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Dedicated to my sister, Emily
And to ‘Julia’





Give me truths,

For I am weary of the surfaces,

And die of inanition. If I knew

Only the herbs and simples of the wood,

Rue, cinquefoil, gill, vervain, and pimpernel,

Blue-vetch, and trillium, hawkweed, sassafras,

Milkweeds, and murky brakes, quaint pipes and sundew,

And rare and virtuous roots, which in these woods

Draw untold juices from the common earth,

Untold, unknown, and I could surely spell

Their fragrance, and their chemistry apply

By sweet affinities to human flesh

… Our eyes

Are armed, but we are strangers to the stars,

And strangers to the mystic beast and bird,

And strangers to the plant and to the mine;

The injured elements say, Not in us;

And night and day, ocean and continent,

Fire, plant, and mineral say, Not in us,

And haughtily return us stare for stare.

For we invade them impiously for gain,

We devastate them unreligiously,

And coldly ask their pottage, not their love.

Excerpt from Blight by Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1843
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book describes my experiences with MDMA as a therapeutic tool. I was fortunate to find a highly skilled and ethical practitioner who ensured these experiences were healing rather than damaging. I strongly support the ongoing, encouraging research on the role of MDMA for those managing trauma and PTSD. However, I am not a research scientist or medical doctor. Just because my experience was positive does not amount to an argument for the widespread use of MDMA. What was life-changing for me might be disastrous for another. This is powerful stuff that demands not only the right setting for its use but comprehensive care and ongoing support for the person taking it.
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INTRODUCTION

Sassafras

I read about the sassafras tree long before I ever saw one.

That is not surprising. I was born in England, grew up in Australia and the sassafras is a ubiquitous American tree.

Also, I was not an outdoor child. I was the eldest daughter of a law professor and an English and History teacher, both happiest indoors with indoor pursuits. I was bookish and shy, not limber enough to climb a tree, even a modest one. Or brave enough to hike through woods.

Instead, I encountered the sassafras tree in the novels of Ntozake Shange and the poems of Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson.

The sassafras is a fragrant, ornamental tree, with distinctive leaves that can look like a paw print. It grows at the forest’s edge, as it needs some sun to thrive.

Europeans used the New World wood for shipbuilding and furniture making. Early toothbrushes were made from sassafras twigs, and the oil used as a dental anaesthetic, in soap, perfume and insect repellent. American settlers drank sassafras tea as a tonic. The Creoles used it to thicken soups. The British, who imported sassafras by the boatload, considered it ‘lucky’, capable of warding off evil spirits, and so they made protective objects out of it, inlays for cradles and boxes for bibles.

For Native Americans the natural oils in the wood and the leaves made it an excellent fire-starter. And it was used extensively to heal. The leaves, stems, bark and roots helped treat wounds, fevers, aches and pains.

The oil of the sassafras root, called safrole, can be used to make methylenedioxymethamphetamine, commonly known as MDMA.

I would have probably seen a sassafras tree when I was around ten years old, when I first travelled to Oregon and California with my parents and my sister. A family holiday wrapped around a work conference for my father. I remember how different the North American trees looked compared to the sparser casuarina and eucalyptus trees that grow along the coastline of Australia.

That miserable, confused child could never in a million years have guessed the virtuous root of this unfamiliar tree would one day help save her life.

*

Where do I begin?

My birth? The birth of any one of my children? The day my father walked out on us? The day I decided to stop speaking to my mother?

My first taste of MDMA at fifty years old on my living room couch?

In her book The Art of Memoir, Mary Karr says you should start with those memories ‘you’ve nursed and worried over and talked through and wondered about your whole life’.1

Christ, there’s a lot of them.

Some I have never forgotten. Others I re-remembered later in life, when the MDMA cracked me open and let those memories, good and bad, gush through the cracks.

Some of them I’ve never talked through except with my long-time therapist, and with myself inside my head. Over and again.

Before I can choose which ‘nursed and worried’ over memories to describe, I am wrestling with the problem of how much to describe.

How much truth do I need to tell in this story?

I could tell the whole story. Every horrible thing. What a drag a book like that would be. I pay my therapist well to listen to all that. One hundred and seventy-five dollars an hour. This book retails at a fifth of that price. So I’m giving you, the reader, the greatest hits.

Of course, there are the obligations to the living, the ones I love and the ones I don’t want to hurt more than I already have. I am telling a story in which people, some very dear to me, are being cast against their will. I’m aware too, that I’m holding the pen and others in this story don’t get that chance. I owe them something, those who can’t write about what happened from their own perspective.

Those are my worries about the living.

The dead I don’t really worry about. You can’t defame them, and they already haunt me a little.

I’m scared, too. Scared this is going to end up like a ‘wah-wah-white-girl’ story, indulgent and self-pitying. And even though this is my second stab at memoir, I find writing about myself a hard task. It goes against all my training, in my early years as an academic and later as a social researcher. In my day job conducting interviews and focus groups, the questions are always directed towards others, the spotlight firmly on them.

In the past, when friends have suggested I write about my experiences with my parents, I’ve always recoiled. Why would I want to shine light into that darkness?

Looking back now, I realise it wasn’t that my story wasn’t worth telling; it was that I wasn’t ready to tell it.

Then within a short period of time I got divorced, my father died, I cut ties with my mother, turned fifty, bought my first home of my own and did MDMA for the first time.

Then I was ready.

That being said, my story wouldn’t be worth the paper it’s printed on if it didn’t lead to something bigger than what happened to me. Towards a larger story about what I have discovered about healing, about community and connection, about motherhood, about love and friendship in a time of climate crisis.

Mary Karr says, ‘start with a memory you’d swear by’.2 This is it.
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'Both a deeply uffe:hng portrait of the effects of childhood trauma and an urgent
and p ily passi plea for better approaches to its treatment,

Sassafras will open up important new conversations for everybody who reads it."
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