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			1

			 

			This story begins with the Adderall. I am referring to the pills that entered my life, as they did so many lives, when I was eighteen years old and stayed lodged there until I was thirty. These pills seemed to offer me pure, distilled attention any time I needed it, to compensate for whatever I imagined my deficiencies in that department to be.

			And, like any love story, I remember everything about the moment it began. In 2000, I was a freshman at Brown University. One night, still in our first term, I’d come to complain to a friend about the situation in which I found myself: an essay due the following afternoon on a book I had yet to read. All around us, her clothes were strewn messily on her dorm room floor. “Do you want an Adderall?” she asked. “I can’t stand them. They make me want to stay up all night doing cartwheels in the hall.” Could there be a more enticing description? From a ball of tinfoil, she pulled out a single pill, the deep bright blue of a cartoon sky. My hand shot out to receive it. I had come there merely to vent, but I left with my first Adderall—a medication prescribed for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, a condition I knew nothing about, except for some vague awareness of classmates in high school who had needed extra time when taking their exams. At the time my friend unfurled her tinfoil ball, Adderall had been on the market roughly four years, but it was brand-new to me.

			
			An hour later, I was in the basement of the Rock, our nickname for the library, hunkered down in the Absolute Quiet Room, in a state of ecstasy. The world fell away; it was only me, locked in the passionate embrace of the book in front of me, and the thoughts I was having about it, which tumbled out of nowhere and built into what seemed a pile of riches. When dawn came to Providence, I was hunched over in the grubby lounge of my dormitory, typing my last fevered perceptions, barely aware that outside the window, the sky was turning pink. I was alone in my secret new world, and that aloneness was part of the great intoxication. I needed for nothing and no one.

			I didn’t know it then, but it was actually in Providence, nearly seventy years before, that Benzedrine, an amphetamine-based precursor to Adderall, had been given one of its first test runs. In 1937, at the Emma Pendleton Bradley Home for disturbed and difficult children, Dr. Charles Bradley performed the first of two experiments to test the effects of Benzedrine on children. The pills were created as decongestants but were also known to boost moods in adults. Dr. Bradley was surprised by the results: the kids calmed down, became less rowdy and raucous, and seemed to gobble up their school lessons with relish. They became, in other words, rapturously, singularly, focused.

			Like those difficult children before me, I would experience this same sensation again and again over the next four years, whenever I could get my hands on Adderall, which was frequently but not, I felt, frequently enough. There were ways of getting more, each of them shrouded in a thick ethical dinginess. For instance: The campus black market, where the ADHD kids sold off their prescriptions at exorbitant markups. The heiress whose pills I swiped while attending her numerous parties. Later, the barter system, wherein I helped with other people’s essays in exchange for their meds.

			
			Quickly, my Adderall hours became the most precious hours of my life, far too precious for the Absolute Quiet Room. I now needed to locate the most remote desk in the darkest, most neglected corner of the upper-level stacks, tucked farthest away from the humming campus life outside. That life no longer interested me. Instead, what mattered, what compelled, were the hours I spent in isolation, poring over, for instance, Immanuel Kant’s thoughts on “the sublime.” I read and reread the lines. The text was difficult, but my attention was now unflagging, bionic. The single greatest impediment to comprehension had been removed. The Kantian enigma clicked into place.

			It was fitting: this was sublime, these afternoons I spent in untrammeled focus, absorbing the complicated ideas in the books in front of me, mastering them, penetrating every inch of their surface with my razor-like comprehension, making them a part of myself. Or rather, of what I now thought of as my self, which is to say, the steely, undistractible person whom I vastly preferred to the lazier, glitchier person I secretly knew my actual self to be, the one who was subject to fits of lassitude and a tendency to eat too many Swedish Fish.

			I don’t think that in the years before I took that first blue pill, I had consciously doubted my own ability to focus. But once I tried Adderall, I couldn’t forget what it promised me: a quality of attention that I now idolized and craved. It was attention weaponized, slashing through procrastination and self-doubt, returning me to a place that felt almost like childhood, with its unclouded pleasures of rapt hours, lost in books and imagination. Childhood, but with a jittery amphetamine edge.

