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FOR MY BROTHER

INTRODUCTION

Thank you for buying Hard Bones! $5 from every e-book
purchase goes to support an unemployed worker (me),
and $2 from every e-book goes to support the prodemocracy movement in Thailand. In the event that this
book raises more money than I need to survive for a few
months, I will be donating generously to eviction defense in the Tacoma/Pierce County, Washington region.
The book you are about to read is a love story that covers
a lot of conceptual space and geographic distance. I
wrote this book primarily for people who, like me, are
struggling with low wages, debt, deadend jobs, alienation, mental illness, identity, and finding meaning
during what may be the darkest year of our lives (so far,
lol). People who accepted the ethos that hard work and
discipline lead to success, only to find the goal post repeatedly moved beyond their grasp. People who are curious, smart, and question authority - who read books and
learn history even if they can’t aﬀord a college education.
People who want to live a simple life doing work that is
for the common good while pursuing a vocation on the
side. People who find their free time ripped away from
them by life-consuming professional jobs that only lead
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to horizontal promotion. People who have the black
mark of service sector employment on their post-college
resumes. People who feel like mindless consumption
and social media clout-chasing are stupid ways to spend
one’s very limited time on Earth.
I cover a lot of topics in this book because the story I am
going to tell you isn’t just about me. I am certainly central to the narrative, but my choices, experiences, and
feelings were all shaped and sometimes constrained by
the inexorable momentum of history. I want the American reader to observe how Thailand responded to
Covid-19 and what it was like to live through such measures - not to critique the Trump Administration so
much as to dispense with the fiction that hundreds of
thousands of deaths were inevitable no matter who was
leading the country. Indeed, Thailand is a dictatorship
with its own dubiously-elected conservative strongman
at the helm, but even he yielded to the scientists and
public health oﬃcers when it came to managing a pandemic. Did these strict - yet ultimately pretty successful measures hurt the Thai economy? Absolutely. But in the
context of a *global* pandemic, there isn’t an economy
that remains unimpacted. We watch successive Covid
waves wash over the US, provoking a discordant patchwork of just-in-time lockdown measures that can only
slow the bleeding while delivering blow after blow to the
economy, from the micro to the macro. What would it
have been like if the US had a plan before Covid even
reached our doorstep? If the border-neutral fields of epidemiology and public health had not been drawn into
the morass of partisan politics - both through funding
cuts and a cynical rejection of science’s apparent “liberal
bias”? If we all decided to take this one for the team back
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in March - knowing that some would have to make
greater sacrifices, but that no person would be forced
onto the street or into a dangerous work situation. What
would it have been like if American culture valued all
human lives, and not just the unborn or those considered to be economically productive? We cannot know for
sure, but it is my hope that looking at Thailand’s response in parallel to the US response in my story will
help the reader to think critically about the question.
Muay Thai is an important part of my story because it's
fundamental to why I was in Thailand in the first place,
as well as being an important part of my self expression
and healing. I’m certainly no expert - having only a few
years of training and one amateur fight under my belt. I
hope that my detailed accounts will inspire people - especially women, queer people, and people whose bodies
still carry trauma - to learn how to throw a punch correctly. The status quo in Muay Thai and martial arts is
hypermasculine and often toxic, but the more of us that
carry our diverse bodies and experiences into the gym
(and create new spaces as well!), the more we can change
that culture. I write about my experience through the
lens of gender because it is inseparable from how a
person will experience Muay Thai - I experience Muay
Thai as a cis woman. I use the language of binary gender
because as far as the sanctioning bodies are concerned,
there are only two “medically-distinct” genders and they
do not fight each other 1. I do not personally adhere to
the ideology of gender binaries or imposed gender roles,
but binary is the reality at present for students of Muay
Thai who wish to compete. All students of Muay Thai
devote significant time and eﬀort to training if they want
to compete. All fighters experience moments of self-
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doubt and loss in their careers. Toughness, grit, and discipline are qualities every nak muay (student of boxing)
must nurture within themselves. But the overwhelming
majority of the sexual harassment and assault in the
sport comes from teammates and coaches that are cis
gender heterosexual men - in Thailand and every other
nation on the planet. Everyone else typically gets
lumped into the “women” category and “female fighters”
(nak muay ying; female student of boxing) is how they
are typically referred to. In addition to greater vulnerability to assault and harassment, women are banned
from fighting in the most important stadiums in Thailand and must enter the ring under the ropes in the few
stadiums they are permitted to fight in. One gender is
the default and the other an aberration - a novel fight on
an 8-bout card; an imposed scarcity that keeps female
fighters trapped in a loop of endless self-promotion and
competition with each other outside of the ring.
Mental illness comes up a lot in my story because for all
intents and purposes, I am “mentally ill”, having received my diagnosis of major depressive disorder on my
first visit to a psychologist twenty years ago (“You need to
just accept that you will have to be medicated for the rest
of your life,” was her advice). I talk about suicidal
ideation, self-medication, and isolation because that is
my lived reality and the lived reality of so many people
who fall through the cracks of our barely-existent social
safety net in the US. I do not write much about medication or diagnoses, but I assure you that these are also a
part of my history and a valid part of many peoples’ experiences, even if I am more focused on the social. The
social realm of mental health matters to me because our
ideas about illness and health in the US are deeply inter-
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twined with our for-profit healthcare system’s preference
for prescription drugs over talk therapy, social stigma
about mental illness that keep people from seeking
treatment, government policies that legally determine if
a person’s illness merits leaving the workforce or not,
ideas connecting a person’s worth to their economic productivity, as well as a culture of conformism that punishes diﬀerence even as it celebrates the individual. A
mentally healthy person is expected to abide by the social norms and hierarchies of the society they were born
into, to be unperturbed by the thought of sweatshops,
climate change, and islands of plastic, to accept that
some human beings - literally many millions of them are inherently inferior, and to accept that competition is
the best way to advance society. I write about the broad
American cultural context of hyper-individualism and
hyper-competition that keep us from seeing our own
intrinsic worth as human beings - and that of other people.
Which brings me to meritocracy. I start the book with a
discussion of meritocracy because it is a thread that
binds the sometimes incongruent parts of my story. I
want the reader to have a good grasp on the term so that
they can recognize it in my narrative and interrogate the
role of meritocratic ideology in their own life. The
writing in that and some of the other more journalistic
chapters of this book might be a little challenging, but I
have faith that the reader will look up unfamiliar words
and really chew on some of the ideas in this book something that the rapidfire responses and arguments
on social media do not allow the time for. I am the
daughter of a construction worker, part of the first generation in my family to go to college and only one of two in
the family to earn a master's degree. I know many of us
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have suﬀered a lifetime of low expectations and underresourced education, but I have a lot of faith in the capacity of us to deepen our analysis together. I hope that
my story makes you feel more empathetic, critical, and
seen.

Meritocracy is one of the great fictions of late capitalism
in the US, a shiny chrome paint job obscuring the gutted
interior and rusted out chassis of society. Our collective
allegiance to the myth that wealth and power are doled
out on the basis of individual merit, rather than inheritance, nepotism, and structural advantages, keeps us
grinding away for longer hours and shrinking wages even as the GDP rises and new billionaires are made.
The carrot-and-stick nature of meritocratic ideology rewards winners with wealth, influence, and power, while
punishing the losers with diminished opportunities, increased vulnerability to violence, and shorter life expectancies. As the wealth gap increases, our visceral
reactions to this polarized binary become more extreme
as well. We celebrate and elect people that we perceive
to be most qualified because we hold it to be self-evident
that the wealth, influence, and power they hold are the
result of individual striving - hard work and gumption
ftw. At the other end of the binary, we pathologize, criminalize, and actively hate poor people because we are enchanted by the delusion that such social failure could
only be the result of an individual making shitty life
choices. You cheer breathlessly in the school yard while
the bully beats the crap out of the weakling, hoping that
your sycophantic applause will protect you from being
the bully’s next victim - after all you are a half inch
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shorter than the weakling and you have asthma...it’s not
your fault, you think. Don’t hate the player, hate the
game.
“Wages have stagnated since the 1970s for everyone but
the rich” is one of the most useless arguments I have
made in my many attempts to get fellow weaklings to
recognize that they have more in common with each
other then the bully. It is a historical fact that wealth of
the richest 1% of the population has exploded since the
1970s while wages for the rest of us have been stagnant,
but that truth is obscured by the clamoring call-andresponse of meritocracy whereby we are all enrolled in
the project of upward redistribution of wealth. We think
that it’s the conservatives’ fault that this is happening,
what with their insistence on blaming immigrants and
welfare queens. We think that it’s the liberals’ fault,
what with their free-trade agreements and failed social
engineering experiments. But the reality is that the
forces of globalization, privatization, deregulation, and
financialization that have lead to our stagnant wages
were unleashed by people with such extraordinary
wealth that their party aﬃliation is moot - I keep
thinking of that picture of the Trumps and Clintons
living it up at the same Jeﬀrey Epstein party. Our investment in the ideology of meritocracy has kept us blindfolded in a circular firing squad. Instead of fighting to
protect the power we did have when organized in labor
unions, we bought into the idea that we were better oﬀ
negotiating with our employers as individuals, that it
was somehow unpatriotic to deny shareholders whatever profit they demanded. Instead of seeing labor
unions as a tool with which we could unleash our own
power, atomized workers came to resent the ever-fewer
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organized workers for getting benefits they felt were
undeserved.
Did the labor unions in this equation fuck up sometimes? Absolutely, they are made of fallible humans after
all, vulnerable to all the worst impulses of human nature
and situated within pre-existing structures that reward
and normalize those impulses. But collective action has
always been the only way that those of us without power
could push back. A cynical campaign of racist backlash
against the Civil Rights Movement was melded to the
emergent individualism of the hippies to firebomb the
unions and deregulate industries. And yes, I’m blaming
this pathetic capitulation entirely on *white* baby
boomers who made up 61.5% of that generation and
handed victories to Ronald Reagan and other “silent majority” politicians after him 2. When I or anyone else who
came of age after the 1970s utter the phrase, “OK
Boomer,” we are venting our barely-contained rage that
a generation born into such vast opportunity and
progress would sell-out its grandchildren for a few
crumbs of glittering white privilege and the dubious opportunity to die rich 3. It was this bipartisan consensus
that empowered their leaders to destroy the social safety
net and create the conditions whereby American
workers had to compete for jobs with workers overseas.
Between 1980 and 2000, the US lost 2 million manufacturing jobs as Japanese productivity surged and the US
began deregulating its economy. But it wasn’t the white
baby boomers that suﬀered the most from these or the
5.5million more manufacturing jobs the US lost since
then - it was the blacker, browner, and younger workers
with less seniority, whose wages and benefits had been
negotiated away to protect boomer pensions.
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Instead of recognizing their unique industrial and economic position as workers in the post-World War II era
and coming to terms with the horrors of colonization
and slavery in a meaningful way, white baby boomers
continued with their spiritually impoverished program
of protecting their own interests and pulling the ladder
up behind them, without a shred of self-awareness or
compassion for the fates of those aﬀected - even their
own children. These evangelicals were praying hard at
the altar of meritocracy and speaking in segregationist
tongues when their political leaders tossed them “law
and order”, “the immigrants are stealing the jobs”, and a
large dose of Cold War paranoia. They outsourced our
collective struggle for dignity and better wages to poorer
workers in less-developed countries, engaging in a reverse-geoarbitrage that allowed the richer boomers to
have vacation homes, boats, and plastic surgery while
enabling the rest to access a few luxuries via consumer
debt. Unable to wrangle a movement strong enough to
aim at the root causes, boomer reformers and those that
came after them attempted to blunt the consequences
through compromise and solutions that reified these
consequences as individual failings. The shift away from
the sense of collective struggle and collective responsibility that defined the generation that lived through The
Great Depression and fought Nazis was complete. The
age of capitalist realism had begun.
Capitalist realism 4 refers to the worldview adopted by all
the people born in the West since the boomers (I continue to focus primarily on the US, however, because
that is the country of my birth and the nation I know
best). I watched the Berlin Wall come down on the
evening news as a child, unaware that the fall of the So-
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viet Union signaled the death of any debate over the best
way to organize an economy. Margaret Thatcher, the
UK’s Prime Minister for all of the 1980s, summed up this
new epistemology with her oft-quoted slogan: there is no
alternative. The next generations ascended and came of
age marching in-step as we sought to make our own way
as empowered individuals competing in a now global
marketplace. We bought into the logic and indebted ourselves with student loans, armed with the belief that we
were the captains of our own destiny; any obstacle in the
way of fulfilling that destiny was to be vaulted over and
achieved-past. Competition was our birthright and
failure to succeed was proof of an individual’s inherent
worthlessness. We treaded turbulent waters as public
investment in education, infrastructure, and healthcare
disappeared beneath us, no matter which politicians we
voted for. There is no alternative became the very rhythm
of our beating hearts as we watched the water rise
around ourselves and our friends.
Of course there were plenty of successful people, many
of whom achieved wealth and status beyond what the
boomers could have imagined possible as the advance of
information technology opened up new markets for
both highly-specialized workers and those with enough
disposable income to invest. For the rest of us, this unquestioning loyalty to meritocratic ideology has kept us
on a treadmill, running less because we are confident
that it will lead to economic stability and more because
we are terrified of the social consequences of failure.
Suﬀocating under debt that we cannot hope to pay oﬀ in
our lifetimes, vulnerable to eviction, foreclosure, and
sickness, isolated by our shame and fear - our mental
health deteriorated and our expectations for life reduced

Introduction

xvii

to a faint shadow of those that animated our secondgrade selves - we wonder what even is the point of it all?? Is
this what Marx meant by alienation? Alienation, we type
wearily into the search bar of Google, Instagram, and
YouTube - any app whose maternal blue light cradles us
when we lie awake in the middle of the night. We find
some articles, some discussion, some pithy memes: arguments in the comments. Our unrequited desire for connection makes us wonder about these mythical ideas
about the collective; we fantasize about community,
safety, and stability. Before we can pursue that line of inquiry any further, we are enticed by a beautiful influencer down the rabbithole of personal improvement. - a
much softer yet more insidious narrative that aﬃrms
what we always already knew: We are responsible for
our success as well as our failure. Like adults whose
sense of self was warped by a childhood of abuse and
neglect, we run back into the arms of our abuser, confusing familiarity with connection and pain with love:
there is no alternative.
The individual as both the subject of continuous improvement and object of comparison in our hyper-competitive hyper-commodified world is central to
upholding the meritocracy myth, ensuring that everyone
from your communist university professor to your local
bartender are busy with the unpaid work of exploiting
whatever competitive advantages they can muster. It’s as
if we have all internalized the idea that our economic
success or failure is directly correlated to the intensity of
our individual “grind” and attitude - a just-world fallacy
lingering below the surface of every influencer competing for your attention. For those of us born into poor
and working class families - an experience dispropor-
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tionately shared by Black, Indigenous, and other people
of color in the US - this idea of a perfectible self is especially destructive because prevents us from seeing
clearly all the ways that racial capitalism kneecaps our
own opportunities and inhibits our empathy for others
going through it too. In Coming Up Short: Working-Class
Adulthood in an Age of Uncertainty, written a few years
into the last recession, Jennifer M. Silva uses the appellation “mood economy” to describe how working class
young adults in the US are “privatizing happiness” in the
absence of economic stability or traditional markers of
adulthood. Instead of focusing on income inequality or
debt, we instead tell stories that center “healing” from
past trauma, abuse, and addiction to craft our adult
identities 5.Together, these meritocractic and therapeutic
narratives co-create an individualism that is both defensive and oﬀensive: “We live in a world where our jobs
and relationships are tenuous, and if we want stability
and order, we have to make it ourselves. Both economically and emotionally, we have only ourselves to
rely on.”
In the ten years since Silva carried out her interviews
and millions of people occupied public spaces, student
loan levels doubled, the gig economy ascended, the effects of climate change became more visible, rental
housing prices increased 150%, and 1 in 4 renters now
pay more than 50% of their income on rent. As of late2019, “the bottom 50% of wealth holders [62 million
households] saw their total wealth double from $976 billion during the recession to $2 trillion in 2019. But the
top 1% [19 million households] of wealthiest households
saw their wealth grow from $18 trillion to $34.7 trillion
($34,700,000,000,000 - 57 times the household wealth
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of those in the bottom 50%) 6”. The household wealth of
Black and Latino Americans is significantly smaller than
the average within the bottom 50%, and of course if you
separate the top 0.1% out the wealth concentration becomes even more extreme. Covid-19 arrived as wealth inequality in the US was greater than it had ever been in
history.
Apart from some higher-earning healthcare workers, the
bulk of essential workers in the US and across the world
come from the bottom rungs of the income distribution nursing assistants, environmental services workers,
EMTs, farm workers, postal workers, security guards, laborers, nursing home workers, grocery store workers,
food service workers, and delivery drivers - pretty much
any occupation that makes the lists of poorest paying
jobs in the US. These jobs are held by people who don’t
have much ambition or “grit”, according to the meritocracy narrative. These workers could have chosen to be
corporate professionals, or journalists (lol j/k), or advertising executives, or hedge fund managers, or the meritocracy’s all-time favorite - a successful entrepreneur! - if
they would have just put their heads down, practiced
self-discipline, and cultivated a good attitude. And yet all
of the professionals still lucky enough to be working
from home could not work or live without these ostensibly unmotivated members of the underclass. It’s the
same rationalization that allows us to celebrate ourselves
as individuals while regarding the vast ocean of humans
toiling in outsourced industries, displaced from land and
objectified in their “underdevelopment”, as cheap inputs
lacking subjectivity and lagging evolutionarily. I believe
our lives are worth more than that.

PART I

We're trapped in the belly of this horrible machine
And the machine is bleeding to death
[Dead Flag Blues, Godspeed You! Black Emperor]

1

I

was socially isolated before Covid-19 emerged and
so were you. We were falling through the cracks,
treading water, “working on our trauma” in the absence of a mass movement to address the collective nature of our alienation, of our lack of safe noncompetitive relationships within which we could heal. I
saw on Instagram that I needed to be stronger than my
strongest excuse. I read a list and learned that we were
all narcissists, all toxic, all made of stardust. We were
pushing heavy boots through knee-deep mud and the
rain never stopped. Boots full of mud. If we had the resources, we could clean the boots, we could train ourselves to have positive thoughts about the mud in our
boots, we could pay a physically fit stranger to set up
some arbitrary goal posts and then yell at us motivational-ly as we strive to reach one and then the next one
and the next one (for as long as the auto-debit keeps
debiting). We had the freedom to apply a filter, whichever filter we wanted. We could let everyone else know
that we were sexually desirable, disciplined, and appropriately detached from the loneliness: loneliness is a sign
that you haven’t “done the work”. If you don’t work, you
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don’t eat. If you don’t eat, you starve. If you starve, you
die. Fuck you for being lazy and unproductive and mentally
ill when you knew the consequences...you knew. You clicked
“I accept” and you chased the dopamine hits and raised
money for your sick cat and totally owned that moron in
the comments section. You should have read the tiny
writing.

I WAS SOCIALLY ISOLATED and lonely when I arrived in
Thailand in mid-March 2020, about a week before Prime
Minister General Prayut Chan-ocha declared a state of
emergency in response to Covid-19. Yes, the Prime Minister of Thailand is a retired military general. Yes, there
was a coup - most recently in 2014 - led by that same military general. Coups, actually. About one every seven
years since the absolute monarchy was toppled by a
coup in 1932. Those facts will be mundane to the Thai
reader, but probably less-so to the non-Thai reader for
whom #Thailand conjures rich and colorful images of
#tropical #paradise #elephant #sanctuaries #mindfullness #MuayThai #spicy #food and #sex in an #exotic
land where the natives are always #smiling. I, being a
lifelong white communist from the USA, holding a Masters degree in geography and a very large collection of
social science and history books, neither knew nor cared
that Thailand was a dictatorship when I decided to quit
My American Life to go “heal my trauma” in Thailand. I
am an economic failure in the US, but in Thailand I can
be an authentic, spiritual, cultured, ethical nomad living
the “good life” while human rights activists disappear it’s called geoarbitrage, baby. Depression plays into this
failure of empathy as well - less a feeling of constant anguish and more a feeling of radiant apathy that paints
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the world grey, preventing either anger or love from animating action beyond basic survival. In that grey area it
is so easy to forget our own humanity, and with it the humanity of other people who are also caught up in this
machine. Solidarity becomes an abstraction, a stupid
risk to take if you are trying to avoid being singled out
and labeled for worrying too much about people you
never met.

I FORST ENCOUNTERED Muay Thai soon after the inauguration of the USA’s own unpopularly-elected dictatorlite. Twenty years of activism, organizing, and study
weighed heavily on my soul as chipper voices championing pussy hats and safety pins as legitimate forms of
resistance to fascism were amplified and embraced in
the winter of 2017. Against my cynicism, apathy, and fear
I persisted, however, joining thousands of others in public
protests in the street, at the airport, at the empty oﬃces
of local elected oﬃcials. I sat through many long and
pointless meetings, posted lengthy commentary on social media, designed and produced a map linking social
movements across my city, and somehow showed up to
lead the lab sections of the undergraduate digital mapping class I had been assigned to teach that semester. My
life was frenetic but monotone in its greyness. The weed
and alcohol ceased having their desired eﬀect so I barely
slept. And I was alone.

