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			Foreword

			By Michael Shellenberger

			The only ethical response to addiction is to reduce the harms associated with it, conventional wisdom holds. We should give people with substance use disorders clean needles and a safe place to use drugs so that they don’t overdose, say journalists. And they add that if addicts are caught breaking laws against public camping, open drug use, theft, and prostitution, we should offer them services, not arrest them and mandate treatment.

			But Jared Klickstein argues that the conventional wisdom is wrong. This book, Crooked Smile, is proof of that. Had police not eventually arrested Klickstein for behaviors relating to his addiction, he would be dead today, and the memoir you are about to read would not exist.

			Harm reduction advocates say Klickstein is a traitor to other people with substance use disorders, and that very few people can do what Klickstein did. Most people with substance use disorders who are arrested return to using drugs, they add. And they claim that those of us who draw attention to Klickstein’s story are reinforcing a failed and oppressive war on victims of trauma, historical racism, and patriarchy.

			But Klickstein is a hero, not a traitor. While it’s true that many addicts relapse several times before finally quitting, the millions of people who have achieved recovery from drug addiction over a period of hundreds of years disprove the idea that Klickstein’s story is rare. 

			While most people are able to stop using drugs on their own, addiction experts agree that some addicts—particularly those who become a threat to themselves and others—require an “intervention” in order to quit. 

			And when interventions by family and friends fail and addicts become homeless, it’s up to the police, judges, and the criminal justice system to offer that intervention through the enforcement of laws against the antisocial behaviors that arise from addiction. That’s not cruel or oppressive; it’s compassionate and necessary for people to recover from their addiction and take control over their lives.

			The real question is not whether many homeless addicts need an intervention but rather why progressive cities—particularly on the West Coast—have stopped them. After all, if the status quo policies of harm reduction were working, then why did the number of drug deaths rise from 20,000 in the year 2000 to 112,000 last year? 

			The answer frequently given is that the drug death crisis stems from the opioid epidemic of the 1990s and the introduction of fentanyl in recent years. But the courts, drug companies, and the US government restricted opioid prescriptions over a decade ago. And drug deaths were rising for fifteen years before fentanyl really hit the drug supply.

			The underlying problem is the enablement of street addiction by making rehab optional, rather than mandating it as an alternative to jail or prison. This gradual shift over the last decade goes a long way toward explaining why what people misleadingly call “homelessness” got so much worse in West Coast cities.

			Progressive elected officials and the NGOs who support them have, since the 1990s, opposed using the criminal justice system to impose an intervention on homeless addicts. And the main reason for this is their view that jail and prisons cause more harm than good. 

			But some of these complaints are misleading. Startlingly few people are ever arrested for mere drug possession, and those who police do arrest and judges do sentence to jail for possession are usually arrested for other reasons, such as illegal public camping, public defecation, or public drug use.

			As such, at the heart, the harm reduction movement’s opposition to imposing interventions on people like Klickstein is ideological and not based on the evidence. Indeed, the primary funder of state and local efforts to reduce consequences—including interventions by the police—and mandated rehab for homeless addicts is George Soros. And his top drug policy advisor for twenty years told me that Soros had a fundamentally libertarian view: if people wanted to do drugs, then they should.

			Many of the people who enable addicts, from elected officials to the people who run county public health programs to Soros-funded drug decriminalization advocacy organizations, are motivated by a strange mixture of libertarianism and selective compassion. 

			Addiction enablers believe that enforcing anti-camping laws against someone who has repeatedly overdosed on fentanyl in order to mandate rehab is more oppressive than letting the person overdose again, even to the point of dying. That’s because we must respect and even venerate the “bodily autonomy” of society’s victims.

			As such, the people accusing Klickstein of being a traitor to the cause of helping people with substance use disorders are the real traitors. If they were allies to homeless addicts, they would demand that police, judges, and criminal justice systems do what they do all over the world, from Portugal to Japan, which is to mandate rehab to those who break laws for reasons stemming from their addiction.

			Klickstein’s Crooked Smile should go a long way toward refuting what is effectively an ideology of addiction enablement and encouragement. Crooked Smile makes it clear that love is not all you need. Many individuals need sobriety and recovery, while all societies require law and order.

			Happily, Crooked Smile arrives at a moment when cities and states are rethinking the laissez-faire attitudes toward drugs. In early 2024, Oregon re-criminalized drug use, San Francisco made the receipt of cash welfare dependent on passing a drug test, and New York’s governor sent the national guard into the subways, in part to deal with addiction-driven crime. 

			Change is on the way, and Crooked Smile will accelerate it. We should reduce the harm of drug use without enabling it. Most importantly, when cities catch people with substance use disorders breaking laws against public camping, open drug use, theft, and prostitution, the police should arrest them and give them the option between jail and long-term treatment, not offer them services that only prolong their suffering.

		

	
		
			Paradoxum 
(Introduction)

			There’s a police station on Fifth and Wall in Downtown Los Angeles where I’ve eaten many a baloney sandwich. Like myself, most inhabitants of Skid Row have periodically had a meal or two within its walls before getting released back into our self-imposed war. At all times the station is encompassed by countless vessels governed by drug addiction, mental illness, or both, and occasionally everyone gets a chance to go inside for a useless twenty-four-hour ceasefire. The first time I saw someone get stabbed occurred just outside the perimeter of the two-bit psych ward.

			It was in the middle of the night outside the Union Rescue Mission on the north side of Fifth, where I was smoking crack not ten feet away from a woman urinating into a sewer drain. Despite her courtesy of not pissing directly on the sidewalk, the neighborhood permanently smelled like ammonia and decomposing flesh—a stench I had already grown accustomed to many months prior. As I blew out a cloud of cocaine and the sound of the woman’s stream concluded, I saw two men running in my direction from the end of the block. Once ensuring that I wasn’t the immediate target, I still unsheathed my knife and held it discreetly behind my forearm. When most of your peers are fighting a personalized enemy within their own minds, anyone can become a casualty, and those that aren’t prepared to fight for their life—or at least another chance to get high—quickly find defeat on Skid Row.

