11:24. Clients sedated. Psychomotor activity is minimal, except Liisa continues to strum.”

Holly is about to add more when she catches movement out of the corner of her eye.

Suddenly, Elaine balls up into a fetal position on her recliner and screams, “Leave me alone!” Her arm jerks up so violently that the IV rips out of the vein. Fresh blood leaks down her forearm. She whips the blindfold off her face with her angled wrist, smearing blood across her cheek and forehead. “No! Go away! Go away!”

As soon as Holly reaches her, she pinches the skin over Elaine’s other shoulder and jabs in the needle. She injects the full dose of sedative into the muscle but realizes, with concern, that it will take longer to calm Elaine than an intravenous dose would have.

Elaine’s bloody hand shoots out, barely missing the tip of the needle, and grips Holly’s wrist. Her pupils are fully dilated, and her expression is frantic. “I can’t, I can’t…” she whimpers.

Holly feels for Elaine. Not only sympathy, but guilt, as well. Their therapy together had forced Elaine’s deeply buried memories of childhood sexual abuse at the hands of her uncle to the surface. While Holly saw confronting that trauma as necessary for Elaine’s healing, and ultimately her sobriety, she can’t imagine how overwhelming it must be for the frail young woman trembling in front of her now. It’s no wonder that Elaine always shows up early for sessions and is so desperate for more time with Holly.

“He’s here!” Elaine sobs. “I saw him!”

Holly squeezes her arm reassuringly. “Only those you can trust are here.”

Elaine lunges forward and wraps herself around Holly. The hug is almost crushing. Elaine’s narrow rib cage trembles against Holly’s breast, and she can feel the other woman’s heart pounding.

“Hold me,” Elaine murmurs. “Please.”

Despite her discomfort, Holly doesn’t break off the intimate embrace. But her gaze sweeps the room to ensure the other clients still have on their headphones and blindfolds. They do. “It’s OK, Elaine.” She strokes the back of her head. “It will be over soon. You’ll see.”

Elaine clings to her for long seconds. As much as Holly would love to slip out of the uncomfortably tight hug, she senses it would only agitate Elaine, so she surrenders to it.

Suddenly, Elaine gasps and jerks herself free, pushing Holly away with both hands.

Lips trembling and eyes dark with suspicion, Elaine gapes at her. “What do you think you’re doing, Dr. Danvers?”






CHAPTER 4

Holly can feel her shoulders relaxing. The tension from the morning’s group session loosens the moment she steps through the doorway and into the open-concept living room which, thanks to its vaulted ceiling, has always seemed bigger than it is. Though Holly has never lived here, nowhere feels more like home. Sleepovers spent in the mid-century California rancher, perched in the hills above Dana Point, are among her happiest memories from childhood.

Ten years after her grandmother’s death, her grandfather still refuses to downsize. Even at the age of ninety, Dr. Walter Danvers insists on doing much of his own yard work, gardening, and pool maintenance.

“Papa?” Holly calls out, though she already knows where she is likely to find him.

“In the cave!” Walter replies in the baritone that has lost some of its rich timbre but is still reassuring to her ears. She thinks of rainy Saturday afternoons long ago, watching old movies with her grandfather in the den while Grandma made grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch.

Holly heads over to the third bedroom, which serves as her grandfather’s undersized office. She sticks her head inside to find her grandfather seated in his chair staring at the computer screen on the desk, which is crammed between filing cabinets and piles of other boxes. The walls are covered with framed black-and-white and Kodachrome portraits. Most of the faces belong to pioneers of the psychedelic movement. In one shot, a young Walter has his arm slung over the shoulder of a much older Albert Hofmann, the brilliant Swiss chemist and creator of LSD. In another, Walter is sandwiched between a laughing Timothy Leary and Robert Anton Wilson, two of the sixties’ most famous proponents of acid.

Holly wouldn’t have invested as much of her career in psychedelics were it not for her grandfather’s influence. But when she was a child, those faces lining the walls meant nothing to her. They were only relics from the sixties. Like psychedelics themselves. It wasn’t until she had her own catharsis under the influence of ayahuasca that she came to share her grandfather’s passion.

That experience made her a true believer. It also saved her life.

Walter spins his chair to face her. “Koala!” he says, using the same pet name as he has for the past thirty years, ever since the then-eight-year-old Holly scaled halfway up a eucalyptus tree in the backyard. He points a knobby finger to his screen. The magnified font only partially compensates for his macular degeneration. “Did you read this latest article out of New Zealand? On the need for more precise phenomenology in objectively assessing psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy?”

“It’s great to see you, too, Papa.” Holly laughs. At ninety, her grandfather is as single-minded as ever about his lifelong mission, despite how much the quest has cost him, professionally and personally. She steps over to him, wraps him in a hug, and kisses the top of his balding head.

