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        Professional Drug Addict
         is one of those stories. 
        This gripping memoir is not only a raw account of addiction, homelessness, and crime—it’s a deeply human journey of recovery, redemption, and purpose. Arnel Castro Leyva offers an unflinching look into a world many pretend not to see, and in doing so, he gives voice to the silenced and hope to the forgotten.
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      November 2020

      That’s my last booking photo.

      It was taken two months before I entered Kitsap County Drug Court—a prison-diversion program that allows people charged with drug-related felonies to serve their time in the community under strict judicial supervision, while receiving intensive addiction treatment.

      That booking photo is the culmination of a two-year run on the streets as a homeless criminal drug addict—the government-mandated and professional term is “person with substance use disorder,” but that’s such a mouthful—I choose to use the less polite expression as my way of reclaiming the power of a derogatory term.

      Looking at that version of me now, I’m no longer overcome with shame. There’s still a little bit—it’s not my best look.

      What I feel now is compassion.

      That guy had no idea who he was and didn’t know any better. He was never taught how to regulate his emotions—he either lost his temper or took drugs; there wasn’t much emotional nuance in between.

      He also had no ethics or integrity. He had morals—he wouldn’t kill people or steal money out of their pocket. But he would take it out of their bank account or charge up a storm on their credit cards. He wasn’t hurting anyone, just scamming the system. Right?

      To that guy, the ends always justified the means—he did whatever it took to get what he thought he wanted, regardless of the repercussions, consequences, and injury to others.

      That guy also didn’t know that he was already on the path to enlightenment, and that this path would involve an ancient ritualistic process that would prepare him to become a community leader.

      I’ll explain what I mean with a short history lesson.

      The commonly held belief of how democratic representative governments were founded in the United States is that the colonists came here, bringing with them the Greek ideals of democracy and the Roman template for republics, and implemented these principles on this supposedly uncivilized soil.

      However, a new school of archaeology and anthropology, espoused in the book The Dawn of Everything, has revisited this evidence and arrived at a very different conclusion. This new school posits that representative governments already existed amongst the civilizations of ancient America. These concepts, radical in their exaltation of individual rights that in parallel supported the community, were then brought back to Europe, along with coffee, and were discussed in these newfangled places called cafes, which birthed the Age of Enlightenment, from which the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were born. 

      One of these ancient civilizations was the Tlaxcala in Central America, adjacent to the Mayans and Aztecs. How they elected their community leaders differed significantly from our system—they didn’t hold elections to vote for the candidate they thought was the most charismatic figure, as we do.

      Instead, if someone in the community dared to show the ambition and arrogance to become a community leader, the first thing the Tlaxcala did was subject them to rituals of public humiliation. The Tlaxcala believed that leaders must serve their people and be subservient. So, let’s wring every last bit of self-centeredness out of them first.

      After that, the Tlaxcala elders would isolate the self-centered would-be leaders in the woods and subject them to rituals of bloodletting, fasting, and sleep deprivation. If the initiates were still standing, they were further subjected to a regimen of strict moral training.

      If our promising leaders made it through all that successfully, they were taken back to the community and presented as having been prepared and ready to serve as community leaders.

      Now, let’s apply this ancient ritualistic process to my life as a homeless criminal drug addict…

      Public Humiliation: Every day—homeless criminal drug addicts are the Untouchables of the American caste system, systematically excluded from resources and opportunities, and forced to live off the waste of a wasteful society.

      Isolation: Homeless criminal drug addicts are isolated in plain sight—no one looks us in the eye; the mainstream pretend we don’t exist—otherwise, they’d have to question their own existence.

      Bloodletting: Every time I used a needle to shoot up.

      Fasting: Who needs food? Drugs fueled me.

      Sleep Deprivation: Same thing—up for days on end, fueled by drugs.

      Driven by methamphetamine, I forced my body to stay awake days on end, catching sleep intermittently while standing still or sleepwalking, because of two ongoing goals: 1) Avoiding downtime hustling after currency to buy or trade for my drug of choice; 2) Protecting the currency I had already acquired.