			
			Another thing: Adderall wiped away the question of willpower. I could study all night, then run ten miles, then breeze that week’s New Yorker, all without pausing to consider whether I might prefer to lie around, or go to the movies. It was fantastic. I lost weight. That was nice too. Deeper into the Adderall years, I started to snap at friends, abruptly accessing huge depths of fury I wouldn’t have thought I possessed. When a roommate went home one weekend and forgot to turn off her alarm clock so that it beeped behind her locked door for forty-eight hours, I entirely lost control, calling her in New York to berate her. My anger, unhinged as it was, felt out of proportion to the crime. God knows how long it had been since I had slept more than five hours. Why bother?

			As much as I loved Adderall, which I did, from the earliest moments I also knew that, ultimately, nothing good could come of our entanglement. By senior year of college, my schoolwork had grown more, not less, unmanageable. I’d been accepted to a program called the Capstone, which I’d aspired to since I’d first arrived on campus. Instead of writing the usual thesis required for an honors degree, I would write a novella-length fiction manuscript, working with a faculty advisor in weekly editorial sessions. I was assigned to a new member of the creative writing faculty, one who had arrived on campus in a cloud of intrigue, having parted ways with the Mormon Church due to the heretical content of his novels. Or so I’d heard. He and I never really advanced beyond an awkward politeness. Our arrangement, such as it was, usually involved my telling him I was too far behind to profit from our slotted editorial meetings. And so, week after week, we would cancel.

			
			As the first semester neared an end, I was behind on the manuscript, and behind on all my other schoolwork as well. My droll, aristocratic Russian history professor granted me an extension on the final term paper. One Friday evening, well into December, when the idyllic New England campus had already begun to empty out for the winter holiday, I was alone at the Sciences Library—the one that stayed open the latest—squinting down at my notes on the Russian intelligentsia. Outside, it was blizzarding. Inside, the fluorescent lights beat down on the empty basement-level room. I felt dizzy and strange. It had been a particularly chemical week; several days had passed since I’d slept more than a handful of hours, taking more and more pills to compensate. When I looked up from the page, the bright room seemed to dilate around me, as if I weren’t really there, but rather stuck in some strange mirage. I seized with panic—what was happening? I tried to breathe, to snap myself back into reality. Shakily, I stood and made my way toward the phone. I dialed my friend Dave in his dorm room. “I’m having some kind of problem at the SciLi,” I told him. My own voice sounded like it belonged to someone else.

			Soon, I was in an ambulance, being taken through the snowstorm to the nearest hospital. The volunteer EMT was a Brown student whom I’d met once or twice. He held my hand the whole way. “Am I going to die?” I kept asking him. Dave and I sat for hours in the emergency room, until I was ushered behind a curtain and a skeptical-looking doctor came in to see me. I wasn’t used to being looked at the way he was looking at me, which is to say, like I was insane, an unstable force he needed to contain. By then I was feeling better, no longer so sure I was dying, and as I lay down on the examination table, I joked to him: “I will recline, like the Romans!” His expression remained unamused. His diagnosis: “Anxiety, amphetamine induced.” I had had my first panic attack, an uncommon but by no means unknown reaction to taking too much Adderall. When I left the hospital, I left behind the canister of blue pills that I had painstakingly scrounged together. I still remember the sight of it sitting next to the bed.

			
			I’d had a drug overdose, which seemed like the kind of thing one told one’s parents about. That particular week, my mother, a magazine journalist, was in Europe, deep into the reporting of her latest piece. I didn’t want to call her to say that I had OD’ed on Adderall and gone to the hospital, because she might feel she had to come home and, after all, I was fine. So instead I called my father, whose own parenting style was much less traditional. My parents were long divorced and it was possible, with my father, especially, to keep secrets. On the phone, I told him what had happened. I told him that in the emergency room, it had shocked me to be looked at as if I were nuts. He interrupted me, his voice uncharacteristically stern. “Well, in point of fact, you were nuts. You were nuts to take that number of pills.” He also mentioned, while we were on the subject, that he had felt, for the last two years, more and more, that I had become “unavailable” and “removed.” I promised him I would stop the Adderall. And in that moment, I meant it. A few days later, I drew incompletes in all my classes and came home to New York, where I spent the long winter break at the Forty-Second Street public library, lethargically soldiering through the essays I hadn’t been able to cope with while taking amphetamines.