T HE PHYSICAL QUALITY of my body was grey too - powerless, feeble, fatigued. It was like I embodied the hopeless
heaviness in my heart. By March of that year I was casually courting the idea of suicide, indulging the fantasy of
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non-existence a little more each time the thought arose.
Suicidal ideation is a survival tactic my mind has evolved
in order to keep my body alive. A switch gets flipped and
my heart knows it’s showtime. Heather, you know you got
one choice to make and you have to make it: die sad or die gloriously doing something you are afraid of. This is how I
ended up hitchhiking across the US, linking my arms
with other Occupiers to resist the eviction of Zuccotti
Park, and how I managed to write this strange book: in
action my fear is transfigured into courage and courage
makes me feel alive. My spiritual explorations impacted
this choice as well. Six months earlier I had my first psychedelic encounter with the universe and she forced me
to look at and feel the pain carried down through my ancestors. This entheogenic mother also told me that I had
inherited enormous strength with that trauma, and that
I needed to go out into the world to discover it. I thanked
her, vomited profusely, and went about my life because I
had no fucking idea what it all meant. It was my heart
that reminded me of that imperative and pushed me to
seek out martial arts training.

A FRIEND RECOMMENDED Muay Thai so I found the
nearest gym and just showed up for a trial class. I
vaguely knew that Muay Thai involved punching and
kicking, but I didn’t bother looking at YouTube videos to
confirm, knowing that the more information I had the
more likely I was to have “rational” thoughts about the
price, my age, and the cost. I know these are rational
thoughts because most people in their late thirties do
not decide, after mulling over their options, to pursue a
hobby that involves a great deal of time, eﬀort, and pain.
There are less-resistant paths to fitness, self-expression,
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and improved mental health. Fortunately, over the years
I have developed a taste for the path of most resistance both because it is more interesting and because I like to
give my economic failure in late capitalism the shiny veneer of choice, which carries a bit less stigma and shame
than deluded commie who wrongly thinks she deserves the
luxury of a socially valuable job AND a studio apartment. I
went to that first class and it was hard. Perfunctory
marching and sitting had been the extent of my physical
activity. Now I was being told to jump rope, lift my body
weight, punch the bag, then kick - all of which caused
me a great deal of physical pain and humiliation. I went
home and cried - and then paid for the rest of the
month. The humiliation I cried over was not the judgement of others, but the realization that I had not cared
for my body in so long.

I HAD TO QUIT DRINKING , smoking cigarettes, and buying
takeout food on campus to aﬀord a gym membership on
the salary of a teaching assistant. I justified this by going
three or four times a week, which brought the per-class
cost to about $10. It was very easy for me to exchange
two beers, a pack of cigarettes, or kebabs and a soda for
lunch for an hour of pushing my flabby atrophied body
to its very limits. It was the first time I had spent any significant amount of money or time on something that
was just for me and my own personal joy - before that it
was all activism, studying, and “grinding” my days apart
in pointless competition for some crumbs. I didn’t have
many close relationships at the time and Muay Thai
filled my evenings with fun strangers releasing our anger
together, replacing the circular meetings with aging activists that felt more like opportunities for them to
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project their fears and insecurities onto a group than actually building a strategic movement against fascism.
Every night I would come home from training and sit on
my roof and cry. Usually my body just hurt that bad, but
a lot of those tears were simply my releasing some of the
weight I carried around my inability to achieve a basic
middle-class existence.

T HE FIRST MONTH of training breezed by and I was
hooked. The state of the world and my material circumstances had not changed, but I had way more energy and
some kind of embryonic confidence coming together. I
got a cat-sitting gig in Queens for the summer, found the
nearest gym, and spent the next three months doing
nothing but going to Muay Thai classes and running
(and data entry, but does that really count as “doing
something”?). I kicked my training partners in the balls
more than once attempting to throw roundhouse kicks
and could not understand the mechanics of throwing a
jab, no matter how often it was explained to me. The
coaches were somewhat amused by how much eﬀort I
would put into my training with very little improvement
to my technique, but still respected my work none-theless. It was strange and exciting to reside in a body that
was changing, becoming stronger and more flexible.
One day I weighed myself at the gym and was shocked to
learn that I had lost 30lbs (about 14kg) in those few
months since I had started training. Weight loss was
never my goal, even as I was aware that my BMI registered as “obese” before I had started training. I hadn’t
been dieting either. I just cooked as cheaply as possibly
for myself (rice, beans, vegetables, and eggs) so that I
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could spend more time training and less time entering
data.

B UT THAT LOSS of weight was significant because it was
the first quantitative aﬃrmation I got that my eﬀort had an
actual eﬀect in the world - not merely in Muay Thai, but
in my entire life. At the age of 37 I finally understood
agency. Up until that point I had exhausted myself on
the meritocracy treadmill. While it was obvious that a
“reserve army of labor” had always been necessary to
suppress wages and that post-2008 austerity meant there
were even fewer “living wage” jobs to go around ten
years later, I still tried hard to achieve that middle-class
existence. This meant investing several tens of thousands of dollars and hours into my education, interning
and volunteering for well-known NGOs, organizing
events for other people (“networking”), paying for job
coaches and therapists, and even participating in that
cringeworthy late capitalist invention of “content creation”. Either you are rolling your eyes right now, preparing to tell me that I need to change the font on my
resume, or your list of failed attempts at achieving middle-class-ness extend further than my own. The feeling
of agency and confidence pulsing through the blood of a
working class person is dangerous. If she stops making
decisions based on fears of homelessness, starvation,
and social isolation, what kind of choices will she make?
I chose to fight.

2

M

uay Thai is a standing combat sport like
Western boxing, but the fighter strikes not
only with their fists, but also their elbows,
knees, and shins (มวยไทย; “muay” just means boxing or
combat). There’s also the added element of “clinching”
in Muay Thai, which is a kind of upright grappling
where the fighters appear to be aggressively hugging, but
are actually responding to the subtle movements and
shifts in bodyweight of their opponent, attempting to
oﬀ-balance the other, land a surgical close-range strike
with an elbow or knee, or simply to tire one’s opponent
out. The sheer variety of diﬀerent strikes and combinations available to a practitioner of Muay Thai, combined
with the reality that every human body has diﬀerent dimensions and capacities, makes Muay Thai exciting intellectually as much as it is physically. Every single body
and mind must work hard to achieve fluency in Muay
Thai, but each fighter will play a diﬀerent game in the
ring relative to the physical dimensions and strategy of
their opponent. When you watch a Muay Thai bout for
the first time, especially a 5-round fight in a Thai stadium, you might think that the fighter with longer limbs
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or the one with more defined six-pack abs has the advantage. But as the drama plays out, escalating as the
rounds go on, you will observe a host of possible advantages - inborn and trained - as well as winning strategies
on display from both fighters.

F OUR MONTHS into my Muay Thai saga, I emailed the
chair of my department to let her know that I would be
terminating my graduate studies at the level of Masters
instead of completing a PhD. My research focus was on
the housing crisis and housing policy in the US. A literature review I was working on that summer revealed an
uncomfortable truth: there was no shortage of intelligent
people generating interesting solutions to various aspects of the housing crisis, but rather a shortage of political will to actually address the roots of the problem. I
did not want to spend the rest of my working life trying
to come up with my own novel solutions while being
bound to institutions that fuse my economic stability to
what is essentially the academic version of “clout”.
Surely I would be more eﬀective working for a housing
justice organization, an aﬀordable housing developer, or
even city government. This wasn’t much of a revelation I was familiar with the way academia works when I accepted funding to pursue a PhD. The thing I was afraid
of - the situation that eventually would come to pass was that I would not be able to find stable employment
as a housing reformer in late capitalism’s hyperindividualistic political and social climate. Pursuing a PhD was a
hedge against that fear. While tenure or even a longerterm teaching appointment is out of reach for the majority of people who earn a PhD these days, there is no
shortage of poorly-paid adjunct positions to be filled by
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idealistic scholars who are devoted to teaching and who
remain Christmas and Easter observers of meritocratic
dogma. At least I will have the dignity of a career, no matter
how poorly-paid or unstable. Embodying strength and
confidence through my Muay Thai practice, I aﬃrmed
that this was not dignity at all. The department chair
was not pleased.

T WO YEARS and two gyms later I found myself, at the age
of 39, in my first fight camp for a smoker. In the US, each
state has its own set of rules with which it regulates amateur and professional fights. These regulations can include everything from requirements for insurance and
protective gear, to mandatory MRIs and the amount of
time permitted between weigh-ins and the actual fight.
Because of the relative obscurity of Muay Thai in the US
and the huge financial (and time) burden of organizing a
promotion, there are simply not enough paying fans of
the sport to support frequent fights. This means few opportunities for both seasoned fighters and would-be
fighters looking to get their first taste of competition.
One way the Muay Thai community in the US deals
with this is by working together to organize regional
tournaments like those sanctioned by USMTO (US
Muay Thai Open) or TBA (Thai Boxing Association).
Another strategy is the smoker, kind of a friendly intergym hard sparring event where less-experienced fighters
are matched with opponents so they can get a taste of
competition before deciding if getting punched in the
face is really for them. Protective gear for the head, elbows, and shins are typically required and the bouts are
refereed according to modified rules as an extra safeguard against injury. At the end of three rounds, both
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fighters get their hands raised and are declared winners
(although there’s always friendly gossip among gyms
and coaches about who really won). Smokers don’t count
towards a fighter’s amateur record in the US, but they
are a fantastic experience and a reasonable goal for
anyone just starting out in the sport to achieve.

A FIGHT CAMP in the US usually lasts about four weeks
and ends a couple days before the actual fight. During
the fight camp, coaches push the fighter much harder
than normal, building the fighter’s stamina, technique,
and confidence throughout. Fighters are expected to attend 5-6 classes a week, as well as any other time they
can squeeze in to work on-on-one with a coach, lift
weights, and run. Coaches often show up at the gym
when it’s still dark out and stay well after the last class
ends so that the fighter can get their work in. Weight
class is determined when the match is made and a
fighter will typically have to restrict calories during the
fight camp in order to get as close as possible to their
fight weight by the beginning of the last week of camp.
Fighters don’t cut weight for smokers, which means they
don’t have to spend four weeks maintaining a calorie
deficit in a body whose limits are being shattered in the
gym every day. That summer I was determined to have
my first amateur fight at 130lbs (59kg/super featherweight), so I restricted calories through two smoker fight
camps anyway. When I finally had my first amateur fight
a couple months later, I weighed in at a scrappy 128lbs
and won by TKO.
•

•

•
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W INNING that first fight was the best feeling in the world.
For once in my life, hard work had actually paid oﬀ.
There were of course my coaches and teammates, my
opponent and her coaches, the promoter who found a
space for me on the card, and countless other pieces that
fell into place. But it was my very own discipline and
work ethic that allowed me to step into the ring, to show
heart and respect, to prove to myself that I wasn’t the
lazy entitled snowflake that capitalist culture made me
out to be. I wish I could say that winning that fight destroyed that internalized self-hatred for good, but I still
felt a lot of shame. It didn’t help that the entire Trump
administration was now three years into proving to the
entire world that meritocracy is a farce, that appearing
respectable - and respectful - in language and appearance is unnecessary. Algorithms written by lonely young
men in Silicon Valley decided my resume didn’t merit
the gaze of an actual human and I was pretty bitter
about it. Does one throw an elbow at the algorithm or its
developer when we are all caught in the belly of this machine - little bricks in a wall, droplets in a river. Do we
fight Trump or this entire collective delusion that THE
VERY
BEST
THAT
THE
STRONGEST/SMARTEST/RICHEST NATION IN THE WORLD
CAN COME UP WITH ARE TRUMP AND CLINTON?
AND NOW BIDEN?? Seriously?? I really needed to “get
away”, as those of us with disposable income used to say.

I SAVED up a couple thousand dollars by selling weed
cookies and took myself to Thailand a month later to
celebrate my 40th birthday. For students of Muay Thai
across the world, going to Thailand to train is like a pilgrimage. That’s the way it’s talked about in the US at

Hard Bones

15

least. Your coaches will very likely have trained and even
fought in Thailand. They will send you videos of their
favorite Thai fighters and make examples of their technique in class. Monkols and pratchards are often worn by
fighters in the US, and they often perform the ritual of
“sealing the ring” to keep out evil spirits by tapping each
corner three times in the name of the Buddha, dammha,
and sangha. Most gyms have students wai at the beginning and end of class, and some gyms even hang a picture of King Rama X (the current king of Thailand) on a
wall to further display their connection to Thailand.
There’s a very real sense among students of Muay Thai
in the US that we are undertaking something ancient,
something sacred, something real. This mystique is carefully marketed under the brand of Thainess, an electrifying mix of authenticity, danger, and sensuality that
don’t really exist in the mundane middle-class lives of
most students of Muay Thai from the US. The reality of
Thailand’s dictatorship and vast inequality doesn’t typically disrupt that fantasy for a Muay Thai pilgrim.

3

T

here are at least 76 Muay Thai gyms in
Thailand according to the Tourism Authority of
Thailand’s Awesome Muay Thai directory that
launched in late 2019 1. I spent a few weeks training at
two of them - one on the coast and one in the mountains. Before leaving, I talked with a lot of people who
had trained in Thailand and got the names of gyms they
were familiar with, but most were reticent about making
a solid recommendation. It frustrated me at the time, but
in retrospect it makes sense - everyone who goes to train
Muay Thai in Thailand has a diﬀerent background and a
diﬀerent purpose for making such a trip. I ended up
choosing the first gym that a friend made a glowing recommendation of, having trained there several times
himself over the years. In addition to the glowing review,
I recognized the gym’s name and was excited about its
proximity to the ocean. When I arrived, the gym was the
tail-end of hosting a group of students from a gym I
knew of in the US, filling the open-air space with the familiar energy of exertion. I watched from the mats as the
entire group performed a final wai kru together in honor
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of the gym’s founder, a fighter and teacher respected
throughout Thailand for his contributions to the sport.

T HE NEXT MORNING I arrived early for my first session,
found a jump rope, and started warming up. The gym
was larger than I expected with three rings and a padded
floor area that took up at least as much space. There
were no walls and a corrugated roof covered the whole
area.like a circus tent, allowing a warm breeze to wander
throughout, occasionally swinging one of the heavy bags
that hung from the roof’s street-facing bottom chord. On
the far side of the gym there was an open room filled
with pictures of various fighters posing proudly with
their belts and framed newspaper clippings announcing
the founder’s many successes. I was humbled by the display and excited to spill sweat in the exact place where
so many stadium fighters had dumped their own before
me, wielding their life force and testing the strength of
their hearts. My trainer arrived a little later and watched
me shadowbox before inviting me into the center ring to
hit pads with him. His belly betrayed how long it had
been since his last fight, but his depth of knowledge was
quickly apparent in the ways he corrected me - and
didn’t. It was like starting over from the very beginning,
finding my balance in my stance, slowly marching,
shoulders relaxed, chin down. I was immediately confronted with just how stiﬀ and uncomfortable I was in
my body, even after nearly three years of training regularly. I realized that relaxing wasn’t just one of thirty
things I would try to remember when hitting pads or
sparring, but it was really THE THING that all the rest
flows from. Armed with this new knowledge, I pro-
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ceeded to keep on not relaxing during training because
my body didn’t know, as much as my brain explained.

I WAS STILL in pretty good shape when I got to Thailand,
but the coastal humidity challenged my cardio. The solution? Start running. For the next three weeks I spent
most of my time at the gym, waking up early to run a
couple miles followed by a morning session with my
trainer, lunch and a nap, and then an afternoon session
with another trainer that included sparring and
clinching with the boys and young men who were all
preparing for fights. I learned that both of my trainers
had had pretty remarkable fight careers, fragments of a
past life they shared with pride, little scars and pictures.
A few days into my time at the gym, I noticed that there
weren’t any other long-term foreign students training
and I asked about it. In response my trainer asked me
why I was there by myself, without my coach - a benign
question as any, but still one I didn’t quite understand at
the time. Was I supposed to have gone to Thailand with my
coach? Why didn’t anyone I talked to in the US even mention
that I might need to bring a coach with me? I let it go and
focused on my training, impressing myself and my
trainers with how quickly my boxing technique and
speed improved under their watchful eyes. But my loneliness persisted and grew as days turned into weeks
without a conversation requiring more than a yes or no
out of me. How did my friends who had trained here make it
through, cloistered alone on the other side of the world with
nothing but Muay Thai and enough local language skills to
point and smile at a desired food item in the market? I put a
lot of eﬀort into embracing the solitude, but I just wasn’t
ready to face it yet.
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I spent Christmas Day alone in bed, drinking Thai
whiskey and consuming a pile of savory snacks from the
7-11 across the street. At some point I made a sad post to
an MMA board asking for advice and that’s how I met
the student. He was training at a gym in the North where
there were a bunch of foreign students - men and
women - training, with plenty of space for me. I made up
my mind immediately and left for Bangkok a day later. If
I had it to do all over again, I would have waited a bit
longer before paying for a second month at the coastal
gym, and then moved on to the next gym once I saw that
I would only ever be training alone there, leaving gratitude and respect in the hearts of my trainers instead of
shame. Instead, I allowed the excitement of my first sessions to overwhelm me and override my observation and
intuition, hastily paying for a second month as if I was
locking in that feeling - as if my self and that feeling
were one and the same. My attachment to that feeling of
sparkly transient happiness was completely invisible to
me and so I chased it like a dog chases a ball. This created the situation where the inverse - loneliness - overwhelmed me once the sparkles wore oﬀ - I left
awkwardly and abruptly, forcing my trainer to withdraw
money from the ATM to give me a refund. Part of the
problem was my not knowing about Thai culture related
to relationships and saving face, but the bigger issue was
the entitlement I carried in with me as a tourist who
didn’t think of herself as a tourist. I assumed doors
would be open for me as a Muay Thai pilgrim, that I
would be seen as something more than an American
tourist with an expensive hobby - without knowing even
a shred of the language or having the financial means to
pay for the kind of attention I wanted. I don’t mean to
say that I think myself or anyone else who takes a trip to
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Thailand is an inherently bad person, but just to show
how unaware I was of myself in spite of my “progressive”
politics and education.

I BOOKED a room at a hostel near Hua Lamphong
Railway Station in Bangkok, from which I would depart
the day after New Years. I had a Tinder date set up for
the evening I arrived and a couple other people I was
chatting with in the meantime. I was powered by the energy of escape: excited, happy, anxious, scared: guarded.
I was feeling pretty good. My date was with a guy I had
briefly chatted with and quickly agreed to meet. His pictures were cute, his politics matched, and our “homes”
were continents on opposite ends of the planet - a perfect recipe for passable sex and fun, something to make
a memory worth laughing about at a bar in 20 years (but
nothing so serious as to involve actual feelings that
would inevitably lead to pain). I arrived in Bangkok in
the early afternoon, took a quick shower, pasted some
minimal makeup on my face and then set out to meet
the guy for beers. I was on my way to have companionship and maybe sex with a stranger who almost certainly
wanted the same: managed expectations, check. Transit
re-routes, Bangkok’s notoriously dense traﬃc, a closed
bar, and bad timing got in the way of our planned meetcute, but armed with our smart phones and raging hormones we finally made it happen. I ascended the MRT
escalator scanning the station for the guy who matched
the pictures and almost immediately there he was. He
was not more or less attractive than I imagined. He
wasn’t decked out in streetwear or really anything remarkable, good or bad. I saw his eyes before he saw
mine and there was some undefinable familiarity that
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significantly weakened my walls. Maybe I was just really
lonely. That’s how I met the writer.