			They pushed over a man in his wheelchair and began to beat him as he floundered on the concrete. After a few moments of melee, they started to focus on the contents of his pockets while he cried out for help to the horde of surrounding fiends. We did nothing. Unable to care about anything unless it threatened our pursuit of intoxication, we observed in complete neutrality. Empathy is a handicap that hardcore addicts abandon long before they hit the gutter.

			One of the attackers fished the man’s wallet out of his pants, while the other probed his jacket for additional loot. The man screamed, “Please don’t take my ID! I don’t care about the money, just please don’t take my wallet!” Once it was clear the attackers weren’t going to show him any courtesies, the man began fighting back from the ground. One of the attackers then drew his blade and stabbed him several times in the midsection. It was quick and powerless and callously operational. I could hear my jugular vein pulsing as I stood motionless and watched the victim rapidly lose all vigor. The other attacker then yanked on the man’s jacket, dragging him several feet in the process, before tugging it past his arms and ripping it free. After searching the interior chest pocket, he discovered the ultimate prize: a small stash of dope.

			Coincidentally, a police car was now heading our way from the west, prompting one of the onlookers to yell, “One time!”—a street term to warn others that the cops are coming. It was one thing to remain apathetic, but to actually help the assailants was confusing to a novice cretin like myself. Little did I know that aiding the victors had a potential reward down the line, whereas helping the victim was now fruitless. With further experience on Skid Row, I would come to fully adopt such programming.

			The attackers scurried away with their spoils, and the remaining onlookers darted up Wall Street out of fear of being questioned as witnesses. I followed the herd and buried myself in an alleyway. After several minutes, the few dollars I still possessed began to burn a hole in my pocket, so I walked to Sixth and San Julian the long way to avoid the crime scene. I bought some crack and immediately forgot about the most violent event I’d ever witnessed up until that point. I didn’t know if the man lived, I didn’t know if the attackers were caught, and I certainly didn’t care. I couldn’t. No amount of emotion or effort could be spared on anything but satisfying my thirst. I, like all my brethren in the final stages of addiction, had temporarily lost all agency of the human essence.

			 

			I’m not proud to share my reaction from that night, but anecdotes like this are becoming increasingly more relevant to the American conversation. The fact that I, an objectively decent person at the time of writing this, once reacted like a reptile to a disabled man getting stabbed, needs to be digested in order to properly address this epidemic. The point is that us street addicts weren’t born reptiles, but when under the jurisdiction of chemical enslavement, our ability to abandon any slice of humanity that obstructs our next fix would make a lizard gasp. It’s like a computer virus. Our spirit becomes detached from any moral code, and our operating system is hijacked to perform one single function: maintaining a state of inebriation at all costs. Without the natural repercussions in place for our hazardous behavior—both to ourselves and to society—overthrowing the parasite of addiction becomes nearly impossible. And yet this has become the recent strategy in most “progressive” enclaves of America.

			There are warm-blooded humans trapped inside the many thousands of animated drug-corpses across this country. A small percentage of them, like my dad and I, will be lucky enough to find their way back into society. However, if we happen to reverse course away from the authorized submission to the crisis, and instead shift all our efforts towards the restoration of the casualties, that percentage could be much higher.

			I’d be willing to bet that none of the onlookers of the stabbing that night were inherently evil, and in a sober state of mind, we would have all reacted with grave emotionality. In fact, if we had all been sober, that stabbing would have never happened. But when the solution to the current homeless and drug epidemic is essentially free-range urban farming of the mentally ill and addicted, the event that took place that night has become normal in cities like Los Angeles. When complete freedom is granted to those embattled by drug addiction and untreated mental illness, those that suffer from either are not uplifted. Addiction and sickness are. And although appeasing addiction and mental illness can sometimes appear to be the gentler route, everyone ultimately loses. Society loses, the citizenry loses, and most of all, those subjugated by these disorders lose—they are the ultimate victims. When given an inch, addiction will always take a mile, and right now it has an unprecedented army of bodies at its disposal with little to no resistance. I was one of those bodies for nearly a decade, and after many years of increasing social and state-sanctioned self-destruction, I was beyond lucky to escape with (most of) my body intact. Dozens of my friends and my own mother were less fortunate.

			California, the state I was most prominently homeless in, has poured billions of dollars into “helping” over the last decade. In particular, San Francisco has made exceptional blunders. In 2021 alone, the city allocated $1.1 billion to its Department of Homelessness, and even though the department’s budget has gone up 500 percent since 2016, homelessness has increased 64 percent in the same time frame1. The more money the state spends, the worse the problem gets, and for some reason those in power are still reluctant to listen to an actual ex-homeless junkie. Like the addicts under the spell of drugs, these politicians probably aren’t evil. They simply worship at the altar of the expert class. Their logic emulates that of someone with a burst pipe that insists on hiring an irrigation policy consultant. A nobody with some lived experience and plumbing skills would have infinitely better solutions, but this would go against the orthodoxy. One must have an expensive degree, connections to the political class, or most importantly as of late, a vapid ideology of performative social justice for their voice to hold weight in the eyes of the devout. Similar issues have arisen in the private sector, with the for-profit-rehab-industrial complex. Thousands have made easy millions with the help of corrupted doctors and bureaucratic charlatans. Still, this is just a drop in the bucket compared to the amount of tax dollars laundered through sub-contracted “nonprofits” that have every incentive to fix nothing. The homeless-industrial complex, like the military-industrial complex, wants perpetual war. And therefore, they offer every service but recovery.

			I was allowed to commit petty crimes with impunity, get high where I pleased, and slowly kill myself in the public square for all to see. Still, in rare moments of clarity when I desired treatment, it was almost never accessible. With the billions of dollars spent by the state during my homeless tenure, you’d think they would have built some public detox and rehab facilities, but they didn’t. Instead, they built small batches of permanent housing for active drug addicts to die in, sanctioned open-air fentanyl markets, decriminalized nearly all antisocial behavior, and provided every amenity to help anyone die in slow motion. This approach has been nothing less than disastrous in California, yet it continues to spread across the country. The death toll piles up as the quality of life for everyone in these cities declines, and untold billions are embezzled at the expense of wasted lives. A state of perpetual war.

