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 negatively, even though m
y body w

as screw
ed 

up, even though I undoubtedly had a degree of 
PTSD

,” A
m

erine said. “I didn’t w
ant it to all 

m
agically go aw

ay, because that w
as w

ho I w
as. 

If I w
as gonna think about m

y m
en w

ho died, 
I w

anted to feel that, and I just didn’t know
 

w
hat the shot w

ould do.”
M

y interest piqued, I decided m
aybe it w

as 
tim

e for m
e to get the shot. A

fter all, w
hat harm

 
could it do?

ã�ã�ã
First I asked m

y psychiatrist at the VA if she 
could refer m

e for a stellate ganglion block. 
Then I had to tell her w

hat it w
as and explain 

that it’s com
m

only used in pain m
anagem

ent. 
She didn’t know

 of any VA
s that offered the 

procedure, so she put in a note to m
y prim

ary 
care doctor, w

hom
 I visit once a year or so, to 

see if I could get the block for pain m
anage-

m
ent. M

y m
edical records show

 that this re-
quest w

as denied, though no one ever called 
to let m

e know. So I called O
chberg. H

e called 
Lipov, and Lipov called m

e and invited m
e to 

get the shot and w
rite about it. A couple of days 

later, he asked if I w
ould be interested in going 

on a daytim
e T

V
 show

 on w
hich a panel of doc-

tors discuss m
edical issues w

ith guests. I flew
 

to Los A
ngeles and did the pre-show, and m

et a 
guy w

ho’d had the shot. H
is w

ife claim
ed it w

as 
m

agic. I w
ent on the show

 and basically acted 
like a bum

m
ed-out w

eirdo, but I m
et Lipov for 

the first tim
e. H

e w
as there w

ith a docum
en-

tary film
m

aker and the T
V

 show
 crew. W

hich 
is how, a couple of w

eeks later, I had the odd ex-
perience of w

atching rough-cut video of m
yself 

at the exact m
om

ent I gained som
e m

easure of 
m

y life back and left the last sw
eat-stained 

sheets on a hospital  gurney. 
ã�ã�ã

D
r. Eugene Lipov is in the fram

e. H
e’s giving 

m
e the injection. H

e’s wearing light blue scrubs 
and a surgical cap w

ith an A
m

erican flag pat-
tern, looking vaguely like a doctor w

ho has 
sw

apped heads w
ith a biker. Behind the lens is 

K
ris, a tall, broad-shouldered C

alifornian by 
w

ay of Pennsylvania w
ho acts as field producer, 

cam
eram

an, editor and all-around virtuoso for 
the show. This w

hole thing is m
eta, an out-of-

body experience. 
“W

e are treating M
att today. So M

att has had 
PTSD

,” Lipov says, pausing to ask, “D
o I look at 

you or the lens?” K
ris prom

pts Lipov to act nat-

ural. “M
att is here today because he has severe 

PTSD
. H

e’s tried m
ultiple therapies that have 

failed, and he w
anted to see if the stellate gan-

glion block w
orks. I found in about 2006 that a 

stellate ganglion block returns the brain to its 
pre-traum

a state.”
“W

hy?” K
ris asks from

 behind the cam
era. 

It’s a leading question, but the narrator inside 
m

e is grateful. I haven’t done as m
uch research 

as I should have going into this; I’m
 im

pulsive 
by nature.

“It’s an old anesthetic process used since 
1925 for pain m

anagem
ent,” Lipov says. “I 

found in 2006 it seem
s to reboot the brain, 

and a very com
m

on question is: W
hy can an 

anesthetic block that lasts eight to 12 hours 
give years of relief? A

ll I can offer is a hypoth-
esis. PTSD

 is a biological condition. W
hen 

som
ebody has severe traum

a, m
ilitary or oth-

erw
ise, it prom

otes som
ething called N

G
F—

nerve grow
th factor. Turns out w

hen N
G

F is 
secreted from

 the brain and then turns off, 
it leads to nerve fibers sprouting in the neck. 
W

ith the stellate ganglion block, those nerve 
fibers die off.”

