
Personal Essay

By Ashley Depew

How I controlled substance abuse and redefined my life

  IGH-WASTED
PLANS

I got high for the first time 
when I was 15. A lot of peo-
ple don’t actually get high 

the first time they smoke, so let 
me rephrase: I smoked pot for 
the first time when I was 15. My 
memory is fuzzy, but I remember 
sitting on a raised portion of a 
church parking lot—the edge of 
a sidewalk? A concrete bar at the 
end of a parking spot? —with a 
friend and her stepbrother. Their 
routine was to ride on bikes 
from the house a couple blocks 
down the road, sit in the parking 
lot, took a few hits off a bowl, 
go home, and enjoy life a little 
more. 

Smoking pot, drinking a few 
beers, snorting a line of finely 
crushed powder all have the 
power to turn a boring night at 
the house into an escape from 
mundanity. It’s wonderful, but 
easily turns toxic.

When I was 15, drugs helped 
me navigate through awkward 
adolescent moments with the 
“cool kids” I hardly knew. We 
drank in the back seats of cars, 
parachuted powder on the way 
to football games, and smoked 
pot in the park before my bas-
ketball practice or after classes. 
I’m generally not on time for 
anything; as Gandalf said: “A 
Wizard is never late … nor is he 
early. He arrives precisely when 
he means to.” Although some 
mornings during high school, my 
car was speeding down Stateline 
Drive about 30 minutes earli-
er than usual in the disguise of 
breakfast with my friends. In-
stead, we met at the park behind 
the baseball fields and by the 
river to get high beside weeds 
and rushing water. It wasn’t com-
pletely a lie. We were getting our 
morning nutrients from a bowl.

I wouldn’t say I was popular, 
but everyone knew my name. 
I was athletic, creative, made 
good grades, walked in home-
coming court three out of the 
four years, and went to church 
with my parents every Sunday. 
They were always proud, and 
that hasn’t changed—even when 
I let my newfound pastime falter 
into an unhealthy habit. 

The deeper I immersed my-
self into the life of getting high, 
the more uncomfortable the 
pews became at church, and the 
more I saw the same streets, 
buildings, and people in a cyn-
ical light. I couldn’t figure out 
what life was all about.

A few months before I 
smoked pot for the first time, 
I started drinking every Friday 
and Saturday, which was the 
true beginning of my descent 
from Southern morality to 
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substance abuse. At my friend’s 
house, she, I, and a couple of 
others would binge drink and 
make fools of ourselves. Sunday 
morning, I would rush to get 
ready and run out to my parents’ 
car picking me up for our week-
ly church service.

I remember the first time I got 
drunk. I didn’t properly sleep for 
weeks afterward. When I closed 
my eyes to try, I thought about 
how I sat on an older boy’s lap 
and rubbed my fingers through 
his curly golden hair. “I love 
your curls,” I said. 

That same downstairs room 
where we drank is where I got 
high for the first time. I talked 
my friend into smoking with 
me. We had the thickest, firmest 
blunt I have ever held between 
my fingers—or was it that I’d 
never held one before? We each 
took about five hits off the roll 
an experienced stoner let two 
newbies try.

For the next what-I-can-imag-
ine-to-be hours, I sat on the 
floor with my back against a 
support beam. My abs were sore 
for two days from laughing. My 
best friend thought she had died 
and kept asking for help to find 
her body. I didn’t help; I stayed 
on the floor and laughed until 
I thought I had peed myself, 
would check, and then contin-
ued to laugh when I knew my 
legs were dry. 

My friend only smoked weed 
a few more times when I man-
aged to convince her the high 
would be more fun. It was 
never better for her, or for me, 
although I started smoking pot 
all the time. Then I took Xa-
nax bars, acid, molly, cocaine, 
or almost anything else if it 
was around. I continued play-
ing basketball fulltime, made 
good grades, and maintained 
a positive relationship with my 
parents. Sometimes on the way 

home while I aired blunt smoke 
out of the car they bought me, 
or in our house while I quietly 
walked through the den, the 
kitchen, and up the stairs to 
my room high on something, I 
would feel guilty for betraying 
their image of me—but I didn’t 
stop getting high. Changing for 
someone else isn’t enough. I 
needed to want to change for 
myself. During those moments, 
I was living my life the way I 
wanted. 