			During the same period, thousands of crooked for-profit rehabs cropped up and extracted unprecedented amounts of wealth out of insurance companies and naïve families. What no one seems to understand is that you can’t purchase something that can’t be bought. When the profit motive doesn’t rely upon a client’s success, and permissiveness is granted to ensure the client remains a paying customer, it’s difficult for recovery to be the intended goal. There’s simply more money to be made from failure. Like those that profit off the “homeless business” in California, this is the covert mantra of an industry built on the maintenance of suffering.

			After long waiting periods, I managed to get into one of the few public detoxes in Los Angeles County a handful of times, but I always left early on my own accord. When given the choice, my addiction always chose for me in this terminal stage. I’d voluntarily go back to the streets where I was given meals around the clock, cell phones, opportunities for housing, tents, food stamps, cash relief, and a general lack of consequences for my vagrancy, which I’m not complaining about. All those things are helpful to a genuine homeless person that’s down on their luck. However, they aren’t helpful to a drug addict that happens to be homeless, which is fast becoming the majority of homeless people in our country’s urban centers. As it turns out, the only thing that’s helpful to a severe drug addict is to help them get off drugs. And if they don’t want help, the most helpful thing you can do is to incentivize them to change their mind—be it through consequences or rewards. But when the infrastructure for public treatment doesn’t exist, and the political and social apparatus thinks its fashionably humane to give you just enough rope to hang yourself with, it’s extremely hard for a street addict to ever desire change. By the time I truly wanted it, the best option I had was a long-term jail sentence. It’s not the ideal solution, nor is it even a good solution in most cases, and frankly it’s disgusting that it was the best solution I had available. And although it most certainly saved my life, those that still suffer out on the streets in active addiction deserve a more comprehensive route.

			After my last stint in jail, I never got physically addicted to heroin again, but the mental obsession remained. I relapsed a few times after getting out, all of which were short bursts of bad decisions with ethereal consequences. Sometimes an addict needs an experience so traumatic that they finally wise up and devote themselves entirely to staying clean for good. These kinds of addicts, in my opinion, are the lucky ones. With the increasing negligence that this disaster is being handled with, I honestly believe I would have died in recent years had one of these experiences not happened to me. An addict of my variety seems to require such a phenomenon within the current broken system. I simply didn’t have the inner resolve to overcome addiction until I saw a true horror—an act of carnage so reprehensible that it surpassed the boundaries of most imaginations. I needed an event that bordered on otherworldly, and not just a simple stabbing. I’d end up seeing plenty of those throughout my years of depravity, and not one of them would even move the needle.

			I will be called a communist for the preceding paragraphs by some. Others will call me a fascist. But the bottom line is that both Stalin and Hitler would have sent our nation’s homeless drug addicts to the death camps long ago. Obviously I don’t subscribe to either of these ideologies, but dullards tend to froth at the mouth to label anything they don’t understand as extreme. To their dismay, this is not a political issue. It’s a human issue. Hell, it’s a national crisis that doesn’t fit anywhere within a simple political compass. And if we stay on this path of total mismanagement, most, if not all, Americans will endure its wrath in some capacity.

			To understand how I arrived at such a conclusion, one must first understand my total experience. A journey that begins with a childhood marred by my parents’ heroin addictions and ends with me waking up in a stranger’s bathtub with a missing body part. Shortly after, I intentionally overdosed in a public bathroom not far from where I witnessed my first stabbing. Today I’m grateful for the fact that someone found my dead body in time for paramedics to revive me, as are many of my loved ones. But this wasn’t always the case. Sometimes the worst thing that has ever happened to you turns into the only thing that could have saved your life. This was the catalyst that shouldn’t have been needed for me to recover, and if we readjust our approach and consider the points made in this book, many thousands could avoid the same hellish path. We could achieve something, dare I say, truly progressive.

			I’ve been sober for a number of years now, but more importantly, I’ve been restored of the human essence. I’m pleased with who I am, I accept who I was, and I couldn’t have done it without thoroughly utilizing the nightmare. Change the formula, and you can manipulate the outcome of most variables. Statistically I should be dead or spending the rest of my life in prison, and most would say I didn’t have much of a shot given my traumatic upbringing. I would have agreed a few years ago, but nowadays I consider it my greatest asset. Had my life been a cakewalk, I would most certainly not have found the need to write this book. And had I still wound up a heroin addict, a life of comfort would have only been a hindrance. You see, no one ever got coddled into putting down the needle. Luckily for me, the universe was able to crush me into submission when there was finally nothing left to get in its way.

			The first incarnation of this book was a suicide letter of sorts. Many drafts later, it’s now a lengthy celebration of a once beautifully tragic life. Hopefully for the reader, it’s an education on the mind of a drug addict, what worked and what didn’t work to encourage a change in my behavior, and at the very least, mildly entertaining. Most of us are acquainted with someone who has been afflicted by opiate addiction, but if you aren’t, here’s your opportunity to get to know a real bastard of the utmost hopeless variety. Those that know me today would say that I’m quite the opposite now. Here’s what happened.

			

			
				
					1	Joaquin Palomino and Trisha Thadani, “Broken Homes,” San Francisco Chronicle, April 26, 2022, www.sfchronicle.com/projects/2022/san-francisco-sros/.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jewish White Trash

			Outside a snow-covered duplex in Worcester, Massachusetts, I witnessed my father do a backflip on a sled in the winter of 1997. Shawn Michaels held the WWF championship belt at the time, but for a brief moment, Dad was the real champion in my eyes. I, along with my cousins Joshua and Victor, had built up a natural bump in the landscape with snow and created a launch pad at the bottom of a small bunny hill in their backyard. The three of us were reunited once again, as we were every Christmas since I could remember.

