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‘[Magic] is something built into the universe. Hence, there is nothing really supernatural or supernormal, in the strict sense of the world. All is part of nature; but much of the realm of nature is “occult”, that is, hidden.’


Doreen Valiente, Natural Magic, 1975


‘Though this is sometimes a lonely path, it leads to places of great beauty.’


Rae Beth, Hedge Witch, 1990
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Opening


31 October


‘Yarrow for vision, mugwort for foresight. Cerridwen, I am ready; show me your wisdom, show me what I must do.’


My eyelids feel heavy with candle wax. The bathwater is up to my collarbones, spilling over the ridges to form soft, milky pools below my shoulders. In the low light, a drift of mist carries the scent of herbs and the bathroom tiles vibrate with the sound of my exhale until I am in an echo chamber of breath.


I really hope the cat doesn’t come crashing in.


Trick or treaters muster in the darkened streets below me. In my mind’s eye, I watch their painted faces squeal and cackle under the street lamps. Their parents have worked so hard on the Dracula make-up and bumpy warts – ‘Hold still!’ Now, mums and dads stand a few paces away in their slippers planning to swipe a few Haribo when the kids are in bed. Once their buckets are filled, the children trundle off down the street to the next house like a troop of eerie orphans.


This is the usual way of Samhain night, Halloween; the night when the veil between our world and the spirit realms is at its thinnest. We pull ghoulish faces with the torchlight under our chins. We tell ghost stories under the covers. Children check under their beds more than once tonight. In Mexico, people are making their costumes for the Dìa de los Muertos, painting neon white skulls onto papier mâché, ready to dance for their passed loved ones in a colourful carnival. Across the world, bouquets sit in the hallway, soon to make their way to the graveyard. We might have turned Halloween away from its more macabre traditions and into an orange-and-black plastic parade, but there is still a darkness to this time of year; one that witches revere.


All the witches are celebrating tonight.


In my ritual bath, I slip in and out of a meditative state. The candles flash shadows on my skin like I am a spectral being myself.


Samhain (pronounced ‘SOW-in’ or ‘SOW-een’, with ‘sow’ as in ‘how’) is an ancient Celtic fire festival, a night when ghosts and goblins would roam the village in the flicker of the samhnagan or ceremonial bonfire. Quick, put a mirror in your window to ward off the demons; pile salt on your doorstep to keep the bogeys at bay! Fix a rowan branch across your latch to protect the house from evil witches. The shadowy things of this world and the next are out in their numbers, riding on a wave of power. On Samhain, the thrum of magick is in our fingertips.


But Samhain is more than just a chill down your spine.


This is the most important day of the Celtic calendar – the witches’ New Year. It is the time when we all must turn inwards to face the darkness of the coming months where we will stay throughout winter until the green world is reborn in spring. Just as the Earth is closer to the sun on the summer solstice, Midsummer’s Day, so we are closest to the underworld on Halloween. Over many centuries, people have used this day to commune with spirits, goddesses and their ancestors, taking full advantage of the thin slip of fabric dividing the worlds to divine the future and get answers to life’s most difficult questions.


Right this second, modern Pagans and witches are raising their arms to the sky or sitting in quiet meditation engulfed by the flickering of the candle flame. We welcome in the Goddess of the colder months, the wizened crone of darkening days; the one who stirs her cauldron in the deep wildwood and has a voice that rasps from her throat like a slowly drawn match. She is Cerridwen, the Keeper of the Gate to the underworld; she is Grandmother Time with her smile that knows our past, present and what will come to pass. Her wisdom will keep us safe as we bury ourselves in the dark womb of winter. Tonight we raise our energies to the moon, to the Goddess and to the dead. Tonight, the world is preparing to be reborn.


But, right now in my bathwater, I feel like I’m barely in this world. I’m floating. The steamy mist, like glowing moonstone, is thick around my head. Tonight, I ask the Goddess to guide me, to show me what I must do next.


‘Cerridwen, the great Wheel turns and the year renews; show me your wisdom, show me what I must do.’


I close my eyes and my perception shifts, as though my eyes have sunk back into the shadow of my skull. In a rush, I dream of the woods. I’m soaring over the pine tops among an outcrop of startled crows, feeling the low cloud trail in my long hair. I dream of moss-heavy rocks, my feet skimming sticky ferns, and I see the grey-haired Goddess with her hand outstretched over her cauldron.


She is smiling at me.
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Yule


Witchcraft, it’s been a while.


Over the past few years, witchcraft and I have drifted apart, like two weird childhood friends that always promised to live two doors down from one another until one family decided to up sticks and move to Skegness. We didn’t have a falling out, no fights or pinching under the table; but my life took a different path for a little while, so witchcraft and I had a break.


Thrust into the adult world where I found myself as a copywriter, sub-editor and sometime librarian, things got a little busy. Most of my time was spent in offices with pipes that creaked and air con systems that sometimes gave up the ghost on the hottest day of the year. I was an employee now, reliant on showing up to my day job to afford my little rooms in city-centre flat shares. Evenings weren’t spent reading about ancient runes under the covers until after midnight as had been the case in my teenage years and early twenties; they were spent filling in job applications and scrubbing mysterious stains off the kitchen worktop. Things were a little less magical now.


But how could I ever forget the quiet coils of witchcraft?


Ever since childhood, I had found myself drawn to the slightly stranger things in life. At seven years old, whenever it was my turn to choose what game we played, it was always ‘Witches’. If we weren’t stirring imaginary cauldrons in the corner of the schoolyard and sending bats off to do our dirty work, I wasn’t interested. At home, I dressed up with green plastic fingers covering my own and I would wear my mum’s old black skirts as cloaks, straddling the big old broomstick from my grandma’s garage. It was all a lot of silliness, a bit of fun, but as I grew older the idea of magic and being able to influence the world around you with the twitch of a nose or the flick of a finger became very appealing. Especially as I was a quiet girl who wouldn’t put up her hand in class for fear of the teacher saying, ‘No, anyone else?’ I yearned for magic to be real with a longing that was slightly unhinged, and for a tawny owl to squeeze itself through the classroom window and tell me I was Hermione Granger 2.0.


When I hit my teens and discovered the mystical powers of the internet, I found that the other world I craved was very real. I could actually be a witch if I wanted to, minus the flying broomsticks.