I kept the façade going for 
years—through high school and 
most of college. Usage peaked 
in high school, and I told myself 
after graduation I was better 
because I wasn’t using as much. 
High Ashley was Cool Ashley, 
Fun Ashley, a Better Ashley. 
Someone close to me once said, 
“I only have one lifetime, and 
I’m not going to stop doing the 
things that make me feel like 
that.” I understood—but by my 



senior year in college, I was 
starting to disagree. 

One random Saturday last 
August, I came home after work 
and did a couple bumps of ket-
amine, got stuck to the couch, 
went bowling, got drunk, and 
then did two to three times the 
amount of MDMA a girl my size 
should. After impatiently wait-
ing for a capsule to kick in, I de-
cided to snort a little to kickstart 
the high. In memory, moments 
don’t exist between snorting 
that line, convulsing in the bath-
room floor, and intermittently 
vomiting into the toilet. Fear 
cleared all other thoughts from 
my head. My friend’s small, soft, 
and delicate hand, between 
my own, shaking and scared, 
was firm and steady. I don’t 
remember how long—was it 30 
minutes, an hour?—before I re-
gained enough control to stand 
up from my bathroom floor. 

I chewed my upper lip to the 
size of a peanut, had small con-
vulsions throughout the night, 
and couldn’t conduct a conver-
sation because simple sentences 
were too complex. 

One phrase kept circulating 
in my mind:

Drug addict. Drug addict. 
Drug addict. 

The sky changed from a dark 
to cottoned blue, but the night 
never ended. I didn’t sleep and 
left for work the next afternoon 
still slightly high. During that 
shift, I rethought my life and 
decided it was the end of my 
drug road. I never wanted to get 
high again.

My promise to myself       

lasted less than a week. By the 
weekend, I drank lemon juice 
sweetened with psilocybin—the 
psychedelic compound in mush-
rooms. According to the dealer, 
the citric acid would make the 
trip shorter and stronger. In less 
than 30 minutes, I was sitting 
outside in order to avoid the 
rowdy crowd that had gathered 
inside the house. I felt out of 
touch with the environment and 
people around me, even as the 
person I love laid his head in 
my lap. Too many possibilities 
for combinations of letters and 
words floated around in my 
head. As the crowd was rolling 
out of the house, the drug dealer 
turned around with a slight 
smile and said something along 
the lines of “Enjoy your trippy 
thoughts, my little freaks.”

By the time I was able to 
stand up from the porch, walk 
inside, and lie down on the 
couch, negative thoughts were 
rolling away the confused alpha-
bet in my head. I didn’t know 
what was the wool of a blanket 
and what was my hair. I couldn’t 
manage a laugh as Disney car-
toons played on the TV in front 
of me. I could hardly manage 
smiles, and when I did, they 
were forced reflections of the 
two people around me.

I was in my early twenties 
and afraid to admit I was on my 
way to becoming a drug addict. 
The phrase stung. I felt pres-
sure in my chest and prickles on 
the skin on my arms. Avoiding 
addiction meant I had to ac-
knowledge without fear, embar-
rassment, or dishonesty that I 
was walking a thin line between 

abusing—and becoming depen-
dent on—substances.

I don’t remember if the next 
morning was sunny—but the 
light shining into my bedroom 
windows was brighter than 
usual. I saw with clarity that I 
wanted more to my life than 
wasted highs. Starting last fall, I 
dug into studying creative jour-
nalism, and my first year clean 
included many successes: I was 
presented a Professional Prom-
ise Award, nominated to join a 
team of top journalism students 
from around the country for a 
national multimedia project, 
and published a few times in the 
centerpiece of Blount County’s 
newspaper—not to mention my 
creative contributions to SCOOP 
2021. Instead of spending my 
spare time re-wrapping cigaril-
los, twisting thin pieces of toilet 
paper, or rolling up American 
money, I’m growing as a young 
professional.

If I could go back in time, I 
wouldn’t have spent weekends 
in high school driving under the 
influence of God knows what, 
with people I’d never talk to 
again, doing things that I don’t 
remember. I would have sat in 
the soft light of my parents’ den 
and drawn, written, or read. 
I know, though, that life isn’t 
about going back in time. Life is 
about accepting the choices  
I made in the past, being proud 
of what I’ve accomplished, and 
winning the everyday battle  
I fight with my own worst  
enemy—my substance-seeking 
self. 
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