			Although Dad was usually pretty composed on his normal regimen of heroin and cocaine, the Christmas spirit had encouraged him to drink a bit more than usual, which inspired this act of bravery. He stumbled over to us kids, snatched my disc-shaped sled, and positioned himself at the starting line. Sitting cross-legged, he began his descent towards the jump and rapidly gained speed. Somehow, possibly due to his limber intoxication, he managed to complete a full backwards revolution in the air before crashing and eating shit into the landing patch.

			I’m almost certain this happened. The memory is extremely vivid; however, it doesn’t seem plausible. And although Dad can halfway corroborate it, I also question it because this period of my life is bowed with confusion. Joshua and Victor were Puerto Rican and looked quite different than me, but we were blood-related cousins. Their grandmother, Helen, was also my grandmother, although I already had two other grandmothers, so I didn’t understand how this could be. Lastly, we were Jewish, so why were we celebrating Christmas with a seemingly Christian branch of relatives? The answer was that this was my secret family that couldn’t be acknowledged all year, until Christmas time approached, and we took our annual trip to Worcester.

			I’d eventually learn that my mother was adopted, and a few years before I was born, she had reunited with her birth family. They were all located in Worcester, so every year, unbeknownst to my Boston family, we’d take the fifty-mile trip out west and celebrate Christmas. Under no circumstances could this ever be discussed with the Boston family, who were under the impression that every Christmas we took a vacation somewhere else.

			Although I looked forward to our Christmas trip every year, it aroused an identity crisis within me at a young age. Who was I? I felt out of place in Worcester—not completely a part of the family, given that I didn’t see or speak to them fifty-one weeks out of the year. They were a unit plagued with alcoholism, addiction, and poverty, but they were wholly connected. Christmas dinner was complete with inside jokes, stories about people I’d never met, and a warmth that I wasn’t completely attached to.

			On the other hand, I couldn’t feel comfortable around my Boston family either, seeing that I was in on my mother’s dark secret. Was I even Jewish anymore? Did it matter? Getting bullied at school by the other Jewish kids for being “poor white trash” only added to my disorientation. I was forever an outsider, at least in my own head, and used whatever evidence I could tack together to support this notion. I utilized it as an excuse until I was nearly thirty to wreak absolute havoc.

			Mom, who suffered from the same affliction tenfold, didn’t survive it. She died with a needle in her arm about six years after my dad’s infamous backflip. I tried to let it kill me for about a decade, and despite welcoming death at every moment, I seemingly emerged the victor. I’m no stronger or better than her, I was just lucky enough to hit the zenith of my savagery before a flatline.

			The complexity of addiction is that the more experience you have with it, the more baffling it becomes. While still in chains, an indentured mind alone cannot outmaneuver its master, so once you surrender to the fact that you’ve lost all sovereignty, you finally have a chance in hell of overcoming it. The coin toss for most of us, especially heroin addicts, is between reaching this conclusion and an untimely death.

			I was different in that my parents were heroin addicts. Although us kids didn’t completely understand this detail, it was obvious to me that my home life was atypical. My clothes were dirtier, my social skills were less refined, and I needed a way to relieve stress from day one of kindergarten.

			Pretending to get caught in between a set of French doors and screaming comically, I managed to get a rise out of a few kids at school that, prior to this event, regularly ignored me. I felt high from their approval. From an early age I learned that making people laugh, especially at the cost of my own dignity, could provide a rush of endorphins and numb the pain for a brief moment. It would remain my greatest tool until I discovered alcohol at age fourteen, and then heroin five years after that. Alcohol made me feel like I fit in, while heroin made me feel like I didn’t exist. This cured everything. For without an identity, there was nowhere for the shame to roost.

			I used heroin, along with a variety of other drugs, for a decade. Its drop in effectiveness correlated with an increase in consequences. Chronic homelessness, violence, lengthy jail sentences, and ultimately acts of irredeemable self-mutilation became unavoidable, while heroin’s ability to placate lost all potency. I still couldn’t stop. Not until I woke up in that bloody bathtub did I understand that there would never be a compromise. Horrific repercussions, shame, and the blessing of having nothing left to enable my brutality led to my complete submission. I then became honest, open-minded, and willing to reboot my psyche, defragment my mind, and reinstall the software. Given the extremity of my strife, one would probably imagine that this should have come quicker, but like others that come from morbid roots, I was willing to fight (myself) to the death for far too long.

			[image: ]

			When I was maybe eight or nine, I asked my dad about my great-grandfather’s family in Ukraine. Were they farmers? Blacksmiths? I was curious what they did for work before my ancestors came to America. Dad told me that they owned a mill that processed flour to make bread. I thought that was pretty neat. I always pictured this huge barn with nineteenth-century machinery in it and dozens of employees scampering around and doing all kinds of odd jobs around the mill. I imagined a giant silo to the left of the barn, where my family would store the already-processed flour to make room on the production floor for more wheat. Maybe my distant relatives still owned the mill, I always thought, and one day I would venture out to meet them.

			When I was nineteen, I saved up a few grand from selling Oxycontin and bought a plane ticket to Europe. I figured while I was over on that side of the planet, I might as well make a quick stop in Ukraine and see the Klickstein flour mill.

			Excited, I called Dad and asked him if he could give me any information on how to get the address. He couldn’t compute my question. I said that I wanted to go to Ukraine and find the Klickstein mill, meet our family, and see how the business was holding up. After having a good laugh, he told me there was a misunderstanding in regard to my lineage. In actuality, my great-great grandfather had two flat rocks that he’d grind wheat into flour with. When he was killed in the pogroms at the turn of the century, his son (my great-grandfather) escaped and left behind the two rocks. That was the fucking mill.

			This distorted my perception of familial identity, a shallow concept to begin with. But having been raised in a quintessentially broken home, it had provided me with some amount of inherited self-worth. My particular offshoot of the Klickstein clan was clearly a human dumpster fire, but with inspiration of one day seeing the family mill in all its glory, I thought maybe my junkie parents were just a deviation from an otherwise reputable gene pool.