For many years, I practised Wicca, a form of ‘white’ witchcraft, in secret in my room and in quiet places within nature. It was an invisible veil I wore over my skin; part of my identity that people could only guess at. But as I got older, there seemed to be fewer hours in the day; I was tired at the end of the working week and those dishes weren’t going to do themselves. There were press releases to finish and trains to catch, conferences to attend and flats to view. People say you ‘make time for the things you love’, but I didn’t know where these folk found the wormhole that could materialise extra minutes. I slowly found my time in nature decreasing and my hours in front of a screen engulfing most of my daylight hours – and there was nothing less witchy than a swivel chair.


In late autumn 2018, I realised that some things in my life just weren’t working. I was always tired, my hair peeled away from my scalp in spidery tendrils that clogged up the shower drain, and my joints ached a lot more than I thought they would at twenty-eight years old. Maybe I’d missed the memo and everyone worked very hard to keep their limbs, hair and nails clamped to their body as they approached thirty. But it wasn’t just the physical falling apart that bothered me. Staring out of the window of my then workplace – across the car park, over to the nearest fast-food joint and then on to the next grey expanse of concrete beyond that – I would stand and search for the nearest speck of green. Two hundred years ago, a bird would have flown over the same area to see a patchwork of fields and peat bog, home to species of butterfly and vole that have long since fled the urban sprawl of Manchester. Now, that same bird would have to fly quadruple the distance to find a tree to rest in; the perfectly planned symmetry of a tarmacked car park not offering much in terms of a hopeful meal. Maybe birds liked popcorn chicken, I wasn’t sure. Up in my office, no natural air could enter the second-floor room unless the glass was smacked with an emergency escape mallet. To my horror, the police had recently visited the dual-carriageway bridge visible from this same window to haul a suicidal man back from plummeting thirty feet over the edge. We all watched it happen.


How had I ended up here, sandwiched violently between a drive-thru KFC and a local jumping spot?


Before I took the role just over a year earlier, I had been a full-time freelance environmental journalist and had been doing pretty well, but I took on the full-time job to get myself out of the flat and back into the realms of social interaction. Working at home was all well and good, but sometimes the overwhelming pull of the biscuit tin could be a bit too much and, as much of an introvert as I am, seeing another living, breathing human more than once a day was actually quite nice. So, I was back in the rat race. Commute. Nine to five-thirty. Commute. Sleep. Losing my vision in the fug of blue light and fluorescent glare, I soon realised that this new direction hadn’t been what I needed. Not what I had needed at all.


I couldn’t deny it by this point, I was depressed. Panic attacks rocked my nervous system, leaving me shaky for weeks on end, and seasonal affective disorder (SAD) made my mood dip lower each day as we got closer to winter. But there was much more to it than just the early sunsets and dark skies. I was sad with the nine-to-five-thirty structure of the day, the declarations of climate emergencies lighting up phones across the world and the streams of faces devoid of wonder pouring from the bus station each morning. Every evening on the way home, I blotted out my day with nuggets of sunshine I had stored up in my head from years’ worth of summer hikes: the path down to the river bordered by red campion; a walk across the clifftops, where the clear sea air was so rich that I would sleep for eleven hours afterwards. I had always felt this draw to greenery and the small creatures within it. When my peers were at their ballet and tap classes, I was lying under the pear tree in my grandparents’ garden, trying to spot their resident greenfinches through an ancient pair of binoculars. I would imagine fairies among their fuchsia patch and every touch of light breeze was that of some beautiful goddess trying to comb my hair. These small golden droplets of nature in my memory had been keeping me going for some time, fuelling my quickstep walks down city alleyways. But the splutter of cars and planes was drawing me away from the green core in my heart. In among the screen-glare headaches and sardine-crammed tram journeys through the city, I began to realise with horror how much I had fallen out of touch with my nature-loving roots and the Pagan path I had studied with so much joy and curiosity for almost fifteen years. I found that key festivals, such as Ostara and Samhain, would jump out at me from nowhere; my chaotic mind meaning I’d prepared nothing whatsoever. Solstices and equinoxes went by without so much as a second thought. There was no joy, no celebration. It was like Christmas with beans on toast and all the gifts still in their Amazon boxes. I wondered how I had let it get to this point.


My spiritual connection with the world in my late twenties was in tatters.


Witchcraft, something so closely bound up with my appreciation of the natural world, called to me. No nightmares or screaming cackles; witchcraft had always been a part of me, long before I learned how to articulate my attachment to nature and find the secret spots filled only with birdsong. But as my bond with the natural world had frayed, so did my love of all things magical. I had called myself a witch for a long time, but I had been out of the loop for about two years – almost twenty-six turns of the moon, eight seasons of wandering on this Earth without feeling the world vibrate under my bare feet, without once speaking to my Goddess, Mother Nature, who I loved so dearly.


*


‘Your bloods all came back normal. You’re really, really healthy.’


He gives a little chuckle of disbelief and I look at Dr Khalid blankly. I think he’s misunderstanding here.


‘Sorry, but all my symptoms would say otherwise.’ I’m being tart and I know it.


‘Jennifer, your ferritin is normal, your blood count is great, your B12 is excessively high; almost above a normal range. Potassium, sodium, blood pressure, haemoglobin. There’s nothing here to explain your symptoms. On a physical level, you are, enviably, above averagely healthy.’


I look down at my hands, past the cannula sticking out of my left arm. There is a smear of translucent blood below it. ‘So . . .’


‘So, what does it mean?’


I nod, wearily. ‘What’s the matter with me?’


‘It sounds to me like you have an anxiety disorder.’ I open my mouth but Dr Khalid raises his head slightly and continues. ‘It might seem like this is a very physical problem and if you had rung us beforehand and explained your symptoms, I would absolutely have said come straight to A&E as soon as possible. But these are all also very clear symptoms of anxiety.’


We’re so deep in autumn right now that the bright colours have turned to pavement sludge outside North Manchester General. My hands are slack on my lap in the triage room. The doctors have been telling me this line for months – you’re anxious, stressed, you need to relax. I’ve seen naturopaths, three different GPs and several thousand A&E doctors. But how can anxiety be causing my exhaustion, my thirteen-hour naps, the sore joints, the fainting, the bald patches on my scalp, the tingling through my hands and feet, the migraines, the blind patches in my left eye and the memory loss? Hadn’t I just a few days previously woken from a nap and lain still for a further hour because I was too shattered to leave my bed? It. Didn’t. Make. Sense. These all must be symptoms of a blood disorder, an extreme vitamin deficiency, a rare form of bone cancer; something wrong that I can fix with a lifelong course of drugs.


They must be.