      Currency is most effective as cold, hard cash. But for boosters (those who make their living from shoplifting, a demographic that also includes porch pirates and car prowlers—those who steal online shopping packages left on porches and in mailboxes, as well as break into cars in parking lots and residences), currency mainly takes the form of consumer goods that their drug dealers, family members, friends, and fellow bus riders find desirable—the newest sneakers, leisure wear, personal electronics, power tools, even steaks and seafood. 

      My fellow boosters and I would continually show off our revolving stock of currency to our target market by employing two methods simultaneously: 1) Advertising stock by wearing it, price tags dangling while walking down bus aisles but hidden to look the part when walking through any retail door and neighborhood; 2) Staying mobile, which meant carrying no more than two backpacks that could be stashed away from the envious gazes of homeless scavengers.

      The most effective boosters avoid carrying cumbersome, unsightly camping gear, which results in rotating overnight stays between a welcoming group of encampments and cheap motels on Highway 99 when I’ve hit a ‘lick’—property crimes committed in the surrounding neighborhoods, resulting in a stash of cash beyond what I needed to get that night’s fix.

      Most of the time, I found it much more efficient and economical to abstain from sleep and instead obtain a continuous stream of drugs to stay up for days.

      Until I would invariably ‘fall out’—the point beyond fatigue, where taking even more drugs could not keep me conscious. I would fall into a deep sleep from which no rousing could wake me before my body could recharge.

      At this point, the homeless vultures and hyenas descended upon my stash of goods. When I finally came to, all the currency that I had hustled for and protected 24/7 was gone. What had been a relative trickle of obtaining just enough goods to barter for drugs and look good doing it became a veritable crime spree. 

      I would usually get caught by a store’s loss prevention team when I reached the level of post-fallout desperation. My newfound energy and anger at the world made me act conspicuously, stealing too many items at once. I would end up catching a case, wherein store detectives tracked the number of thefts I had previously committed in a specific store until the combined value reached the city ordinance’s felony level.

      If I got caught with a backpack selected from the store stuffed with an armload of wares, I might be charged with a misdemeanor. I might supplement my boosting with a bit of mail-boxing and porch-pirating around a neighborhood, happen upon an unlocked car with the spare key in the glove compartment, and take off. I’d get caught, charged with another felony, and taken to jail. During the COVID-era lockdown, the police would release me from custody because the jails were usually over capacity.

      I consistently missed court dates because the court summons would have been sent to my last known address, which I had quit years ago.

      And on and on…

      This was my life during my two-year run after a 25-year career in the technology industry—getting high in the parking garage of my office building to self-medicate my social anxiety, believing that my drug use fueled my success, and finally reaching a point where my life had become unmanageable and intolerable. My house was foreclosed, my car repossessed, and my family, friends, and associates estranged. I descended into the Underground full-time, arriving with nothing except my most valuable asset—the look of the establishment that initially allowed me to roam through retail stores and urban neighborhoods unfettered.

      I stayed in hotels and motels, then bus stops and encampments, boosting and trading for drugs.

      My final act of desperation was an unsanctioned shopping spree at Target in Renton, WA. Boosters use a trick to evade loss prevention teams—we arrive right when the store opens because the loss prevention staff start their shift one hour later. I hardly took anything worthwhile that day compared to my more brazen shopping trips in the past—a winter coat for me and a tent that someone in one of the encampments on Highway 99 would find valuable enough to trade for a bit of meth.

      However, the area where this Target was located—a well-to-do mixed-use complex called Renton Landing—was difficult to escape because seemingly everyone was part of the neighborhood watch club. Everywhere I went to hide, some do-gooder apartment dweller pulled up and parked…in front of me. I trekked to one of the bus stops and prayed for a bus to arrive just in time. Instead, a police car pulled up.

      “You’ve got about 10 warrants for your arrest, Mr. Leyva,” the policeman drawled as he put handcuffs on me.

      He drove me to the SCORE jail, where I donned the jail stripes in my final booking photo, and was extradited to Kitsap County.

      Strict Moral Training: An effective way to solidify recovery from drug addiction, the way to make it stick, is by being subjected to a strict moral program. And by “subjected,” I mean surrendering to it. My strict moral program was Kitsap County Drug Court.