			I suppose this is the place to mention that in New York, I had grown up in a community of writers and journalists, a world that prized curiosity and concentration. One constant soundtrack of my childhood was my mother, playing tapes: the recordings of interviews she’d done, the building blocks of the long articles she would write. From her office, I could hear endless hours of faceless voices as she sat there—at her typewriter, and then at her computer—constructing meaning, narrative, a way to understand what was being revealed. The tapes would unspool, guided by my mother’s inexhaustible questions, her subjects’ obliging answers. Her native Texas accent has long since been buried beneath her decades in New York, but the Texas in her lives on: she is the ultimate question asker, as much in everyday conversation as in her life as a journalist. In fact, for her, and now, unavoidably, for me, asking questions has always been the very definition of good manners: to show curiosity about another human being. And mean it.

			
			My father too was a writer, when he wasn’t on the radio, playing the Great American Songbook, Sinatra and Ella and Billie Holiday, and all the rest of the voices from that musically charmed era. He would tell me about his weeks in the California desert, where he disappeared to get his four books written, the routine of waking up at dawn, making coffee, and then just sitting there.

			Sitting there: that was key, apparently. I would have to master that ability, then, because for as long as I remembered, I had known that I had wanted to write. Through my childhood, my father would press his favorite authors on me, his every tone and gesture conveying their sacred importance: Philip Roth, J. D. Salinger, Elizabeth Hardwick, Renata Adler. These writers and their books were what we often talked about in our time together, which was limited because of the divorce. My father would tell me in his supercharged way: “Writing is one of the hardest jobs. I believe it’s what you’re going to do.” We were on a swing set in Carl Schurz Park, overlooking the East River, the first time I remember him saying that to me. I was five or six years old.

			

			—

			
			Back on campus after the winter holiday, I was soon also back on the old chemical regimen. I was locked again into the familiar pattern, the blissful intensity and isolation, followed by days of slow-motion comedown, when I would laze around for hours, gobbling ice cream straight from the carton, desperate for the sugar rush, barely able to muster the energy to take a shower.

			My main concern now was my Capstone manuscript. I was by then so in thrall to Adderall that I was convinced I couldn’t sustain the creative impulse without it, that my attention would wander to trivial pursuits if I didn’t supercharge it with prescription speed. That was what so many writers had done before me, wasn’t it? Kerouac and the rest of the Beats, Graham Greene, Susan Sontag, W. H. Auden. I was simply following in the grand tradition of so many transatlantic geniuses. This was what I told myself.

			My writing process consisted of jagged, sleepless nights, humorless stretches of time in which I would lock myself away from my noisy roommates to conjure the amphetamine intensity that I mistook for real work. By the spring, I was so far behind on the manuscript that, in desperation, I spent the spring vacation—my last one in college—not with my friends or family, but alone in a cheap hotel room in Miami. I stayed up for days on too much Adderall, typing frantically in the red glow that came in from the garish lights of South Beach. When I felt stuck, I would walk up and down the beach in a furious state, castigating myself, at a remove from every human being around me. An irony: the manuscript I was writing was about a young man struggling with addiction, but I never thought to connect it to my own, or even to acknowledge that I had one. In the end, I finished it, but I felt a sense of deep shame attached to the manuscript, as if the pages themselves were contaminated. I turned it over to my ex-Mormon authority figure. Though his comments were generous, I did not look at it again for more than a decade.

			

			—

			
			It took me exactly one year from the time of college graduation to come to the decision that would, to a great extent, shape the next phase of my life. It hit me like a revelation: it might be possible to declare my independence from the various ADHD kids who sold me their prescription pills and get a prescription all my own. The idea came as I walked among the palm trees on the campus of UCLA. By then, I was living in Los Angeles, working as a private tutor for high school kids (many of whom were themselves on Adderall) and taking summer school classes in psychology and neuroscience, in order to be able to apply for graduate school. I was going to train in psychology, a route that seemed infinitely more realistic than trying to make a career as a writer, I had decided. Like many twentysomethings, my decisions were informed by panic and haste, but, as well, by whatever short-lived supply of the pills I happened to be in possession of.

			I was now surrounded—or had surrounded myself—by others caught in the Adderall web. Two of my closest friends that year were both brimming with ambition and both the children of unusually accomplished parents. Together, we traversed the city in a state of perpetual, hyped-up intensity, exchanging confidences that later we would not recall. Adderall was the currency of our friendship; when one of us ran short of pills, another would cover the deficit. Driving through Los Angeles in a sun-drenched trance, weaving in and out of traffic, it was all too easy to lose track of exactly how many pills one had swallowed that day.