It’s not that I want to be ill; I just want an explanation. I think back to the other time in my life when I had symptoms similar to this. A few years ago when I started a job I hated, the very job that had triggered my transition into the full-time freelance world, I would walk into the building and feel the swell of nausea beating the bottom of my ribcage and the idea of taking off my headphones to talk to anyone made my eyes flare in panic. It wasn’t that my office comrades were ‘bad’ in some way or that the work shredded my brain with its complexity; it was a feeling deep in my gut that had its own voice and that voice was screaming, ‘Unsafe! Unsafe!’ Anxiety or intuition? I’m unsure. But now, in another role that makes me feel physically sick with fear, is it any wonder that these symptoms are rearing their troublesome heads again?


The doctors are right.


I can’t believe how ignorant I’ve been. The Senior House Officer shows me my B12 levels – bordering on that of Usain Bolt – and my iron. I’m fine. More than fine. I’m seriously healthy by the standards of western medicine. Physically, anyway. I do a lot of exercise, I eat a mainly vegan diet; I do my 10,000 steps a day without fail. But, I think back, when was the last time I had spent time in nature? Could it really have been longer than two months ago, three? For almost a year since I returned to office life, my life has not been defined by the nature that I had always prioritised in the past; full days from dawn till dusk at nature reserves, out on the crags, peering at wagtails through my binoculars and finding hidden patches of long grass to hunker down in and eat my sandwiches. I hadn’t had my daily dose of lurking frogs and chirruping goldfinch flocks for so long now. I hadn’t sat on a bank of moss and grounded my energy into the earth. Instead of wildflower meadows, my dreams were now often preoccupied with train timetables and unsaved Word documents. Where had all the wildlife gone from my life?


A 2011 study from the University of Houston confirms some of my feelings about the office. According to the research, our constant report writing, fidgeting with emails and the general multi-tasking required in the office environment can lead to feelings of fear and sadness, and can create emotions that have a negative consequence on the whole workplace:


Emotional contagion can spread in a group or workplace [in an open-plan office] through the influence of conscious or unconscious processes involving emotional states or physiological responses.1


Bad bosses, towering workloads and the frazzle of the digital world all contribute to us feeling like nervous wrecks and, while we have all experienced some stress at work to a varying degree, how many people have you known who’ve had to get signed off work just so they can get their heads back together again? You might recognise the feeling – the seeping dread, the wide-eyed panic, the dawdling outside the front door at 8.58 a.m.; that’s how it all starts. Another recent study shows that half of all sick days taken in the UK are related to workplace stress.2


But the real issue is that none of us, not a single person on this planet, was destined for office life. These kinds of work environments became popularised then normalised in the first half of the twentieth century, with the nine-to-five structure formalised by Henry Ford for his workers in 1926.3 The culture of ‘meetings’ that we know today rose into being in the 1950s. As populations grew, so did the need for a more structured economic system; advertising and marketing grew to keep people buying the same things as the Joneses down the street, the two-by-five cubicle became the most efficient way to pack us in and keep us productive. Surely this life was paradise after decades of mills and smog? But as our means of earning money since the industrial revolution have expanded into job titles once unimaginable, so our access to bathroom breaks, conversation and natural light has diminished.


We have adopted florescent strip lighting as a mocking reminder of our circadian rhythms. We pad up and down concrete stairs to the coffee shop to fill ourselves up with artificial stress to keep our eyes on the prize all day long. These habits built on structure and reward have bled into my personal life so that when I take a run by the Medlock I’m counting seconds, footsteps and milestones, scattering young rabbits and blurring out the sound of blue tits with an enormous pair of Bluetooth headphones. I’m measuring meaningless successes, not connecting with anything around me.


A pre-Christian nomad, someone who once wandered freely where our houses, Tescos and Job Centres now sit, would be horrified by how most of us are living. If these people lived in our shoes for one day, with the fuzzing buzzes and vibration from the devices in our pockets and on our nightstands, they’d be able to see the labyrinth of trappings and expectations placed on us by a society that wants to boost global GDP at any cost. The age-old stones and trees around us experience the world through the slow turning of pebbles in the tide and the gradual wearing away of earth through centuries of storms. But humanity is racing ahead of the limitations set by our bodies and the boundaries that nature puts in place to help us all survive in harmony.


Put bluntly, I feel as if I can’t go on living this way.


Having thrown myself back into a standard office setting once more, I have fallen away from myself. I crave a different way of life, but there are seemingly no plans for the world’s cogs to start slowing any time soon.


Could I change the way I live though?


It’s heaving torrential rain as I leave the hospital, my trainer socks squelching out North Manchester grit as I head to the tram stop. I’m not marching with my head bent against the wind, I’m almost skipping. By the time I get in the carriage back to the city centre, my tiredness is evaporating, the tingling sensation in the soles of my feet has drained out through my shoes and into every puddle I pass. It’s like each breath I take is trying to heal me after the relief of the doctor’s diagnosis. While I’m under no false impressions that a few sentences from a health professional were really all it took to knock me back into the world, I’m still delighted to be feeling something other than the sluggish strain of exhaustion coating my eyes. I’m hopeful for the first time in months, although frustrated that this realisation has taken this long; whole weeks, months, of my existence blotted out by anxiety and my lack of connection with the world.


But, if I’m not physically ill, then what is really going on? If I am honest with myself – I am aware there is an underlying issue here. I could be described as an ‘up and down’ kind of person; ever since I was a moody teenager wearing too much eyeliner, I have had periods of depression and anxiety. It’s something I have often tried to get to the root of, without too much luck. However, as I reached adulthood these episodes became much more frequent and I was less able to get back to myself using the things I enjoyed. Such endorphin-making activities included going for a hike, reading a book and eating copious amounts of chocolate, but witchcraft has always been the one thing that has brought me back to myself with absolute certainty.


There have been so many times over the years when I’ve felt entirely myself. These beautiful moments have been while out in nature, watching lapwings wheeling across the moors or walking through meadowsweet that smells like small crinkles of summer. But the other, perhaps more intimately happy, moments of my life have happened while sitting on my bedroom floor inside a circle of candles, feeling the powerful waves of magick play across my face like a warm breeze.


When I was fifteen years old and a practising witch, I performed an initiation ceremony while wearing a white dress. I lit the candles, conjured up the four elements and welcomed in the Goddess. In that small ritual on the floor of my childhood bedroom, I dedicated myself to witchcraft and promised that I would live my life in tune with the cycles of nature. But what had happened to that promise? I’ve been realising for some time that my spiritual connection to the world has been fading, power-washed away by city living. The practices that once filled me with such comfort have been replaced by my commute and having to zone out to prepare myself mentally for the working day ahead. I was getting further and further away from the person I knew and that skinny teenage girl who stood strong and tall with her face upturned to the light.


