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For Mom and Dad






Introduction WHY a BOOK for Women?



You are the medicine.

—María Sabina Magdalena García



Fun fact: women report more frequent use of some psychedelics than men.

A not-so-fun fact: in the Global Drug Survey 2020,1 women cite depression, anxiety, relationship issues, trauma, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as their main reasons for using psychedelics. Additional reasons include other mental health disorders, grief, distress over medical conditions, and chronic-pain. The truth is that more women report self-treating with some psychedelics than men.

None of this surprises me.

People assigned female at birth are two to three times more likely to develop PTSD than those assigned male at birth.2 And most chronic-pain conditions are more prevalent in people assigned female at birth.3 Yet healthcare providers, and people in general, are more likely to take women’s pain less seriously than the pain of men.4 For decades, medical science has either underrepresented women or left us out entirely in studies.5 Women were even excluded from early-stage clinical trials—for the most part—until the 1990s.6 Yes, the 1990s, people! Research on conditions that either disproportionally affect those assigned female at birth or that solely affect them is also woefully underfunded.7 Plus, research on women’s health often takes what’s been referred to as a “bikini approach.”8 When research does focus on us, it tends to home in on reproductive health, ignoring other aspects.9

I’ve had firsthand experience with a chronic-pain condition that desperately needs more research. This condition impacts 10 percent of people of reproductive age who were assigned female at birth,10 does not have a cure—or adequate treatments—and takes 10 years on average to receive a diagnosis.11

In the early aughts, I was diagnosed with endometriosis. I also have chronic migraine. Nothing—aside from a hysterectomy in 2016—has brought me more enduring relief for both conditions than edibles. Specifically, I ingest small quantities of delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the most well-known psychoactive cannabinoid in cannabis, often called marijuana (when the plant has high enough concentrations of THC). It took me nearly 20 years to not only figure out that THC helped me but to also glean regular access to it.

Lest you think I don’t know my plant-based substances, not everyone considers cannabis to be a classic psychedelic—but many do, and it can have some psychedelic effects,12 especially at high doses. Regardless of what drug camp you put marijuana in, the cannabis landscape offers us a look at how drugs that were once considered to be mainly recreational (not to mention illegal) can eventually be considered therapeutic and legal—at least in some places. If you’ve been paying attention to the landscape of psychedelics, you’re likely aware that they’re undergoing a research renaissance right now, especially as potential therapy (with some caveats) for mental health issues, substance use disorders, trauma, and even chronic-pain.13

In writing this book, I’m not suggesting that everyone who has a physical or mental health condition run out and start using psilocybin, better known as “magic mushrooms.” That would be irresponsible of me.

And I’m not that kind of girl.

I am the type of girl who does her research—like a lot of it. I’m a medical journalist and fact-checker, and I’ve researched psilocybin at length, specifically how psilocybin affects and may help women or people assigned female at birth, whether therapeutically, spiritually, or recreationally. You’ll find a synthesis of that research—along with personal stories, including my own—in these pages.

A shroom of one’s own

That subheading is courtesy of a friend who has been entertaining me with alternative titles for this book. When I’ve told people I’m writing a book about psilocybin, some have asked, “Why is it for women?”

Preliminary research suggests that magic mushrooms may affect people assigned female at birth differently than those assigned male at birth.14 Plus, a host of health conditions impact people assigned female at birth disproportionately, differently, or solely. And we deserve a book that addresses what role, if any, psilocybin therapy may be able to play.

I’m not the type of girl to exclude anyone. While this book has content specific to those assigned female at birth, it’s also a resource for everyone. Often the language reporting data in medical studies is binary, using terms like men, women, male, and female. I can’t change the way medical studies report on data. However, I recognize that gender isn’t a binary construct. I’m opting to use inclusive language as much as possible. For example, you’ll see breastfeeding and chestfeeding used together. You’ll also see places where I’m leaning into my personal feminine identity as I write this book. These language strategies are an imperfect solution. Just as we need more research for conditions that affect people assigned female at birth, we also need more data specific to people who are nonbinary.

My intent is to guide you through the growing body of research regarding psilocybin’s potential and provide you the safety details and considerations should you choose to use magic mushrooms.