“I read it, yes,” she says. “And I totally agree. Mainstream psychiatry will never accept the wildly impressive clinical results that we’re seeing with psychedelics until we start measuring outcomes using the same accepted scoring metrics. In other words, speaking their language.”

“Precisely!” He pats her arm affectionately. “I’ve been beating that drum for decades. Rigorous science! None of this airy-fairy bullshit.”

Holly thumbs to a photo on the wall. “Says Timothy Leary’s pal.”

“Tim was a self-aggrandizing prick,” Walter grunts. “He helped turn LSD into a party drug. Did more to set back the cause of serious psychedelic research than almost anyone. He knew better, too. Tim was once a legitimate academic.”

Holly chuckles. “Then how come his picture’s still up on your wall?”

“Bob’s in the photo, too. I always liked him. But enough about us dinosaurs.” Walter rolls his hand with a flourish. “I’m in the company of the future of psychedelic therapy.”

“As if!”

“How’s the book coming along?”

“Really, Papa? I just signed the book deal.”

“You’ve got to strike while the iron’s hot. You have the platform. And the credibility. That’s a rare combination, my darling.”

Holly clears a box off the only other chair in the room and drops down onto it. “It’s also a ton of pressure.”

“You’ve always thrived on that. Gold medal winner in your med school class. Chief psychiatric resident. Associate professor by the age of thirty-five.” Walter winks a watery eye. “Pressure is like eucalyptus leaves for you, Koala.”

“It might be too much this time,” Holly says. “Ever since Simon Lowry told his millions of Instagram followers that he was in therapy with me… I can’t keep up with the demand.”

“That busy, huh?” Walter asks with a pleased grin.

“I had to close my waiting list a couple of months ago. I’ve been bombarded with media requests. I even had to hire a publicist!”

Walter nods to the photo of himself with Leary. “Old Timothy must be spinning in his grave to see someone else get that kind of attention.”

“It’s too much, Papa. It feels like I’m under the microscope. But on the other hand, psychedelics are finally getting the serious attention they deserve. For the first time since Nixon derailed your career.” In 1970, with a sweep of his pen, the former president had banned LSD as a controlled substance, putting it in the same criminal class as heroin. Nixon did so largely out of his intense hatred for Leary, but the result was disastrous for psychedelic research and for the careers of serious academics who studied the drugs, especially Walter. “But if I screw this up now?”

“You won’t.” Walter’s hand trembles slightly as it wraps around her wrist. “Besides, who the hell is Simon Lowry, anyway? You want to talk real stars?”

She rolls her eyes. “Here we go…”

Holly has heard the story countless times. How in 1960, as a young post-doctorate researcher, Walter got a chance to intern under the legendary Dr. Mortimer Hartman. Despite being trained as a radiologist, Hartman performed group therapy in Beverly Hills with clients who were under the influence of LSD. He became the talk of Hollywood, especially after Cary Grant publicly acknowledged that he himself was a patient and a true believer.

“Such a kind man, Mr. Grant!” Walter says. “Not only a movie star, but a real gentleman. He always shook my hand and remembered me by name.”

“The Cary Grant story again? Really?”

“There are parallels to your current predicament,” Walter tsks. “Like you, Dr. Hartman was also overwhelmed with interest in his practice. Especially after Mr. Grant asked Good Housekeeping to share his story. You want to talk about an explosion in demand?”

“Fair enough.” Holly sighs. “Maybe I don’t have anything to complain about.”

Walter eyes her with that penetrating stare. “What’s really troubling you, Koala?”

Holly hesitates. “I took another step today.”

He tilts his head. “Which step?”

“Dual therapy.”

“Dual therapy?” His voice catches. “Two psychedelics simultaneously?”

“Yes. MDMA and ketamine.”

Walter’s eyes widen. “And?”

“Six of the seven clients tolerated it well.”

“And the seventh?”

“Not so well.” Holly describes Elaine’s intense dysphoric reaction and their awkward embrace. “The irony is she’s my only pro bono client in the group. Elaine came to me desperate for help after hiding an opioid addiction for years. She melted my resistance with her neediness.”

“You always did have a penchant for bringing home strays. Remember that kitten you found and foisted on your grandmother and me?”

“It’s different with Elaine. Turns out she suffered terrible sexual abuse as a young girl. And those memories only surfaced during our therapy.”

“The poor woman.” Walter sighs. “Still Holly, you can’t afford even one tiny misstep.”

“She’ll be OK,” Holly says, sounding more certain than she is.

“Why try dual therapy now? When your work has the attention of those who really matter?”

“We discussed this, Papa. You agreed. It’s the next frontier for psychedelics.”

