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Left: Farwell, hooked up to an IV, in front of his Humvee in Ghazni, Afghanistan. Right:
outside Chicago preps Farwell for a stellate ganglion bloc

negatively, even though my body was screwed
up, even though I undoubtedly had a degree of
PTSD,” Amerine said. “I didn’t want it to all
magically go away, because that was who I was.
If I was gonna think about my men who died,
I wanted to feel that, and I just didn’t know
what the shot would do.”

My interest piqued, I decided maybe it was
time for me to get the shot. After all, what harm
could it do?

First I asked my psychiatrist at the VA if she
could refer me for a stellate ganglion block.
Then I had to tell her what it was and explain
that it’s commonly used in pain management.
She didn’t know of any VAs that offered the
procedure, so she put in a note to my primary
care doctor, whom I visit once a year or so, to
see if I could get the block for pain manage-
ment. My medical records show that this re-
quest was denied, though no one ever called
to let me know. So I called Ochberg. He called
Lipov, and Lipov called me and invited me to
get the shot and write about it. A couple of days
later, he asked if Iwould be interested in going
on a daytime TV show on which a panel of doc-

tors discuss medical issues with guests. I flew
to Los Angeles and did the pre-show, and meta
guywho'd had the shot. His wife claimed it was
magic. I went on the show and basically acted
like a bummed-out weirdo, but I met Lipov for
the first time. He was there with a documen-
tary filmmaker and the TV show crew. Which
ishow, acouple of weeks later, I had the odd ex-
perience of watching rough-cut video of myself
at the exact moment I gained some measure of
my life back and left the last sweat-stained
sheets on a hospital gurney.
Dr. Eugene Lipov is in the frame. He’s giving
me the injection. He’s wearing light blue scrubs
and a surgical cap with an American flag pat-
tern, looking vaguely like a doctor who has
swapped heads with a biker. Behind the lens is
Kris, a tall, broad-shouldered Californian by
way of Pennsylvaniawho acts as field producer,
cameraman, editor and all-around virtuoso for
the show. This whole thing is meta, an out-of-
body experience.

“Weare treating Matt today. So Matt has had
PTSD,” Lipov says, pausing to ask, “DoIlook at
youor thelens?” Kris prompts Lipov to act nat-

medical team at the Ashton Center for Day Surgery
jection, which has shown promise in treating PTSD.

ural. “Matt is here today because he has severe
PTSD. He’s tried multiple therapies that have
failed, and he wanted to see if the stellate gan-
glion block works. I found in about 2006 that a
stellate ganglion block returns the brain to its
pre-trauma state.”

“Why?” Kris asks from behind the camera.
It’s a leading question, but the narrator inside
meis grateful. Thaven’t done as much research
as I should have going into this; I'm impulsive
by nature.

“It’s an old anesthetic process used since
1925 for pain management,” Lipov says. “I
found in 2006 it seems to reboot the brain,
and a very common question is: Why can an
anesthetic block that lasts eight to 12 hours
give years of relief? All T can offer is a hypoth-
esis. PTSD is a biological condition. When
somebody has severe trauma, military or oth-
erwise, it promotes something called NGF—
nerve growth factor. Turns out when NGF is
secreted from the brain and then turns off,
it leads to nerve fibers sprouting in the neck.
‘With the stellate ganglion block, those nerve
fibers die off.”

He holds up a medical demonstration skull
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with part of aspinal column runningunder the
white bubble that would normally hold brains.
I've already made the “poor Yorick” jokes.
Lipov points at the neck bones.

“The first injections are done on the right
side of the neck near the C6 and the C7 verte-
brae. These are safer. If it works at this point,
we stop. If it doesn’t, then we go for a block
at about the C3. How do we judge if it works?
The body gives clues in the form of a Horner
syndrome.” This is when the right eyelid gets
droopy. A few patients need a booster shot a
year later, but most never do.

Then Lipov gets right to the point. Before
the procedure, he asks patients to think of the
worst thing they’ve ever seen and feel it. Then
he asks the patient to do the same after the shot.

After the first injection, Lipov asks, “How
do you feel?”

“Kind of awake, alittle bit loopy,” I reply.

“Can’t tell any difference?”
Lipov asks.

1 reply, “Hard to tell.” He’d
given the injection in the cor-
rect spot, using an X-ray and
a dye to guide the .22-gauge
needle. My memory of this
is spotty because for most of
the time I was racked out and
strapped down on a gurney,
snugunder the somatic blanket
provided by propofol, Michael
Jackson’s favorite drug. My
dad calls it “milk of amnesia.”