I’m doing all of this in a decidedly bro-free format. No mushroom mansplaining here. That may sound snarky. And it is. The mushroom is the true teacher here, anyway. However, the psychedelics space does have a history of excluding women, discounting their scientific and other contributions, and silencing their voices.15 So I’ve opted to elevate the voices and work of female and nonbinary clinicians, scientists, healers, and psychonauts in this book. Plus, mansplaining is a thing. And it’s an annoying thing at that. Case in point: When I first told a much-beloved guy friend over text I was writing about psilocybin, he was thrilled. But he also took a moment to inform me that the mushroom emoji I had sent in celebration was not, in fact, psilocybin. (Bruh, I love you, but it was the only mushroom emoji on my phone!)

In this book, I’ve also included content about sexual health and psilocybin. (You’ll find that in Chapter Six.) This topic is of particular importance, since women are disproportionately affected by sexual dysfunction.16 Anecdotal evidence shows that psychedelics may have sex-life enhancing effects.17 Any convo about sex and drugs, however, also requires robust content about consent, especially when we consider that the psychedelics industry has an abuse-of-power problem.18

Us gals are busy AF.

In between deadlines and tasks, I’ve at times asked myself, Do I have time to pee? That’s why I’ve written this book in such a way as to provide you the information you want for your situation right now, whether you’re a psychedelic newbie or seasoned psilonaut. In Chapter Two, for example, you’ll find frequently asked questions coupled with quick-hit answers, plus recommendations for further reading within the book. At any time, you can also peruse the “choose your own adventure”–style table of contents to access the info you need. Chapter Eight is all about parenting and psilocybin, for example. Once at your chapter destination, you’ll be able to choose your next info adventure by following the prompts—whether you need a microdose of content or a full-on topical deep dive.

As women, we’re busy because we perform some of the most crucial roles in society. When compared to men, women do disproportionately more of the unpaid work of general life.19 Yep, that’s not true in every situation. Many men out there do their fair share of unpaid domestic and emotional labor, as well. But, hey, I’m trying to draw a cool parallel between women and fungi. So just go with it (and don’t increase my emotional labor by sending me hate DMs, please). Women tend to be some of society’s biggest doers, nurturers, and connectors. And fungi perform these same roles for nature, specifically for plant and soil ecosystems.

An estimated 5.1 million species of fungi exist, and many are crucial for the survival of up to 80 percent of plant species.20 Fungi grow filaments of hyphae that form mycelium, ultimately connecting plants to each other in the soil. A whole forest, for example, is connected by a mycorrhizal network, or what’s been dubbed the “wood wide web.” Writing her doctoral thesis at the time, Suzanne Simard, PhD, now a professor of forest psychology, discovered the network in 1997.21 Go, Dr. Simard! Why the wood wide web? Fungi exchange nutrients with soil and plants and even transfer nutrients from plant to plant, sending resources where they’re needed most. If one area of the forest has struggling trees, for example, those trees can get a nutrient infusion from another section, all via this natural nexus—thanks to fungi, which also benefit from the community and collaboration.22 When I think about magic mushrooms and the way they can sometimes make us feel more connected to each other and nature at large, my mind is officially blown.

Just to recap though: Women are super busy doing unpaid labor in addition to all their paid labor. Meanwhile, they’re disproportionately affected by chronic-pain conditions and certain types of trauma. Yet society and the medical establishment have a history of ignoring women’s health. Wow. Maybe fungi—nature’s nurturers—can help us gals out.

Notes on legal status, stigma, and hopes for the future

In the mid-’90s, as a teen, I was driving my hot, hot Chevy Celebrity when one of my passengers yelled, “We gotta go back!” His dose of lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD)—or it might have been the whole blotter paper (the details are hazy)—had gone out the window. (In case you are wondering, we did not find his acid. But he had more.) This experience was my first encounter with psychedelics. But I did not partake. I didn’t partake when some of my friends drank mushroom tea, and I didn’t partake when they smoked weed either.

I was kind of the mother hen of the group, keeping a watchful eye over everyone else. (I was a trip sitter before I knew the term.) Plus, I lived in rural North Dakota and always had to drive a good distance to get home. Remaining sober just seemed like the best plan for me and certainly anyone else on the road. I also wasn’t comfortable being in such an altered state of mind. What if I had a bad experience? Back then, I didn’t have the information to help me navigate any potential hurdles I might encounter while getting high or tripping. A book like this wasn’t available to me at my local library. And internet research in 1995 wasn’t quite what it is today.