What am I going to do to stop my adult life being a cycle of trying and retreating, working and leaving, pushing myself and then falling ill? I know that something has to change. I have to break this cycle. I need to find a new rhythm. Now, as I take the long journey home from the hospital on a wintry November day, after an equally long period of musing, when the wind bites my fingers with ferocity and the brown-clouded sky threatens to splinter into a blizzard at any moment, I decide to begin again.


I know what I need to do next.


*


21 December


I’m crouching low on my heels between a high wall and a bare, black elm. It’s three hours after sunset and I can’t feel my feet or much else for that matter.


A quick check inside the cauldron tells me everything is burning away nicely despite the wind that whittles my knees, but I flick another match into the pot to make sure. The flame catches an edge of the paper and I see my handwriting coil and twist into smoke like a magician’s disappearing act.


Behind me, on the other side of the park wall, I can hear two neighbours talking in animated voices at their front door. Who’s sitting where at Christmas dinner and ‘she spent how much on him?’ I wince at my heavy chimney of smoke coursing their way, weaving its way into my hair and the lining of my coat, promising to remind me of this night for many weeks to come. I think of those neighbours leaving their warm doorway, moving towards the wall to find out where the smell is coming from, and I attempt to power-fan the smoke in the opposite direction. Luckily, their chatter doesn’t falter; I think I’ve slipped by unnoticed.


A fresh splatter of rain falls on my forehead. I roll my eyes at the shifting cloud where the full moon should be shining down on me. Typical. The ground is a slippery, shifting bed of mud so my balance, and my patience, is being tested. But today is 21 December – Yule (‘yool’), the first day of winter – if anything, this is an appropriate welcome into the darkest season.


‘Great,’ I say to nothing in particular, squatting down further to angle the lid of the pot and shield its sputtering contents.


Philips Park is my patch, one that I prowl and guard throughout all seasons; more than thirty acres of cropped grass and tree-lined pathways that sandwich a graveyard between another hundred acres of parkland called Clayton Vale. At this time of year it’s blissfully bleak. When I walk there just after sunrise, at around nine o’clock, there is no one else here: I hear my own footsteps wrinkling the frost, the peep of a robin following close by, hopping and turning in a form of primitive dance that I’ve become familiar with. Over the coming month a flock of redwings will descend from the trees to pick the hedgerows clean. As spring appears, so will the kingfishers and dippers along the River Medlock, flashing out of the dark arches of pedestrian bridges. I’m looking forward to that time, but before then there’s a mission I have to complete. It’s one that has been a long time coming.


I’m burning something away. Something that has been clinging to my skin like branched lichen; like thick, breathing moss. Here in this dark, green space, I’m stripping myself bare with the fire of Yule and getting rid of the past few years.


It feels apt. Yule, the winter solstice, is an ancient fire festival, one that has been celebrated for thousands of years in the UK and across Europe. Fire is purifying; fire burns away the old and helps you to forget. Today, the Earth is at its furthest point away from the sun as the daylight hours dwindle and night takes over this northern part of the world. It is inevitably really, really cold. This peak point (when the exact winter solstice will fall) is viewed as a time of death, but not a sad one. Our Pagan ancestors knew that things must die in order to welcome new life, and this would be the time to slaughter livestock and dry it out or ferment it so that it could keep the village going as the earth hardened – a source of sustained life. Life-bringing. It’s because of this central belief around death that Yule is seen as a time of rebirth, a festival of renewal and light – the longest and darkest day of the year before the sun begins to rule once more. It seems counterintuitive that we’d praise the coming heat of spring before winter has even started, but there’s a hopefulness to this that I admire. I find that with all Pagan festivals, or Sabbats, each point of the year looks for the positive even as the world continues its tumultuous course. And, let’s be honest, it feels good to chuck another log on the fire and forget about the cold nights, just like with the Christian holiday that follows Yule only four days later.


I started observing Yule as a teenager and I’ve always celebrated it with something quick (who has time in among Christmas festivities?) – a candle blessing on my windowsill followed by something delicious in the form of a Mr Kipling mince pie, before heading back into the realms of tinsel and TV reruns. The more food at Yule, the better. But this year, something else is needed. I want to use this day to mark a permanent change in my life.


I have just done the unspeakable. Earlier today, I quit my job at a large corporate company rather suddenly to focus on my writing. At least . . . that’s what I’m telling everyone for now.


In Philips Park, I peer into my smouldering cauldron. The moon is the tiniest slither away from being full – and on Yule, too! The perfect time to let negativity die.


The sound of fire crackling through paper makes me focus. It’s such a primal sound, the snap and pop of it making me watchful, alert – was that a footstep or the fire tripping? Even when I was first starting out on my witchcraft path, I always felt a connection with fire; it has the ability to comfort and strike fear, its purpose sometimes changing within seconds. I liked its unpredictability, but mainly I fell for its visceral hiss and bubble, the backdrop of many magickal nights. In the darkness of the park, a smile creeps onto my chapped lips – I feel like something much older. I am Cerridwen, the wise crone of Celtic legend (I’m one loose tooth away from being twenty-eight going on ninety), stirring her melting pot of prophecy and change at the rim of her cave.


What transformation will come from this burning ritual?


Inside my cauldron is a thick fistful of paper, old diary entries, work ‘to do’ lists, notes I wrote while I was in a bad place and feeling trapped in a life that was keeping my mind small and narrow; thoughts and feelings that were holding me back, keeping me tied to a time I want to let go of. These papers are flashes of lightning across a darkened room and I want them gone. As they curl and burn, twisting in black spirals like the farewell flourish of a travelling cloak, a sense of calm sweeps through my chest and shoulders. I feel it so strongly, like a blast of ice to my system, shivering out the old thoughts. I’m burning a path for something new to come in.


I stand upwind of my cauldron and take a deep inhale, rooting my feet down into the earth, feeling my energy in two striding pillars of vibration below me. I can feel the Earth’s power; the wiry winter grass bending to the will of the Yule rain, the softening ground melding to my appalling choice of footwear – a pair of very porous trainers. The Earth is allowing me to be here with my pot of magic, absorbing my intent, inviting my energies to mingle with all the living things in this green space. The deep furled smoke is everywhere. My senses feel heightened and I can smell the damp soil – which reminds me of digging for worms in my childhood garden – and the scattered leaf litter gathering on the nearby icy pond.


There is a power building around me in the sights, smells and sounds of this space. The Earth is singing her winter song to me.


I close my eyes to let it all in through my skin. I imagine my body opening up to receive Her wisdom. That’s when I feel it.