W E WERE NOT PICKY . The writer and I emerged from the
metro station and parked ourselves at the first streetlevel cafe we saw. We ordered some big bottles of beer
and started getting to know eachother better….NO! It
wasn’t like that at all. Why am I writing this like some
mediocre romance novel? I mean technically we were
“getting to know eachother”, but I think we were both
actually a bit anxious about having this date when it
came down to it. Walls be damned. He asked me a question and it went from there, except my history is kind of
fucked up and he kept asking me intense follow-up
questions. But not at all in a judgemental way. He just
seemed genuinely curious. I suppose for all my misery I
have a few good stories. I tried to answer concisely and
charitably, but we drank several beers and he was much
better at redirecting questions towards me, grabbing
shreds of secrets I never meant to tell. This was a glaring
red flag, but I was lonely. So I indulged him carelessly,
thrilling him with all the horrible ghosts he seemed so
intent on summoning forth. These were not first date
conversations, but I clearly had a need to vent and he
was bizarrely hungry for it. I decided that I would trade
him these stories for his aﬀection. And not even him or
his aﬀection, but whatever thing it was he had on oﬀer - it
was never clear to me what that was. I didn’t trust him,
but he had some great stories when I managed to pry a
few out of his volumes.
•

•

•
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H EAVY ALCOHOL - SOAKED LEVITY was the mood and the
plan followed suit. The writer did indeed come back to
my room after a few hours of enjoying eachothers company, and we spent the night together, which overflowed
into New Years Eve and ended on the train platform the
next evening. The writer never ceased in his kindness
and compassion. He was truly the first man to know so
many details of my darkness and to respond to the
fortress of my body with gentleness and patience. I was
shocked and charmed by it all, but also terrified. Intimacy at the beginning of any new relationship is like a
game of chicken - you open your heart a little and wait
for them to do the same, hoping you aren’t just standing
blindfolded in the middle of a highway, dizzy with hormones and paralyzed by the thought that they “just
aren’t that into you”. And once you pass through the first
successful exchanges, the stakes become higher because
you are revealing parts of your inner world that never
see the light of day. I came armed and armored, but I
was kind of sprung nonetheless and that feeling was
more powerful than the unease I didn’t want to admit. I
didn’t have any Hollywood dreams of us running away
into the sunset or starting a family, but it had been so
long since I had been even a little bit vulnerable or connected to another person: I was ravenous and he was
throwing me just enough crumbs to spike my oxytocin.

I HAVE this picture of him that I took before I left. He’s
smiling in a white t-shirt and black jeans, his posture self
possessed and comfortable as he sits across from me on
a low plastic stool at a table of a busy street cafe. The
table is blue and our beer bottle is green. Behind him
the vibrant locomotion of Bangkok in the early evening
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glows in blurry neon streaks. The sky beyond him is a
brilliant magenta of heavy metal particulate matter
reaching into a sea of purple high above. He was preoccupied by the wildfires raging near his home in Australia. We had talked a lot about climate change and the
impact of humans on the planet once they learned to extract fossil fuels. I remember the feeling of that moment
exactly as it looks in the picture - his beauty, our easy
conversation, the pleasure of catching his smile in my
eyes and a smile immediately forming on my lips, while
the unstoppable momentum of environmental collapse
danced playfully around us. I wished for a diﬀerent
world to love him in but settled for an awkward goodbye
on a train platform. We would attempt to stay in touch
over the next couple of weeks, but without the physical
intimacy to bridge the gap where our words failed us,
there wasn’t much to hold onto. In any case we were
both too absorbed in our own obsessive projects - my life
and his book - to allow for the emotional imposition. He
very kindly insisted on helping me carry my baggage to
the train station and waited on the platform so we could
have our goodbye. I lost a few tears, we hugged, and I
boarded my Northbound train for the next leg of my expedition.

4

I

finally arrived at my new gym after a couple days
traveling and a detour up into the mountains. The
gym had modern studio apartments for the students to rent onsite and I happily paid, flopping down
on my bed to recover from traveling before the afternoon
session. Signs of life were everywhere - laundry hanging,
voices calling out and humming low across the courtyard, the smell of pork and chili paste hitting hot oil
drifting through my window on the late morning breeze,
sneakers resting outside the clean white apartment
doors. I was relieved to finally feel like I was where I belonged. The student greeted me warmly when we finally
met at the gym, introducing me to all the trainers as his
sister - a delegation that I accepted with gratitude, as it
seemed to gently communicate that I was both familiar
and sexually unavailable. I was still lonely but the last
thing I needed was a complicated entanglement at the
gym I needed to be comfortable at for the next month.
And of course I was still crushing on the writer, still
hoping we might make one more romantic liaison
happen before I returned to the US. The student and I
fell into a fast friendship rooted in our mutual love of
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Muay Thai, Marxism, and psychedelics. He was intelligent and charming, indulging me in discussions of
theory and the sad state of the Left in the US - alienation
from a political community was something else we had
in common. I felt safe around him and based on his occasionally-vulnerable reflections on his own life, I assumed he felt safe as well.
I trained hard at the northern gym, but didn’t push
myself with the same intensity as I had at the coastal
gym because I wasn’t looking to fight. The desire to
prove myself in the ring was eclipsed by a gnawing
feeling that something deep inside of me was shifting,
even as things remained normal on the surface. There
were not any Thai students at this gym like there had
been at the coastal one, but most of the trainers were
still active fighters in the local stadium circuit. A couple
times a week we would all pile into cars to cheer on our
trainers and teammates as they took on opponents from
around the region. Unlike the stadiums in Bangkok
which made most of their money oﬀ of gambling, the
northern stadiums made their money by selling tickets
at an inflated price to tourists, playing up the foreign
fighters’ nationalities to pique the interest of potential
new fans walking by. These stadiums were more like
little arenas for drinking with a boxing ring in the middle. Rows of folding chairs line the sides of the ring, four
or five deep and surrounded by bars and food vendors.
Fighters and their teammates would hang out in the
seats or at a bar, casually chatting and playing pool
while waiting for their fighters’ names to be called. The
presence of female fighters at these local stadiums was a
break from the norm in Bangkok where women are not
allowed to even touch the ring at most stadiums, let
alone fight, for fear that they will bring bad luck. Here
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there were female bouts on every card, some between
fighters who had more than fifty fights - a rarity in the
US except among elite professional fighters who fight
internationally.
Fighters would weigh-in the same day of the fight (if
there was a belt; fighters don’t weigh in at these stadiums
otherwise) and close enough was always just fine. I was
told it was pretty rare for fighters to cut weight at this
level anyway. The bouts were all 5-rounds with full rules
(permitting elbows) and no protective gear, even among
the children. Watching fights at the local stadiums was a
departure from how I had experienced fights in the US,
which were almost exclusively 3 rounds and included
some kind of protective gear for lower-level fighters. In
Thailand, fights are an important part of one’s training
as a fighter - the number of fights one has isn’t just about
counting all the W’s, but speaks to the experience of the
fighter overall. Learning to master ones mind in the ring
can be just as challenging as learning to avoid the strikes
of a much taller opponent. If you cannot master your
mind, you will never move from reaction to response
and you will have a hard time “letting your hands go”
because your thoughts will get in the way and slow you
down. The best way to master your mind in the ring is to
fight and fight often. A Thai fighter is expected to accrue
more than 100 fights in his career, so losing a fight (or
even being occasionally asked to lose a fight for a little
extra money) is not seen as a very big deal. Fewer opportunities to fight in the US means that fighters become a
lot more attached to the experience of winning, and can
sometimes be seen venting on social media if they lose a
fight on points when they thought they should have
won. I think this speaks to the pervasive individualism of
US culture, operating at both the institutional and
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human levels. It also suggests a big diﬀerence in how the
two cultures manage risk of injury among less-experienced fighters: avoiding injury by training defence as
much as oﬀence without weight cutting vs making the
fighter vulnerable to concussion through weight cutting
and then requiring protective gear to lessen the impact
of strikes to the head.
Beneath a shell of hard muscles and tattoos, deep
below the memes and vacation pictures dumped on social media, volatile emotions were gathering like storm
clouds. Everything was fine. I ate spicy food and laughed
over beers with other foreigners. Sex tourism was less
visible up north, less apparent as a motivating force for
Western tourists then I had been so uncomfortable
around on the coast. I relaxed into the easy identity of
Muay Thai tourist and even accepted an invitation to experience one of the giants of tourism in Thailand - elephants. I woke up early to meet the student at the gym to
wait for our ride up into the mountain sanctuary. Just
before our red songtheaw arrived I got a message from
home that smashed my protective shell like an 18wheeler barrelling down a two-lane highway. The news
itself was unremarkable but revealed a devastating truth
- the person I thought I was up until that point and that
messy dance of strength and metered vulnerability that I
performed every day for strangers and friends alike, did
not exist. The terra firma beneath my feet crumbled to
gravel as my center of gravity refreshed and refreshed,
trying in vain to redistribute my weight. I started crying
and could not stop. No matter how hard I pressed my
lips into a smile or attempted to participate in breezy
small talk, the tears just would not stop. Crying is a
normal part of life for most people but it was not for me.
I was practiced in the art of disassociation - that brilliant
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survival mechanism whereby one’s conscious mind detaches from the body when emotional and sometimes
physical pain becomes unbearable. I came upon this artform honestly, first observing it in my mother as a child,
and then perfecting it over time in the fires of my chaotic
adult life. My outward aﬀect wouldn’t appear as flat or
numb as my mother’s, but I was capable of swallowing a
nuclear bomb and I had swallowed several. The constant
striving and competition of late capitalism leaves very
little in the way of support when something bad happens. In fact, those bad things and the emotional fallout
they cause are probably your own fault, a result of not
optimizing your choices and properly managing your
risks - you already knew the rules. I knew all of these
things to be true about myself and the culture from
which I came, and yet they did not matter because I
could not stop crying. I met the student’s parents, fed
sugarcane to the elephants, and even stripped down to
give the elephants a mud bath in the river without a
break from the tears. I apologized self-consciously and
resigned, as if taking responsibility for a screaming child
on an airplane. I remembered asking my mother why
she didn’t cry after my brother died. Because if I started
crying I don’t think I would be able to stop, she replied.
I was dehydrated and feeble when we got back to the
gym. I jumped out of the songtheaw and sprinted on tired
legs to the safety of my apartment and its four white
walls. I did not know what was happening to me and I
didn’t want to risk being taken for a lunatic by the others
at the gym. I mean, I might very well have been a lunatic.
I wasn’t sure. I knew at the very least that I wasn’t a violent lunatic, but the thought was not at all comforting. I
couldn’t even tell if the student’s patient response to my
breakdown was pity or empathy, but he dropped oﬀ in-
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dica and cookies so that I could sleep and I was grateful.
I quickly drained three tall Hong Thong and sodas on
the little rear balcony of my apartment, taking long
drags of the indica in between sips. The afternoon sun
felt thick like orange paint as it snuck past the edges of
the curtain. I could hear the rhythmic tic of jumpropes
on the mats set against Thai pop music as the afternoon
session began and my consciousness finally slipped
away. Hours passed, my body and thoughts motionless,
unbound by linear time or the demands of material existence. Just darkness and silence, carrying me safely to a
new day.
My eyes squinted open, peeking to see if it had all
been a dream, but it was all familiar. I was in a big comfortable bed, the four white walls of my apartment exactly as I remembered them. I was at a Muay Thai gym,
in Thailand, and very unfortunately I was still that
person who had cried for five hours straight the day before. At least I felt rested and not quite so acutely in-myfeelings. I felt around in my blankets for my phone as my
brain came online and started flipping the switches of all
the memories and stories that bound my identity. I
wasn’t detached but I wasn’t all that integrated either. I
found my phone under the bed and scrolled through the
notifications that were waiting for me: emails from companies I had unsubscribed from and social media updates, the reality of humans as data points humming
along whether I was conscious and consenting or not.
There was one message I was happy to get, however,
from a spiritual mentor back in the US who had stewarded me through several transmundane psychedelic
journeys over the last few years. I had reached out to her
from that quiet space between indica and nightfall, the
one person I knew that might not think I was going
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crazy. Tomorrow night was January 10th - a penumbral
lunar eclipse in which the sun, moon, and Earth would
be perfectly aligned. She sent me some links explaining
the powerful astrological significance of this particular
arrangement and assured me that I was not alone in my
feeling overwhelmed and chaotic. I wasn’t sure how I felt
about astrology. I mostly felt like it was make believe, but
then so were all the religions and ideologies that humankind had ever come up with. The articles she sent
me struck a chord and reminded me of a particular psychedelic experience I had a few years ago in which I was
pregnant and in labor with something, but it was not a
baby. I had crawled around on my hands and knees,
midwifing myself through the pain and breathing exercises, only to learn that whatever I was about to give
birth to was not ready to be birthed. I had been incubating that idea in the dusty stacks at the end of my
mind ever since. What if this was connected? What if
this restlessness and pain was actually the sign that I was
about to finally give birth (in the metaphorical sense of
course)?
I didn’t have a lot to go on, but I did have some psilocybin mushrooms. I decided that midwifing myself
through whatever birth was coming was the most logical
thing to do given the astrological implications in play.
My little apartment did not seem to be an appropriate
birthing suite. I needed hot water and privacy, a physical
setting in which to care for myself through what may be
a violent process of separation. I found a nearby spa offering a private day package that included a steam room
and hydrotherapy and made an appointment for the
next morning. I floated through the rest of the day,
avoiding people and keeping my anticipation to myself.
How “real” all this was, I had no idea. I knew I had
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nothing to lose by following this intuition and nothing
to gain from trying to explain the situation to people I
didn’t really know. The next morning arrived and I took
a car to the spa, feeling a mixture of confidence and
courage as I chewed on the earthy mushrooms. I was
welcomed by a beautiful woman who showed me to my
private room. There were two massage tables in the
middle of the softly-lit room and an attendant waiting
there showed me the wardrobe where a plush bathrobe
hung. The attendant led me through a door at the far
corner of the room, out onto my very own private patio
with a deep tub and glass-walled steam room that was
already releasing hot vapor that smelled of eucalyptus.
She left me to disrobe in my room, letting me know that
she would prepare a bath for me in the big tub while I
enjoyed the steam room.
I took my clothes oﬀ solemnly and placed them
folded in the wardrobe. I stood naked before a large mirror, shyly observing the breathing human staring back
that was both me and not me. I was surprised by my
body, so angular and hard with muscle, my small breasts
hinting at feminine form as they rose softly from my tattooed chest. I could see hope extending out from my
long fingers and a lifetime of sadness in my eyes. I felt
compassion for this woman, grown and yet childlike,
strong yet vulnerable. I opened the door and walked out
into the warm sun, entering the steam room just as the
mushrooms started sending exuberant little sparks
through my body. I slowly breathed the warm vapor
deep into my chest, squeezing every last molecule of
oxygen I could out of my lungs as if I was exorcizing the
residue of old demons and filling them back up with
love. My body has long been a contested site, where
childhood battles would spontaneously be reenacted
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and the terrifying memory of being immobilized and
penetrated against my will had salted the earth. I found
my way back to my body through Muay Thai, but that
was only to transform it into a castle with impermeable
walls that would never let me down again. But there in
the thick cloud of steam I noticed my body anew,
crunching my knees up to my chest and then standing to
stretch my arms as far as they could go. I ran my palms
across my belly, down my hips all the way to my toes and
pinched handfuls of flesh. Soon after the attendant came
back to let me know the bath was ready.
I stepped out of the steam room feeling a bit like a
mythical huntress perched naked and dewy on the
back of a strapping stag, crowned with a set of antlers
like old trees. Before me the giant bathtub was overflowing with bubbles, its powerful jets gurgling below
the surface. There was a shower next to the steam room
and I let a deluge of cold water pour over me before
submerging myself in the hot water. The sun was
bright above me as I lowered my body into the tub, the
eﬀect of the mushrooms became even more powerful
as the pressurized water massaged my body. I closed
my eyes and let the warmth envelop me. From the colorful chaos of love moving in slow motion behind my
eyes came the answer: It’s you. You are the one you are
giving birth to. You are almost there. Following that intuition deeper inside, I found the sprayer, its stream as
powerful as the jets, and directed it between my legs.
An explosion of bright colors and shapes danced
around me as the water pulsated and the tension built
through my inner thighs and lower back. In the moment that I submitted to the truth of the love that was
always there, buried under so much wreckage and
pain, a sonic boom tore through my lower belly,
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sending shockwaves of pleasure and awe through every
particle of humanity that made my body mine. I floated
silent and still in the afterglow for a few minutes, my
smiling face obscured by six inches of bubbles, the
water jets still churning below the surface. I knew the
truth now, sort of. Death and rebirth. A love supreme
golden thread connection between a lonely little
monad and its universal home.
Don’t bother looking for answers if you aren’t prepared to take action because it is ultimately you that
needs to change, and change is fucking painful. Rebirthed
in love sounds like I had arrived, like arrows pointing the
right direction suddenly lit up and all the happy shit
started manifesting. “Rebirth” had only seeded my consciousness with the potentiality of love - I didn’t know
how to access or nurture that potentiality, and I still had
a lifetime of trauma coursing through my body with its
own destructive potentiality. I could not see that my
grasping, desperate attachment to love was grasping or
desperate. I just knew other people “got” it and I wanted
it, but I hoped that I could somehow game the whole
thing by being nice to people and achieving some vague
notion of “healing from my trauma”. As I waxed mystical
in the un-company of witchy influencers, surrounded by
more luxury than I was even aware, Covid-19 quietly tiptoed through Thailand. Not that any of us at the gym
were all that concerned. We kept on training, the fighters
kept on fighting, and I kept on searching for answers in
quiet places and long walks. I turned it over and over
and over, and the only certainty I found was that I hated
my life in the US and I didn’t know how to change it. I
had tried, boy had I tried, but trying only matters if you
succeed in a meritocracy. So I leveraged the only things I
had left - a few thousand dollars, my white ass, and a US
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passport, buying a return ticket to Thailand with the intention of staying for a year while I figured shit out.
Holding past versions of yourself with compassion
can be diﬃcult when you are trying to change the course
of your life. Past versions contain the shitty relationships, bad habits, and dead ends that you want to leave
behind and some of them have powerful claws sunk
deep into the flesh of the same body that will carry you
somewhere new. It’s much easier to hate those past versions, to cut the cord cleanly and step over the corpses.
Still, the building blocks of the new - the amniotic fluid
that nourishes that cellular potentiality - are there and
always have been, deserving some kind of respect. I say
that knowing I deleted a very long blog post I wrote
about the about-face I was about to take in my life’s direction. The post was embarrassingly earnest and confident, and it garnered many likes and encouraging
comments when I shared it on Facebook. At the time I
imagined that if I wrote forcefully enough, from a place
of guarded vulnerability, I could fake it till I made it and
avoid uncomfortable questions from people who
thought my choices were crazy and irresponsible. I know
now that I have absolutely no control over what other
people think of me, how they receive my words and
ideas - whether it’s a blog post, a postcard, or a handwritten letter. What I can control, however, is who can
access my heart. A week before I returned to the US, I
came down with a wretched virus, which sidelined me
from training and left me wondering if I was really
strong enough to head down a completely new path
alone. For three nights in a row I battled high fevers and
soaked my bedding with enough sweat that it was almost
too heavy to heave over the balcony railing to dry each
morning. In between vomiting and pounding elec-
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trolytes, I packed my bags and sorted out a pile of “stuﬀ I
will need for the next chapter, but not the next two
months in the US”: newly-purchased linen tops and bottoms for the vipassana retreat I had scheduled for May,
most of my Muay Thai shorts and hand wraps, the stiﬀ
red sparring gloves I had bought myself in Bangkok, and
my electric frying pan. I crammed the items into my big
orange frame backpack, happy to leave those questions
in the hands of future Heather. The student agreed to
hold the backpack for me until I returned, and I used my
“last thirty seconds of the last round” energy reserves to
drag it to his apartment. I wished him good luck on his
upcoming fight and told him to keep my red sparring
gloves if I didn’t make it back. We hugged for the first
and last time, and then I got in a cab to go to the airport.

PART II

Systems do not maintain themselves; even our lack of
intervention is an act of maintenance. Every structure in
every society is upheld by the active and passive assistance of other human beings.
[Sonya Renee Taylor, The Body is Not an Apology]

5

M

y return ticket to Thailand was booked for
April 1st, giving me exactly two months to
get my aﬀairs in order and make as much
money as possible. I split my time between my father’s
house and the city, driving that flat void of a highway on
autopilot a couple times a week, a forgettable stretch of
pine trees and strip malls set against a flat grey sky. I
spent a lot of time in my father’s basement, organizing
the colorful collection of material things I had acquired
in my lifetime like a scrupulous magpie downsizing its
nest. I had moved nearly 30 times in the last 20 years, the
continuities laid out in piles: a cast iron pan, my grandmother’s potholder, hundreds of books (mostly non-fiction), old photo albums, half-blank journals, artwork
created by friends in faraway cities. I consolidated boxes
and stacked them in a corner of my father’s basement my beloved road bike resting against them. I wondered
what my life would look like on that future date when I
would ride my bike again - if I rode it again .I wasn’t
thinking explicitly of dying, but Covid-19 was starting to
trend and my life after April 1st was a black box. I eventually threw away anything I thought was too super-
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fluous to merit being shipped across the country - the
one thing I was certain of was that if I ever returned to
the US, I would not settle anywhere haunted.