Back in the ’90s, cannabis and psychedelics were highly illegal all over the United States. In the previous decade, the Reagan administration had expanded the Nixon administration’s war on drugs,23 fueling a hysteria about rampant substance abuse, which didn’t really exist. The situation was akin to the satanic panic,24 the conspiracy theory in the 1980s that devil worshipping was also pervasive. (Dang, people were paranoid in the latter part of the twentieth century, eh?) The pandemonium about out-of-control drug use further fueled stigma about illicit substances, including cannabis and psychedelics. I bring this up because the government’s vilifying and mainstream society’s stigmatization of these substances (and others) have done a disservice to people. I’d be remiss not to mention the devastating consequences incarceration for drug offenses—for substances that now have scientific evidence of being therapeutic—have had (and are still having) on people of color.25 I’d also be remiss not to mention that 80 percent of the legalized cannabis market, which is projected to top $100 billion globally by the next decade,26 is controlled by white business owners.27 We’re seeing a similar whitewashing occur with psychedelics: it’s a concern regarding medical studies,28 and it’s a concern in the marketplace.29

The war on drugs also caused research on both cannabis and psychedelics to stall out for years, delaying some of the exciting things scientists are in the process of studying and have recently uncovered. For example, now that psychedelics are being studied for substance use disorder,30 I can’t help but wonder if widely available psilocybin therapy for addiction could have staunched some of the opioid epidemic that so many of us, including myself, have lost loved ones to. I have more what-ifs. But we can’t go back and undo the harm that’s been done. We can only go forward and replace disinformation with facts. We can work to eradicate stigma and advocate for decriminalization. (More on this in Chapters Eight and Ten.)

I don’t regret my decision to abstain from cannabis and psychedelics back then, because ultimately, I did have a bad experience in the mid-aughts. I was suffering from chronic-pain from endometriosis. (Dear reader, if you deal with this, I’m sorry.) I had a prescription for opioids from a pain clinic at the time. But the pills made me too queasy and fuzzy to concentrate at work, so I generally took the medication only in the most desperate of situations. Looking back now, I’m thankful for my weak stomach. I easily could have become another victim of the opioid epidemic, which was really ramping up at the time.31 (Prescription opioids do have an important role in pain management, but the way my pain doctor doled them out was questionable.)

I needed a more viable and regular solution. A friend suggested I try marijuana. I have severe asthma, however, and had never smoked anything in my life. (I know—what a square!) When I took a hit from a bowl (a small pipe), it burned my lungs and caused a bronchospasm, also known as an asthma attack. I grabbed my albuterol inhaler, took a puff, and held it in. What happened next was terrifying. For anyone not overly familiar with cannabis, please keep in mind that THC (the legit stuff, not the synthetic kind) is one of the least toxic of recreational drugs.32 I just wanted to provide that note so as not to spread irrational fears. The albuterol dilated my airways and likely gave me a bigger hit than I bargained for. I experienced brief myoclonic (involuntary) jerking and longer-lasting intense anxiety. The experience, although ultimately benign, was something I never wanted to repeat.

Why am I sharing the story of what amounted to a pot freak-out in what’s supposed to be a book about magical fungi? Again, the trajectory of the cannabis landscape gives us a glimpse at what the future might hold for psychedelics. I didn’t try THC again for another decade, with much better success in edible form. What I’ve found is that I like to microdose. Microdosing is exactly what it sounds like, taking a small dose, usually regularly or semi-regularly. Microdosing THC helps me sleep better (I’ve always had insomnia), seems to help prevent my migraine attacks and lessen their severity, and provides me with relief from endometriosis pain. (These are simply my personal experiences; they may be different for you.)

Perfectly portioned THC gummies are obviously now available at dispensaries in US states (and elsewhere globally) that have legalized marijuana for medicinal purposes, recreational purposes, or both. I can even seek out and access, for most products, the certificate of analysis from an independent lab and see what’s in it, including the percentage of each major cannabinoid, such as THC. I can take the exact amount of THC I want and dose up from there if I’m looking for an additional effect. Plus, I don’t have to smoke or make my own weed brownies, trying to figure out portions. And I don’t have to have a dealer—except my husband who goes to the dispensary for me when I’m too busy. Did I mention women are busy?

I know what you’re thinking: Enough with the weed talk, lady! I came here to read about shrooms.

I’m hoping we get to a similar level with psychedelics—where they, too, can feel like less of an unknown to people. It took me decades of suffering with endometriosis and chronic migraine, tens of thousands of dollars in medical bills, countless missed days of work, and countless missed times out with friends or family to finally arrive at a solution that brings me relief. I’m not saying all my issues would have been alleviated if I’d had better access to THC earlier. But I do think my chronic-pain trajectory would have been different. The legal status, the stigma, and more were all barriers to THC for me. I was also concerned my doctors wouldn’t prescribe needed medications if they detected marijuana in my system on urinalysis, whether at the clinic or the emergency room (where I landed often). This fear was not unwarranted, considering the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) only changed guideline recommendations on testing patients for marijuana in 2016.33 But this all relates to stigma.