The crackling starts in my feet, where I am closest to the Earth. I feel it buzzing in the capillaries of my soles like static. It’s a shifting pulse of air and light. The thing that’s tingling there is neither positive nor negative, but it’s an insistent, thrumming force that can be used to flush away the bad or fuse together to create the new. It’s a beautiful thing that I can feel in my feet. It makes a giggle gather in my throat. As I breathe, I will the force to rise from the ground, up my legs, into my stomach and, with a sharp breath, I push it through to my arms and finally to my head, where it buzzes and seems to fill my eyes to bursting point. I grin with all my teeth showing.


This force is something I have felt many times before. It is called a great number of things in many ancient tongues and some not-so-old ones. I call it magick.


I feel it here now and I set it to work, decluttering my mind at the edge of this dark field. It is the wind and fire all at once, blasting through my thoughts and incinerating them from my mind. It is water and earth, cleansing me and keeping me rooted in my body. The magick sweeping through me feels like the power of everything on Earth rushing into me at once. If I’m not careful to ground myself afterwards, it’s easy to get swept away with it.


Perhaps this is a strange place for magick to occur.


Philips Park is one of the oldest municipal parks in England, one of the many Victorian spaces spreading out like a soothing green palm across the north. Packed out with bandstands, stone urns and fountains, these parks were built to be enjoyed by everyone; a reprieve from the grime-smudged buildings of working towns. My particular patch, not far from the old industrial hub of Ancoats, lies on a hundred years’ worth of ash, rubble and poisonous chemical fumes. It might not be the perfect place to manifest a future, but where is the right place to practise magick? Earlier this evening, I completed the first half of my ritual indoors among candles and incense and a protective circle that I’d carefully laid on the floor of my spare bedroom. All went just fine but, as always, there was the issue of lighting a fire (setting off fire alarms is an occupational hazard for Pagans). Slag heaps and arsenic aside, Philips Park is as good a place as any for a spot of witchcraft.


As I stand here in the dark, my head feels scrubbed clear, like the inside of my skull has been polished to squeak. The crackling in my fingers and feet is still there but lessened now, so I crouch to look into my cauldron and check on the fire. The flames have died down. The acrid scent of burning Biro hovers in the air below the steady rain, another smell I’ll be wafting from my jacket for weeks on end. I think we’re done here.


The magick wants to leave – I’ve been carrying it in my veins and muscles for about fifteen minutes – so I place my hands on the grass to let it soak back into the earth. It floods down and out of me with the dull pulse of a headache. This grounding leaves me feeling numb after the thrill of power. The park is quiet through the hiss of rain and, although the moon is hidden, I can still feel the radiance of her, as though I’m bathing in her light on the shining backs of the clouds. As if it’s just for me.


My cauldron is pretty weighty. I pick up two kilograms of smoking pewter and return to my block of flats. I go the back way so as not to pass the couple still nattering in a front yard. (‘What have you got there?’ ‘Oh, just a cauldron of burning regrets.’)


Once safely outside my front door, I realise there’s no way this bad boy is going to stop spitting black ash any time soon. A few frantic trips upstairs for bottles, pans of water and a tea towel mean I can finally bring the cauldron back up to the flat.


I’m still buzzing with energy, although it’s mainly fire anxiety at this point. I get back inside, holding the pot at arm’s length.


Linnet hops down from the sofa as I put the cauldron in the bath, too terrified to take off the lid and welcome a black force field of smoke into my home. She jumps over the bath’s ledge to eye the cauldron with suspicion before leaping out again and stalking down the hall. There is obviously no food to be had among charred paper.


When I first brought Linnet home, just over a year ago, I think I’d been hoping for a familiar. A cat who would help me to rediscover my witchy self, one who would sit nicely on my lap while I split herbs into bundles and wind around my ankles as I raised my arms to the moon. Linnet has turned out to be a cantankerous calico beast who enjoys clawing my favourite mustard-coloured armchair and likes being stroked as much as the average person likes being punched in the face. She definitely hasn’t noticed my change in energy and, sure enough, I hear her snuffling in her toy box in the other room for something to bash against the skirting boards.


Despite her nonchalance, I feel calm, rejuvenated. I tip more water into the cauldron and hope for the best. Finally, the fire is completely out and the smoke seems to have settled. Some of the paper isn’t completely charred so I swill it with cold water, mushing it until every pen stroke is illegible and gone for good. That’s better.


Yule is a time of rest and rebirth and I am ready to leave my old life and accept the new one the Goddess will guide me to.


*


When I was younger, I used to get some puzzled looks when I said I was Pagan. I’ve only ever seen it used once as an option on a drop-down ‘State your religion’ menu. Even when I haven’t been practising witchcraft I would proudly describe myself as Pagan rather than anything else. More than a few times, the ‘confused’ look people gave me had progressed to ‘startled face’. This was something I’ve speedily back-pedalled from and made me wish I’d just selected ‘None’.


‘Pagan’ is a vague ID tag, a catch-all term for a multitude of beliefs, which means that, for some, it can be a bit of a minefield. Many have spent chunks of their academic career trying to define modern Paganism, but labelling those with alternative beliefs can be a tricky thing, as these people don’t all come from the same walk of life and can have many shared or opposing practices. Your average Green Witch overlaps with the Druid, which overlaps with a shamanic practitioner, and Goddess help anyone who compares Wiccans to Traditional Witches. I could list all the paths here, explain their roots, their different beliefs . . . but there are plenty of ‘Beginner’s Guides to Paganism: The Dos and Don’ts’ that already exist out there if you want to see what tickles your fancy. That’s the thing with witchcraft and Paganism: this belief system is unique and fluid.


If we look at Paganism as a whole, it can be said that people who observe this path respect and revere the cycles of the Earth. They see nature as the divine and mark the passing of the seasons with rites and rituals in honour of the beauty of our green world.


Some Pagans use the seasons, the elements (Earth, Air, Fire and Water) and herbs that grow at certain times of year to create magick in their daily lives. This is something I identify with and use in my own rituals.


My path is a very personal one and has budded into a crown of interweaving beliefs taken from many different Pagan traditions. I’m not an expert on every element of Paganism but my own blend of magickal workings is one that draws on different forms of witchcraft and Neo-paganism. I often get asked about my beliefs by puzzled work colleagues once they’ve added me on social media and I always try to be as open as possible, but let’s get a few things straight from the start: Pagans don’t believe in the masculine god set out by Judeo-Christian religions and they certainly don’t believe in the Devil. If you’ve picked up this book hoping to sell your soul to Satan, sorry, can’t help you there. Pagans believe in something far more ancient and primal, something that speaks to our intuition and makes our bodies tingle when we walk on certain ground.