N EW CASES of Covid-19 in the US started appearing with
greater frequency by early February. We were told that
the outbreak was isolated - people returning from
Wuhan, which had been locked down since late January.
There was no reason to believe that the US could ever
experience a pandemic - the very thought spits in the
face of our Manifest Destiny and position as the #1 nation in the world. 51 million international and 89.5 million domestic passengers passed through NYC’s four
airports in 2019, 1 but it felt so far away, hidden behind an
iron curtain on the other side of the world in a market
that sells exotic game animals. Thailand was much
closer to China than the US, but I wasn’t interested in
thinking about that. I had money to make, friends to see,
and several bullet lists worth of logistics to manage:

Renew passport
Motorcycle permit test
Schedule road test
Update website
Update LinkedIn
Thai language school
Application
ID scans
Wire deposit
Visa (NYC)
Buy
Tortilla press/masa
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Underwear
Valentina hot sauce
Travel pillow
Glasses
Rain jacket
Finish tattoo
Change addresses on accounts
THC vape carts

B Y LATE F EBRUARY , there were a handful of Covid-19
deaths in the US and we first heard about the Strategic
National Stockpile containing tens of millions of surgical
masks and respirators. It was hard to imagine that many
respirators and even harder to imagine that not being
enough to protect healthcare workers in the event that
this purely hypothetical respiratory virus spread in the
US. NYC knew since at least 2008 that its Oﬃce of the
Chief Medical Examiner uses a just-in-time inventory
system for stocking its medical supplies and that they
would run out in the event of a viral influenza 2. February
slumped into March and positive cases started popping
up all over the US, including the first cluster in a Washington State nursing home and aboard a cruise ship.
And then the first couple of deaths. Tension was starting
to build as the warnings from National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (the organization headed
by Dr. Anthony Fauci), the WHO, the CDC, DHS and
HHS were rebuﬀed by Trump. People with very little statistical training started to notice signs of exponential
spread in the reported numbers and the epidemiologists
rejoiced as their research started to get attention. Perhaps taking the same devil-may-care attitude as Captain
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Grab ‘em By the Pussy was not the prepare for a globetrotting new virus. The memes got a bit darker as people
started playing out worst case scenarios that revealed the
depth of cynicism the general public already felt about
their government’s ability to deal with a national healthcare crisis.

I ACKNOWLEDGED the fear and shared in the social media
outrage upon learning that 114,000 students in NYC
schools were already homeless and at risk of losing access to food, laundry, and healthcare if the school system
was shut down. I shared too in the indignation over prisoners in New York State being tasked with making
100,000 gallons of hand sanitizer. I acknowledged the
fear and kept moving forward, kept ticking the boxes on
my list, resolute that nothing would get in the way of my
returning to Thailand. I finally completed all the necessary paperwork to apply for my education Visa by the
end of the first week of March so I made a trip up to the
Thai Consulate in New York City that Sunday. I stayed
with friends in Brooklyn who asked me to grab them
some hand sanitizer on my way up - not a huge deal, but
their local bodegas and drug stores were all out of it.
There were several large grocery stores and a seemingly
infinite number of drugstore franchises within a few
miles of my father’s house. I gave myself an extra hour
headstart driving to stop at more than one store if necessary. But there was none. No hand sanitizer and no rubbing alcohol of a high enough concentration to kill
Covid (in case you decided to mix it with aloe vera gel
and lavender to make your own hand sanitizer ala
Goop). I eventually found some antibacterial cleaning
wipes and grabbed the grocery store maximum of three
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canisters - one for my friends and two for my 65-year old
father who still seemed strangely unconcerned.

M Y FRIENDS HAD ALREADY BEEN WORKING from home for
two weeks and had a disinfecting protocol for me to follow. Their neighborhood seemed a little quieter than
normal, but it was also a cold Sunday night in March.
We chatted about my travel plans and their travel plans
over a couple of boojie brick oven pizzas in the dining
room of their local spot, A discernible unease wafted in
the air between us, tempered by wine and the a plate of
warm caramelized garlic in olive oil that we mopped up
with our charred crusts. I woke up early the next
morning to take the subway uptown to the Thai consulate. The rush hour platforms were sparsely populated
with commuters: we looked at each other suspiciously
and tried not to touch anything. I was the first person in
line at the consulate. The attendant looked over my paperwork and told me to come back the next day to pick
up my visa. I was fairly surprised, as my previous experience with Thai immigration had prepared me for a slow
turnaround. In fact, I was attempting to get a visa that
would begin on May 20th - the date my Thai language
classes were scheduled to start. Nothing was going to
keep me from getting to Thailand. I left the consulate
and headed down to the Lower East Side to visit a pencil
shop. By late morning there were a few more people on
the subway, including uniformed Amazon delivery
workers maneuvering stacks of boxes on carts. I couldn’t
imagine doing that job in normal traﬃc; the caste system
of essential vs. non-essential workers already in place
before the pandemic. I bought some pencils and wandered over to Chinatown looking for a lunch special. I
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had never seen lower Manhattan so empty, except perhaps on Christmas morning or after a big snow storm.
That evening the news reported that the New York Stock
Exchange recorded its worst daily drop since 2008.

I RETURNED to the consulate late the next morning to retrieve my visa, ready to head back to the safety of my father’s house and acres of separation between me and
possible contagion. A recorded announcement boomed
through the blowing wind on that elevated platform,
falling on even fewer ears than the day before. Attention
passengers. The MTA is doing everything in it’s power to protect our riders from Covid-19. Please do your part by washing
your hands and maintaining your distance from other riders.
Cover your...the train thundered into the station and I
stepped onto an empty car. A clear blue sky looked out
for me as I walked the four blocks from the station to the
consulate. I paid the attendant $80 and retrieved my
visa, happy to have my treasured new passport back in
my hands. The visa was not what I expected though - it
was issued with a start date of March 9th, two whole
months before I was supposed to start classes at the Thai
language school. My original plan was to get a 30-day
visa exemption stamp when I landed in Thailand, and
then extend that another 30 days, overlapping with the
start of classes. The logic behind this will sound convoluted, but Thai immigration bureaucracy itself is convoluted - I had to pay a US$500 fine to leave Thailand on
my last trip because I had not filled out the correct extension form that day in December I spent queuing in
an oﬃce overflowing with old white men and their Thai
agents. Uncertain of how the next year would pan out, I
wanted to avoid having to make a border run to finish
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out my year-long language program. A small part of my
plan was foiled and that tiny flourish allowed the fear I
had been stuﬃng down to come up through the surface.
I walked slowly down the empty sidewalk turning it over
again and again and again.

I PASSED a restaurant brave enough to have a sign out announcing lunch specials and checked to see if it had a
bar - I was about to weigh something heavy and I
needed a glass of wine to keep me constant. I strided up
to the bar, ordered a salad and a Pinot Noir, and pulled
out my phone to check the feeds. Shit did not look good.
The governor of Massachusetts announced a state of
emergency after cases doubled over night. Social media
was full of rumors about PPE and airport shutdowns. I
took a big gulp of my wine and pulled up my flight itinerary. April 1st. Would I be able to even make it out April 1st?
I took another gulp. What would I do if I couldn’t get to
Thailand? I didn’t have another job lined up or a place to
stay. I didn’t have a backup plan beyond waiting out the
crisis in my father’s spare bedroom. I took another gulp
and dialed the airline. Flights were already getting cancelled and they would permit me to change my flight for
a small fee. I pounded the rest of the wine and made my
decision. “Please re-book my flight for March13th.” I ate
my salad and ordered another glass of wine before
heading back to Brooklyn.

I STAYED another night in Brooklyn before returning to
my father’s house early the next morning. I had two days
to finish packing and tie up any loose ends. I spent the
first day working and then solemnly invited the poet to
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meet me at the bar. We huddled close, drinking what we
new would be our final beers together for a long time,
recalling old stories with nervous laughs, only to have
our voices trail oﬀ at the end. We had already been preparing for my departure, but with three weeks left we
hadn’t yet made the time for the final goodbye. We had
only talked about her coming to visit me in the fall and
sending each other letters and care packages. She was
not shaken by the news of my hastened exodus, just as
she never tried to talk me out of a single crazy idea I
shared, never tried to clip my wings no matter how
messy things got. She has a heart that Saint Margaret
Mary Alacoque would adore and a folk singer’s love of
characters that draws her into connection with all kinds
of interesting - if diﬃcult - people. She knew I was scared
and she was scared too, but she looked me dead in the
eyes and assured me that we would meet again - no debates, no what-ifs, just straight facts. We hugged goodbye
for a long time in the cold night before walking oﬀ in opposite directions - the last hug outside a bar either of us
would share with anyone for a long time.

T HE NEXT DAY I finished packing and made a trek to the
coast for one final hello and goodbye. We had never met
in person, but had found each other through social
media in the weeks after my brother died. He had
worked on one of my brother’s crews awhile back and
was now himself a contractor. For three years we had
been exchanging messages and planning to meet up so I
could show him some old pictures of my brother and he
could tell me some stories. He did not disappoint on his
end - my brother had an incredible sense of humor,
sometimes bizarre, sometimes acerbic, always walking
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just past the line of good taste. And he appreciated my
pictures, picking out facial expressions that my brother
carried with him into adulthood. When we hugged
goodbye in the parking lot, I felt like I had my brother’s
blessing and it gave me courage. Later that evening my
father dropped me and my suitcases oﬀ at JFK airport.

6

A

rriving at the gym after nearly two days flying
and laying over was like falling through a
rabbit hole and coming out on the other side. It
was the tail end of winter there and the burn season
hadn’t kicked in yet, the sun bright against a massive
blue sky, the air breezy and not too humid. The center of
town was still full of souvenir stands and tourists, old
men still filled the bar stools at the expat bars, and fights
were still on at local stadiums. The only diﬀerence
seemed to be a lot more people wearing masks out in
public. There were still fewer than 100 confirmed cases
of Covid-19 in Thailand in early March, but a massive
coordinated public health response was humming behind the scenes for two months already, implementing a
whole-of-society strategy that took science and scientists
very seriously 1. The diﬀerence between the atmosphere
I had left and the one in which I arrived was stark. I
didn’t know at the time just how robust Thailand’s
public health infrastructure was - that it had been preparing for an outbreak of this caliber for more than ten
years or that it was one of the few areas of government in
Thailand that enjoyed a high level of legitimacy and
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popular support, even as the public was increasingly
hostile to the monarchy and military dictatorship.
I talked to people at the gym and the response was a
bit more nuanced - they had experienced several large
outbreaks in the not too distant past and while they
trusted the public health response, they were not too
confident that they or their families could even aﬀord
treatment if they got sick. There was definitely a bit of
fear, but the gym remained open and there were still
plenty of students training so I decided to train too. That
didn’t last long because I am a very sweaty person. After
a couple rounds I was soaked and as I threw a hard cross
into my trainer’s pad a giant droplet of sweat flew oﬀ my
arm in slow motion and landed right in his face. I was
horrified. My trainer and his girlfriend have an infant
child and while gyms were technically open, there was
no way that so much sweat and spit shooting from bodies, splashing into another person’s mouth and mucus
membranes, could be safe. Instead of training I put all
my eﬀort into preparing a comfortable and safe home in
the event that Thailand went into lockdown. I didn’t
know for sure, but I just felt it the same way that animals
can feel an earthquake or a tsunami before it hits. I
rented a studio apartment near the gym that had more
space and a little sink and counter setup so I could cook.
I stocked up on rice, beans, dried noodles, and instant
coﬀee. I picked up my electric frying pan from the student and gave him some carts in return. I bought puzzles, big bottles of water, and a rack to hang wet clothes.
The public markets were still open so I picked up a
bunch of produce as well, certain that I would at least
eat well no matter what happened.
On March 17th The Public Health Ministry reported
that 37 people had contracted Covid-19 after visiting Ra-
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jadamnern Stadium on March 5th and another cluster of
at least 132 was traced back to an highly-anticipated tournament held on March 6th at the Army-run Lumpinee
Stadium, making Bangkok’s most famous boxing stadiums early super-spreader events as fans from several
provinces returned home from the bouts and Thailand’s
total infections ticked upwards 2. A partial shutdown of
Bangkok was ordered that same day, closing all pubs,
schools, universities, entertainment venues, sports stadiums, massage parlors and theaters for two weeks 3.
Songkran, Thailand’s famous New Years Celebration held
in mid-April was also cancelled in the capital while provincial governors were permitted to make their own
shutdown plans. International flight arrivals continued,
but foreigners from China, Macao, Hong Kong, South
Korea, Italy, and Iran were now required to secure clean
test results within three days of arrival as well as proof of
US$100,000 worth of health insurance to enter; a 14-day
quarantine would also be imposed 4.
News of the partial lockdown in Bangkok swept the
expat forums, sending both long-term foreigners and
tourists with booked vacations into a panic. Used to a
tourist ecosystem where their needs and desires were at
the center - from beachfront resorts and mountain yoga
retreats, walking streets overflowing with elephant souvenirs and barely-legal red light districts, Muay Thai
gyms, English pubs, soapy massages, temple tours,
jungle excursions, bar girls, full moon parties, sedated
tiger parks, private hospitals oﬀering cut-rate surgeries,
even a flattened “Thai cuisine” that imparted just
enough spice to impress their sun-starved co-workers
back home - expats, digital nomads, and tourists alike
occupied and consumed a mediated experience of Thailand that left them drunk with delusions of authenticity
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and importance. Of course they were important, but as a
large consumer block in an industry that was bringing in
US$62 billion a year when Covid-19 hit - 20% of Thailand’s economy. In 2019, Thailand received nearly 40
million foreign tourists - a staggering number in a
country whose population numbers about 70 million 5.
Western expats - 80-90% of them men 6 and many of
whom do not have long-term work or retirement visas flooded their local immigration oﬃces demanding to
know where they stood and if the borders between Thailand and their favorite “visa-run” countries would be
closed. Their messages and comments in online communities were increasingly condescending and critical - the
governments of their beloved home countries of Australia, the UK, and the US would never handle things so
stupidly. Counter arguments urging calm and patience
were often met with accusations of sucking up to the
Thai government or else had their in-country time
called into question.
Meanwhile, short-term tourists that included most of
the foreign Muay Thai students at my gym and those
across Thailand started rebooking their flights home for
as soon as possible. I sat tight, nesting in my new apartment and doom scrolling through the memes and news
reports coming out of the US. Social gatherings of more
than ten people were discouraged as positive cases
emerged in nearly every state and the stock market continued its downward spiral. California issued the nation’s
first stay-at-home order on March 18th as positive cases
crowded 1000. By March 20th the US had 20,000 confirmed cases and 250 Covid-related deaths 7, but Trump
continued to insist that a nationwide lockdown was unnecessary. I felt safe in Thailand but my heart shared the
anxiety of my friends back in the US, now divided into
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groups of those who could work from home, essential
workers in the healthcare and service industries, and
those who had been layed oﬀ or who saw the writing on
the wall. Everyone in the US seemed to be ransacking
grocery stores and stockpiling toilet paper while I
lounged about stoned in my roommate-free apartment,
grateful for my bum-gun and Food Panda app.
Thai newspapers started reporting that the management of Lumpinee had defied orders to cancel the
March 6th event twice - the first being a March 3rd order
by the prime minister to cancel or postpone large gatherings in general, and the second an order by The Sports
Authority of Thailand to cancel boxing bouts
specifically 8. There were now hundreds of Covid cases
spreading across Thailand that were traced back to that
fateful March 6th bout. Provincial governments continued to implement partial lockdown orders shuttering
entertainment venues, pubs, and wet markets until finally, on March 25th, the prime minister imposed an
“emergency decree” for the whole of Thailand - at first
just until April 30th, but extendable as the situation developed. A new set of measures would be announced on
each of the days that followed. In addition to the closure
of venues and cancellation of events, people’s movement
would be limited and a battery of emergency powers
would be granted to the Thai government for as long as
the emergency decree was in place. This included the
closure of international and provincial borders, a nightly
curfew, harsh penalties for spreading “fake news” about
the virus on social media 9, and a ban on public protest
that would trigger a massive wave of popular dissent by
the end of the summer.
I was impressed by the ban on “fake news” in particular - or as we freedom-loving Americans like to call it,
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“free speech” - because back home in the US the
mommy bloggers, fitness influencers, and Infowars fans
were already amplifying conspiracy theories about 5g
causing Covid and pedaling colloidal silver as a miracle
remedy 10. Cardi B warned us that shit was getting real
while the internet’s life coaches and wellness experts
swarmed, reminding an increasingly scared, desperate,
and captive audience that they needed to be “using this
time” to build a 6-pack or write a novel. Meanwhile the
burn season had commenced in the north of Thailand,
the thick clouds of smoke and particulate matter relegating me to the limited geography of my apartment
with its filtering air conditioner. Lacking connections to
any of the English-speaking foreigners that remained,
with events and public places of encounter with Englishspeaking Thais cancelled, I found myself in isolation
with only my thoughts and the growing US dumpster
fire to occupy me. I passed many days without seeing another human, much less talking to one. I grew increasingly depressed and irritable with the rest of the US,
overheating my mind in cesspool comment sections of
“friends” loudly proclaiming their moral right to not
wear a mask in public.
The twisted face of America’s malignant hyper-individualism and exceptionalism had always been there,
lurking barely below the surface, but from across the
world it appeared particularly gruesome. The weeks
drifted by at a snail’s pace, the details of each new outrage emerging in slow painful detail. By early April, almost 90% of the US was under stay-at-home orders
issued by state and local governments 11 but implementation became a partisan proxy war between individual
freedom and collective responsibility. Individuals with
pre-existing conditions such as being old or having high
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blood pressure were cast in social Darwinist terms of
being weak, unfit, and responsible for their vulnerability
in the midst of a global pandemic. By April 11th, 20,000
Americans were dead from Covid - in Thailand the wave
of transmission had already passed and the curve nearly
flattened with less than 50 cases a day being documented by the middle of the month 12. In celebration of
America surpassing Italy to become number one in the
world for Covid deaths, the true patriots of Michigan
threw an open-carry party on the steps of their state capital. In that moment I was fully-vindicated in my decision to get the fuck out of the US.
The loneliness of my little life under lockdown in
Thailand definitely took a toll on my mental health, as it
surely took a toll on that of the 70 million Thai people
who were forced to stay inside, abide by the curfew, and
wear masks. The lack of leadership at the federal left the
most populated states and cities scrambling to come up
with their own plan. Trump knew that the virus was airborne by early February, but lucky for Americans - he
didn’t want to alarm us. 13 Nevermind the 2016 report on
epidemic prevention by the Pandemic Prediction and
Forecasting Science and TechnologyWorking Group of
the National Science and Technology Council - that was
the work of that evil Muslim Obama 14. The mayor of
New York City pressed for a shelter-in-place order as
cases in the city climbed past 2000, but was met with resistance by both New York’s governor and the
president 15. New York City is twice as dense as Bangkok,
but it wasn’t until nearly 6,000 cases and 43 deaths occurred that a partial lockdown was ordered 16. My friends
sheltering in place there did so sequestered in tiny apartments with multiple roommates, as the ambulance
sirens echoed up from the empty streets and dead
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bodies overflowed from refrigerated trucks parked outside of hospitals. The response from NYC’s Department
of Health and Mental Hygiene was among the best-coordinated and most rapidly-deployed public health responses in the entire country, but the response could not
undo forty years of austerity policies and real estate
speculation that left the city’s poor and working-class
citizens disproportionately vulnerable to a respiratory
virus that spreads among people who are near eachother and attacks the blood vessels. New York City’s
health commissioner, Dr. Oxiris Barbot, would resign by
early August, “deeply disappointed” with the Mayor’s
handling of the pandemic 17 Oh, Bernie dropped out.
Thailand cancelled all alcohol sales on April 10th to
discourage people from gathering in groups to celebrate
the cancelled Sonkran Festival, the raucous Buddhist
New Years celebration that normally brings over a million Thai nationals living all over the world back home
to Thaliand 18. I plowed through my stockpile of whiskey
and had been dry for a couple days, throwing oﬀ any
semblance of a sleep schedule that lined up with my
timezone. Days stretched out for 48 hours, sometimes 72,
sleep a rogue wave crashing abruptly onto my agitated
but flat consciousness. I tried to discipline myself with
daily to-do lists that included easily-actionable tasks like
“100 sit-ups”, “wipe counters”, and “shower”, written in
crisp new notebooks with colorful pens. The Thai language school postponed my program’s start date until
late July, but all tourist visas were automatically extended so at least...at least what? I woke up crying again.
This is reality. Epidemiology. Protestors with guns. Why
won’t they just wear masks? Everyone I see on my weekly
jaunts to Big C wears masks, gets their temperature read,
checks in for contact tracing, and then they go about
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their business. Depression pizza - not great but a fucking
feast of the gods with little hotdogs. I’ll just save these
ketchup packets for later. Thank you Food Panda! Lol
they photoshopped giant dildos onto the protestors’ guns,
that’ll show ‘em! Fuck, flights from Thailand to the US are
expensive...but I have a credit card...wait, nope - they keep
getting cancelled. I don’t remember why I’m here. What does
my voice sound like? Date night with my best friend!
Baby it’s just you, that red dress, some molly and an
empty apartment.