Many people out there are likely grappling with similar concerns about magic mushrooms. I don’t mean regarding testing. (See Chapter Two for info about that.) But the point remains. Magic mushrooms aren’t decriminalized or legalized everywhere, and stigma is still a barrier. Legal concerns and stigma likely prevent people who could potentially benefit from psilocybin from accessing or using it.

Psilocybin is in the middle of a research renaissance right now. Scientific evidence on therapeutic use is expanding all the time, but it still has a long way to go. I don’t want to erroneously position psilocybin as a miracle cure for every ailment under the sun. That it is not. Neither is cannabis. I also don’t want to over-Westernize or overmedicalize what’s considered a sacred substance.

Indigenous people have used psilocybin in ceremonies, rituals, and celebrations for thousands of years. As scientific research moves forward, we don’t want to leave out Indigenous wisdom, which also provides valuable insight. (See Chapter Eleven.) Plus, Indigenous wisdom introduced us to psilocybin in the first place. (You can read about that introduction in Chapter Twelve, though it’s not a pretty story, because it’s about colonialism.) We also don’t want to discount the mystical aspect of magic mushrooms. They are pretty magical!

I’m here to provide you with the latest research. And I’m incorporating knowledge from the experts studying and administering psilocybin in clinical trials, mental health professionals with expertise in psilocybin-assisted therapy, researchers who focus on harm reduction, healers employing Indigenous wisdom, women who are currently using or have used shrooms for all sorts of reasons, and more.

I hope the information in these pages empowers you to make the best decisions for yourself and your own situation.
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“I’m going to a cabin in the woods to do drugs with two people I’ve never met. And I’ve sent them a bunch of money.”

Yep, when I say it out loud to friends or family, I hear how it sounds—like I’ve thrown caution into a tornado or that I’m attempting to live out a horror movie plot.

I pack my bag.

Bye forever

When I’m close to my destination, I pull over to text my husband, Jereme. I tell him I’ve made it and that I am about to drive up the mountain to the house.

He writes back, “Bye forever.”

I shake my head and laugh. Then I put the SUV in drive and wind up a narrow, rutted road.

Jereme’s only kidding; he knows I’ve done my research. But his message is symbolic. Perhaps he really is saying bye to what will eventually be the former me, someone who won’t come back down this mountain.

I meet Gabriel Castillo and Bridgette Rivera at the remote cabin perched above the treetops. After giving me a few moments to shake off the drive, take in the view, and gulp the fresh air, Rivera “smudges me” by burning dried sage, a symbolic gesture to cleanse me of negative thoughts. She runs the smoke along my whole body, doing the soles of my feet one at a time, requiring an unexpected test of my balance, which feels off at such great heights. I pitch forward and grab the deck railing. When I laugh at myself, Rivera doesn’t leave me hanging. She chuckles with me.

I instantly like her.


Let the ceremony begin

Castillo’s guided meditation gives thanks to the east, south, west, and north, as well as the earth below that holds us and whatever may be above. I marvel at his words, considering that I’m about to embark on some serious navigation in my mind.

He invites me to take the medicine. I start with 1 gram of psilocybin that Castillo has ground into a powder and placed in a capsule. The strain is Cambodian, named for where it was found. It’s known for its therapeutic journey, he tells me.

I lie beneath a weighted blanket on a cushioned floor mat and pull on an eye mask that obliterates all light. Castillo speaks a meditation into a microphone, his voice soothing but disembodied. On either side of me, both Castillo and Rivera play quartz singing bowls, bathing me in sound. Time passes, but I’m unaware of how much. I simply ease into a meditation. Eventually, Castillo invites me to ingest more medicine, so I sit up, grab the pill bottle he’s placed beside my mat, and swallow another gram.

The whole experience is, at first, much like an amazing, meditative savasana, or corpse pose in yoga, traditionally included as a wind-down at the end of a session. But soon I enter something much deeper.

I am connected by threads of light to all the people I hold dear, located in different places. I visualize my friends and family as points on a map. My love for them flows along the threads to the points, and their love for me courses back. I think of fungi’s wood wide web—that underground network that sends nourishment to plants in need in an ecosystem—and I’m in awe. Just imagine being able to feel the love, and everyone who loves you, as if all that love were surging on an electric circuit.