			I’m older now, and not so black and white in my thinking, but when Dad told me about those two rocks, I couldn’t help but lose a little bit of hope. Having drug-addicted parents was a never-ending source of shame and self-hatred, so this ancestral clarification instilled in me the belief that I was inherently destined to fail. Impending alcoholism, drug addiction, mental instability, trouble with the law, suicidal thoughts, and an early grave were simply expected. To put it more lightly, the practice of positive thinking was completely foreign to me from birth.

			I pretty much always dwelled in the negative during large portions of my young life, which is a place no child should have any reason to find themselves. So why did I? Maybe the answer was in my genetic code. Maybe I had the imperfect balance of Jewish neuroticism and Irish guilt.

			 

			I was born in Boston, Massachusetts. So was my father and his father too. According to my dad, My great-grandfather Hyman, born somewhere in what is now Ukraine, was an alcoholic that painted houses for a meager living. Because of all the lead paint he’d been exposed to for decades, he suffered from painful neurological damage, hence the penchant for liquor. Other family members have now told me that he wasn’t an alcoholic, and given my dad’s tendency to sometimes warp reality, their version of family history is probably more trustworthy. Regardless, not much is known about any of the Klicksteins that came before Hyman. Like most people of this earth, we were likely peasants going back millennia.

			We’re Jewish; that much we know. I’m ethnically Jewish on my father’s side. My mother was adopted by Jews (and ironically raised much more adherent to the religion than my father), but on account of her blood, she would be considered impure by the more devout. She was born Irish-Catholic but raised in the Jewish faith, yet she had to have an “official conversion” before her wedding by order of the rabbi. My dad, who was about as Gentile as they come, was technically a Jew by blood, and thus didn’t have to jump through any similar hoops.

			I was raised Jewish in a cultural sense, although in terms of the religion we were completely non-observant. This isn’t to say that we didn’t celebrate any holidays, but our observance of such traditions was not religiously focused. Discussion of God or the bible was almost non-existent. The plight of the Jews, especially my dad’s personal experience with antisemitic ball-breaking, occasionally was. Being a Jewish carpenter, and a superior one at that, wasn’t always easy in an Irish-dominated union.

			“It’s not easy bein’ the only fahkin’ Jew in the union, you understand that, Jared?” he warned in his strong working-class Boston accent. “You’ah not gonna have to go through any of that when you grow up, though. You’ah gonna go to college, become a doctah, something like that. Whatevah yah want, but yah ain’t gonna work with yah hands like me.” He’d say this sometimes as I took his boots off after he got home from work. I’d often do this when he got home, when every day he’d take a ritualistic thirty-minute nap inspired by a long day’s work and a fading heroin high.

			My grandfather on my dad’s side was born with nothing, got drafted during World War II, and eventually achieved the lower-middle-class American dream. He was part of the appropriately named “Greatest Generation.” After the war he married my grandmother, worked as an auto-body man, and had my Aunt Ina three years before my dad was born. Grandpa also took advantage of the GI bill and bought a little house for a decent price outside of Boston. It was in a veterans’ project development called Oak Hill Park, and it eventually became the house that I grew up in. A lot of pain would occur in that house, and nearly a million dollars’ worth of crack cocaine would be smoked within its walls. My mother would eventually die from a heroin overdose in my bedroom.

			By the mid-sixties, a lot of World War II veterans had full-grown sons, and the government apparently thought it was about time to send them to war too. My dad’s friends’ older brothers started coming home from Vietnam, where most of them had acquired full-blown heroin addictions, crippling mental illness, and necklaces comprised of ears cut off the corpses of Vietnamese soldiers. These were the ones lucky enough to come back alive.

			In fact, most of them died within a few years of returning to the States. Some overdosed, some shot themselves in the head, some wound up doing life in prison, and a couple managed to live a decent life. When Dad was finally drafted in ’71, he simply didn’t go. He was a “draft dodger” until amnesty was declared almost ten years later. But he still managed to get addicted to heroin and completely lose his mind. It just took him a few decades longer.

			Dad told me about the first time he tried it. There were a lot of disabled vets returning to his neighborhood, and he and his friends would help them run errands for tips. One day, Dad went to the grocery store for a vet who’d lost his legs, and when he returned, the vet offered him a little snort of heroin.

			Did it really happen like that? Maybe. Sounds like an odd way to discover the most addictive drug on the planet, but Dad always stressed to me that no one knew what they were getting themselves into back then, drug-wise. His parents refused to teach him about sex, let alone the ins and outs of narcotics. This cute anecdote could have been an attempt to romanticize his first encounter with the drug that would ultimately destroy his life, as us heroin addicts like to do. We love to exaggerate the days of innocence and black out the years of horror.

			Although Dad and I both turned out to be heroin addicts, our journeys with the drug couldn’t be any more different. All heroin addicts share a bond, in that we can relate to each other on a spiritual level of suffering. We know what it’s like to shoot dope, get strung out, start getting sick when you don’t have it, decide to quit, throw up and want to die for days, get some of your health back, and repeat it over and over again. Heroin destroyed both of our lives, but for some reason, it destroyed mine a lot quicker. In fact, my largest prior resentment against my dad was that he got to get high for decades without many consequences. His life was a success on paper for nearly half a century, all while maintaining an off-and-on-again habit. He got married, excelled in his career, had a son, and never missed a bill, all the while having fun and getting high. Until it all came crashing down.

			Of course, for a real drug addict, getting high doesn’t stay fun, and it certainly didn’t stay fun for him. It might be exciting, but it’s usually accompanied by massive amounts of loss and pain—sooner rather than later. Heroin addiction can turn a happy life into a life not worth living faster than most vices, and although most addicts come to acknowledge this, we still can’t fucking stop.