7

I

physically made it to the end of April and was
rewarded with good news: the curve had been flattened and a partial easing lockdown could now begin. The following would reopen on May 3rd:
Restaurants and cafes
Markets
Dine-in area in supermarkets and grocery
stores
Public parks and outdoor sports venues
Hair salons and barbershops, and
Pet grooming clinics
It was incredible: the US had just crossed the
threshold of 1 million cases - flattening the curve was no
longer a national goal and people with guns and
mommy blogs were evangelizing about Bill Gates’ evil
plan and adrenochrome. These people legit thought the
ENTIRE WORLD had worked together - probably at the
UN - to concoct an elaborate hoax whose end game was
implanting microchips in the god-fearing citizens of the
USA at the behest of Bill Gates. And Bill Gates! That
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fucking guy. There was plenty to criticize about the antidemocratic nature of philanthropy, the cynicism of applying a risk-management rubric to healthcare, or the
soft imperialism of an extremely wealthy tech barron
from a rich country pumping millions of dollars into
global health projects in poor countries without any
oversight or accountability. I hated how so many meritocracy-obsessed liberals with graduate degrees fawned
over Bill Gates as if his technocratic wealth-hoarding
brilliance made him uniquely qualified to make decisions that aﬀect millions of people. But what the Covidera conspiracy theorists really hated about Bill Gates
was that he was going to make billions of dollars oﬀ of a
Covid vaccine (and those cursed microchips). Putting
aside the actual global eﬀort of scientists working on a
vaccine, the Patriot Act’s sweeping surveillance powers
humming in the background of American life for two
decades, the little computers in our pockets generating
thousands of salable data points about us at any given
moment: these people were angry that if Bill Gates came
up with a vaccine he would get even richer from selling
it BECAUSE THAT IS EXACTLY THE WAY CAPITALISM FUNCTIONS IN THE US.
The first showers of the monsoon season coincided
with the partial reopening, scrubbing most of the smoke
from the air and revealing a brilliant blue expanse filled
with percolating white clouds in every direction. I had
forgotten that I was living among so many mountains! I
rented a scooter and returned to the gym, which felt like
coming up from a fallout shelter for the first time in two
months to survey the damage. A few students and
trainers remained and things were as I had left them perhaps with a bit less tension in the air. I began to reestablish the habits of body and mind that I had lost
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touch with over the past seven weeks, spending far less
time doom scrolling and lurking in the comments. The
gym was not oﬃcially open and the trainers were not allowed to train, but we could use the large open-air space
to train ourselves, one or two at a time. My muscles
lagged behind my will as I threw kick after kick on the
heavy bag, but I knew they would eventually catch up as
they always did after a few months back in a regular
training regime. As I became more confident on my
scooter, my little world expanded and became a lot more
colorful. The 10pm-4am curfew was still in eﬀect, but
there really wasn’t anything going on at night so it didn’t
feel particularly onerous.
There was a lot of fallout that wasn’t visible from my
tourist perch. Tens of thousands if migrant workers from
neighboring Myanamar, Cambodia, and Laos were expelled from their jobs in Bangkok with the first phase of
shutdowns back in March. Families with a member
stuck abroad when the borders closed remained separated. Between the previous year’s drought and Covid,
hundreds of thousands of agricultural workers were
without income. By mid-April, an estimated 7 million
jobs were lost across the kingdom 1, with 2.5 million of
them in the collapsed tourism sector 2. The government
issued a series of stimulus packages to bail out ailing industries, but the trickle down was slow and uneven. 25
million baht (about US$800,000) was earmarked to assist Muay Thai fighters who had lost their jobs when
fights were banned and their gyms were closed, but that
left out struggling trainers and now-empty gyms across
Thailand 3. The news showed pictures of long lines of
people outside of temples and makeshift food pantries
waiting for whatever rations could be oﬀered. Ordinary
Thais and companies with deeper pockets contributed
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to the eﬀort, stretching the government aid that did
manage to reach the people and bolstering the popular
sentiment that we were all in it together. The entire
global economy was contracting and while the thought
of what would come next may have been terrifying, especially for the poor and those without dense kinship
networks, but it wasn’t seem as something that ordinary
people having little voice in macroeconomic policy
could help by worrying. It was an interesting contrast
with my experience of life in the US, where we see it as
our civic duty as democratic citizens to have a say in economic policy when the reality is that our flawed electoral
politics, lobbyists, corporate donors, and libertarian-lite
think tanks concentrate decision-making power related
to the national economy in the hands of a few wealthy,
white old men. Not that Thailand’s archaic monarchy,
junta, or political class in Bangkok were somehow better
- the diﬀerence is that Thai people didn’t suﬀer from the
delusion that they could change things without a complete overhaul of the governing institutions themselves
and a new constitution.
It is estimated that up to 500,000 foreigners remained in Thailand when international flights were
banned in April 4 but it was diﬃcult to tell just how many
of them were in my region (let alone how many of those
I would actually want to be around). I ran into the student at the gym and he victoriously shared stories of all
the women he had bedded since the lockdown because
of his auspicious position as one of the few remaining
foreign men in Thailand. I wasn’t particularly keen on
dating expat men and as a sassy Western feminist over
30, I certainly was not the kind of woman that would
compliment their sagging masculinity. But dating apps
were the only way to meet new people and I was starving
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for good conversation in English, so I downloaded a few
hoping to find a random digital nomad or travel blogger
to keep me company. Forever alone, I gave up in the
space of a week and decided to push myself harder in
training instead. One day I visited a tiny little gym
tucked away in a maze of little side streets that some
fighters I knew had been quietly training at. Less a gym
and more a battered old ring adjacent to a home, what it
lacked in padding and mirrors it made up for in privacy
from the local police, who would swing by the other gym
at random times to make sure there weren’t people
training together. This is where I first met the cornerman, who would eventually become one of my closest
friends in Thailand.
I was wrapping my hands when he pulled up to the
ring on his scooter. I gave him a what’s up nod, squashing
my excitement at meeting a new person with an aloof
indiﬀerence he must not have picked up on because he
returned my nod with hard eye contact and responded,
“You look like you’ve seen some shit.” That was about
the most disarming statement I had ever heard come out
of a 22-year-old guy’s mouth and the only response I
could give back was an awkward smile. I couldn’t tell if
he was just fucking with me or if my face really looked
that messed up, but I was too lonely to pick a fight over
it. Perhaps he too had seen some shit. Maybe he was also
alone and hoping to find connection. Both would turn
out to be true - little seeds of community and friendship
that grow into giant trees, watered through time, vulnerability, and trust. The cornerman was a gifted fighter
whose discipline, kindness, and humility didn’t make
much sense in the competitive world of Muay Thai - at
least not among the highly competitive types you find
bragging on social media after an easy fight with an out-
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of-shape opponent. But there he was - confident in who
he was, bursting with integrity, faithful to his partner,
curious about the world, and empathetic in ways I just
did not expect from a guy 18 years my junior.
I woke up at 7am on May 27th and set about my
morning routine: boiling water in the electric kettle,
opening my screenless windows to let in the natural
light and air, mixing up my mug of instant coﬀee and
milk. I was successfully breaking the doom-scroll cycle
by waiting until I was out of bed and armed with a coﬀee
before opening my social media feeds. It wasn’t a perfect
system, but it got me out of the house to explore and
stopped me from accidentally losing whole days down
the Qanon rabbithole. I first checked the Thai Health
Ministry’s easy to follow daily report for the 26th - 3,054
positive cases (+9), 2,931 recovered (+2), 57 dead (no
change), and 66 in the hospital. All nine new cases were
Thais who had returned from overseas and were in State
Quarantine, making this the first day of zero community
in all of Thailand. I was jubilant! The news was fantastic
in itself, but rumor had it that gyms could oﬃcially open
when cases of community transmission finally hit zero.
After months of bad news and uncertainty about what
the hell I was even doing in Thailand, I could finally
start imagining some possible futures for myself that
didn’t involve repatriation or giving up on Muay Thai
training entirely. Breezy and full of joy, I opened Facebook and immediately faced a video of a cop kneeling
on the neck of an unarmed black man for eight minutes
until he died.

O N THE EVENING of May 25, 2020, George Floyd was murdered by cops from the Minneapolis Police Department.
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The video of the murder was posted the next day. Indochina Time is 11 hours ahead of Eastern Daylight
Time, filling my feed with outraged posts and
livestreams of protests already underway in Minneapolis
by the time I woke up. George Floyd was not the first
black person unaccountably murdered by police during
the pandemic. Breonna Taylor was gunned down by a
cop in her apartment on March 13th during a botched
drug raid that did not yield any drugs or drug dealers. In
fact, police had been averaging one killed black person a
week since Covid had started 5. In fact, protests against
police brutality in the US had been intensifying since
2013, when Black Lives Matter emerged first as a hashtag,
then a slogan, then a decentralized social movement that
spread throughout the nation like wildfires in the August complex. Within days of the murder, protests broke
out in cities big and small as the long-simmering rage in
opposition to state-sanctioned violence against Black
people merged with the fear and uncertainty of Covid.
The spectacle of armed white people rallying unfettered
at government buildings was not received as patriotism
by a younger generation impatient with reformism as
they faced a future of diminished opportunity and environmental catastrophe. I watched the protests on my
screen from the other side of the world, doing my best to
amplify the voices of Black liberation that provided historical context in a land of cultivated red-white-and-blue
amnesia. People in my feeds who had never spoken
openly about racism and white supremacy were suddenly joining the seasoned activists and marching for
miles, for days and days - facing teargas and concussion
grenades, curfews and gangs of armed Boogaloo Boys.
While the armed anti-lockdown protests had been coordinated and funded by conservative organizations with
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deep connections to the Trump campaign, the protests
that exploded in response to the murder of George Floyd
were decentralized, multitactical, and germinated in
dense networks of activism that pre-existed Covid by
decades. I felt proud and cautiously excited.

B LACK COMMUNITIES in the US had been resisting what
the scholar-activist Ruth Wilson Gilmore called “the
state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-diﬀerentiated vulnerability to premature
death 6” since their bodies were first transformed into
commodities along the Middle Passage. The abolitionist
movement did not end with the passage of the 13th
amendment (US Constitutional amendment ending
slavery), but continued in the form of rebellions and
movements against generation after generation of white
Americans committed to protecting their place at the top
of the racial hierarchy 7. It was not surprising that the
contemporary heirs to this resistance would converge
and overlap with movements for economic justice forged
in forty years of austerity, at a moment in history where
the glaring contradictions and inequities undergirding
American society were starkly revealed by a global pandemic 8. Nobody should have been surprised that a
motley crew of white supremacists, conspiracy theorists,
and mainstream conservatives coalesced to oppose and
discredit the movement, emboldened by the barelyveiled racism of President Trump.

T HE PROTESTS CASCADED into June as confirmed cases of
Covid inched closer to 2 million in the US and deaths
surpassed the 100,000 mark. Meanwhile, fighters across
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Thailand were finally able to return to their gyms as
community transmission held at zero. In early June,
Lumpinee Stadium’s entire management committee was
transferred when a report found the stadium’s hygiene
and preventive measures to be inadequate, resulting in
Thailand’s first superspreader event back in March 9. It
was hard to imagine such sanctions being brought in the
US, where many Muay Thai gyms and students started
feeling personally victimized by local prohibitions, even
as the transmission numbers continued to climb. I
watched from my screen feeling increasingly alienated
as former teammates and coaches bypassed science and
social responsibility in favor of Qanon and blaming fat
people for making themselves vulnerable to Covid. The
thought of returning to the US became ever less appealing as I adjusted to the new normal in Thailand that
included daily training and a steady return of public life.
New students - both Thai and foreign - started training
at the gym, bringing with them new energy and badlyneeded revenue. There was even a local Black Lives
Matter solidarity event that brought out a significant
crowd of supporters 10, including several Black expats
who had cast their no-confidence votes long before I
had. With Thailand’s borders still closed, restaurants
and coﬀee shops reopened, and rumors that fights could
return as soon as July, it was easy to feel like we were
living in a completely diﬀerent world - one that was safe,
stable, and sane.

T HE SAFETY and openness brought new people into my
orbit, but more often than not they were grifters - protoinfluencers, failed entrepreneurs, and other nomadic
types looking for opportunities to grow their clout and
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bank accounts by cultivating transactional relationships
with the remaining foreigners. I was happier than I had
been since arriving in Thailand, but the loneliness persisted. It’s easy to think that making new friends or
finding a partner is the cure for loneliness, especially
when an absence of connections appears such an obvious and proximate cause. Plenty of people fill the
aching hole with dating apps, drinking buddies, and social media followers - I definitely had done my share of
all three. The truth is that loneliness is often more about
our relationship with ourselves then our relationships
(or lack thereof ) with others. There is so much vulnerability wrapped up in loneliness, so much thirsting for
validation that we can’t give ourselves, that we can end
up addicted to chasing relationships that don’t serve us:
it is only in solitude that we are faced with the truth of
who we are. On the surface, this means encountering
and recognizing patterns of thought and behavior that
keep us stuck in a loop, believing our own bullshit and
self-victimizing in familiar but painful ways. Below the
surface it means confronting the things that happened
in our lives that engendered the physiological responses
giving rise to these survival tactics in the first place. On a
spiritual level this means becoming intimately acquainted with impermanence and the reality that you
are going to die one day.

PART III

Phenomena are
preceded by the heart,
ruled by the heart,
made of the heart.
If you speak or act with a corrupted heart,
then suﬀering follows you—
as the wheel of the cart,
the track of the ox that pulls it.

Phenomena are
preceded by the heart,
ruled by the heart,
made of the heart.
If you speak or act with a calm, bright heart,
then happiness follows you
like a shadow that never leaves.
•

•

•

[Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu, Refuge: An Introduction to the Buddha, Dhamma, & Sangha]

8

T

he monk told me I could practice meditating
while lying down if that position was more
amenable to being in the moment. I rest my
hands on my belly and feel it slowly rise and fall as I
breathe, counting each circuit, my mouth forming the
shape of each number in Thai as it passes into the air. I
am naked, weightless, supine - suspended by the density
of the salt water in my own personal blue-tiled infinity
pool, two kilometers above sea level, 500 kilometers
from the sea. The early-afternoon sun warms and penetrates my skin, following each inhalation down into my
chest and radiating light down the corridors of my central nervous system. I can hear the soft voice of the therapist drift by, “...feel safe and loved…(love)...and all love
begins with feeling...safe...inside…”. I am so warm. And
calm. Pure consciousness. Love. Exhale. yêe-sìb-săam.
Safe.

P LACIDLY I INHALE for the twenty-fourth time, warm
hands on an expanding warm belly. “I deserve to feel
safe,” my serenity whispers as the warm air transmutes
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into a storm cloud that explodes on the upbeat inside
my lungs. Burly tentacles shot through with veins coil
around my limbs and neck in a vast churning sea that I
perceive from above before being sucked back into my
body. I expand and contract every muscle in my body at
once trying to find some place of vulnerability in this
cephalopodic body triangle. I hear the voice of the
teacher in the violent thrashing, Heather, there is no alternative. Mâi-bpen-rai. I scream and I kick. I believe I
am screaming and kicking free, my conscious brain is
shouting all the right orders, but there is no sound and
no light and no bubbles rising to the surface to direct
me. I feel the monk’s voice like a faint sound wave pulse
in my heart, Heather. Let go of your attachment. Eight
Fold Path. I stop fighting and let the darkness envelop
me, renouncing my clinging to breath, to love, to the illusion of safety.

I HIT THE GROUND VIOLENTLY , my body prone and
shaking with shock. A slight groan escapes my parted
lips, a massive eﬀort on the part of my lizard brain which
is trying to coordinate the breathing cycle anew, like first
responders moving rubble, never saying “die”. Medulla
yells, “CLEAR!” and the groan becomes a gasp, the gasp
inverts, a shockwave purges outward. I can hear the rise
and fall of distorted voices and suddenly remember the
moment my opponent’s elbow cleared my guard. I can’t
feel my face apart from my lips, which dutifully stand
sentinel over my airway and quite possibly are bleeding.
I can’t tell for sure. Fuck, I better open my eyes and show
some heart. Light flickers through my squinted eyes. My
eyes. Now where is my body? Wake up, body. Show some
respect. Above the din I can hear particular voices. A
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man slowly counts and on three I feel the mass connected below my lips jerk forward and up, sending my
head spinning and another wet shockwave shooting
through my lips. Fuck. I don’t want to open my eyes.

“HEATHER!” My eyes snap open just in time to register
that it is a human hand making impact with my face, followed by a brutally cold wave of water that shoots up my
nose and momentarily takes me back down into the dark
sea. But I am buoyant. I open my eyes again and I am
surrounded by unfamiliar faces talking softly to me in
familiar voices. I am sitting up in a bathtub. I look down
and can see my body, can see hands holding my hands.
Heather, do you know where you are? a masculine voice
asks. I look around for clues, try to make out the strange
faces closest to me, notice the coolness of the tub walls
against my damp skin. Fuck. “Philadelphia,” I return.
“Ok, good,” the voice responds, “Heather, I am an EMT.
You overdosed and your friend administered Narcan.
You are safe. I am here to take you to the hospital for
evaluation.” “Who the fuck hit me?” “Now Heather, don’t
you worry about that,” a kind feminine voice says, “What
matters is that you are alive. And don’t you worry, I
texted the manager at the call center to let her know you
aren’t feeling well today but will be back tomorrow.” I
know I’m alive because I can feel the rage rising up in me
like wildfires converging into a towering complex, signaling my humiliating failure.

“I DON’T WANT THIS,” explodes through my parted
lips with a nuclear ferocity that hurls my mind back into
my body, in the dark, in bed, soaked in sweat. I sit up
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against the wicker headboard of my quarantine room,
shaken but trusting that my mind and the physical body
I have known for forty years are together, are communicating. Inhale, 2, 3, 4, 5. Hold 2, 3, 4, 5. Exhale 2, 3, 4, 5. Inhale, hold, exhale. My blood pressure starts returning to
normal. I can hear my thoughts again. You are ok. You
are safe. Just a dream. “Fuck, that was intense!” I laugh to
myself. I remember that I drank quite a bit of whiskey
last night, in my quarantine room. Thai whiskey tastes
more like rum to me and I grew to really appreciate it
while I was in Thailand, but it never quite bonded with
my loneliness the same way that Irish whiskey does. Of
course, that’s just a matter of repetition - songs in the
minor key were always present among the trainers when
the Hong Thong was shared at the gym. The pain of isolation and loneliness are universal, as is the need to
numb it sometimes when the prayers and meditations of
one’s natal culture just aren’t cutting it.

J UDGING from the intensity of last night’s dream sequence, I’d say I blacked out. It’s rare that I sleep deeply
enough to remember my dreams, let alone to dream so
lucidly. I wonder if the dreaming version of myself was a
regular opiate user or if she set out to cop with a suicidal
plan in place. I wonder if she failed accidentally or intentionally, consciously or unconsciously. The waking
version of Heather, sitting on the dark edge of dawn in
an empty room, would never touch opiates and she
would be quietly sanctimonious about it, proud of her
opiate-free coping strategies that projected an aura of
strength, resilience, and wisdom onto her social media
feed. She has loads of compassion for those “fallen”
souls - among whom she counts brothers and friends
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and former classmates - but waking Heather maintains
her brand of suﬀering as distinct from that of the addicts.The illusion of separation from drug users is the only
thing keeping me among the living these days, I think as
I let my eyes gently close.

E YES CLOSED , I concentrate on the first thing I remember
from the dream. Warmth. Warmth and weightlessness.
Safety. Safety not in the armed and ready kind of way,
but safety in the generalized “at rest” state of being. I
have a vivid memory from my childhood in which I am
all of three feet tall, pushing a snowball through my
yard, the ball getting bigger and bigger as it collects
more wet snow en route to that place where it is too big
to push any farther. When I reach that place, the snowball is a little taller than my waist - more of a boulder. I
flop my body face-down on the snow boulder, exposing
a two-inch streak of skin between the snow pants and
coat that I’ve outgrown since last winter. I can feel the
cold of the snow boulder on the exposed underside of
my belly while I feel the hot afternoon sun bearing
down on that little bit of skin facing the sky. At any moment my older brother could come barrelling from
around the corner to whitewash me, but I’m not aﬀected
in the least because I’m in a perfect state of calm physical satisfaction. That is the kind of safety and warmth I
dreamed of last night. For me, this is also the danger of
opiates. I’ve read that feelings of euphoria, as well as
safety and warmth accompany a user’s first experience of
opiates (if they are not overcome by nausea). I’ve also
read that there are a lot of people with lifelong heroin
habits that just live with it smartly, test their product,
sterilize needles, never share, etc. I am not that kind of
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user, allegedly. If one pill or one hit made me feel for a
few moments the warmth of being held by a person who
genuinely loves me - all of me, from the darkest most
damaged most absurdly idealistic parts to the rasp in my
voice and my hands - and I am allowed to genuinely love
them - from their innate goodness and generosity, to the
way they insist on bringing their light into the darkness,
over and over again - I would absolutely chug the bottle,
mainline a gallon, snort a mountain. I would be happy to
die completely washed over in this feeling, I’m not
gonna lie. As such, I cannot touch the stuﬀ or hang in
that community.