What a gift.

Their collective tenderness swaddles and cradles me. I’m safe inside it and allow my mind to take me places I have previously been afraid to go.

The mushroom acts as the Kool-Aid Man, crashing through walls I’ve carefully constructed to protect me. A loved one has wounded me repeatedly in recent years. And, if I’m being honest, the harm goes back much further. Time and distance have allowed a scarring over. But scarring leaves tougher skin to prevent future hurt. I’ve got a well of unconditional love for this person, one I keep covered. You do not leave such wells open—lest you fall in.

Now, in my mushroom meditation, I readily access my love, compassion, and empathy for them. I explore cherished, but bittersweet, memories of us. We’re fishing. We’re floating down the river. We’re making up a secret wave for farmers we pass on the road.

Hurt cannot steal who I am or my love for this person or these memories. These things are mine. No one, no matter how much they gaslight me, can take them from me.

My eyes leak behind the mask. But here’s the thing: I am not sad.

Castillo invites me to take more medicine. I like where I’m at and abstain. I still have another day to go deeper if I choose. And I will.

The mushroom crashes through another wall in my mind.

I access a memory of Fiver, our schipperke dog who passed away a year ago at age 11. We’re running on a grassy back trail that’s glittery with sunlight sneaking through the tree canopy. The memory becomes tangible, with the tug of his leash pulling me down his choice of snaking path. The moment is from the last time we were able to run together—just before he was diagnosed with congestive heart failure from a congenital valve defect. Jereme and I spent the next two years pouring all our energy into caring for Fiver, knowing the day would come when we’d have to let him go. But how do you let go of your living, breathing, panting, licking-your-face security blanket?

The mushroom takes me to the vet clinic. I do not fight it. I am holding Fiver for the last time. I kiss his forehead and inhale his scent to the bottom of my lungs, where it will imprint on my alveoli, where it will then flow into my heart to be pumped to my every cell. With him in my lap, I curl my body over his fluffy frame. He takes his last breath.

More tears wet the eye mask. But I am not sad. Fiver and I are together, and that will never change.

I’ve lost two friends recently and unexpectedly, one to an opioid overdose and one to natural causes when he collapsed on a street in New Orleans. I’d met both men in my twenties, and they became stalwart forces in my life. The losses of these beautiful humans have left me feeling as if a part of the past has also perished or been chopped off from my existence. In grieving them, I’ve also grieved the loss of the magical time when they first entered and became such a big part of my universe. When you lose pivotal people, you grieve them, of course. But you either knowingly or subconsciously also grieve a part of yourself because you are losing someone who witnessed different snapshots—iterations—of you. That time is still there, the mushroom shows me. It’s still a part of me, and the me who lived that time is also still me. Ultimately, these men are with me and always will be. I am no longer severed from the past but threaded tightly to it.

Eventually, Castillo’s gentle voice pulls me back into the room. Through guided meditation, he reacquaints me with my body and the space around me. I wiggle my fingers and toes, then my limbs. I’ve been so deep in my mind that it takes me a moment to adjust. I ask him how much time has passed. “Three hours,” he says. My mouth drops open.

I grab my journal and scribble furiously. Castillo prepares dinner in the kitchen, giving me time to engage with my thoughts but making his presence known so that I feel safe if any heaviness crops up.

At dinner, I nibble at my food, even though the pesto pasta Castillo’s prepared is delicious. My body is filled with warmth and love; I need no sustenance. But I’ll be real: doing mushrooms can also temporarily kill your appetite. As we eat, Castillo and Rivera invite me to share about my experience. They are strangers, but somehow that fact makes it easier for me to tell them everything. I talk mostly about the one who has hurt me.

Before leaving for this trip—oh the pun!—I texted a friend who has experience with mushrooms. “I’m worried my trip will be all about”

He wrote back immediately. “If it is, it will likely be healing.” So far, he’s correct.

That night, my brain is busy, but it doesn’t spin like it often does before bed. It’s busy exploring the opened spaces inside it. No longer is it a labyrinth with potential dead ends, scary dark corners, or covered wells. Instead, I can see where I am—as if on a windswept prairie in my home state, no skyscrapers blocking the view. I’m safe where I go.

I think about the one who has hurt me repeatedly and how that’s impacted my life over the decades. I am being cryptic about who this person is; that is for their privacy. But this relationship represents such a core wound for me—one that has harmed me far more than I’ve ever realized or been willing to let myself understand before this moment.