      During my first year, I found my calling and the startup idea I had been chasing my entire career—helping other homeless drug addicts find a new life in a sustainable and scalable solution underwritten by the business community. But the formula for the unique value proposition that I was seeking remained just beyond my grasp until I joined the fellowship of Narcotics Anonymous. I got a sponsor who guided me through the 12 Steps. We discussed my business idea and honed it into a concept called Loss Prevention as a Social Good.

      Less than 30% of addicts and alcoholics get into recovery; of that fortunate few, less than 30% remain in recovery. Compare those statistics to the Drug Court graduation rate, which is around 90%. That is unparalleled in the world of criminal justice rehabilitation programs. However, the data analysis I’d like to see is the rate of Drug Court graduates who remain in recovery. Based on anecdotal evidence, that rate falls back down below 30%. The difference between the fortunate minority and the majority that fall by the wayside is a continuation of a strict moral program.

      I created my own strict moral program that houses, stabilizes, and educates justice-involved people with substance use and co-occurring disorders, with the goal of hiring our clients who make it successfully through our program and receive a bachelor’s degree. This goal underscores the overriding principle of all 12-Step fellowships—we can only keep what we have by giving it away.

      I went from flying high in the corporate world to getting high every day and committing crimes to sustain that high. I can’t go back to either. I’ve seen too much.

      Now, the Untouchables of the American caste system are the people with whom I choose to work and surround myself.

      This book is about how I realized that at my lowest point, I was already on the path to enlightenment, where I found my people and the calling that had eluded me throughout my previous career.

      The stories and concepts on the following pages recount my descent into and eventual rise from the life of a homeless criminal drug addict. I will do my best to recount what happened, when, and why. I can’t guarantee that everything will be presented precisely as it happened. But this is how it all happened.
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      November 2024

      The carport in the photo above connects the little house and the big house that make up Joe Mama’s House, the recovery residence where Homey Corps—the social service agency that I launched in July 2024—places our clients and provides them with rental assistance. Like the tenants, the owner is also formerly incarcerated and in recovery—he opened the house as a tribute to his older brother, whose street name was Joemama and died of an opioid overdose. I used to live here—moved out one year before finishing the manuscript for this book. The sustainable recovery lifestyle I developed during my three years living in a series of recovery residences informed this book and the development of Homey Corps’ program lifecycle, which is designed to stabilize our clients and provide them with tangible hope for a living-wage recovery.
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      Descent

    

  
    
      Chapter 1

      Girlfriend Experience

      
        GFE (Girlfriend Experience): A commercial sex service, which usually entails transactional sex between client and escort, and may include physical acts associated with emotional intimacy, such as kissing or unprotected sex.
      

      I had a thing for escorts.

      The transactional promise of sex with no strings when I was high and alone in my house, which is how I preferred to get high, and the need to be with someone just long enough to quench my thirst for human interaction (but no longer than the moment that thirst was quenched) always sounded like the perfect proposition at the time.

      I like to say that Diana was my first GFE. It’s my way of positioning whatever it was that she and I had somewhere between a traditional girlfriend and the standard transaction between client and escort. There is no exclusivity with escorts, even if they seem to prefer spending time with you over anyone else. Having multiple men around generates a diversified revenue stream, which is how successful escorts make a living.

      A woman I would meet about a year after I met Diana stated that she could never understand how prostitutes could take money for sex. This woman and I were stuck in the apartment of a mutual friend-crony-supplier who was out making his rounds, delivering his highly sought-after mind-altering and mood-enhancing products to his clientele from Everett to Kirkland to Renton. We expected him back in Wallingford, a civilized community near the University of Washington, in the wee hours of the morning. Until his return, this woman and I took as much of the meth he had left us as we felt comfortable taking, and we felt comfortable. This woman was attractive, although not enough to overcome her holier-than-thou attitude.

       “Let’s say you meet a guy and you like him. How much money does he usually have to spend—taking you out for dinner, drinks, clubbing, maybe he wants to show how cultured he is and even takes you to a play, oh, and drugs—how much does he have to spend before you let him fuck you? $400? $500?” I paused for effect. “So, that’s the price you’d ask your client upfront.”

      Her gaze turned cold.

      I’d made my point. We didn’t talk much after that.

      Diana, on the other hand, was so good at her profession that she didn’t need to provide sex to get paid per transaction. She had a guy living in the Boston suburbs paying her rent on the other side of the country for a sublet apartment in Bainbridge Island.