9

P

rior to Covid and moving to Thailand I made my
money on the legal-but-not-100%-legal margins
of the cannabis industry. It was how I paid for
my trips and how I had been financing my lower-middle
class lifestyle in the years during and since grad school. I
was good at it but I hated it, the threat of getting caught
always lingering with the shame of being unemployable.
Unable to secure a job interview - let alone a job - in the
aﬀordable housing sector, my vision of building a legitimate social enterprise that would eventually fund the
development of social housing was the only thing that
kept me interested in the everyday drudgery of production, promotion, packaging, and distribution. When it
became clear that the business was not going to bring in
enough money to make the dream a reality, my motivation shifted to saving enough money to leave. It was a lot
of work, but it also gave me the freedom to completely
give myself over to my Muay Thai training. Unencumbered by the stresses that come with having a “real job”,
I was able to train six times a week - and often more - in
the eight months that led up to my first fight. Now, four
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months into my new life in Thailand, I was debating
how I would finance my life for the rest of the year.
Having no interest in or capacity for the kind of work
that digital nomads do, I was looking into getting a TEFL
certification so I could teach English online - not my
highest calling, but a relatively benign and easy way to
make more than enough money to pay for my modest
existence in Thailand.

M Y STILL UNEXAMINED loneliness came into collision
with my anxiety about money in the form of a business
deal with a stranger who showed up to train at the gym
one afternoon. He was nice, if a bit nerdy, and he talked
a lot. I am also a nerd that talks a lot, so we hit it oﬀ right
away. It didn’t take long for us to learn that we had
cannabis in common or that we had the combination of
raw materials and skills to do some business together.
Things started moving faster than I was comfortable
with, but he talked me into investing a quarter of my savings on principle - he could have easily aﬀorded to pay
for the whole thing but he didn’t value my intellectual
property or take my knowledge of the business seriously.
My anxiety grew as I started researching the local laws
and penalties, as well as predictions for the future of
tourism in Thailand. I quickly came to the conclusion
that such a venture presented extraordinary risk with
only a very small return and I aborted the mission before it could even start. I was a mess. I had clearly
dodged a bullet, but I was angry at myself for even getting in that situation in the first place. The dark shame
of self-betrayal sent me back down into the depression
hole. I felt powerless against my self-destructive im-

Hard Bones

77

pulses. Why the fuck would I sell myself out like that? I
struggled to get out of bed in this state, let alone train.
My inner critic, made flesh through a lifetime of hardships and perfectly-adapted to override any argument
that countered her, amplified the determinism: you sell
yourself out because you hate yourself and you hate yourself
because deep down you *know* you are undeserving of love.
You get what you deserve.

T HAT ’ S how it was for a while. I lost a couple weeks
staying stoned, curtains drawn: doom scrolling and
posting surreal stories to Instagram. A local artist I knew
stopped by one day and found me in this miserable
state. She oﬀered to take me to meet a monk she knew
that spoke English. I was in bad shape but I knew I
needed help, so I agreed to go along. We spent a lot of
time together over the next week, sharing stories about
our lives and visiting a few diﬀerent places sacred to
Buddhism. We bought fish at the market and set them
free in the river adjacent to a temple, making merit by
saving their lives while asking for freedom from the very
worst of my self-imposed suﬀering. We visited a
monastery where all of the monks and nuns were
women, 1 and a mountainous temple built next to ancient ruins that predated the formation of the modern
Thai state by hundreds of years. She took me to a meditation center at the temple and helped me sign up for
five days of silent meditation at the end of the month.
And she of course brought me to see the monk, who
gave me advice on practicing meditation when one is
first setting out to learn. What struck me most about the
monk who simultaneously appeared quite young and
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quite experienced in the material world, was his contentment - living in a little forest hut, subsisting on alms and
fasting, owning few objects, wearing only the saﬀron
robe. He was childlike in his enthusiasm and curiosity,
but also subdued and collected at the same time - the
opposite of feeling powerless against ones impulsivity
and emotions. He had an air of quiet freedom quite distinct from the American brand of FREEDOM, which is
purely external and bound to the material world of competition, consumption, and individualism. I don’t remember that much of our conversation but I learned a
lot simply by observing him - it was the very beginning
of my learning how to observe my own mind. The monk
pointed me in the direction of a YouTube channel devoted to dharma talks and bid us farewell. These brief
connections helped me claw my way out of the hole, and
when I could finally breathe again I made an appointment with a therapist.

I HAD BEEN READING about C-PTSD (Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) since stumbling on a YouTube
channel of an adult survivor of child abuse who was
building a brand for herself as a life coach - a lucrative
online business in the era of Covid where millions of
goal-oriented Americans were stuck at home without a
project to focus on. A great deluge of life coaches,
mental health influencers, spiritual gurus, and a host of
uncredentialed “healers” flooded my Instagram feed
with canned motivational quotes in fashionable script
fonts - some of it helpful, but a lot of it merely branded
content aimed at securing ad revenue. I consumed a lot
of these posts, throwing them into the void of my Instagram stories as if I was throwing pennies into a wishing
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well. I learned about attachment styles (anxious-avoidant,
thank you very much), trauma responses, and an entire
subculture of self-proclaimed empaths dedicated to diagnosing the narcissists in their lives while proclaiming
their esoteric feeling powers. I was most taken in by the
content related to C-PTSD, however, and started reading
actual research papers and articles by psychologists and
therapists who took trauma seriously. I read The Body
Keeps the Score and decided to look for a trauma-specialized therapist who included EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprogramming) in their list of
modalities. EMDR is a kind of psychotherapy that is
supposed to help relieve the intense physiological symptoms associated with traumatic memories. I had never
done EMDR before, but it kept coming up in the literature. After twenty years of talk therapy that never
seemed to get at the root of my depression and attachment issues, I was open to anything and hopeful that I
could find a therapist back in the US who would meet
with me remotely. It was a glimmer of synchronicity that
I found the therapist right where I was at.

T HE THERAPIST SPECIALIZED in trauma and not just childhood trauma, but religious trauma as well. I knew I had
a lot of residual rage related to my early childhood life as
a Jehovah’s Witness, but I hadn’t given much thought to
how it was continuing to shape my adult life. He wanted
to unpack it all. The therapist was trained in hypnotherapy, EFT, EMDR, inner child work, regression, and applied meditative techniques. He was also a Tibetan
Buddhist. And because it had been nearly a month since
there had been a community transmission of Covid in
Thailand and the borders remained closed, we were able
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to meet in person at his oﬃce. A kind and thoughtful
man who didn’t look at me strangely when I brought up
psychedelic integration, I felt comfortable enough after
our first hour talking to give hypnotherapy a try. Hypnotherapy in his oﬃce did not involve a dangling watch
or entering a trance state that I couldn’t get out of as I
had seen in the movies. It was more of a guided meditation in which the therapist slowly walked me through a
narrative, providing scaﬀolding on which I could fuse
my memories and engage with imaginatively.

D URING MY FIRST SESSION , he brought me to a large door
on which I wrote the word love in gold with my finger.
Through the door was my refuge - a place of safety and
calm, far away from the people and memories that continued to haunt me. It looked like a hobbit house built
into a giant redwood, sparsely appointed in dark wood
and softly lit by a sunbeam whining through a big window. On a rug in the middle of the room sat a little girl of
about four years old, playing quietly as I entered. It was
me as a child. I walked over and said hi, kneeling down
so she could see my face with her big brown eyes. She
threw her arms around my neck and I picked her up,
rocking her warm little body gently as I told her I loved
her. I let her know she was safe, that she wasn’t alone,
and that I would be back to see her soon. The therapist
slowly walked me out of the room and back into his office, my eyes red with tears from feeling something
strange and deep inside of me. He explained that the
child was a metaphor for my emotional life, while the
adult was my logical brain - the one moving me through
the world in the here and now. Together we would bring
them into dialog, safely exploring the powerful emo-
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tions that I spent a lifetime stuﬃng down, bringing light
to the darkness so I could hold the reality of them as
they were and then let them go. I scheduled a month
worth of weekly sessions and walked out into the bright
afternoon sun feeling calm and grounded, the colors and
smells of my ride home more vivid then I remembered.

10

I

was two weeks into my new therapy regimen when
the start date for my stay at the Buddhist meditation center arrived. I was not in the best way emotionally because those therapy sessions were digging up
a lot of painful shit, but I figured that silence would be
helpful. The week before I had gotten drunk and had sex
with a fitness model-cum-financial planner living that
sweet digital nomad life of geoarbitrage and cultural
consumption in an exotic location. He wasn’t a bad
person and there was no coercion involved, but much
like the episode with the stranger a few weeks earlier, it
was something I just did because I was lonely. Would I
ever stop doing shit I didn’t really want to? The shame lingered as I made my way to the meditation center,
binding to some deeper shame related to sex. My inner
critic spoke with my mother’s zealot voice: this is what
you get for having sex outside the sanctity of marriage. God
does not approve! I pushed those thoughts aside as I
parked my scooter and walked down the path to the
little building where I was supposed to check in. It was
still quite early so I waited with my backpack for the
monk to arrive at the oﬃce. Dogs of diﬀerent sizes and
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breeds lounged undisturbed in the gentle morning sun.
Scooters burrrrooomed in the distanced, deadened by
the dense greenery that bound the medley of humanscale buildings and altars. I turned my neck towards a
tisktisktisk sound moving about nearby and saw two
people clad in white sweeping up leaves at the candlestudded base of a Buddha statue. The old monk finally
arrived to sign me in and give me my bedding and white
set of clothes - the unobtrusive uniform worn by all lay
monastics practicing in silence. He gave me my schedule
and sent me to change before joining the others for
breakfast.
I found an empty room in the hall of the light-filled
women’s dormitory, laid a sleeping mat on a third of its
bare floor, and changed into my bleach-softened vestments. The meditation center required participants to
follow the Eight Precepts, a set of restraints meant to
simply daily life and avert sensual distractions so that
the person can focus inward. Most of the precepts were
easy enough to follow - refraining from stealing, refraining from drugs or alcohol, refraining from sex, refraining from luxurious bedding. The only one on the
list that I was a little nervous about was refraining from
eating solid food after noon. With a scheduled 4:30am
daily wake-up bell sending us to the meditation hall and
breakfast not served until 7:30am, I was not sure my
Muay Thai-stoked metabolism could slow down enough
to keep me awake and functioning through nineteen
hours of daily fasting, but I was going to try my best. I
remembered the monk and his calm presence. He lived
by the eight precepts, fasting for nineteen hours every
day since he had ordained - which reminded me of the
little boxes of soy milk I had brought him when I visited.
We were to refrain from solid food - liquids were al-
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lowed. I could do that. I hurried down to the room
where meals were eaten and sat down on the little
cushion that was set for me. I placed the metal compartment tray I had been given on a short-legged folding table-for-one and waited quietly with the others to be
called.
The day of a lay practitioner at this meditation
center was regimented in the sense that for seventeen
hours a day, there was a schedule of activities in which
one was required to participate. But that was all just to
keep us from getting distracted. Not worrying about
what to eat or what to wear or “how much time is
enough” spent meditating, we were free to gently direct
our attention inward. It was not very gentle for me, a beginner. When you clear out all of the distractions - the
complicated relationships and goal-oriented activity, the
ideological narcotics and actual narcotics, the glowing
screens and social media updates - things suddenly become so quiet that you can hear the cacophony of terrors
haunting your mind. Nine hours a day were spent in
meditation, including two hours of sweeping the
grounds - a kind of moving meditation that served a
practical purpose and kept the meditators humble. I
spent most of my time walking because I was too distracted by the pain of a hamstring injury to spend so
many hours seated in the lotus position. I don’t know
that I actually meditated. There was not a moment that
my thoughts ever stopped racing and my sleep was erratic, my dreams filled with demons crashing cymbals
on rocks. I awoke the third morning to horrible flashbacks and panic. There was nobody I could call and it
was too early for me to locate the English-speaking
monk who shared his dhamma book with me. Is this a
panic attack? Am I making this up? Am I simply undisci-
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plined? Or weak? Or really legit crazy? Did that happen? Is it
all in my head? Why can’t I breathe?
I had a rare moment of trusting myself and decided
that perhaps nine hours a day of meditation was a bit
ambitious for my first time, especially so early in the
process of visiting my unconscious mind’s monsters with
the new therapist. I have always had a hard time being
compassionate to myself, but particularly when it came
to issues of my mental health I had a habit of being
cruel. I didn’t want twenty more years of shitty relationships and failure brought on by my being unstable and
otherwise intrinsically bad. I wanted to take the shortcut
over a boulder field, rip the bandaid oﬀ, tough loving approach so that I could reach destination “normal” before
my sexual capital dried up and I was sent back to the
customer service circle of hell. Perhaps this tiny glimmer
of self-compassion was my refuge, a tiny mustard seed
reward for my eﬀort - even if I did not succeed in eliminating the “unwholesome” mental states that were the
end goal of right eﬀort chronicled in the Noble Eightfold
Path. And maybe if I planted this little seed in good soil,
watered it and kept it clear of weeds, it might grow into
something more. I quietly packed my things, hung my
mat, and swept the floor. I dropped my whites at the
laundry room, walked the path back to my scooter, and
got myself safely home before 7am. I spent the entire day
stoned in bed, kept company by Netflix and a pile of
snacks from 7-11.
I told the therapist what happened at the meditation
retreat when we met the following week. He was not surprised by my experience and regarded it as a positive
sign that I trusted myself enough to listen to what my
body was telling me. We spoke generally about the differences between Theraveda Buddhism and Tibetan
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Buddhism, which helped me understand some of the
diﬀerences between the two schools of Buddhism. The
one I was experiencing in Thailand was quite conservative in some ways - not just in its refusal to ordain
women, but also in its interpretation of the canon and
emphasis on studying it as it was originally written. Not
that I was shopping for a diﬀerent school of Buddhism I didn’t even know if I wanted to be a Buddhist. I needed
context. It was helpful for me to remember what it was
like when I was a practicing Catholic - there was the
Bible, the writings of various popes and saints, all kinds
of religious orders, local parishes with their own cultures, political dalliances, and legions of scandals: Both
Dorothy Day and Agosto Pinochet were faithful
Catholics. There is the institution with its laws and hierarchies, and then there is the liturgy: the work of the
people. My own relationship to Buddhism, my meditation practice and dhamma studies - none of it needed to
cohere to a strict interpretation, as there were already
infinite interpretations and people all over the world
practicing in a variety of ways. And because Buddhism
and all religions are based on ancient texts and revelations that long predated psychology and neuroscience,
they were by default not “trauma-informed”. There was
space for all of it in my personal and spiritual growth. If
a person is suﬀering from the intense physiological effects of trauma buried deep inside their unconscious
mind and body, it makes sense that a person would need
to treat the trauma as they would a broken bone or an
illness. Physical pain might make a person's reality seem
darker than it is and it might impede their ability to cultivate mindfulness; it doesn’t mean the person is not
putting forth the right eﬀort. But if we let some light
shine on the trauma, holding it with compassion and
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tending to it with patience, we can eventually observe
healing as a part of reality as it is instead of as evidence of
a clinging attachment or “incorrect” thinking.
Self-compassion was a new orientation for me. How
would it be if I met myself where I was at - brokenness
and all - instead of where I thought I should be. I decided
to take a break from training Muay Thai for a month to
work on the physical healing part. The old hamstring
injury was pulling on the whole muscle chain down my
leg, leaving my achilles tendon inflamed and my whole
left leg with shooting pains whenever I ran or trained on
it. I joined a local fitness gym and started lifting weights
a few times a week, rebuilding all the muscles needed to
throw a roundhouse. The mechanics of throwing a
roundhouse or body kick in Muay Thai are a lot more
involved then a non-practitioner might expect. It’s too
much to think about at once, so when you first are
learning you just kick however you kick while you build
up strength and mobility in your hips. Your coach will
probably give you little pointers like “turn over your hip”
or “step slightly out on your base leg” and they might
not make much sense. What you are trying to do is
swing your kicking leg like a baseball bat - explosive
power launching the swing that transfers that power to
the point of contact. If you are throwing a right roundhouse kick, you step slightly to the left and forward on
your left leg, raising up on your toes as you pivot on your
left foot. At the same time your base leg is pivoting, you
swing your right arm down to further power the torque
through your hips, lifting and turning your right leg over
at the hip, hitting the pads (or your opponents ribs) with
your shin. It’s like a very gritty and aggressive ballet, and
a fighter needs to build similar leg muscles as a dancer
so that the whole muscle chain of the base leg works in
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unison, rather than depending on just the ankle muscles
and tendons to carry the whole thing. I knew all this before but kept training in pain because I didn’t want to appear weak; taking a break from training was as much
about retraining my mind as it was my body.
I continued with the weekly therapy sessions, each
one more intense then the last as I wandered deeper into
my unconscious mind. The therapist brought each of my
parents down into that safe little room, inviting me to
encounter them as small children the same way I had
encountered myself. I grew up knowing that my mother’s
childhood was diﬃcult - an abusive household with an
alcoholic father with PTSD from his horrifying experience in World War II, and a mother forced to undergo
shock therapy by that intensely traumatized. My mother
rarely talked about her childhood and when she did it
was compartmentalized as a tribulation she overcame
with the help of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. When I got
older and started talking about my own diﬃcult childhood in therapy, she would invalidate any discussion by
saying that everybody had bad childhoods and blamed
their parents. This enraged me at the time, but now I
started to see the traumatic eﬀects of her childhood
through encountering her as a child and started to feel
compassion for her. The deeper I got, the more I realized
that my mother was right - just not in the way she
thought she was. It was true that trauma was passed
down through generations. We know this from clinical
observation, empirical studies, and even the study of
epigenetics. Epigenetics is the science of “how life experiences influence the function of genes” 1. Research in
the field shows how environmental stressors influence
gene expression (how a gene acts), especially in the very
early stages of development just before and after a child

Hard Bones

89

is born. Dr. Gabor Mate, an addictions specialist, emphasizes that these early epigenetic eﬀects predispose some
people to addictive behaviors, opposing the popular idea
that there is a specific gene for addiction that some
people are simply born with 2. Coming to realize these
truths was not about blaming one’s ancestors, but setting
oneself free from the feelings of unworthiness and
unlovability that implant themselves in developing
brains and become self-reinforcing over time. Nobody
has to take responsibility for the wounds inflicted on
them, but they do have to take responsibility for their
own healing so that they don’t keep the cycle of abuse
repeating.
Daily training had been my only regular source of
human interaction since June, but now I had to put in a
little more eﬀort to see people. The last few months
taught me that I didn’t actually need or even want too
many people in my orbit. Quality relationships were what
I was after and I had already found a couple of potential
connections - I just needed to put in some eﬀort. The
cornerman and I started to schedule study dates at different coﬀee shops - my Thai language program finally
began in mid-July. I invited the fighter out for a wine
date after months of crossing paths with her at the gym
but not actually ever having a real conversation. As
women who were serious about our training in a Muay
Thai landscape that oﬀered few opportunities for female
fighters to compete, we exchanged smiles and the occasional bit of fight gossip - knowing each other as allies in
the patriarchal jungle without having to say it outright.
The fighter was an introvert with a petite frame that concealed the fact that she could knock the wind out of a
man twice her size with one of her deadly piercing
knees. Introverts can be hard to crack, but are almost al-
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ways worth the eﬀort - their quiet reserved natures obscuring complex interiors, stories, and dreams. Me? I’m
an ambivert - a traumatized extrovert who loves getting
to know new people while also needing a lot of space
and quiet to pacify the cacophony in my head. Once we
finally made space to hang out away from the gym, the
fighter and I found no shortage of topics to discuss at
length, her dark sense of humor and sensitivity rewarding my eﬀort. She became the only person in Thailand that knew the extent of my emotional and spiritual
journey, and she threw her support in my corner.
It was around this time that I met the singer at a
wine-soaked birthday party. Ambivalent about socializing with a group of Thai strangers my own age and
older, I put on my favorite red dress and went anyway
just to practice my social skills. The singer was eighteen
years my junior and fluent in English from studying
abroad. He had returned to Thailand not that long before Covid arrived, the lockdown and years away
studying leaving him with fewer local friends and an
openness to new connections. We ambled into conversation as the wine flowed, each recognizing a kindred
spirit in the other despite the generational diﬀerence. At
the insistence of the other guests, all of us now cheerfully buzzed, he sang a Mariah Carey song that would
have shaken the roof if there were walls for his rich
melody to bounce oﬀ. We exchanged numbers and eventually made plans to hang out again.
Towards the end of July, I caught wind of a protest in
Bangkok. Within a few days there were protests in
twenty more provinces across Thailand 3. While the
emergency decree was slowly being lifted, the prohibition against public protest remained stubbornly in place.
I tried to find more information online, but there was
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little written in the English-language Thai media at that
point. I started researching Thai political history, which
is how I first grasped the depth and breadth of popular
resistance to the monarchy and military dictatorship in
Thailand, stretching back in time to the Siamese Revolution of 1932, its fingers reaching into every province. I
mentioned the protests in passing one evening when the
singer and I were out having drinks. He was eager to talk
about it and explained the protestors’ three demands:
dissolution of the House, ending intimidation, and
drafting a new constitution. The audacity and courage of
these students to defy the emergency decree impressed
and inspired me - resistance in the very belly of Thailand’s political and economic power, with a demand as
ambitious as a new constitution, facing certain police
and military repression. I didn’t know that this would be
the beginning of a wave of pro-democracy protests that
would spread rapidly across the entire country by the
end of the summer.