Pagans – now and long ago – are people who worship Mother Earth and the natural patterns of the world we live in. The word itself has its root in the Latin for ‘of the countryside’, something that rings true for me when I find myself deep in British woodland with my toes wriggling into a heavy bank of moss. In years long gone, lives were lived by the patterns of rain, steady sunshine and harvest. Festivals were dictated by the length of the day and the strength of the sun, not a strange book from distant lands; in fact, there are no key texts to follow within Paganism, only knowledge of herbs, weather and spoken words handed down and shared throughout the community.


In Paganism, cycles are everything.


Many Pagans subscribe to the Wheel of the Year, a circular calendar divided into eight sections depicting the celebrations observed throughout the year – usually enjoyed with a lot of food and dancing about. The name itself is a modern, Neo-Pagan term but the concept is an ancient one. The Wheel shows the eight Pagan festivals that are now widely celebrated, as well as the four seasons containing two solstices and two equinoxes.


There is so much to celebrate within nature, which is why we have so many festivals! There is always something new appearing out of the earth that makes me want to pick up the phone and tell everyone I know. These special festival days are sometimes called Sabbats and run around the Wheel as follows:




	The Witches’ Year begins with Samhain, or Halloween, on 31 October. Halloween is the time of year we commune with hidden planes, as the veil between the worlds is at its thinnest. It is typically a time when we honour the dead and give thanks to our ancestors as we forge ahead into a new year.


	Yule (20–25 December). Yule is like Christmas but slightly earlier and a good excuse to have even more food. This Festival of Rebirth is also the winter solstice celebration, which marks the shortest day of the year and the hope of more light to come. At this time of the year when our light is at a premium, Yule is a good chance to remind ourselves of what makes us happy – whether that’s family, friends, fairy lights or copious amounts of sprouts; I’ll let you decide.


	Imbolc (1–2 February). Traditionally, this was when new lambs arrived and when the Earth was pregnant with life – the first glimmers of spring. While not many of us have access to a farmer’s field anymore to see these changes happening in real time, there are other ways to get on board. Imbolc is a fire festival and can be celebrated through the means of a bonfire or flame, whether out in public or at home with a quiet candle. It is also a time to plant the seeds of what you want to achieve for the year and start to work towards it.


	Ostara (20–23 March). Spring is here! The spring equinox brings with it the first wildflowers and the dawn chorus. This time is fresh, verdant and rich with symbolism, so you’ll find many depictions of eggs and hares (the original Easter bunny) on a Pagan altar at Ostara.


	Beltane (30 April – 1 May). May Day is my absolute favourite Pagan festival. Everyone is well into the spirit of spring at this point so joy is in the air! Beltane is another fire festival but this time we celebrate the passion and sexuality of fertile spring – another excuse for a good old dance (clothing optional).


	Litha (20–22 June). Midsummer, or the summer solstice, falls when the world is pregnant with the world’s harvest. It’s a time to raise a glass to the steadily growing green things in the farmers’ fields and beyond. Litha is another energy-filled festival to celebrate the sun’s light, but we are also reminded that the long days will soon start to shorten – this is a good opportunity for us to honour ourselves, to reflect on the things we have and the practices we do which really make us shine our brightest.


	Lammas (1 August). Lammas, or ‘loaf mass’, is the first harvest of the year and is a day of abundance with lots of bread eating. Eating a load of stodge at the hottest point of the year might seem a bit counterintuitive but we are reminded of what our ancestors would have practised and to give thanks for the amazing bounty in the world.


	Mabon (20–23 September). The autumn equinox is when the days are perfectly balanced. Mabon is the second harvest of the year and a time to take stock of what we have as we move into the darker months of the year. It is also a time to examine the balances in our own lives and even make big decisions while weighing up all possibilities in equal measure.





Then the Wheel takes us back round to Samhain where we start all over again.


While not all Pagan folk subscribe to the Wheel of the Year, many of the larger festivals, such as Samhain, Beltane, Midsummer’s Day and Yule, are celebrated by people in many different cultures, so ingrained are they in our ways of life. You’ll find that many Sabbats reflect farming practices – the newborn lambs of Imbolc (or Oimelc, meaning ‘ewe’s milk’) and the ritual loaf-making of Lammas in the harvest season – linking us to our ancestors that once ploughed the fields and could predict rain through the shape of a cloud or the sound of a cockerel’s cry. With the prevalence of agriculture from around 6,000 years ago, our lives became dictated by the farming structure of the year we have been familiar with until very recent times. However, as nearly 80 per cent of people in our society now live in urban areas,4 we are now perhaps not so familiar with the subtle natural signals our ancestors would have understood. Do we know the first signs of spring to spot before the flowers emerge? Can we sense a storm in the air? As we look to reintegrate ourselves into nature, the Wheel can be seen as a reflection of the turning seasons – the silver mists of winter rolling into the silky softness of spring wildflowers carpets – and what we can do to feel at one with it again.


We can all use the Wheel of the Year to tap into the Earth’s cycles – to feel her swell and grow into summer then let the cloak of winter fall over her body once more. But the Wheel represents more than the shifting seasons – it is our ever-changing lives where we feel joy, excitement and sometimes a deep wintry sadness; it is our map to finding our place within the world.


The Wheel turns and so do we. This world is never-ending.


The Wheel is just one aspect of Paganism – a beautiful one – and there are many other ways that people choose to incorporate Paganism into their lives.


When I was performing rituals every month and living in tune with nature’s rhythms, I would certainly have called myself a witch, first beginning to practise spells, divination and herbcraft when I was twelve years old. Not all Pagans are witches, but I would have classed myself as both Pagan and a witch. I worked with the seasons, made tinctures from herbs, and had been known to dance around in a circle by candlelight. I also liked to incorporate a few New Age twists along the way; I am a trained Reiki and crystal healer, I practised yoga and meditated to harp sounds in my spare room. I followed the lunar cycles, the seasons and the birth and death of wildflowers. I rose with the sun, ready to catch the first birdsong, and I spoke to the Goddess when I took a walk in the park. I observed the eight Pagan festivals of the year. I practised visualisation and divination within my rituals. I tried to limit the amount of negative energy I gave out because the world has a way of bringing it back to bite us on the arse, threefold. I practised the art of magick, invoked the elements and tended to chat to the trees. I’ve received quite a few funny looks in my time.


The Pagan calendar is all about balance, harmony and living seasonally, and my body is yearning for that way of living once again.