      In this bedroom community, highly paid workers take the 35-minute ferry ride across Puget Sound to work in Seattle and surrounding suburbs, then sail back across to eat with their families and sleep. Legend has it that one of the Amazon cofounders lived there on the down low—he drove around in an old truck. Supposedly, a few of the Tupper family members, flush for the rest of their lives because of their association with Tupperware, lived down the gravel road from the glamping-quality log cabin I stayed in during my first year there. Bainbridge Island is so posh, it isn’t just a leafy suburb—it is a forest community that will remain that way as long as the Bainbridge Island Trust stops property development of the large parcels of land they own and are sworn to preserve.

      That’s where I found Diana, subletting an apartment that seemed a nice enough place, but only in comparison to the quality of the entire island could it be classified as the ghetto.

      The first night I arrived on her doorstep, I was at the casino with Jake (his older brother had sublet the apartment to Diana). I was sitting at a slot machine, bored and antsy, so I asked Jake if he knew where we could get cocaine. I had snorted a line of crushed Adderall before going to the casino, but it was wearing off.

      I was taking a chance asking Jake that question.

      I had needed help moving furniture into my cabin located steps from Battle Point Park and nestled next to Fairy Dell Trail—the asymmetry of these names was indicative of my double life—and answered Jake’s Craigslist ad for moving services. Jake lived in a big house in the town of Suquamish. He and his wife lived off her Amazon stock—she had started with the company when it was relatively young and stuck it out long enough to live a life of relative luxury. Jake liked to keep physically busy. I could tell he was unorthodox.

      “Here, take this.” Jake pulled a little baggie from his pocket and handed it to me.

      “What is it?”

      “Try it.”

      “Should I go to the car and make a line?”

      “Just eat it,” Jake urged.

      I thought it might be meth. I’d never done it before. I was a coke man. And before that, ecstasy. I looked down my nose at speed and its ilk.

      The template for my lifestyle as a professional drug addict started when I was freshly graduated from the University of Washington and helped launch an underground music magazine, Hype, with a few friends from high school. Grunge was just becoming a movement, and some of us were English majors who wanted to hang out, get drunk, smoke weed, see our writing published, and get into music shows for free. One time, Nirvana played a show at Beehive Records, when record stores were the hub of the subculture. The band had just released Nevermind. I wrote a review about the show—they were okay. Little did I know at the time.

      My first startup enterprise, fueled by substance use and the prevailing subculture, lasted about three years before we started to disintegrate out of disinterest.

      I landed a job with Aldus, the originator of desktop publishing, and used the company’s resources to design and create master prints of our monthly publication. Before the internet, desktop publishing seemed like a miracle—anyone with access to a computer and laser printer could lay out a magazine in just a few hours.

      Aldus started paying me pretty well when Adobe acquired it. I turned this corporate transition into a job in Edinburgh, Scotland, with the localization agency contracted to translate and produce European versions of Adobe software. Ever since my post-collegiate solo European excursion, trekking through Britain and Western Europe on Eurail, when I tried in vain to find a job as an au pair with an aristocracy-adjacent family in Paris, I knew I wanted to live in a European city to add an adventurous sojourn to my professional resume.

      I would live in Edinburgh for two years. I consider the city my second home. I toiled through a year learning how to drink whiskey to survive the cold and work long hours because I had no friends—didn’t really enjoy drinking, and had nothing else to do. Then I met a rag-tag faction of tech workers with members from up and down the UK who worked during the week and spent long weekends clubbing and drugging. They introduced me to ecstasy. It changed my life. Its main ingredient, MDMA, was leveraged by marriage counselors during couples’ sessions to allow feuding partners to overcome their erstwhile unbreakable tension.

      Ecstasy allowed me to get over my insecurities and connect with people in a foreign land, let go of the self-consciousness that I had fostered throughout my childhood as an immigrant to the U.S., which had become more pronounced as a dark American in Edinburgh, and join the throbbing mass of fit, young, good-looking, cosmopolitan club-goers in the mid-1990’s.

      It was during this era of my addiction when I was ordained into the Order of the Professional Drug Addicts.