11

J

uly slipped into August and I was finally starting
to feel balanced on my feet, the weight of my
heart now more evenly-balanced on my slowly
marching feet. I was training regularly and
spending more time socializing outside of the gym. The
loneliness was still there, but I was using every weapon
in my arsenal to practice holding the feeling and then
letting it go. The Thai language program had finally
commenced, dragging me out of my shell and into the
realm of public conversation. Twice a week I would
make the trek to class on my scooter, reveling in the
physical vulnerability of flying down the highway with
the sun in my face and that lovely mountain before me,
dressed in a gauzy fog or a deep green gown. The ride
filled me with an energy I had forgotten in my twenties,
pedaling my bicycle at full speed over the Williamsburg
Bridge and into Delancey Street gridlock - the thrill of
danger and autonomy; fully alive and in motion, my
brain a transit computer processing the subtle bits of
data necessary to avoid a fatal accident. I had never been
a fan of motorcycles, but on that scooter at 80km/hour I
understood the appeal. Late stage capitalism, with its
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rule-loving technocrats and risk management specialists, sucks as much joy out of life as it does danger. I
think that danger is part of the appeal for people who
get into combat sports in the US; I am certain I am not
the only one excited by the idea of getting punched in
the face once in a while.

F ACING AN ENTIRELY diﬀerent kind of danger, the student
protestors were at it again in Bangkok. Several parts of
the emergency decree had been revoked by early August,
but the order banning public protest was still in eﬀect,
not to mention Thailand’s always-lurking lèse majesté law
that makes speaking publicly against the king or the
royal family punishable by up to fifteen years in jail. On
the evening of August 3rd, more than 200 students gathered in central Bangkok for a Harry Potter-themed
demonstration.
The protesters came dressed in Hogwarts robes and
carried their own wand replicas or made their own
makeshift ones out of wooden sticks. In line with the
protest’s slogan, “Casting the Patronus Charm to Protect
Democracy,” participants were even invited to cast the
Patronus Charm as a symbolic gesture of protecting
democracy in Thailand 1.
The spirit of the protest was whimsical, but their demands were very serious: “Cancelling and reforming the
laws that expand the power of the monarch and that
could impinge on democracy where the king is the head
of state”. Pro-democracy activist and human rights
lawyer Anon Nampa accused the government of undermining democracy at the demonstration and was arrested a few days later 2. The students protested the
arrests of Anon and another leader, culminating in a
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demonstration on August 10th at Thammasat University
that drew about 2000 protestors 3. The demonstration
featured more than 100 speakers and presented a set of
ten demands from the Free People Movement 4 and
called for reform of the monarchy 5:

1. Revoke Article 6 of the 2017 Constitution that does
not allow anyone to make any accusation against the
king. And add an article to allow parliament to examine the wrongdoing of the king, as had been stipulated in the constitution promulgated by the People’s
Party.

2. Revoke Article 112 of the Criminal Code, as well as allowing the people to exercise freedom of expression
about the monarchy and giving an amnesty to all those
prosecuted for criticizing the monarchy.

3. Revoke the Crown Property Act of 2018 and make a
clear division between the assets of the king under the
control of the Ministry of Finance and his personal
assets.

4. Reduce the amount of the national budget allocated
to the king to be in line with the economic conditions of
the country.

5. Abolish the Royal Oﬃces. Units with a clear duty, for
example, the Royal Security Command, should be trans-
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ferred and placed under other agencies. Unnecessary
units, such as the Privy Council, should be disbanded.

6. Cease all giving and receiving of donations by royal
charity funds in order for the all of the assets of the
monarchy to be auditable.

7. Cease the exercise of royal prerogative over expression
of political opinions in public.

8. Cease all public relations and education that excessively and one-sidedly glorify the monarchy.

9. Search for the facts about the murder of those who
criticized or had some kind of relation with the
monarchy.

10. The king must not endorse any further coups.

T HE SPEAKERS at the August 10th demonstration were
not just students, but labour movement organizers and
activists who had been part of the Red Shirt movement.
Several of the orators invited the students to a large
protest that was being organized for August 16th at
Bangkok’s Democracy Monument and more than 100
professors from universities across Thailand signed a
statement in support of the ten demands. By the time
August 16th arrived, there had been protests at schools

96

H E AT H E R S Q U I R E

and universities in many provinces throughout Thailand. Photographs circulated of students in their school
uniforms and masks, flashing the now-ubiquitous threefinger salute from The Hunger Games that was first used
by protestors of the 2014 coup 6. Nearly 25,000 people
showed up at the Democracy Monument protest on the
16th - most of them young and many of them protesting
for the very first time. “We don’t hate the country, but we
hate you, Prayuth Chan-ocha [Thailand’s current Prime
Minister and the leader of the 2014 coup],” Benjamaporn
Nivas, a 15-year-old student, sang from the stage she
shared with others, taking the melody of a children’s
song and adding new lyrics. “We don’t want
dictatorship 7.”

D ESPITE ATTEMPTS by Thailand’s elites to cast ordinary
Thais as docile, obedient, and uninterested in politics,
evidence of resistance to exploitation and domination in
the region pre-dates the formation of the Thai state 8.
The popular uprising that spread across Thailand
starting in July 2020 traces its lineage back to the Red
Shirt political movement that emerged in 2006, resistance to the 1991 military coup, the coordinated student,
labor, and peasant struggles of the 1970s, and the
Siamese Revolution of 1932 before that. When Covid-19
arrived in Thailand, just 500 people - out of a population
of 69,625,582 - held 36% of Thailand’s corporate equity.
Meanwhile King Rama X - worth US$34billion himself socially distanced with his entourage at a lux hotel in the
Bavarian Alps. It turns out that a free market can perform rather well without democracy or a shared understanding of “right livelihood”. This is why even in
Thailand - where the collectivist impulses of Buddhism
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are deeply ingrained in the culture, where a tangle of
complicated rules attenuate the business and migration
desires of even the richest foreigners, where 90% of the
population earned less than US$10,000 a year before
Covid - you will find corrugated tin settlements filled
with construction, agricultural, and domestic workers
from Laos, Myanmar, and Cambodia - other Buddhistmajority nations with average wages even lower than
Thailand’s. That tired old antagonism at the heart of
capitalism thrives in Thailand, concentrating ever
greater sums of wealth at the top of a hierarchy dominated by the royal family and shielded from criticism by
the junta. I’m reminded of Bong Joon Ho’s comments on
the universality of his film Parasite, which takes place in
Seoul, Korea - “while on the surface the film features
very Korean characters and details, in the end it’s as if
we’re all living in this one country of capitalism” 9 - same
same but diﬀerent.

PART IV

Only twenty minutes to sleep
But you dream of some epiphany
Just one single glimpse of relief
To make sense of what you’ve seen
[Taylor Swift, Epiphany]

12

T

he protests in Thailand were starting to build
momentum - even up North where I was - and I
was hopelessly attracted to that energy. I didn’t
get any indication from the teacher that he supported
the protests, so I didn’t bring it up. I got the feeling that
there was still a lingering fear among the older generation who remember the violent repression of the Red
Shirts (and for some, the Thammasat University Massacre 30 years before that). I made a joke in class about
being a communist, but nobody laughed and nobody
admitted their sympathies, so I just let it go. I tried to
keep a low profile among the other students in my class
after that, but being one of only three women in the
class and the only one practicing a violent hobby in a
foreign country left me feeling a bit exposed. As much as
I didn’t care what this group of pleasant strangers
thought of me, I didn’t want to get caught up in performing my hard-shell novelty act because it was exhausting. I of course wanted to have rousing
conversations about democracy and freedom and the
diﬀerences between individualistic and collectivist ontologies of capitalist nations, but I settled for learning
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how to express my immediate bodily needs in Thai. It
helped that I was limited by my brief time in Thailand,
which left me behind most of the other students in the
class in terms of vocabulary and pronunciation. Several
of the men in class were dating Thai women and I felt
competitive with them. The power imbalance between a
Western male expat and a Thai woman always irked me,
always seemed like another layer of unearned male privilege. It wasn’t that I wanted to rage at them and make
them feel guilty about their relationships, but it reminded me that the project of Western colonialism was
still unfolding in the geopolitics of gender under capitalism 1. I was certain that I could connect authentically intellectually and spiritually - with a Thai man if I completely devoted myself to building my Thai vocabulary
and trained my ears to recognize the many subtleties of
tone and inflection. The desire for connection is a powerful motivator.

O NE EVENING the teacher mentioned in the course of a
lesson that he was an introvert - to the minor disappointment of his father, a former Muay Thai fighter who
wanted the same for his only son. This was the first time
that the teacher said something to the entire class while
looking directly at me. It felt like being in a dark theater
full of people and suddenly a spotlight clicks on, illuminating a single actor on stage. A pause, and then another
spotlight clicks, beaming down on my exact seat in the
audience as the actor begins a monologue in a language
that only I can understand; the crowd around me simply
observing it as part of the entertainment they paid for, a
minor detail in the second act that they wouldn’t remember. The choice of a Thai person to pursue Muay
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Thai has more to do with economics than it does being a
wolf or a lion or whatever other alpha male type shit
Western students of the martial art often celebrate. If the
teacher had chosen the path his father had wanted for
him, he certainly would have had doors opened, giving
him an advantage in terms of where he would have
trained and more opportunities to fight. The teacher followed his heart instead - a gentle rebellion to possess his
masculinity on his own terms.

I WANTED to tell him about my friend, the fighter, to reassure him that introverts can also be powerful, but there
wasn’t time or space in class to have all the conversations
with him that I wanted (and I wanted many). In any case,
he was now in his late-forties and a couple decades into
a non-violent teaching career, so why would he even
care that introverted fighters exist? I wanted to tell him
about my own childhood rebellion against the wifely vocation my mother had assigned me at birth. I wanted to
ask him if he still had the old heavy metal t-shirts of his
youth. It crossed my mind that these conversations
would make him uncomfortable, make him think I’m
trying to swallow him whole. Maybe they wouldn’t. I
didn’t have much to go on. Introverts are tough to read
until they let you in. The only thing I was certain of was
that he liked teaching - even if the situation of teaching
foreigners how to perform “ordering food in Thai” in exchange for an Ed Visa was not ideal. And I knew he liked
me the way any teacher likes a student who is excited to
learn, the way I made “giving a shit” legible by filling so
many pages with notes and emailing him in the rare instance that I might be late to class.
•

•

•
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T HE REST of my life in Thailand felt solitary and tentative, despite my precious attempts at socializing. His
class was the one place where I could be actively curious, engaged, and vulnerable. He would tell us to leave
our egos at the door, to proceed with courage into the
realm of learning a new language, to let go of our need
to always be right so that we could learn from being
wrong. I must have asked him to repeat himself a hundred times trying to diﬀerentiate among similar words
with diﬀerent tones, but he never seemed annoyed or
impatient about it. He was playful too, making jokes for
us all and sometimes just for himself, never falling out of
tempo. This was his ring and he was simply stepping inside his opponent’s sense of time. I smile at the thought of
him smiling to himself. A couple weeks later, the teacher
brought a bag of manao limes that had fallen from the
prolific tree in his yard to share with the class. I shoved a
bunch into my pockets and left the classroom with a
guilty haste; don’t make eye contact or he will know. Manao
limes are aggressively sour and slightly bitter, teeming
with juice even when they look a little dry. I cut into one
as soon as I got home, placing a chunk between my teeth
and biting down slowly. It’s pungent flavor coated my
tongue like a heavy pigment: the sweetness of feeling
anything at all, cut with the bitterness of doubt and an
absence of words.

S UCH WAS our relationship and I was grateful for all that
it was, as much as it wasn’t very much at all. I didn’t have
much to oﬀer the teacher. I’m not eﬀortlessly beautiful
or sweet or feminine. I disappointed the one Thai man
that asked me out by showing up to the date in pants
(You look like a man was his greeting). My spirited engage-
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ment with the Thai language only revealed how much I
had to learn before I could even have a conversation
with a child. If I tried to talk to the teacher outside of
class, it would have to be in English and I hated that dynamic. He had studied English for a very long time and
reached a high level of mastery, but an invitation from
me would carry an implicit demand for his English not
because he was fluent, but because I had the privilege to
travel alone to a foreign country and expect my needs
and desires to be met without knowing the language. A
Thai person would need to have significant resources
and language ability to visit the US, and even then they
would not be able to stay very long without having the
sponsorship of a job or a relative. Western expats filled
the message boards with their complaints about the
onerous immigration procedures they needed to perform in order to stay in Thailand long-term, knowing
that their home countries have their own laborious procedures for securing one of the few available long-term
visas available in a given year. Indeed, Trump had successfully mesmerized millions of Americans with a
meme about building a border wall while Brexiters
chanted We Want Our Country Back 2. What kind of a relationship could even exist between two childless middle-aged people who place a high value on solitude
anyway? None of those potential conflicts even crossed
my mind until the teacher showed up in a dream and
held my hands. That was the dream. We sat facing each
other, eyes closed, my hands resting on his, and we inhaled and exhaled a slow rhythm while heavy rain fell
on the roof. I felt the strength of his spirit and allowed
myself to melt into it, such safety and peace. I woke up
crying and cried again a few days later when I told the
therapist about it. It was such a pure fantasy, notable for
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its absence of sex and presence of dense emotional
shockwaves that pulsed through my body for days after. I
closed my eyes and sat with the sickness until the
tremorous excitement became a series of easy swells that
matched my steady breathing.

I LOVED and hated the feelings at the same time. They
were glowing threads weaving beauty into my everyday
life, but they contrasted with my increasingly alienated
and broken existence. I tried my best to “be positive” in
front of the remarkably few people in my life but I was
exhausted from performing. On the one hand, my life of
geoarbitrage in Thailand was perfect - I trained in a gym
every day, I ate delicious food at every meal, I was not
stuck living with roommates I didn’t trust, and I had a
scooter that took me anywhere I wanted, all set in a
mountainous tropical geography and guaranteed by my
Ed visa. But the isolation was becoming septic, slowly
poisoning the tiny patch of calm and quiet I had been
cultivating against all odds. I missed my friends back
home. I missed relationships that were devoid of clout,
devoid of transaction. And I was tortured by the spectacle of imminent fascism being projected from the
other side of the world while I sat impotently forming
opinions about the student movement in Thailand. Televised Muay Thai fights were back in full swing and I was
growing stronger every day, but even the hope of local
stadiums eventually opening didn’t grab me the way it
once had so many months ago. I was having a bit of an
identity crisis about who I really was and why I was even
in Thailand.

13

M

y heart was barely holding together when
the poet called to let me know that our
friend had died suddenly, on the other side
of the world where Covid was still raging and the people
I loved were suﬀering without me. My safe paradise was
now an exile that even my most romantic daydreams
couldn’t blunt. I had taken a lot of damage in spite of my
best eﬀorts at maintaining a strong guard. The strike
that finally defeated me was delivered by a man who slid
into my DMs one morning, threatening physical violence in retaliation for what he perceived to be a conspiracy by women to hurt his feelings by sharing
information about his infidelities and violence. But that
was just the set-up. The truth was that my years of Muay
Thai training, of beating the softness out of my body and
disciplining the distraction from my mind, did not really
matter when it came time to defend myself against a
man who towered over me physically and legally, in a
country where violence against women is seen as the
natural outcome of karma 1. The more uncomfortable
truth was that none of the men hanging around the outskirts of my town - not the cornerman, not the coach, not
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the therapist, not the teacher nor the student none.of.them. - had the will or capacity to do anything
about it. And nobody would ever expect them to. Feinted
teep, decisive elbow to my chin, I fell to the canvas,
stunned and bleeding while the audience roared with
approval. The cornerman came and picked me up,
poured water on my face and spoke kindness to my
aching ribs. I was done fighting. All I could think of was
home, of suﬀering with the people I love, of the popular
pretense that violence against women was a bad thing. I
put a one-way ticket back to the US on my credit card
and started packing. I would leave in a week.

I SENT a sprawling email in English to the teacher to let
him know I was leaving and to thank him for his eﬀort,
hoping that the urgency of my note might provoke some
kind of empathetic feeling in him. It is of course very
manipulative to say or do things to another person in
order to produce a desired outcome, but I would have
regretted it if I didn’t at least try to connect with him, as
imperfect as my praxis was. I should have just told him
that I was scared, but that emotion was hard to admit,
even though my entire being was shaped by fear and
self-protection. The taste of assault never left my mouth,
while the perpetrators went on living without consequence. The knowledge that you are not safe is bound to
the body, and hypervigilance comes to replace any hope
for justice. The most damaging aspect of my rape was
not the physical harm or even the dark depression that
followed, but my taking responsibility for it. It’s been ten
years since it happened and I still regularly retrace the
events of that night. It’s like I’m stuck in an escape room
searching for a way out and the only clues I can find are
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tips for how not to get stuck in an escape room to begin
with. I live my life desperate for connection and primed
to fight oﬀ whoever I let close enough to hurt me - to the
death if necessary. These are not the kind of things you
say to someone you are attracted to, and yet if you try to
hide it the residual eﬀects will only show up later and do
far more damage to you both. My middle path was to tell
some of the truth and gamble on the likelihood that he
was lonely too. I thought I had recognized some sadness
about him, a few grey clouds resting on the slopes of Doi
Suthep, nothing to be resolved so much as observed and
momentarily held with grace and tenderness. Sadness
isn’t a fetish but a window revealing a jagged strata of
unevenly-processed defense mechanisms and sublimation, open wounds and keloids, the violence of birth and
that of alienation. But I only had a few days left to chase
my ridiculous hunch, to encounter the teacher on new
ground. I didn’t want to know his secrets - that would be
unwise for anyone to oﬀer or demand without first establishing trust. I wanted him to meet me in my own suffering, to recognize it in himself, and to connect a little
temporary string from his heart to mine for the five minutes we had left. To my great surprise he invited me to
have dinner with him after the next class so we could
talk and I accepted.

T HE TEACHER that taught me how to order food in Thai
ordered for us both. I focused on not appearing as fragile
as I actually was in that moment, but his uncomplicated
kindness disarmed me. I needed to feel safe and cared
for, even if he was just performing in the capacity of ambassador, even if it was just for the duration of a meal. So
I let myself feel it. We made small talk in the silence of
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the empty restaurant but it didn’t feel small. There was
no pretense or confusion over who he was. He met me
over glass noodles, guarded but confident. I asked him
about his work and learned that he was paid exactly the
same wage to teach my class and others as he had been
before Covid - only now the classes had twice as many
students. I wasn’t surprised, but I had to stop myself
from agitating him about it as I naturally wanted to do.
Look, if I like you there’s just no way for me to NOT care
about your labor being exploited. Agitation is one of my love
languages. He explained that it takes a long time to trust
people, that it’s important to know a person really well
before considering them a friend. I already knew this of
course, but I was reckless, stomping through the world
with my heart on display, hoping that if the right ones
saw it they would take it and hold it with great care. It
was a nice idea, but I had enough scars to prove the stupidity of that strategy. He asked me what I wanted. I told
him I wanted a job where I could help people, a small
home to live in, food to eat, and good friends. “So you
want your basic needs met?” “Yes, I suppose. What about
you?” He responded easily in kind - he already had what
he wanted, a devoted Buddhist living by the five precepts
in the company of his family and close friends. We finished eating. He paid for our meal and walked me down
the sidewalk back to my scooter. He told me he wasn’t
going to take the class to visit my Muay Thai gym and I
laughed. “I would never ask you to take on work you
aren’t getting paid for.” He paused to give me a funny
look and we continued walking in silence, a thousand
possible conversations caught in our throats.
•

•

•
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T HE SIDEWALK between the parking lot and the restaurant where the teacher and I shared glass noodles was a
damp tarmac from which I was about to launch, but it
was still just a protected path by which the teacher was
escorting me safely. My airplane was just starting to
climb when I asked him if he would have dinner with
me again a few days later, before I left for good. His response was swift and caught in that curious space between the truth and saving face. Stumbling through his
words but without betraying any regrets, he explained
that he would be tutoring another student then, so I
pulled up my landing gear slowly, carefully and without
disclosing my own disappointment. “No worries. I just
like eating food.” A few days later he emailed me that he
had rescheduled the tutoring session and would invite
the whole class to join us for dinner. I was initially
thrilled to have any confirmation at all that I existed to
him as a real person, but that gave way to the truth that I
wanted time with him and him alone. Not that my
dinner invitation was anything more than that, but I did
not want to be distracted by twelve grown men talking
about their favorite coﬀee shops and weekend trips to
the islands. I wanted one last chance to hear his voice
and hold on to any tiny crumbs of life that he was
willing to give me. I wanted to sit in the carefully-tended
garden of his peace, but he did not open the gate. In his
practiced solitude, he had overcome the desire for mindless consumerism, as well as the need to be known and
felt by some tattooed foreigner whose politics might get
him in trouble.