			Dad started using heroin when he was around thirteen years old and cleaned up when he was fifty-eight. That time frame should speak for itself. He used it off and on in a somewhat manageable fashion for many years, which is relatively unheard of in the opiate world. Unlike most heroin addicts, he didn’t experience any significant consequences until he was in his mid-forties, all of which I had a front-row seat to.

			I, on the other hand, tried heroin for the first time at nineteen, and by twenty-two I was living in a tent on Skid Row. The window of “getting high and having fun with no pain” was much smaller for me than it was for Dad, although we both ended up losing everything all the same.

			Some would prefer a quick defeat over a prolonged fight, and I would have to agree. I fucked up early enough that I got a second chance at life, whereas Dad just got a second chance to stay alive. I envy his journey as much as he despises it, and despite everything that happened he has undoubtedly been a good father. I love him more than anything in this world and can’t thank him enough for everything happening exactly the way it did. As I like to say, and he hates to hear, in the end it all worked out.

			[image: ]

			My mother was born to a Hungarian immigrant and a homeless Irish alcoholic. They named her Debbie Murphy. Her mother’s name was Helenka Kociban, and her father’s first name is still unknown. After giving a few of her kids up for adoption, Helenka (who went by Helen) later harassed the adoptive parents in an attempt to extort money. She would come around and threaten to tell her birth children that she was their real mother if the adoptive parents didn’t pay her off. Helen’s threats were empty, however, and she left my mother and her adoptive parents alone after several attempts.

			One Christmas when we were visiting Worcester, I heard Helen randomly spout to my aunt Denise, “I was born in Poland!” Denise was the one child Helen had kept, so she had the authority to quickly shut this claim down. A few months later, I was in a car with Mom and my grandparents, and the memory popped into my head for no apparent reason, so I said, “Hey Mom, remember when Helen said she was born in Poland?” Mom shot me a look of rage that I’ll never forget, as Grandma asked, “Who’s Helen?” This was the biggest mistake I’d ever committed, and Mom would never forgive me for bringing up a member of the secret family in front of my grandparents. She scolded me when we got home and nearly struck me for making such an error.

			Back in 1950, Helen and a different Irish drunkard had a son. They put him up for adoption and insisted that he be adopted by a well-to-do Jewish family. A suitable couple was found, who named him Stephan. This is my blood uncle, who I’ve only met a handful of times. Stephan’s adoptive parents were quite wealthy, and thus Helen’s extortion plan was successfully carried out.

			In 1953, Helen gave birth to my mother by way of Mr. Murphy. Once again, she insisted her baby be adopted by a Jewish family, and again her wish was granted. The adoptive couple, Belle and Al Tabachnick, were my real grandparents. They practically raised me just as much as my mom and dad, and as their first grandchild, they absolutely adored me.

			They were Jewish, working-class, and both worked various jobs within the garment industry when Mom was growing up. The offspring of immigrants from Ukraine, they lived in a multi-family house in Mattapan along with extended relatives. After failing to conceive a child, they adopted my mother and changed her name to Jane, but just a year later they successfully got pregnant and had my Uncle Neal. Eventually they bought their own house in Newton and had my Aunt Debbie shortly after.

			Mom did not look like the rest of her family. According to her, she had a lot of aunts, uncles, and cousins who knew that she was adopted and treated her so. Mom looked Irish, and everyone around her looked Jewish, which left her feeling unaccepted her entire life. Most of the adults knew she was adopted, all the while she was completely unaware. With no explanation for why she looked different and was largely ignored in comparison to the other kids, she felt like an outcast. Belle and Al loved her and treated her just the same as their other kids, but the aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents were another story. According to her, Yiddish was often used to disguise their discussions when she was within earshot.

			Regardless of whether Mom’s take on her childhood was distorted, in the end it doesn’t matter. The number one customer of any drug addict’s sales pitch is the drug addict themselves. She suffered heavily from a crisis of identity, whether she manufactured it herself or not, and things got drastically more complicated once her biological brother contacted her in the mid-eighties.

			Stephan grew up wealthy, and when he finally desired to find his biological family, he could afford to hire a private investigator. He quickly discovered that my mother was his sister. The unbelievable part was that they already knew each other. They not only went to high school together, but had regularly bumped shoulders within the same social circle. Fortunately, they were only friends and nothing more. When Dad received a call from Stephan in 1985, he assumed that it was concerning something benign like a wedding invite. It wasn’t, and it would change the trajectory of all our lives.

			After the infamous phone call, Mom slowly got reacquainted with her birth family, and the tradition of going to Worcester for Christmas was born. However, Mom was crushed by the guilt of “cheating” on her adoptive parents, hence every Christmas trip that we took to Worcester was kept secret. Not only did she feel guilt for seeing her biological family, but more so because she visited them to celebrate a Christian holiday. Belle and Al were relatively observant of the Jewish faith, leaving Mom completely guilt-stricken and spiritually lost. Her whole life she felt like she had to fight to be accepted as a Jew, and here she was running off in secret to celebrate Christmas. For all I know, Belle and Al wouldn’t have minded this at all, but to Mom, it was the greatest sin she could ever commit.

			Mom was also raped when she was eight. I was about the same age when she told me. I don’t know the gritty details, nor would I need to, but she told me that it was the father of one of the other kids that she carpooled with. She made sure that I understood that she was not molested; she was raped. Why she would tell her young son this, I still don’t know. Always cautious about my interaction with strangers, she might have been trying to instill an awareness of predators. Either way, she needed me to know the severity of what happened to her. Dad was always convinced that the rape wasn’t a false memory, despite other family members insisting that it would have been near impossible. The man in question was never known to have access to Mom unchaperoned by Uncle Neal, and his own children have stated that they never noticed a single inkling of pedophiliac behavior. This of course doesn’t negate her claim, but by the time the family got wind of the accusations, she was already deep into drug abuse. So I must begrudgingly sympathize with those who have trouble believing her.

			Eventually she would be diagnosed as schizophrenic, which only further undermined her credibility. However, anyone smoking as much crack as she was would have had a hard time not receiving a similar diagnosis. I’ve been labeled everything under the sun at one time or another.