			
			More than ten years later, I would sit in a café in Manhattan with one of those friends and listen as she told me that, after years of secrecy and shady behavior, disappearing into silence for increasingly long intervals, failing to show up for dinners and parties and all the occasions that keep friendships glued together, she had now, finally, managed to get off the pills. But not before she quit her prestigious job and moved out of the city, and in with her much older lover, who had a zero-tolerance policy about drug use. “I had to make it life or death to get off the Adderall,” my friend told me. “Actually, I think it might really have been life or death.”

			But that was in our wised-up thirties. At twenty-two, when it occurred to me that I might be able to get my own prescription, I went to the nearest campus computer and Googled “cognitive behavioral psychiatrist,” Los Angeles. I knew enough about psychology by then to know I should avoid the psychoanalysts who would want to go deep, and talk to me for weeks or maybe months about why I felt I needed chemical enhancement. No, I couldn’t turn to them: I needed a therapist with an MD, a focus on concrete “results.” And one whose office was as nearby as possible. The very next day, I was sitting in exactly the kind of office I had envisioned, an impersonal room with black leather furniture, describing to the attractive olive-skinned figure in the chair opposite me how I had always had to develop elaborate compensatory strategies for getting through my schoolwork, how staying with any one thing was a challenge for me, how I was best at jobs that required elaborate multitasking, like waitressing. Untrue, all of it. I was a focused student and a terrible waitress. And yet, these were the answers that I had discovered from the briefest online research were characteristic of the ADHD diagnostic criteria. These were the answers they were looking for in order to pick up their pens and write down “Adderall, 20 mg, once a day.” So these were the answers I gave.

			

			—

			
			A brief word about ADHD, four letters that have crept into American life, taking up position as if they’ve always been there. Prior to ADHD there was ADD, for attention deficit disorder, a diagnosis that first appeared in the 1980 edition of the DSM, the handbook of American psychiatry. Yet this was only its latest incarnation. Before ADHD and before ADD, there was the much less palatable-sounding “minimal brain dysfunction” that had been in use for decades. It was a label that was admittedly vague. As Alan Schwarz writes in his potent book on the subject, ADHD Nation: “If the syndrome were minimal, why use such serious medications to treat it? If it involved the brain, why didn’t anything show up on cerebral scans? And what constituted dysfunction, anyway? What was wrong with these kids medically?”

			According to Schwarz, one of the earliest to put a name to it was the Scottish doctor Sir Alexander Crichton. Working in the final decades of the eighteenth century at London’s Westminster Hospital, Crichton depicted the overly distractible as an official type warranting inclusion in a textbook of medical conditions. He gave an entire chapter to the issue of “Attention and its diseases” in his compendious two-volume work An Inquiry into the Nature and Origin of Mental Derangement, writing that “[i]n this disease of attention, if it can with propriety be called so, every impression seems to agitate the person, and gives him or her an unnatural degree of mental restlessness. People walking up and down the room, a slight noise, in the same, the mowing, the shutting a door suddenly, a slight excess of heat or of cold, too much light or too little light, all destroy constant attention in such [patients].” (If Crichton knew that I had just spent the last hour fuming over a man playing the guitar outside my apartment building, would he diagnose my attention as diseased? I sense he might.)

			
			But attention and its discontents remained a question that no physician was able to sufficiently categorize until, Schwarz argues, the psychologist Virginia Douglas presented a paper to the Canadian Psychological Association in 1971, describing her work with hyperactive children. Douglas’s innovation was to put forward a new way of formulating the deficit in these particular cases: attention. Attention was at the heart of the vague, swirling constellation of problem behavior that doctors had not quite managed to pin down. Douglas’s observation seemed to crystallize the central pathology with these cases, around which every other symptom could now be arrayed. What was wrong, starting in 1971, was that these children could not pay attention.