T HE LAST TIME I saw the teacher he was standing near
me in the scooter lot where I normally parked for class.
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The lot was empty and dark, shaded by trees and
without its own streetlight. The light that found a way
came from an adjacent building, reflecting oﬀ the wet
ground and bouncing oﬀ the frame of his glasses. He
walked me there because it was so dark and I let him,
unsure until the very end if he was acting as an ambassador for the language school or if he actually wanted to
be near me, specifically. The unuttered questions made
my arms tired and my breathing faster, secretly, in the
obscurity between public and private. My eyes were
stuck to the ground, unable to follow the tiny slivers of
light reflecting up to his. I felt like a wrecking ball suspended from a cable, my great swinging velocity powered by fear of my own unknown and the gravitational
pull of old pain. I squeezed my eyes closed and begged
to be swallowed whole by the darkness and spit out of
the material world, the destructive force in my chest finally exploding with a single flash into billions of tiny
dust particles. It didn’t make a sound and nobody was
hurt. I spoke goodbye into the darkness, the ghost of a
thought smacking the back of my throat as my tongue
and pallet articulated a hard G, like the sound of giving
up. But teachers do not give up so easily, so great is their
desire to see lights come on for their students. He caught
my consonant between his teeth and exhaled it softly
into my ear, his nose brushing my cheek. What do you
want? I slowly turned my head in the direction of the
whisper, dragging my own lips gently across his cheek
until they arrived at his ear. Your kindness, I respond, the
soft s passing voltage from the tip of my tongue, down his
neck, across his shoulder, to his hand that I was now
squeezing. Is that all? He pushed the hair out of my face
with his free hand, gently bringing my gaze in line with
his own, daring me to take a step closer. But I’m too
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heavy, I think in my heavy shoes. I’m a liability. I don’t
know how. Every scattered thought is a fraction of a second, a nanoparticle of a story about why I cannot leap
forward and receive this man as he is terrifyingly offering in this moment that I have convinced myself isn’t
really happening even though I feel it like a tempest
turning me inside out while he keeps burrowing deeper
into my eyes and I can feel him squeezing my wrist
harder and harder. A loud industrial click startles the
silence, he looks over his shoulders, scanning the
parking lot for movement as the few remaining lights
around the building shut oﬀ.

I T WAS the perfect moment for me to escape, to disappear before any haunting memories could be made, before he could run the other way. And besides it was
nearly impossible to see beyond the tip of my nose. Microscopic seconds. I thought of my helmet but remembered my wrist and then his proximity and the soft
breaths flowing in and out past his lips that I knew were
right there because I could feel them demanding I come
closer. If I could just step around him and pivot forever...if I grazed my lips against his and he didn’t push me
away. He now had both my wrists in his hands,
squeezing them like limes from his tree. It was so dark
but I knew exactly where his body was in relation to
mine. I only had to make a subtle movement to find his
lips, to feel his breathing stop in its tracks as my mouth
floated a millimeter in front of his, turning my head to
bring his lips across my cheek to the tenderest place on
my neck where the tiny hairs grow. And then he exhaled
all he was holding in and pulled his lips across my jaw
and pausing so nearly a kiss; I gently bit down on the
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flesh of his lower lip, imagining the sour juices of the
manao bursting through and carrying the gravity into
my throat. I squeezed my eyes tight and opened them to
say what I wanted, but the...he wasn’t there. He was already on his way home and I was standing alone in the
dark churning over a ridiculous fantasy that my therapist would have a field-day explaining to me. I guess that
is that. I revved my engine and hit the road.

14

I

spent my remaining days in Thailand finding
people to give my collection of cooking tools to and
saying goodbye to the places whose memory had
imprinted so deeply on my heart. I tried so hard to keep
myself calm, but I had to give myself over to the disassociated auto pilot I needed to execute my departure in the
face of so much pain and fear. I was scared of leaving my
placid Covid-free bubble, scared of walking back into
the American lion’s den, and even scared of how many of
my friends and contacts in Thailand would think I was
crazy for leaving. I was also still scared that the man who
had threatened me was up from Bangkok, waiting in the
shadows outside my apartment building to take his revenge. I barely slept and moved around in an agitated
trance that made my face unrecognizable whenever I
passed its reflection. I killed my social media accounts,
only revealing my plans to the fighter and the cornerman. I gave them each a care package filled with practical items I didn’t want to take with me, but I thought
they might use and the cornerman helped me find a
home for my beloved electric frying pan. It was hard to
show them as much aﬀection as I felt for them in my
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numbed out state. I knew the love was there, just temporarily covered in emotional rubble.

O N ONE OF my last days in Thailand, the cornerman
joined me for a trip up the mountain to visit the Buddhist temple and meditation center where I had attempted my silent retreat. We wandered around the
forested grounds with the bright sun overhead - ducking
into a library, attempting to translate the graphic spiritual lessons covering the inner walls of a little alcove,
and exploring the ancient tunnels with their little cavern
altars. I bought a dear Buddhist friend from back home
some wooden prayer beads from a vendor in the courtyard. The cornerman was gifted at reading the room as
always, and he just let me be in my weird brooding and
detached place without trying to talk me out of it. I felt
calmer and calmer as time passed, just moving and
breathing - especially exhaling. Before we left, I asked
the cornerman to give me a few minutes alone. I had another reason to return to this place - something sacred
that I needed to do alone.

L ONG BEFORE I found myself on that man’s shit list, he
was just some dude that I would by weed from - that’s
how I met his partner, the artist. One day back in April
he had given me a Hanuman talisman with my slice of
brick. Hanuman is a figure from the Ramayana, Thailand’s Buddhist epic mythological legend thought to
trace its roots all the way back to 4th century India. In
both Hindu and Thai mythology, Hanuman is the Godking of the monkeys. According to the American spiritual teacher Ram Dass, Hanuman is “is a symbol of the
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mind that has become disciplined and filled with devotion...evolved state of our unruly monkey mind that constantly jumps from thought to thought. This mind is
fully focused on the presence of the Divine Self, the
Lord of Life within the heart.” 1 According toThai devotees, a talisman or amulet is supposed to attract success,love, wealth, good health, power, peace and
protection from evil forces, but they can bring the opposite upon the person who possesses one without right
intention. A Hanuman talisman is supposed to bring
wealth and power while warding oﬀ any evil spirits or
black magic that might be set upon the bearer 2. I didn’t
trust the man even back then, so I left it in its little
plastic pouch, among the various fetishes and prayer
beads on the altar in my apartment. Now that I was
leaving Thailand for good, I had to give it back. Between
the main temple and the 13th century ruins, there was a
graveyard of Buddha statues - some of them hundreds of
years old. I sat on a nearby ledge holding the talisman in
my fingers while I started to cycle my breathing until it
came and went like deep sea waves carrying birds on its
surface. I thought about the man and his shadow, his violence and pain, the terrible unrest of his soul. And I
thought of my own shadow - that fine line between narcissism and empathy, the wailing desire for love in a
body that is terrified of vulnerability. We were so diﬀerent, but also very similar in that way all of us humans are
similar.

I FOUND a Buddha statue that was close to human scale,
it’s carved lines softened with age and its surface mottled
with green mosses and molds. The Buddha sat crosslegged in the lotus position, its left hand resting in its lap
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and its right hand gently reaching down towards the
Earth. This posture is called the Bhumisparsha mudra, or
“earth witness” mudra, and it represents the Buddha’s
enlightenment under the bodhi tree 3. According to Buddhist mythology, Siddhartha Gotama (the pre-enlightenment Buddha) was meditating under the bodhi tree in
the final moments of his journey towards liberation from
craving and attachment when Mara, the god of death,
rebirth, and desire started attacking him. Mara and his
demons called into question Gotama’s fidelity, taunting
him with greed, lust, and power in much the same way
that Satan tormented Jesus in the desert (according to
Christian mythology). Gotama reaches down and
touches the earth, summoning the Earth goddess Phra
Mae Thorani to bear witness to his right to occupy that
place of enlightenment. Phra Mae Thorani rises up from
the ground, a beautiful goddess with long hair flowing
from a ponytail atop her head. She twists her hair with
her hands and a deluge of water pours out, washing
away Mara and all his demons; the cool waters of detachment embodying the Buddha’s collected merits and
achievement of perfect generosity. I placed the talisman
in the palm of that statue’s hand, acknowledging all the
demons that haunt us and keep us from our own selfawareness and peace, from achieving a more perfect love
for ourselves and for others. I took a deep breath and
walked away.
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AFTERWORD

I chose to conclude Hard Bones with an essay about the
political and economic shifts that have defined the lives
of most Millennials - shifts that happened while we were
children and didn’t have a context to understand them
in. As with the meritocracy essay I started this book
with, I hope that by explaining these events from a different perspective, the reader can start to see just how
much the economy and culture of austerity has colored
their life chances and even how she sees herself. In the
space in between Trump and Biden from which I am
writing, there is a moment of calm in which we can take
an honest look at the incredible challenges ahead of us.
We have a lot of work to do and every single person that
believes in true democracy, justice, and environmental
balance has a part to play - not just the professionals! We
have to make the road by walking and I hope that you decide you want to walk that path too, as uncertain and imperfect as it might seem. I believe in our collective
power.
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Afterword

If you completed a Bachelor’s Degree in the last twenty
years, there’s a good chance that you learned about the
massive changes that started unfolding in the US
economy since the 1970s. If you studied a social science
(like sociology, anthropology, political science, etc.) or
history you might have heard something about “neoliberalism” - deregulation, privatization, deindustrialization. A student would have to be quite specialized and
still read several books on their own to begin to grasp
what all of these changes mean - in the abstract, of
course, because we cannot see macroeconomics or ideology with our eyes or hold it in our hands. Very few
poor and working class students have been able to access this information, even as the most devastating effects of these shifts would be borne on their shoulders in
very material ways. Instead of dealing head-on with
these massive shifts, conservative politicians cynically
started what is called the “culture war” - feeding poor
and working class voters the idea that it was Blacks,
Mexicans, and immigrants’ fault that they were falling
out of the middle class. These politicians raised millions
of dollars from fabulously rich nihilists to distract
people from their fraying safety nets, convincing them to
become “single-issue voters” around abortion and gay
marriage. At the same time, liberal politicians focused
on putting bandaids on a patchwork of symptoms of this
economic shift, as well as attempting to protect the important social and political gains made by the Civil
Rights Movement. Exploiting the legitimate economic
anxieties and poisonous racism of these middle class
white people (by convincing them that Blacks were
somehow getting something extra at their expense) was
a stroke of marketing genius by the politicians who amplified that message and reaped the benefits of racial re-
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sentment - especially once it was picked up and repeated
over and over by AM radio and cable news.
I knew a little bit about these changes because I grew
up in a union family and both of my grandfathers went
on to work blue-collar union jobs when they came home
from the war. I didn’t know why it was happening, but
for some reason when I was a kid in the 1980s, Ronald
Reagan was trying to get rid of unions. That was of
course true, but it was a small part of a bigger story - an
ugly symptom of change that working families all over
the US - in cities and in small towns - had to carry the
burden of. To understand the current situation we have
to go back to that period of time that many people think
of as “the good old days” - the years after World War II
when the US built a huge middle class that the majority
of Americans were part of. If you were not an aristocrat
graced with old family money, you worked with your
hands in a factory or a field. My father’s nineteen year
old father enlisted in the military in 1938 and served for
four years in the Phillippines. He came home in 1942 and
got a job working as a mechanic for International Harvester, later joining the civilian eﬀort as a mechanic at
Camp Kilmer. He owned a simple house where he and
my grandmother raised four children. He only had an
eighth grade education. My mother’s father arrived in
the US at the age of four from Kingston, Jamaica aboard
the ship Abangarez. He was drafted and earned a Silver
Star at The Battle of Anzio in 1944. He returned home
and got a job at the Bristol Myers Squibb factory, raising
three children with my grandmother in the simple row
homes near the factory. Both of my grandfathers were
union members.
The New Deal policies of the1930s created vast opportunities for regular people - blue collar jobs with
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family wages, plenty of mid-skilled jobs for returning
vets that made use of the GI Bill to go to college, and accessible homeownership with the advent of the residential mortgage. The Fair Housing Administration (FHA)
was formed in 1934 as part of the New Deal, setting
policy for the use and administration of residential
mortgages. Drafted by a coalition of realtors, bankers,
and construction companies, the FHA operationalized
the myth that Blacks would lower property values and
were risky borrowers, creating the system of “redlining” 1
that would prevent Black families from buying homes in
white neighborhoods 2. More than 16 million Americans
served in the armed forces during World War II - 1.2 million of them were Black soldiers 3. Even as these Black
soldiers were fighting fascism abroad, back home in the
US racism was alive and well 4. While the GI Bill did not
explicitly exclude Black soldiers from getting mortgages,
racist politicians exploited white fears about integration
and fought to draft the law in a way that excluded them.
When we think of the Levittowns and other new suburban developments as a symbol of broad middle-class
prosperity in the post-war years, it is important to remember that the US government paid for the infrastructure that made this possible and that Blacks were
excluded from owning homes in the vast majority of
these white-only communities. As much as I honor the
military service of my grandfathers and take pride in
their work as blue-collar union men, I recognize that the
post-war prosperity that their families benefited from
was to the exclusion of Black families - only 2% of FHA
loans administered went to Blacks, including GI Bill
mortgages 5. My ancestors were simple people who
worked with their hands and had very little individual
impact on how the GI Bill was drafted, but they bene-
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fited from it and were able to start building wealth
through homeownership. And as much as I am proud of
my grandfathers’ union membership, I know that Black
workers had to fight tooth and nail to win the right to organize in the only industries that actually permitted
them to work 6. I also know that many white workers,
using the skills they acquired fighting their bosses, organized pickets and sometimes violent protests to prevent
Black families from moving into their communities
during the decades that followed World War II 7.
Can you imagine what it would be like to bravely
serve your country in a horrifyingly violent war against
fascism, only to return home to an apartheid situation
where you are not only prevented from sharing in the
prosperity, but you are also subjected to social exclusion
and violence? As I mentioned earlier, the Abolitionist
movement did not end with the passage of the 13th
Amendment in 1865, but was carried forward by successive generations of Black Americans demanding that
their full humanity and citizenship be recognized and
protected under law. Black veterans’ fight for integration
and labor rights added fire to the struggle for justice that
would eventually become the Civil Rights Movement of
the 1960s. Economic justice was an important site of
struggle in the Civil Rights Movement - something the
white popular imagination seems to have forgotten as
well. Many white opponents of the protests that broke
out in response to the murder of George Floyd enjoyed
trotting out MLK memes, attempting to shame the protestors with milquetoast paraphrased quotes about
peace and love. The truth is that King was on the picket
lines with striking sanitation workers a few weeks before
he was assassinated when he exhorted, “You are reminding the nation that it is a crime for people to live in
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this rich nation and receive starvation wages … working
on a full-time basis and a full-time job getting part-time
income 8.” While all of this was going on, manufacturing
in the US had peaked and was starting its decline - a
process called deindustrialization, which many industrialized countries have passed through in their economic
development 9. There are diﬀerent perspectives on why
exactly this happened in the US, but the eﬀect was that
factories that once guaranteed lifetime employment at
family wages started to move to regions with cheaper
labor costs and less regulation. The economy overall
slowed down at the same time that a majority of Americans were holding mortgage debt, causing inflation (an
increase in the price of goods and services) while average
wages stopped growing.
It wasn’t just manufacturing jobs that started to decline by the late 1960s, but the similarly-paid mid-skilled
jobs in finance, industry, and transportation as well 10.
And it wasn’t just in the US - the entire Western world
was stuck in a recession from 1973 to 1975 as inflation met
with increased competition from newly-industrializing
countries. By 1982, the unemployment rate in the US
rose to 10% 11. Suddenly it seemed like the widespread
prosperity of the post-World War II era - which can be
seen as the single greatest instance of aﬃrmative action
in history 12- was coming to an end. White anxiety about
their declining economic fortune merged with their
racist impulses to create a politics of resentment and
fear, which was seized upon by conservative politicians.
Instead of facing the decline head-on and explaining it
in simple macroeconomic terms, they doubled-down on
the myth of a magical prosperity rightfully earned by
hard working and independent baby boomers - now
being ripped from their bare hands by lazy minorities
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and feminists 13. There are a number of ways that the
government of a capitalist country could respond to a
depression, but the US decided to follow in the path of
Chile and the UK: reduction of taxes, deregulation, privatization, and liberalization of trade (sometimes called
Reaganomics in the US). These types of policies are considered classical or neoliberal economics. It is hard to
imagine that the average person without a social science
background or an abiding interest in economics would
have understood any of these policies, let alone vote for
leaders to specifically implement them. Judging from
Trump’s rhetoric on trade and the loss of industrial jobs,
it seems his supporters certainly don’t remember voting
for them when they voted for Ronald Reagan to be president in 1980. What both Reagan and Trump ran on was
race. Even Nixon realized that the root of Reagan’s appeal was playing to the “emotional distress of those who
fear or resent the Negro, and who expect Reagan
somehow to keep him ‘in his place.’ ” Indeed, Reagan
had openly denounced the Civil Rights Act when he was
the governor of California 14.
My father always told me that it was when Reagan
broke the air-traﬃc controllers strike in 1981 (firing 11,359
workers) that he knew the age of union power was over,
and he wasn’t wrong. I can imagine that being a union
member and seeing nearly 12,000 union workers get
fired all at once by the President would be traumatizing a sinister nail bat in the hands of every boss at the negotiating table ever after. Automation and other advances
in technology were another reason for the decline of formerly-union manufacturing jobs. Another was trade
with China, which actually began with a bilateral trade
agreement signed under Nixon in 1979 15. Deregulation
refers to the removal of government power in the realm
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of a particular industry and it was very big in the 1980s.
Banking and natural gas were deregulated in the 1980s,
in addition to lifting federal price controls on airfares
and healthcare. Environmental regulations were watered down as well. It is hard to keep track of all of the
things that were happening while we were fighting over
our first Nintendo controller (if you were even born yet),
but bear with me. In the white-collar section of the economy, deregulation, corporate tax cuts, and advances in
communication technologies ushered in the era of the
FIRE industries (finance, insurance, and real estate) and
corporate restructuring.
Even during the mid-century explosion of productivity, wealthy Americans didn’t live lives all that diﬀerent
from their middle class peers. Executive compensation
was much higher than the average worker, but not to the
extent that it is today; CEO compensation hovered
around 20 times more than the average worker at a firm
through the 1960s, compared to CEO compensation in
2017, which was 280 times the average worker 16. A typical
mid-century American executive who made his money
by working would have graduated from a state college
and climbed the corporate ladder. Apart from doctors
and lawyers, physicists and engineers made up the bulk
of workers that pursued highly specialized education.
This was because the Department of Defense dumped a
lot of money into military research related to World War
II and the Cold War, and physicists and engineers were
deemed essential for national prosperity and security. As
the arms race between the US and the USSR slowed,
these scientists migrated to energy and communications
companies, and then to Wall Street where they were deployed to invent the complicated financial products that
deregulation and new technology made possible 17.
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Where finance and banking had formerly involved a sea
of mid-skilled oﬃce workers making a comfortable living, it was now becoming the realm of super-specialized
workers making massive stacks. With the taste of the airtraﬃc controller defeat still lingering among the blue
collar workers that remained in the middle class, the
premium for college education for their children increased. Elite universities in the US had formerly been
more like expensive finishing schools for the children of
old money; now they became cutthroat recruiting
grounds for future Patrick Batemans. From finance and
corporate law to technology and medicine, the competition for an executive accounting job at Goldman Sachs
or partnership at a corporate law firm began ever sooner
as wealthy parents started investing hundreds of thousands of dollars in elite private education as early as
kindergarten. I was still fighting my brother over the one
Nintendo controller at the time so I didn’t notice.
Yale Law School Professor Daniel Markovitz describes meritocracy as the “basic tenet of civil religion in
all advanced societies...it glorifies only earned advantage
and promises to transform the elite to suit a democratic
age - to redeem the very idea of hierarchy. 18” Over the
last thirty years this transformation has proven a huge
success. “Self-made” millionaires now outnumber those
who purely inherited their wealth 19 and there are 18.6
million of them in the US as of 2019 20. Who but a petty
jealous person would begrudge a worker earning a million dollars a year if they work 80 hours a week? Jeﬀ
Bezos earned his trillion dollars so it’s not fair to tax him
because I don’t want the money I earned to be taxed at a
high rate either. Those immigrants are coming to take
what I earned. While the children of those raging middle
class Trump supporters are likely struggling - saddled
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with student debt, contending with a job market that
lacks meaningful entry-level jobs, excluded from home
ownership, and coping with anxiety in a meritocratic society that tells them their economic failure is their own
fault - these witless retirees sold their souls to a
labyrinthine conspiracy theory. The dark and true nature of meritocracy is entitlement and resentment. I
know our lives are worth more than that.
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