			Sometimes the truth is far simpler than any doctor can drum up: we’re fucking high on drugs. The drive to overdiagnose and overmedicate often results in disaster, but it certainly feeds the ego of the professional class. It’s also a typical practice at a lot of for-profit rehabs. Overmedicate the clients so they don’t make too much of a fuss and don’t want to leave, so that insurance can continue to get billed for $1500 a day. Easy money.

			It’s a bad time in cultural terms to be calling into question a woman’s allegations of rape, and rightfully so. But although there’s little evidence to support her claim, I still believe her. I believe that she may have been raped because she wasn’t Jewish by blood. Out of the many kids amongst the social circle of Jewish parents, my mother was the only non-Jew at birth. Because of this, it’s possible the man viewed raping her as less of a crime. Other family members now also consider it a possibility.

			The trauma of this rape, along with the denial by her family, was catastrophic. Heroin, unlike therapy, offers an immediate, short-term solution, because it allows you to forget about anything for six to twelve hours. It’s not a sustainable solution, but it works so fucking well at first that it’s nearly impossible to consider an alternative. It will always eventually kill you, but if the pain it creates doesn’t outweigh the pain it numbs, quitting is beyond difficult. For Mom, the pain that it numbed was simply too great. Dad and I were more fortunate.

			My parents grew up within a few miles of each other and attended the same high school. Like Dad, Mom came up during the sixties, and she got high like most of the kids of that era. She lived in a nicer (more Jewish) neighborhood than Dad, although his family was slightly better off. The only reason her parents even let her date my dad was because he was Jewish. Entering his neighborhood, let alone dating someone from it, was normally forbidden. Knowing her parents would never allow her to date a non-Jew, her desire for a “bad boy” was satisfied by finding the worst-behaved Jew at school. This happened to be my dad, who was the only Jewish kid in his circle of criminals and degenerates.

			Their first date consisted of joyriding in a stolen car. Because of stories like this, I wonder sometimes if my dad corrupted my mom. Other times I wonder if it was the other way around. This kind of question shouldn’t matter. Rarely is it appropriate to blame someone for the actions of another, and in my parents’ case, it’s no different. Neither of them introduced heroin to the other, but that’s insignificant; both seemed to have had a genetic disposition for mayhem.

			She didn’t become a full-blown junkie until she was in her forties. Throughout the years she had dabbled, but cocaine, weed, and alcohol were her primary drugs of choice in her youth. Maybe she partied a little more than the average person, but nothing close to what we would now consider hardcore abuse. On the other hand, my father had an on-and-off relationship with heroin that he (mostly) hid from her successfully. He always went to work and paid the bills, and therefore was able to keep it discreet and under control. In fact, he was able to hide it from everyone, and could seemingly start and stop using with some ease.

			After Uncle Stephan reached out to her in 1985, Mom’s drug use intensified to the point that she had a miscarriage in 1987. As her familial identity blurred into obscurity, her drug use increased until she got pregnant with me. Her life then reverted back to semi-manageable for several years until I was about three, when Uncle Stephan, who had his own struggles with heroin, became homeless and moved in with us temporarily. Mom finally had a chance to bond with her biological brother and attempt to figure out who she really was. She never got a complete answer, but she certainly figured out that she loved heroin. She loved what it did for her, most notably the fact that it made such a question irrelevant. Sometimes it starts with how good it makes you feel, because it undoubtedly feels better than anything humanly possible, but in the end its only about what it can make you not feel. This is why we can stop from time to time, but most of us can’t seem to figure out how to stay stopped. This is our true dilemma.

			 

			Whether it was the layer of grief that constantly poked through her fragile smile, or the manic impulsivity that gave me some of my greatest childhood memories, I was vaguely aware that something wasn’t right with my mother. She was broken, and I knew it from far too early of an age. Getting woken up at three in the morning on a school night to go get pancakes is fun, but looking back, it wasn’t the behavior of a stable person. She was lively, protective, and above all else gave me security in knowing that I was treasured. There was a tremendous amount of love in my house during my formative years. Love not only between my parents and me, but also between my mother and my father.

			Had I not gotten that experience prior to their downfall with addiction, I’d probably be a few steps closer to sociopathy. I consider myself privileged for the fact that I got those first few years of unadulterated homelife. Normality, or something close enough to it, defined my first couple years of memories.

			I was not a crack baby, although some have rightfully made assumptions. No offense to people born addicted to crack cocaine. I’ve known many former crack babies in adulthood that were of the highest human caliber. Humans, as we learn and forget time and time again, are much more resilient than we sometimes give ourselves credit for. Mom hadn’t yet tried crack at the time of her pregnancy, and although she wasn’t a stranger to narcotics, she remained completely sober while I was in the womb (as far as I know). According to Dad, this is true, and at this point he has no reason to lie about it.

			My parents were working class, whatever that means. My dad put on work boots every morning, and although he may have made nearly as much money as many white-collar professionals, we were working class by societal definitions. From my earliest days, he would show me his boots and his calloused hands while explaining, “I’m a blue-collah worker, Jared, which means I get paid to work with my hands. When you grow up, you’re gonna be a white-collah worker, like your Uncle Neal.”

			He was a carpenter, but not just any carpenter. Despite whatever bias you would rightfully think I have, the man was a blue-collar genius. He could make anything and everything out of wood. Two-story radial banisters, ball-and-claw-legged bureaus, thirty-foot oval conference tables, you name it. More importantly I got to see all of this being done, which clinched my fascination and complete reverence for him at an early age. For fun he would take apart motors and put them back together, and although he wasn’t formally educated, he was of high mechanical and verbal intelligence.