“But the timing is poor. As you said, you’re under a microscope. If it doesn’t go perfectly, this could be the final frontier.”

“That’s a bit melodramatic, isn’t it?”

“Maybe. Don’t forget I’ve lived through this before.”

“Lived through what?”

“The repercussions of serious people, including doctors and scientists, being too ambitious, too aggressive, with psychedelics. People not unlike you.”

Holly dismisses the suggestion with a flick of her wrist, though she understands her grandfather’s concern. Why introduce dual therapy now when her newfound fame only adds to the risk?

But Holly knows exactly why. She intuited that the group needed more than a single psychedelic agent to hang on to their sobriety—or in Liisa’s case, to find it. And if she could show that dual therapy is effective for the most recalcitrant of addicts, imagine how many others could be helped? Maybe even cured? And how good would that be for her own reputation and career, not to mention sales of her upcoming book?

“What does the esteemed Herr Professor Laing think of your new clinical adventure?” Walter asks.

“Let’s not go there.”

“He doesn’t approve?”

“You’ll have to ask Aaron. We’re still separated.”

“But will you remain so?”

“Only time will tell, Papa,” she grumbles, but her grandfather has reason for his skepticism.

Holly and Aaron have been separated for six months. The second separation in their volatile ten-year marriage. Both times, Aaron’s professional insecurity and jealousy over her professional success—which often manifested as derision or spite—coupled with his possessiveness, had pushed Holly to the breaking point. And their issues are only compounded by Graham, the troubled one of Aaron’s two grown sons from his previous marriage. But Holly acknowledges that her laser focus on her own career has also affected her ability to prioritize Aaron’s needs.

After their first separation, Aaron convinced Holly he had changed. And he did, for a while. But he eventually reverted back to old habits. He once even spoke up in the middle of her presentation at a psychiatric conference, to disparage her conclusions on psychedelics. She thought that was the final straw. It wasn’t. There has always been an inexplicable, and not necessarily healthy, magnetism between the two of them. And despite her current resolve, she isn’t convinced this separation will end differently than the first one.

“Are you two on speaking terms?” Walter asks.

“Of course. Aaron and I are still linked professionally. Financially, too.”

He raises an eyebrow. “But not emotionally?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Hmmm.” Walter eyes her quietly for a moment. “You remember Peru?”

As if Holly could ever forget.

She and Walter left for Lima exactly two years from the day of the car crash that killed her father, and Walter’s only son, Martin. Holly, who was sixteen at the time, had been in the station wagon, too, when it flipped and rolled. Aside from extensive bruising and a lingering concussion, she emerged physically intact, but she couldn’t shake the darkness and loneliness that followed. And while she had no memory of the accident, she felt somehow responsible. In the two years that followed, her pervasive guilt and hopelessness inched ever closer to suicidality. Her mom, who had never been emotionally well equipped, basically shut down after the accident. Only Walter recognized how dire his granddaughter’s situation had become. He forcefully persuaded her to accompany him on the ayahuasca retreat.

Though she left for Peru feeling nothing but doubt and dread, she returned with a new lease on life. The experience converted her into a devotee of psychedelic therapy. And she’s still in awe of its restorative power.

“What does my separation from Aaron have to do with Peru?” Holly asks.

Walter views her with an amused grin. “At the risk of sounding like a fortune cookie, Koala, sometimes you need to travel far away to make lasting changes at home.”

Holly can’t tell if he is encouraging her to reconcile with Aaron or to make the break permanent. And, at this point, she would rather not know.






CHAPTER 5

Tuesday, April 2

Simon Lowry tries to swing his leg over the armrest of the padded chair but is stopped by a twinge of pain. The discomfort in his left groin reminds him that sooner or later he’s going to have to have that hip replaced, too, just as he did with his right one.

What kind of self-respecting rocker has two prosthetic hips? he wonders again. If Jeremy could see me now, he’d be kitty flipping in his grave.

Like Jeremy, his best friend and cofounder of their band, Simon was convinced they would both die young. Only one of them realized the self-prophecy. Then again, it wasn’t a fair comparison since Jeremy had taken his own life after he found his naked wife in Simon’s bed with her arms and legs bound to the bedposts and her face still flushed with arousal.

Pushing aside the uncomfortable memory, Simon sits up straighter and focuses on Dr. Danvers. She’s seated in the matching chair across from his, one leg crossed over the other and hands folded in her lap, as still as the aloe vera plant on her desk.

“Trust me, Dr. D, I’ve dropped a ton of acid in my day.” Simon chuckles. “Shit, being in the music industry all these years… there isn’t a drug I haven’t dabbled in. But I got to tell you that trip with MDMA and ketamine, now that was something!”