			In the 1990s, an estimated 3 to 5 percent of American children were believed to have disordered attention, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; by 2013, that figure was 11 percent. And, of course, the increase in diagnoses has been followed by an increase in pharmaceutical prescriptions. In 1990, six hundred thousand children were on stimulants, usually Ritalin, an older medication that often had to be taken multiple times a day. By 2013, 3.5 million children were on stimulants, and in many cases, the Ritalin had been replaced by Adderall, officially brought to market in 1996 as the new, upgraded choice for ADHD: more effective, longer lasting. Adderall’s very name reflects its makers’ hopes for an expanding customer base: “ADD for all” is the phrase that inspired it, Alan Schwarz reports. By the time I arrived at college in 2000, four years after Adderall hit the market, nearly five million prescriptions had been written. By 2005, it was just under nine million. Sales of ADHD medication totaled more than $2 billion that year.

			
			And by 2005, I had officially joined this attention economy. I stood on San Vicente Boulevard in the bright California sun, my prescription slip in hand. That single doctor’s assessment, granted in less than an hour, would follow me all over the world: through the rest of my time in Los Angeles, then off to London for graduate school with the help of Federal Express, then to New Haven, where I would pick it up once a month at the Yale Health Clinic, then back to New York, where the GP I found through my insurance plan would have no problem prescribing this medication, based only on my saying that it had previously been prescribed to me, that I’d been taking it for years. But in that first moment, out on San Vicente Boulevard, I was in a strange mood, one I wouldn’t have predicted. Walking toward the nearest pharmacy to have my first prescription filled, I felt suddenly, entirely, alone.

			

			—

			Any basic neuroscience textbook will explain how Adderall works in the brain—and why it’s so hard to break the habit. For years, the predominant explanation of addiction has revolved around the neurotransmitter dopamine. Amphetamines unleash dopamine along with norepinephrine; they rush through the brain’s synapses and increase levels of arousal, attention, vigilance, and motivation. Dopamine, in fact, tends to feature in every experience that feels especially great, be it having sex or eating chocolate cake. It’s for this reason that dopamine is so heavily implicated in current models of addiction. As a person begins to overuse a substance, the brain—which craves homeostasis and fights for it—tries to compensate for all the extra dopamine by stripping out its own dopamine receptors. With the reduction of dopamine receptors, the person needs more and more of her favored substance to produce the euphoria it once offered her. The vanishing dopamine receptors also help explain the agony of withdrawal: without that favored substance, a person is left with a brain whose capacity to experience reward is well below its natural levels. It is an open question whether every brain returns to its original settings once off the drug.

			
			“Adderall is not meaningfully different from methamphetamine,” says Carl Hart, a professor of psychology and psychiatry at Columbia University, in between bites of a baked sweet potato. I have come to see him in the spring of 2016, now intent on telling the story of my years on Adderall, and my search for attention in its aftermath. Hart studies psychoactive drug effects in humans; he is also a forceful advocate in the struggle to revise how we think about drug addiction. Hart doesn’t look like your typical academic, with his Hollywood-caliber handsomeness and charisma, his long dreadlocks tied back in a ponytail. We sit together in his office at Columbia, on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. When I arrive, he is guzzling green juice from a glass jar, wearing a T-shirt that depicts, in bright blue outline, an amphetamine compound. He points to his shirt to demonstrate how easy it would be to convert amphetamine to methamphetamine. “You just add one methyl group,” he tells me. “The drugs produce the same effects. They are essentially the same drug.”

			In Hart’s view, the “dopamine hypothesis” of drug addiction is overly simplistic. The problem with how most of us think about drug abuse, he says, is in our failure to look past the substance itself to the larger human context around it. In fact, given our context, “Adderall is a smart choice. In our driven society, it’s a logical choice.” Adderall seems, on the surface of things, to fit so well with how life is, speed for the sped-up Internet age. Indeed, as I look back on it, it does not escape me that just as Adderall was surging onto the market in the 1990s, so was the World Wide Web, that the two have ascended in American life in perfect lockstep, like a disease and a cure, made for each other.

		

	
		
		
			
			 

			2

			 

			Have you ever been to Enfield? I had never even heard of it until I moved from Los Angeles to London for graduate school in the fall of 2006. One afternoon, soon after I got there, I received a notification that a package whose arrival I had been anticipating for days had been bogged down in customs and was currently in limbo in a FedEx warehouse in Enfield, an unremarkable London suburb. I was outside my flat within minutes of receiving this news and on the train to Enfield within the hour, staring through the window at the gray sky. The package in question, sent from LA, contained my monthly supply of Adderall.