H
e holds up a m

edical dem
onstration skull 

w
ith part of a spinal colum

n running under the 
w

hite bubble that w
ould norm

ally hold brains. 
I’ve already m

ade the “poor Yorick” jokes. 
Lipov points at the neck bones. 

“The first injections are done on the right 
side of the neck near the C

6 and the C
7 verte-

brae. These are safer. If it w
orks at this point, 

w
e stop. If it doesn’t, then w

e go for a block 
at about the C3. H

ow
 do w

e judge if it w
orks? 

The body gives clues in the form
 of a H

orner 
syndrom

e.” This is w
hen the right eyelid gets 

droopy. A few
 patients need a booster shot a 

year later, but m
ost never do. 

Then Lipov gets right to the point. Before 
the procedure, he asks patients to think of the 
w

orst thing they’ve ever seen and feel it. Then 
he asks the patient to do the sam

e after the shot. 
A

fter the first injection, Lipov asks, “H
ow

 
do you feel?” 

“K
ind of aw

ake, a little bit loopy,” I reply. 
“C

an’t tell any difference?” 
Lipov asks. 

I reply, “H
ard to tell.” H

e’d 
given the injection in the cor-
rect spot, using an X-ray and 
a dye to guide the .22-gauge 
 needle. M

y m
em

ory of this 
is spotty because for m

ost of 
the tim

e I w
as racked out and 

strapped dow
n on a gurney, 

snug under the som
atic blanket 

provided by propofol, M
ichael 

Jackson’s favorite drug. M
y 

dad calls it “m
ilk of am

nesia.” 
Lipov puts m

e under and ad-
m

inisters the second injection. 
Later he and K

ris com
e back to 

w
ake m

e up. Lipov lightly taps 
m

e w
hile I snore under the thin 

w
hite hospital blanket. “M

att, 
M

r. Sleeping Beauty,” Lipov croons in his 
U

krainian accent. I startle briefly and then ask 
if I am

 done. Yes, Lipov affirm
s. Yes, finished 

w
ith the second shot.
“O

h…
hey,” I say w

eakly. 
“Feel any different?” Lipov asks.
“Yeah, uh…

,” I’m
 trying to think of how

 to 
fram

e m
y thoughts, and the fact that a cam

era 
is pointed at m

e isn’t helping.
“Feeling chilled?” Lipov prom

pts. 
“Yeah!” I reply, noticing how

 relaxed I am
. 

It’s a w
eird feeling, one I’m

 not used to, and I’m
 

grateful. Lipov turns to K
ris and says, “Sam

e 
response as the other guy.” The other guy is a 
form

er m
arine I m

et in the w
aiting room

. H
is 

m
om

 and m
y dad becam

e fast friends, sw
ap-

ping their ow
n w

ar stories of dealing w
ith un-

hinged children. 
Lipov asks if this second injection feels any 

different. A
gain m

y response is lam
e. “Yeah, 

I w
oke up and sm

iled w
ith this one.” Lipov and 

I high-five. 
ã�ã�ã

I noticed the difference the day after m
y injec-

tion. M
y dad—

an enlisted subm
ariner w

ho’d 
sailed on a W

orld W
ar II–era diesel electric 

boat—
and I toured Chicago, including a visit 

to the M
useum

 of Science and Industry. 
I w

as able to tour the m
useum

’s G
erm

an 
U

-boat, w
hich w

as crow
ded and loaded w

ith 
loud noises and flashing lights, w

ithout freak-
ing out, w

ithout m
y blood pressure rising. It 

w
asn’t until halfw

ay through the tour that I 
realized that nothing about it—

the lights, the 
sounds, the claustrophobia, the crow

d—
w

as 
freaking m

e out. 
In C

hicago I also saw
 m

y friend Baddr, the 
m

ed student w
ho’d seen m

e the very first tim
e 

I’d gone to a psych w
ard, back in 2009. N

ow
 a 

surgeon, he’d read m
ore on the shot and de-

spite initial skepticism
 thought it held prom

-
ise. “Q

uacks don’t publish,” he said.
I slept great that night. A

nd I’ve slept w
ell 

alm
ost every night since. 