Dr. Danvers leans forward in her seat. “Something good or…?”

“Something amazing.”

“Elaborate, please.” Dr. Danvers shows him one of those cute closed-mouth half smiles, as she pushes her glasses back up her nose.

Simon loves that look. It reminds him of his sixth-grade teacher, Miss Mullen. How he used to crave that shy grin of hers, too. And the resemblance between the two women is uncanny—both lean and flat-chested, with narrow hips, mid-length dark hair, long angular faces, and soulful eyes that ooze sensuality behind their glasses. Before he even realized the world of BDSM existed, Simon used to fantasize about binding his teacher’s limbs with rope and taking her like that. On her desk. On his desk.

Simon has had similar thoughts about his therapist, too, but there’s nothing sexual in what he’s experiencing now. All he wants at the moment is Dr. Danvers’s approval. Maybe his second wife was right? Maybe his whole life has been spent trying to compensate for his perpetually detached and disapproving mother?

“I went places…” Simon struggles to put yesterday’s wild double psychedelic trip into words. “Like I saw and heard things. Plants that walked. Animals that talked. It’s so weird. Like it was so intense, but it was also so… peaceful.”

“A paradox?”

“Yes!” Simon snaps his fingers. “Exactly!”

“And how do you feel today?”

“In a word or three? Fan-fucking-tastic!”

“And the urges?”

“Nothing. Not a sniff.”

“Even right now? You’re not sexualizing me at all?”

“No.” He scoffs, but his cheeks heat.

At times, Simon wishes he hadn’t been so candid with Dr. Danvers. When he first came to her clinic, Simon claimed it was for treatment of his habitual cocaine use. But after a few sessions, he also confessed to his sexual addiction and compulsive fantasies. Without, of course, sharing everything.

“I’m telling you, Dr. D, ever since we—our tribe—started the ketamine, my urges have faded. All of them. And honestly, since yesterday, not one single filthy thought has crossed my mind.”

“You do understand, Simon, that some of what you’re feeling is probably due to a placebo effect?”

Simon bellowed with laughter. “I don’t care if you flushed me with salt water and gave me a sugar pill.”

“I didn’t give you any pills—”

“I know. I know. Those MDMA pills just fell off the back of some truck.” He chuckles. “Point is, Dr. D, I saw what I saw. And I felt what I felt.”

He’s rewarded with another one of the doctor’s small smiles.






CHAPTER 6

Wednesday, April 3

Elaine is the last of the seven in the group to arrive for her one-on-one debrief with Holly, a day after their dual MDMA and ketamine session.

Before Elaine even reaches the chair, Holly can tell that her client has had a vastly different response to dual therapy than the rest of the group. To start with, there is no light in her eyes. The others have all described the experience in glowing terms such as “life-altering,” “transformative,” and even “a brush with God.” Holly might have predicted such enthusiastic responses from perpetual optimists like Simon or JJ. But it was Reese, the lawyer and most businesslike member, who likened the experience to the divine.

The feedback only validated Holly’s decision to use dual psychedelics for the first time in her practice. But her excitement is now tempered by the sight of Elaine. Her color is slightly off. And her bloodshot eyes hold a haunted look, reminiscent of a victim of domestic assault or other recent trauma.

“You went through a lot yesterday,” Holly says, after Elaine sits down across from her. “I’m sorry for that.”

“Me, too,” Elaine mutters, avoiding eye contact.

“No question, the experience can be overwhelming. Not at all easy to process. Particularly after such a traumatic trip.”

Elaine shrugs but still refuses to look up.

“Can we talk about it?”

Her shoulders twitch again. “I don’t remember much.”

“That must be the midazolam.”

“The sedative?”

“Yes. You were having a severe dysphoric reaction. A bad trip. You dropped into the ‘hell realm,’ as some people call it. When the hallucinations turn nightmarish. I had no choice but to sedate you. And midazolam often causes amnesia for part or all of its duration.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t remember anything from the experience?”

“I remember a meadow. Lots of flowers. Vivid colors…”

Holly nods. “That’s a good start. You did cry out, though. It sounded as if someone else was with you in the vision. You were screaming at him to go away.”

“I… I don’t remember that.”

Holly waits a few seconds before asking, “Was it the wolf?”

Elaine buries her face in her hands and begins to rock in her chair.

Holly knows better than to push too hard, but she also can’t ignore it. Elaine has arguably made the most progress of anyone in the group. Early on, she confided to Holly that despite being a leading voice in the fight against the opioid crisis, she was still abusing prescription painkillers such as Vicodin and Percocet. She just hid it better than most. But a month into therapy with ketamine, Elaine found sobriety. A fact Holly has confirmed every week since, with Elaine’s permission, through urine drug screening.
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