			He wasn’t a large man but had a coarse look to him that made it obvious he wasn’t a doctor or a lawyer. The only Jew in his entire union of over five hundred men, this wasn’t obvious to anyone until his last name was revealed. He’d tell me that when anyone would find out he was Jewish they’d ask him if his father owned the company. He’d laugh, tell them no, and then say that he was the only Jewish carpenter besides Jesus himself. He took a lot of shit at work from his mostly Irish and Italian coworkers, but he had the social skills and sense of humor to not only avoid most conflicts, but to also command respect from most everyone. Being a mainstay of working-class Boston culture, ethnic humor was completely normalized. Coworkers would come over for beers, call my dad a cheap kike for having Budweiser instead of Guinness, and he’d say, “Yeah, well maybe you dumb Irish bastards could retire before you’re eighty if you knew a thing or two about being a tightwad like me!” and they’d all have a good laugh. I remember hearing that conversation at an early age and being shocked. Prejudice, which I understood to be wrong, was being thrown around our living room and laughed about. Later I would learn that, whether I liked it or not, this was how some people joked around, and I would eventually have to know how to handle it. Using a combination of self-deprecation and wit, Dad knew how to flip the script, which was something I’d inherit from him and would heavily utilize later in life, especially in jail.

			A larger aspect about growing up in the nineties, for me personally, was the assumption that things would always be OK. What I mean is that life was only going to get better and never worse in America. Back then it was just expected that you moseyed through adolescence, went to college, and whether you worked hard or not, you would end up with a 401K and a three-bedroom house in the suburbs. Class mobility was tangible because America was surging. This wasn’t stated directly; it merely filled the social and economic atmosphere of the era. Life was good, the internet boom was just getting ramped up, and an everlasting source of American prosperity was assumed for the Millennial generation. The country’s global dominance was settled, imminent war seemed like a thing of the past, and we had faith in our institutions once again. An oncoming opioid crisis that would destroy hundreds of thousands of American lives, all the while being enabled by the pharmaceutical industry and the US government, seemed like something only your conspiracy theorist uncle could make up. And that was just the tip of the iceberg considering its evolution into the current fentanyl epidemic.

			Mom and Dad owned a house outright before I was even born on an inflated working-class income. Although Dad made decent money in the union, he also participated in a bit of drug trafficking that made this easier to achieve. He didn’t want me to have to rely on illegal activity to make a good living like himself, so from kindergarten on I was told that I’d be required to go to college. Uncle Neal, the only person in my family to really do something with his life, made it through law school and escaped the working class. I was to be like him in every which way. In the nineties it was assumed that going to college would guarantee you a lucrative white-collar career, and as we know now, it’s a bit more complicated than that. Sure, a college degree can certainly help one attain class mobility, but it turns out that it actually matters what you get that degree in. Who would have thought?

			I now have friends with engineering degrees who are making less than my dad did thirty years ago as a blue-collar worker, and the way things are going, they may never be able to afford a home in the same city that they grew up in. Maybe the boomers collectively overshot the mark. Or maybe the Millennials are a bunch of entitled good-for-nothings. Maybe our parents had an artificially inflated standard of living that no generation will ever see again. I wouldn’t know; I’m not an economist. I majored in European history and dropped out to pursue homelessness.

			Drug use in the household during my early years in West Roxbury was kept at a semi-recreational level. Because of this, my life until we moved to Oak Hill Park is filled with mostly positive memories. Mom cooking me dinner while watching Full House with her on the kitchen TV, Dad taking me to watch local high school baseball games, and the both of them showering me with love were regular occurrences. Sure, Mom was damaged, and it rubbed off on my still-forming personality, but I never witnessed anything traumatic during this period.

			When I was seven, we moved out of West Roxbury and into the Newton neighborhood of Oak Hill Park. Dad bought the house he had grown up in from Grandpa. Amongst the friends that I would make on my block I was known as a “rich kid,” whereas at school I was one of the “poor kids” in comparison to those from other parts of Newton. In actuality, none of us kids really knew anything about our parents’ financial standings. However, we were aware of the class differences between the neighborhoods that we came from. A lot of the dads on my street came home around four o’clock and took their Carhartt jackets off, whereas a few streets over the dads came home around six-thirty wearing a button-down shirt with a blazer. That much we knew.

			As things progressed and Dad’s drug trafficking got more lucrative through the nineties, my parents wound up with a seemingly endless supply of cash that had no way of being laundered. It could be cautiously spent on assets, or easily spent on untraceable goods like drugs. Moving back to the old neighborhood, where Dad’s drug pals still lived in their parents’ basements, would only contribute to them spending the money on the latter.

			Right before I started first grade, Grandpa decided to move to Florida and sell us the house so I could go to a better school in Newton. The decision to move had been made with only my interest in mind, but ultimately it proved to be catastrophic to my homelife. The childhood buddies of my dad became frequent guests in our new home, and within months, Dad was completely strung out. By second grade Mom was too, and by the time I turned ten, our home had been transformed into a fully dysfunctional crack house.

			The memories of my mother from this time are mostly suppressed or wiped off the hard drive, but the ones that manage to ominously linger are difficult to think about. Various snapshots of her nodding out in social settings plague my mental image of her, with her signature drooping bottom lip and folding spine most prominent. Whether washing the dishes or driving me to school, she was usually less than fully conscious. “Fender benders” became a near-weekly occurrence. The person I had once felt most safe around became an absolute threat to my wellbeing, given the amount of car accidents and dangerous situations she was regularly involved in. Although I feared getting in the car with her, this was not the crux of what affected me. It was her mental absence that crushed me nearly beyond repair. It wasn’t that the last few years I got to interact with the person who created me were frightening, it was that they were empty. She was a shell of a human that swung like a pendulum between nodding out of consciousness and erratic, crack-induced paranoia. She would have been better described as a bad roommate than my actual mother.

			Dad absolutely abhorred this behavior. He would scream at her, then scream at me for laughing at the sight of her half asleep, mumbling in junkie tongues. I knew that it wasn’t normal, and I also knew that it shouldn’t have been conventionally humorous, but laughter as a coping mechanism was more manageable sometimes than bearing the horror of what was actually happening. It tortured Dad to watch his son laugh at the sight of his own mother slowly killing herself
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