*


Have you ever felt like your mind was racing for no reason? You keep standing up from your desk and forget what you are about to do, or you’re lying in bed and your brain is speaking two conversations over one another. You feel like you’ve competed in a high-intensity rounders match against your will. You’re tossing and turning, you’re in turn forgetful and creative; on the verge of tears and then ecstatic. Maybe you’re just exhausted. Your boss won’t mind if you left a couple of hours early today . . . right?


If this is the case, chances are it’s a full moon tonight or the day before one. Go on, check.


It’s easy to dismiss, I know. But we’re all aware of the term ‘lunatic’, the howling wolf packs, the maxed-out A&E rooms at the time of the full moon, which we tell ourselves are just coincidence. We let out a nervous giggle to ourselves because the cold face of the full moon is a throwback to childhood ghost stories, to ghouls and flashes of vampires in the graveyard; their steps illuminated in the moon’s quivering glow.


However, in my world, the moon isn’t something you laugh at. In fact, I’ve only ever laughed conspiratorially with the moon: she’s my comrade and mother all in one; she’s my idol and my closest confidante. As a practitioner of witchcraft, the moon is something to be celebrated. Of course, the moon is revered by many other groups across the world – the Jewish and the Chinese calendars run to the cycles of the moon and she has been revered throughout history as a symbol of many different gods and goddesses, and sometimes as the deity herself. For millennia, we have celebrated her; we have mythologised her, sung to her and left her offerings – complete reverence.


Let’s face it: I’m totally in love with her, and I’m not the only one.


Even though we have dimmed her significance with street lamps and neon strips in more recent years, the force of her power still shows. She controls the tides, our emotions (60 per cent of the human body is water – the moon’s going to make you tear up once in a while), and her energy can influence the course of our lives. It can sometimes be difficult to see the true glory of her glow stretching out through suburban streets and grass verges, catching the sharp glint of animal eyes, but looking up at that spectral, changing face it is not hard to rekindle some of the hope and fear felt through past ages.


Traditionally, the moon is seen as providing a dark feminine energy to the world (the yin to the sun’s masculine, fiery yang). This belief has never quite gone away and across the centuries, the moon has been reflected back at us time and time again in folklore, poetry and art, lighting up the shadows and the more hidden parts of ourselves through stories. For many cultures, the sun is a masculine force – commanding the plants to rise from the Earth to bask in its glory. The moon is viewed as the feminine; the soft, passive orb that is nice to look at on a clear night but doesn’t really do much. Of course, this is a simplistic way to look at things – both have their creative and destructive properties; both planetary bodies have their direct place in shaping our landscape. We need the sun to nourish us, to grow the food we rely on for healthy, strong bodies, and to feel the pleasure of heat on our skin. But with too much of this heat, we are burnt to cinders, our food incinerated and our bodies too parched to move. The moon, cold and alone though she may seem, is intricately tied to us as she controls the undulating tides that ravage our coastlines and force new rock to form under the water’s immense pressure. Shelley called her a ‘dying lady, lean and pale’, but our moon is very much alive and fighting fit, a guiding and empowering light. Artemis, Luna, Selene – these time-old goddesses are still the embodiment of the moon’s feminine energies and there are people out there, an entire community, who work with her energies every month. The full moon for Pagans is a time for worship and letting go of past grievances, while the new moon can be a chance to work with the darker energies of the world or simply start anew as the lunar cycle begins all over again.


For many covens across the world, the night of 21 December is an esbat, an observance of the full moon’s power and a time to celebrate another month gone by. There are twelve or thirteen esbats to celebrate every year (more food to be eaten – Pagans are big on cake). While the term ‘esbat’ has only been around since the 1920s, many people who have practised magick and nature worship throughout time have met to make merry on a full moon. A coven, or a group of witches, would do a ritual under the light of the moon and make plans for the coming month. As it is, I work alone, but the full moon’s significance is by no means dulled by my lack of a coven. The full moon symbolises a time of letting go; letting go of a time in your life or a project that has done everything it can to serve you, or you may want to put a full stop at the end of a darker period that you wish to come out of. On these nights, the moon’s power is at its fullest, it is ready to burst, it is ready to blurt out its energy in one enormous blast that can sometimes knock you sideways (and don’t get me started on super moons). Only then, after that momentous night, will the moon recede, ebb into a waning crescent and fade into nothing, to begin once more. With so much energy moving around the skies, is it any wonder your mind is all over the place when the moon is at its brightest?


The moon is the top celebrity in a Pagan’s world and we run by her rhythms, but stop and think for a minute: in our busy lives, when was the last time you looked at the moon? Actually looked out of the window or went outside just to stand and look at her glowing face rather than spotting it and being slightly surprised at its existence? When did you last look forward to seeing the moon?


As a witch, I have probably looked at the moon more often than most and, during my noted absence from witchcraft, I have missed her a lot.


The full moon is not only traditionally sacred to the witch, but to women everywhere. She offers safety for women after dark. Her glowing face, lighting up the sky, allows us to see where we are going without the need for a torch or anything that would draw attention to us, giving us safe passage through the night. Her cycles help us to keep track of our menstrual rhythms; her twenty-eight-day calendar running in time with our bleeding and bodily changes. In this way, she has been a companion and friend for many. For the witch, before the world was lit up by battery packs, her full form would have offered witches a light home after partaking in a ritual, visiting someone who needed our magickal assistance or doing something deemed illicit under patriarchal rule. Certain herbs when picked under the light of the full moon or at the new moon are said to have more potency. The moon really is the witch’s guide. But throughout history, the moon could also have been the witch’s lifesaver.


The term ‘witch’ has many problematic connotations and an even patchier history. If you’d have asked someone ‘what is a witch?’ at the turn of the twentieth century, you might have received some sniffy looks and mutters of séances and black mirrors. Rewind to the Middle Ages and you might have been tied to a stake just for uttering the word.


What is the first thing you think of when someone says the word ‘witch’? With shops selling candles, incense and gemstones in every town, witchcraft – in one form or another – is experiencing a renaissance. Bags from popular high-street stores read ‘We are the Granddaughters of the Witches They Couldn’t Burn’ and TikTok (or WitchTok, if you will) shows up a thousand videos on how to cast a spell. But ask anyone on the street what witchcraft is and you’ll either hear ‘bloody hippies’ or ‘that’s all that Hogwarts stuff, innit?’ The darker connotations have lost their meaning in a modern world where magick has been debunked or explained away.


Those who practise witchcraft fall into the bracket of Paganism, although not every witch is a Pagan as there are myriad forms of Paganism, as I mentioned earlier. Similarly, not everyone who practices witchcraft will label themselves a witch; they just like to tinker about with crystals every once in a while, or maybe they have another label for themselves. This loose definition allows practitioners to take from areas of different forms – a pinch of spellwork here, a little herbalism there – and this freedom is something that drew me to witchcraft in the first place. Witchcraft can be hard to define but some people have a great way of pinning it down.