I’ve kept others—but not all—at arm’s length. I make new friends easily, and I love them without reserve. Even though I trust my friends, I don’t always truly trust the friendship; I’m secretly waiting for the stick of dynamite to blow up the foundation.

I’m not proud of the way I’ve let someone have so much power over me. But in this afterglow of the mushroom, I do not judge myself as I normally would. I recognize that the dynamics were put in place when I was a kid. I have empathy for the young girl I was. I am still her. I am proud of myself for showing her compassion and helping her grow instead of remaining stuck. I see a path forward toward healing and potential change. I can continue to love—from afar—this person who has hurt me, while protecting myself from further harm. Why do I love this person unconditionally? I’ve asked myself that question before. And a wise person once told me: “Because that’s the definition of love—to love unconditionally.” But also I know that the actions of the person who has hurt me are not born out of malice.

I lie awake for what seems like hours, exploring the reaches of my mind’s expanse. Out my room’s window, a lightning storm flickers, and I watch in awe until finally my brain is ready to rest.

The gauntlet

The next morning, Castillo prepares a breakfast spread. We eat, drink tea, and marvel at the view, our mountain peak appearing as if an island amid a sea of rolling fog. After breakfast, while we digest our food, Castillo leads us in another meditation, and we set our intentions for a new day with the mushroom and mind exploration. I’m ready when he invites me to ingest another gram of the Cambodian strain.

Rivera leads me in a restorative yoga session on the cabin’s upper deck. We match each other with our inhales and exhales, relishing the scent of woodsmoke wafting up from the fire Castillo is building in a cauldron on the earth below us. My muscles loosen around my joints, and I feel a sense of readiness for what the day might bring.

We eventually find Castillo inside, brewing mushroom tea. He shows me his bag of B+ strain on the counter. Ensconced in plastic, the mushrooms are pristine. He hands both Rivera and me a mug, and we take our tea outside to the fire bowl.

While Castillo is my guide, Rivera is my trip sitter on this journey, a person who keeps an eye on you while you’re tripping and helps ensure your safety and well-being. When I first contacted Castillo after finding his business Finally Detached online, we had an initial phone consultation followed by a video chat. I also filled out three forms he sent me. They inquired about my medical history and current medications, my mental state, my intentions for a psilocybin journey, and my history of trauma. Through these forms and various conversations, Castillo gleaned that I would be doing this trip alone, meaning without friends or my husband, and that—under the circumstances and my past experiences—I would feel safest with a female trip sitter present.

As my time with Rivera grows, so does the connection I feel with her, something that was instant upon us meeting. So I’m thrilled when she agrees to partake in the mushroom tea along with me. She’s experienced with psilocybin, having done an 8-gram trip before, among others. (You can read her personal story with psilocybin in Chapter Four.) Having her by my side in this experience makes me feel like I have a sister taking me under her wing. And I’m completely at ease with Castillo by this point, as if he is somehow an old friend.

As a side note, I want to share why I chose these two lovely people—formerly strangers—to guide me through this new experience. I was researching options for a psilocybin retreat and came across Finally Detached. Castillo’s program checked all my boxes. I could get to the location easily. He would provide the mushrooms. (FYI, this isn’t always the case.) Castillo wasn’t charging me extra for having a female present. Castillo’s intake forms were extensive and put me at ease that he knew what he was doing and cared about my well-being. He provided me with several points of communication (phone calls and video chats) before the retreat. He also provided me with educational information to help me prepare. Plus, I had the option to be the only participant. The last point was important to me because other people’s trip experiences—including the traumas they’re processing—can impact your own. I knew I didn’t want to participate in a large group setting, at least not for my first experience.

Castillo tosses bits of dried sage into the flames, then hands each of us pieces to toss in, as well. We again think of our intentions. When I let go of my piece, I visualize a sense of surrender to the experience, casting off any remaining doubt or fear. I’m ready for what the mushroom has to offer me today, whatever that may be. I inhale the burning sage, which again calls to mind the open range of my home state.

Rivera and I chat, cradled in our Adirondack chairs. We talk about our families of origin, a casual give-and-take of a conversation. When she next says something, I ask her if she can read my mind; I was just thinking the same thing. We laugh. Our talk tapers off, and we’re both enjoying the view and the vibe. Castillo, who has been chilling in a hammock nearby, collects our empty mugs. “Do you want more?” he asks. We both say yes.
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