			I had come to London to study psychoanalysis at the Anna Freud Centre—a clinic for children founded in 1952 by Freud’s youngest daughter, Anna. It was now a training program for future psychoanalysts, housed in a narrow redbrick town house in North London, across the street from where the Freuds themselves had lived after fleeing Vienna in 1938. Arriving in Hampstead, I found myself at the very epicenter of an old-fashioned universe where, I often felt, time had stood still and the human mind, in all its mysteriousness, was still dissected with wonder and reverence.

			
			I began to explore my new city, walking along the high streets that sloped up to Hampstead Heath and marveling at the subtle manifestations of Englishness all around me, a code I was just beginning to learn. There was a shift in pace, I noticed, room for slowness, at least as compared with New York. Yet I had brought my New York–paced drug with me, and I doused myself with it in the usual way. On one of those early London days, as dusk settled over the city, a wave of sadness flooded me with such an acute intensity that my eyes filled with tears. I hurried my pace through the streets of Primrose Hill, as if to outrun the gloom. I was here, in this magical new city, on a perfect fall evening in my early twenties, but I was also stuck, at a remove, unable to register with full force my new circumstances. It was as though the Adderall had coated my nerve endings in wax, blunting and blurring my experience of the world. The sadness I felt that evening was not uncommon, but it has stayed in my mind more vividly than its many counterpart occasions. It was, I understand now, a premonition of all the beauty I was going to miss as long as I stayed on this drug.

			I came back to New York for the Christmas holiday and promptly broke my right foot in an unfortunate Vespa incident. In the weeks that followed, I lay on my childhood bed, contemplating the black plastic boot propped up on the pillows. I downed Adderall to fill the horizontal days, then Vicodin to take the edge off. I was trapped, I knew, powerless to free myself now. My mother came and lay down next to me. She sensed some deeper problem, something beyond the usual hell of being twenty-four. But she didn’t know what it was. For once in her career as an investigative journalist, she didn’t have the full story.

			
			It wasn’t until the following year, now back in the United States for the second half of graduate school, studying neuroscience at Yale, that I found myself in a psychiatrist’s office, sobbing to him that my life was no longer my own. Going to see this man represented my first concerted effort to get off the Adderall. I was lucky to find myself in the presence of someone so kind and calm, an addiction specialist from Belgrade, who observed my distress with sympathy and prescribed me Wellbutrin, an antidepressant with a slightly speedy quality that could cushion the blow of withdrawal and make it less painful to get off the Adderall. His theory was sound, but soon enough, I was simply taking both medications together.

			A few months later, now finished with graduate school, I sat down with my Adderall to hammer out a book proposal. Psychology wasn’t the field I wanted to enter, but rather, I’d try to write about it: psychoanalysis and neuroscience, the clash of the old and the new. When I look back on that twenty-six-year-old now, I try to see her the way her friends and family saw her: functioning if panicky, done with graduate school and beginning to write her first book. From the outside, it was hardly an alarming portrait. The inside was another story.

			As I began to work on the book, buried in reams of neuroscience literature, I was perfectly positioned to read the many details now surfacing about the effects of amphetamines on the brain and, by extension, on inner life. One finding struck me as particularly chilling: Jaak Panksepp, a neuroscientist who studied emotional systems in animals, found that stimulants significantly suppress signs of play and playfulness in rats. I identified completely with those slavish rats: I thought of myself at my desk, my mind riveted with maniacal intensity to the writing effort before me, with so little room left for serendipity. Another finding came from Kent Berridge’s lab at the University of Michigan, where researchers showed that, in neurological terms, “liking” something was not the same thing as “wanting” it. Rather, these two sensations emanate from two different places in the brain, demonstrating that there is a physical basis for what so many people who have struggled with addiction already know: our brains can send us the signal that we need something, even when we have come to despise it.

			
			These findings, and others, took on a greater salience for me as the months went by. Bogged down in the effort to write my book, I had the sense I’d become imprisoned in a joyless little cave of concentration, my world narrowed down to the tiniest groove. I clearly saw the strangeness of my situation: I spent my days immersed in reams of research coming out of the brain world, while constantly, privately tinkering with my own brain chemistry, pushing it this way and that, hypervigilant to each and every dip in energy, terrified of torpor, as if I couldn’t afford to lose a single minute to the body’s natural ebbs and flows. I wanted my own cycle, my own rhythm: I wanted to be always on, always up, always ready.