      The best ecstasy, in my summation, is a concoction of MDMA, cocaine, and a little bit of heroin. This cocktail is best paired with lines of cocaine on the side. I’m sure most ecstasy concoctions include a little bit of speed, but I never admitted that to myself. Speed was too low-class for me and my mates.

      That is, until I met Diana.

      Eating meth, rather than smoking or shooting it, takes about 30 minutes to digest before it hits. When it hit the first time, my lethargy and boredom were completely cured. I had been diagnosed with adult ADD a few years back, which is why I had an Adderall prescription that eventually didn’t do enough for me, finally resorting to crushing and snorting it. Stimulants perk me up a little, but mainly they calm my mind, give me focus, and make everything seem alright. That’s exactly how I felt when the meth took effect, but an order of magnitude more alright.

      Where had this elixir been all my life?

      “Got any more?”

      “All out.”

      “Where can we get more?”

      Jake paused and then motioned for me to follow him. We hopped into his truck and drove to the only block on Bainbridge Island that could be considered a ghetto.

      Diana answered the door to the apartment that Jake’s brother had vacated for six months because he was on a job out of town. She was staying there because she wanted to spend time with her stepmother, who was in the final stages of cancer and lived with her family in Port Angeles, a town situated on the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Since Diana lived in Portland and would rather not have to give up doing drugs at her leisure while staying with her family, subletting a vacated apartment and being everyone’s plug was the type of serendipity that seemed to befall her regularly.

      On the way to Diana’s apartment, Jake told me she made her money as an escort. Check.

      Diana was wearing shorts when she answered the door—I’m a leg man, so I first noticed her shapely legs, proportionately long for her body, with a fetching ratio of softness and muscularity. Check.

      She came from Swedish heritage, and when I say Swedish, I mean she looked like the Swedes I encountered while touring Europe—the Olympic and Kitsap Peninsulas were settled by Norwegians and Swedes; the cold climate, evergreen trees, and numerous canals (fjords by another name) made the settlers feel at home; and the Puget Sound acted as a natural barrier to the melting pot of the mainland mixing with the Nordic stock. Check.

      When we settled into the living room, Diana pulled out a bong with a mixture of ice and water in the chamber, and a big shard of meth in the bowl. Check.

      I asked about the ice water. Diana said that its purpose is to cool down the meth smoke. I took a long drag off the bong—it was refreshing, and the effect seemed instantaneous compared to eating the little shard that Jake gave me earlier.

      Where has this stuff, and Diana, been all my life?

      I had brought only $20 to the casino. I wasn’t much of a gambler back then—never won anything, so I had no idea of the insidious effects of winning. My mother was a big gambler, but I always thought that gene had skipped over me. I had lost my money instantly on the slot machines and stopped playing. I didn’t have any cash when we got to Diana’s place, so I traded her a handful of Adderall pills for a nice-sized shard. If you know an Adderall buyer, selling them can be more lucrative than cocaine, and much more than meth—this exchange was designed to buy her loyalty.

      I texted Diana while lying in bed, as calm as a summer lake in the early morning, yet buzzing like a madman.

      ME: “I have never been so high in my life.”

      DIANA: lol

      ME: “Wanna hang out tomorrow?”

      DIANA: “Just hit me up.”

      This was the first time I had met an escort off duty. I was excited to see if I could develop a friendship that wouldn’t dead-end in the friend zone.

      And I wanted more of her drugs.

      * * *

      I would visit Diana at the apartment every day during the first week we met.

      I discovered that she had trained herself to be an astute marketer—she was a natural photographer, taking intriguing selfies that showed the right amount of face to personalize photos, but insufficient to completely identify herself, while showing enough skin to titillate her audience without being crass; she stayed off the free escort sites and marketed herself exclusively on the paid sites, as she knew that a higher percentage of established men could be found on there; she had become an expert market sizer, identifying in which cities she should post her ads to get the best conversion rate based on the population (demand) and number of ads already posted in that market (supply).

      Diana had a boyfriend who had gotten into trouble and was sent to prison a couple of months before we met. He would be gone for a few years, and she wasn’t sure what would happen between them. So, she had a criminal sort-of boyfriend locked up and an East Coast businessman sugar daddy 3000 miles away.

      “With me, you now have an everyday combination of those two motherfuckers.”

      She liked that.

      After the average amount of time had passed that it usually
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