Lipov puts me under and ad-
ministers the second injection.
Later he and Kris come back to
wake me up. Lipov lightly taps
me while I snore under the thin
white hospital blanket. “Matt,
Mr. Sleeping Beauty,” Lipov croons in his
Ukrainianaccent. I startle briefly and then ask
if T am done. Yes, Lipov affirms. Yes, finished
with the second shot.

“Oh...hey,” I say weakly.

“Feel any different?” Lipov asks.

“Yeah, uh...,” I'm trying to think of how to
frame my thoughts, and the fact that a camera
is pointed at me isn’t helping.

“Feeling chilled?” Lipov prompts.

“Yeah!” I reply, noticing how relaxed I am.
It’s aweird feeling, one I'm not used to, and I'm
grateful. Lipov turns to Kris and says, “Same
response as the other guy.” The other guy is a
former marine I met in the waiting room. His
mom and my dad became fast friends, swap-
ping their own war stories of dealing with un-
hinged children.

Lipov asks if this second injection feels any
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different. Again my response is lame. “Yeah,
Iwoke up and smiled with this one.” Lipovand
T high-five.

Inoticed the difference the day after my injec-
tion. My dad—an enlisted submariner who'd
sailed on a World War II-era diesel electric
boat—and I toured Chicago, including a visit
to the Museum of Science and Industry.

1 was able to tour the museum’s German
U-boat, which was crowded and loaded with
loud noises and flashing lights, without freak-
ing out, without my blood pressure rising. It
wasn’t until halfway through the tour that I
realized that nothing about it—the lights, the
sounds, the claustrophobia, the crowd—was
freaking me out.

In Chicago I also saw my friend Baddr, the
med student who'd seen me the very first time
I'd gone to a psych ward, back in 2009. Now a

BEFORE THE

PROCGEDURE, LIPOV
ASKS PATIENTS

TO THINK OF
THE WORST

EVER SEEN.

surgeon, he’d read more on the shot and de-
spite initial skepticism thought it held prom-
ise. “Quacks don’t publish,” he said.

1 slept great that night. And I've slept well

almost every night since.
A month after receiving the stellate ganglion
block, I traveled to Washington, D.C. to talk to
some people for abook I'm writing. It was early
December. I hate Washington. I didn’t always,
but that changed with the war and my brother
and his crew’s burial across the river at Arling-
ton. Ripped open some scabs, that did.

Now, four years later, I was at the cemetery
again. It was a Monday. I wanted to get it out
of the way, as callous as that sounds. I brought
some flowers, pins and mementos and stood
in front of the grave for a while. Looking at the
new rows of tombstones and tilled earth that
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had grown in since the last time I'd visited, I
thought about the fact that sharks continue
to grow teeth throughout their life. After a
few minutes, I figured I'd paid my respects. I
had another appointment. My body moved to
the position of attention, and I saluted. Tears
formed. I moved to the position of parade rest
and studied how I felt. I was sad. I missed my
brother. I was angry he was dead. But I wasn’t
going to pick a fight or slam back 20 shots of
Jameson. It was far different from how I'd felt
four years before.

It was December 7, the anniversary of Pearl
Harbor. That night Iwas still keyed up, soIwent
walking through D.C.’s Adams Morgan neigh-
borhood. I followed a bunch of kids dressed in
ugly Christmas sweaters with short shorts and
tight bodies into a random bar in Georgetown.
Bars, sober, are hilarious for me now; I like to
goand observe the action. It's a way, I suppose,
of understanding what I was
like for many years, without
the group-therapy revival nar-
ratives of AA, which drive me
nearly as insane as group ther-
apy at the VA.

I watched these kids. They
were celebrating a friend’s 21st
birthday with the requisite 21
shots. They were rich kids. Not
acareintheworld. Isatdownat
the bar, drank a Diet Coke and
tried to figure out how I felt.
White-hot anger would previ-
ously have been my default set-
ting: They were sitting here,
celebrating, at the same age I
was shitting myself in a forti-
fied compound that was crum-
bling in Ghazni province. But
now it didn’t make me angry.

It made mealittle sad. That’s true. But mostly
itjust made me feel separate. Not isolated. Sep-
arate. That’s a distinction, one that makes me
think back to my Mormon roots, when elders
used to “set us apart” for religious callings.
After Afghanistan, I left the church, and now
I really don’t know what I believe, beyond that
if a god or ether exists, it has a sense of humor.

I felt set apart. Priestly, perhaps. I had car-
ried out extreme violence. I had suffered for
it. And yet I didn’t have to. It was my choice to
make, and I made it. I felt possessed of some
special knowledge, essential to life, that these

naifs had yet to grasp.
I wasn’t angry. And I could sleep. And that
was a start. u

Additional reporting by Elsa Givan.
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