			The boyfriend I lived with during this time, David, was horrified by the place of Adderall in our relationship. Extremely sensitive, he could identify whether or not I’d taken a pill simply by viewing my face: he once spotted the presence of Adderall in my expression from all the way down the block. Despairing, he came home from a trip and showed me a collection of addiction literature he’d bought at the airport to try to cope with our situation, including a book called Willpower’s Not Enough. This book in particular, he told me, had saved our relationship. For the moment.

			
			I felt increasingly trapped by David, by his presence in my little apartment on Ninth Street, his searing perceptions and judgments. Whenever I could, I left town, taking solo trips to a cousin’s beach house in the middle of winter to “work on my book.” That’s where I was when, over the phone, David and I decided to break up. Less than a year before, he had moved to New York from Los Angeles to live with me. Years later, now a dear friend, he would tell me that during that phone call, when he floated the idea of splitting up, I had let out an audible sigh of relief. Of course: I could now take my Adderall in peace.

			Well, not peace exactly. I still had my own awareness of how toxic this drug was to spoil the fun. Around this time, a journalist friend, much more experienced, told me that, when she’d first been made a staff writer at a prestigious magazine, she had used cocaine—similar to Adderall in chemical effect—to begin every assignment, trying to overcome the terror and self-doubt that seemed to spring up from the blank page. Once every few weeks, she would go downtown and refresh her supply from a voluble, overweight Greek man. One day, when she arrived at his apartment, he turned to her abruptly. “This is terrible drug for writers,” he said. “It destroys relationship with the past.”

			I did not show it, but I was deeply shaken by her story. I knew exactly what that Greek man meant. High on uppers—be it cocaine or Adderall—you’re not likely to access the depths, to bring to bear every inch of experience, sensibility, and emotion that all good writing requires. And yet, I continued. I somehow needed to enter that state of hyperreality—heart rate elevated, peripheral vision blurred, palms damp, mind strictly singular—in order to type sentences onto my computer screen. Whether or not they were the right sentences—truthful, full of true feeling—was a different concern, one that I worried about constantly. It was the question that plagued me when I lay awake at three in the morning, or even when I didn’t. Many nights I had the same dream: I was pregnant, but had unwittingly been taking drugs the whole time; it was too late now, and the baby would be born with horrible deformities. I told myself that by taking the Adderall, I was exerting total control over my own fallible self, but in truth it was the opposite: the Adderall made my life unpredictable, blowing black storm systems across my mental horizon with no warning at all.

			
			As I struggled to make headway with my book, I had a day job as a reporter for a news website. Every morning I ate an egg sandwich, chased it down with an Adderall, and, deliciously, dangerously jittery, headed out to the office, a modern glass boat of a building overlooking the Hudson. What was required of me there was the constant filing of short, catchy pieces: to be quick and glib, and move on. The work seemed to be the rhythm most suited to an Adderall-head like me—and the kind of writing most at odds with the effort to think slowly and carefully, at book length, the way I had observed both my parents working, all through my childhood. In the new world of the Internet, the very goal of slow and careful thinking came to feel more and more anachronistic with each passing week.

			

			—

			The warm embrace of Adderall on college campuses and beyond soon produced a success story within the scientific community. In 2008, the journal Nature published a commentary, which quickly made headlines, written by a group of prestigious neuroscientists, neurologists, and neuro-ethicists. Their statement was a kind of declaration: no longer did it make sense to regard cognitive enhancement medication as philosophically questionable. Instead, this commentary suggested, the pills were a fact of modern life and should be understood in the same terms as eating kale, taking vitamins, and getting on the treadmill, just another weapon in the armament of bourgeois ambition. Referring to Ritalin and Adderall, they wrote:

			
			The drugs just reviewed, along with newer technologies such as brain stimulation and prosthetic brain chips, should be viewed in the same general category as education, good health habits, and information technology—ways that our uniquely innovative species tries to improve itself…Cognitive enhancement has much to offer individuals and society, and a proper societal response will involve making enhancements available while managing their risks.

			

			The commentary made clear that the authors’ equanimity, if not downright enthusiasm, toward drugs like Adderall—or, at least, the idea of drugs like Adderall—was firm, despite a swarm of unanswered questions, questions that the authors themselves delineated.
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