ã�ã�ã
A m

onth after receiving the stellate ganglion 
block, I traveled to W

ashington, D
.C

. to talk to 
som

e people for a book I’m
 w

riting. It w
as early 

D
ecem

ber. I hate W
ashington. I didn’t alw

ays, 
but that changed w

ith the w
ar and m

y brother 
and his crew

’s burial across the river at A
rling-

ton. R
ipped open som

e scabs, that did. 
N

ow, four years later, I w
as at the cem

etery 
again. It w

as a M
onday. I w

anted to get it out 
of the w

ay, as callous as that sounds. I brought 
som

e flow
ers, pins and m

em
entos and stood 

in front of the grave for a w
hile. Looking at the 

new
 row

s of tom
bstones and tilled earth that 

had grow
n in since the last tim

e I’d visited, I 
thought about the fact that sharks continue 
to grow

 teeth throughout their life. A
fter a 

few
 m

inutes, I figured I’d paid m
y respects. I 

had another appointm
ent. M

y body m
oved to 

the position of attention, and I saluted. Tears 
form

ed. I m
oved to the position of parade rest 

and studied how
 I felt. I w

as sad. I m
issed m

y 
brother. I w

as angry he w
as dead. But I w

asn’t 
going to pick a fight or slam

 back 20 shots of 
Jam

eson. It w
as far different from

 how
 I’d felt 

four years before. 
It w

as D
ecem

ber 7, the anniversary of Pearl 
H

arbor. That night I w
as still keyed up, so I went 

w
alking through D

.C
.’s A

dam
s M

organ neigh-
borhood. I follow

ed a bunch of kids dressed in 
ugly Christm

as sw
eaters w

ith short shorts and 
tight bodies into a random

 bar in G
eorgetow

n. 
Bars, sober, are hilarious for m

e now
; I like to 

go and observe the action. It’s a w
ay, I suppose, 

of understanding w
hat I w

as 
like for m

any years, w
ithout 

the group-therapy revival nar-
ratives of A

A
, w

hich drive m
e 

nearly as insane as group ther-
apy at the VA

. 
I w

atched these kids. They 
w

ere celebrating a friend’s 21st 
birthday w

ith the requisite 21 
shots. They w

ere rich kids. N
ot 

a care in the w
orld. I sat dow

n at 
the bar, drank a D

iet C
oke and 

tried to figure out how
 I felt. 

W
hite-hot anger w

ould previ-
ously have been m

y default set-
ting: They w

ere sitting here, 
celebrating, at the sam

e age I 
w

as shitting m
yself in a forti-

fied com
pound that w

as crum
-

bling in G
hazni province. But 

now
 it didn’t m

ake m
e angry. 

It m
ade m

e a little sad. That’s true. But m
ostly 

it just m
ade m

e feel separate. N
ot isolated. Sep-

arate. That’s a distinction, one that m
akes m

e 
think back to m

y M
orm

on roots, w
hen elders 

used to “set us apart” for religious callings. 
A

fter A
fghanistan, I left the church, and now

 
I really don’t know w

hat I believe, beyond that 
if a god or ether exists, it has a sense of hum

or. 
I felt set apart. Priestly, perhaps. I had car-

ried out extrem
e violence. I had suffered for 

it. A
nd yet I didn’t have to. It w

as m
y choice to 

m
ake, and I m

ade it. I felt possessed of som
e 

special know
ledge, essential to life, that these 

naifs had yet to grasp. 
I w

asn’t angry. A
nd I could sleep. A

nd that 
w

as a start. 
n

Additional reporting by Elsa G
ivan.

Left: Farw
ell, hooked up to an IV, in front of his H

um
vee in G

hazni, Afghanistan. Right: A m
edical team

 at the A
shton C

enter for D
ay Surgery  

outside C
hicago preps Farw

ell for a stellate ganglion block injection, w
hich has show

n prom
ise in treating PTSD

.

B
E

F
O

R
E

 T
H

E
  

P
R

O
C

E
D

U
R

E
, L

IP
O

V
 

A
S

K
S

  P
A

T
IE

N
T

S
  

T
O

 T
H

IN
K

 O
F

  
T

H
E

 W
O

R
S

T
  

T
H

IN
G

 T
H

E
Y

’V
E

 
E

V
E

R
 S

E
E

N
.