In Time magazine in 2019, esteemed witch Pam Grossman, author of Waking the Witch, wrote of witches:


In fact, I find that the more I work with the witch, the more complex she becomes. Hers is a slippery spirit: try to pin her down, and she’ll only recede further into the deep, dark wood . . . Witches have power on their own terms. They have agency. They create. They praise. They commune with the spiritual realm, freely and free of any mediator.5


I absolutely adore this quote. For me, I have my own definition of the craft and how it fits into the overarching umbrella of Paganism; a witch is someone who is deeply in touch with people, plants and animals, and knows how to work with their innate power to bring about change in the world, usually through magickal forces.


It’s no secret that witchcraft has long been dominated by women and those seen as ‘other’ to the straight-white-forty-something-cis-man who has sought to oppress us as a way of exerting control over our sexuality and our different, less linear ways of thinking about the power structures around us. However, since the 1960s, and more-so than ever in the past five years, we’ve seen a long-awaited retaliation from women and witches. With the rise of the #MeToo movement, we’ve seen women actively speaking out and using magick to hex men who embody the patriarchy, and we’re very open about it. Writer Andi Zeisler, on the eve of the 2017 US Women’s March, said: ‘This is the time for getting scary. We need to go full witch.’6 This, of course, could mean whacking out the crystal ball and drawing some sigils, or it could mean women of all kinds – cis, trans or otherwise – asserting their full feminine power in a show of resistance against the dominant culture. Witches have always been linked to the feminist movement and feminist acts, with witchcraft itself being a way that a woman could earn a living throughout history without having to rely on a man. But is it any wonder that the confident, self-assured woman has always been feared by men and seen as a witch? She is capable of overturning the world as we know it.


Some Pagans and witches like to use gods and goddesses in their ritual work – invoking the powers of ancient figures to enhance their work, although they are not prescribed and are not part of everyone’s path. Another way of looking at gods and goddesses is that they are the way a certain culture chose to represent the forces of Mother Nature around them – many peoples worshipped the goddess of the fertile land, be it Gaia, Demeter or Pachamama, to help bring in a good harvest and most cultures throughout time have revered a sun god – just think of Ra and Apollo to name two of the most known across the western world. For me in my practice, this way of practising Paganism has always appealed to me and I use deities from the Celtic pantheon in my work; as someone whose AncestryDNA test said that she was alarmingly British (97 per cent), Celtic seemed like the way to go. I worship the Triple Goddess – the Maiden, Mother and Crone – the three faces of the Goddess, which represent the cycles of life.


In some parts of the Pagan world and particularly for those following the Celtic pantheon, the full moon is represented by Cerridwen – the wise, elderly crone of the gods, the goddess of death and leader of the underworld. In other paths, she is Hecate, the ‘dark goddess’; the moon is almost always a female deity and one with sinister connotations. Cerridwen is the last phase of the Triple Goddess’s reign (the other two phases being Brigid, the maiden goddess of spring and queen of the crescent moon; and Rhiannon, the mother goddess of summer, the harvest and waxing pregnant moon). Typically, Cerridwen is seen hunched over her bubbling cauldron, her gnarled nose almost skimming the surface of its brew. The stereotypical hag-witch. Some Pagans see her full cauldron as a hearty broth to feed her followers, or containing a potion that gives the drinker knowledge and metamorphosis; either way. Judith Shaw of Feminism and Religion writes:


When Cerridwen calls your name, know that the need for change is upon you; transformation is at hand. It is time to examine what circumstances in your life no longer serve you. Something must die so that something new and better can be born. Forging these fires of transformation will bring true inspiration into your life.7


Transformation, inspiration. Now you see why my ritual had to be done at the time of the full moon.


*


My Yuletide ritual has inspired me. I feel so vibrant, if slightly overfilled with sprouts. I’m glowing with the light of the moon and the power of the Earth that coursed through me during the ritual. This, this right here, is what makes me feel whole. Having tasted this sweet dose of witchiness again, I want to turn my attention away from the modern way of living I have become accustomed to, and reconnect with the two most important things in my soul – nature and witchcraft. For me, witchcraft has always opened me up to wonder, to search for what is hidden. It is both an empowering and lonely space of introspection, but one that has made me look upon the natural landscapes of Britain as my home and places of ancient knowledge.


Right now, I need to take action and reclaim the witch within me, for my own health and sanity.


Surely, we don’t have to live in a world where we get sick to the point of despair, where we are too fragmented to remember how to be whole; where spirituality does not factor into our relationship with the natural world. There has to be something better than the way we are living now and I want to make it my mission to return to my witchy past, but also to the way our ancestors saw and experienced Mother Earth.


However, there are so many parts of me that still feel scattered and easily jangled, despairing and overwhelmed; I am desperate for the healing to begin and to reconnect to those calming natural rhythms of the world. A small voice in me wonders whether the answer to problems which are about the modern world and how to survive in it really lies back where I began my interest in witchcraft as a teenager. The darker emotions that I have experienced for many years were kept tempered by my Pagan practice; reassuring and mindful, magickal and enlightening. Is it truly possible to re-remember our links with the elements and the Earth when modern adult life does everything it can do to cut us adrift and keep us productive? I resolve to keep my mind open over a full cycle of the Wheel, and make sure I speak to people who I think could offer insight into my questions. Perhaps with these answers in my possession, I can really begin to heal.


Perhaps we all can.


*


It is way too early for this.


On Boxing Day, my parents and I head over to Lunts Meadow, a sprawling wetland in Sefton, Merseyside, only a twenty-five-minute drive from my childhood home. It’s not somewhere that I could ever get to on my own and I give myself the ‘you’re nearly thirty, get a car’ talk for the fifth time that week. My genuine appreciation of public transport is a bit outside the norm and something that makes me late for every social occasion and often stranded. I wonder if getting a car would allow me the chance to go out and enjoy nature more. There’s something oddly comforting, reassuring even, about hopping onto public transport but there are only so many birds you can see when there’s a nine o’clock train you need to catch.


I’ve been birdwatching for nine years so I’ve often been up at first light to travel to some far-off reserve in search of pied flycatchers. But over recent years, I’ve gradually been setting my alarm later and later and later. Today’s 6:45 a.m. wake-up call feels like nails on a chalkboard, but Mum and Dad insist.


Will, my partner, is in Germany with his dad over Christmas. This is the first time we’ve spent it apart in four years so we can wake up with our respective families on Christmas Day. The flat felt cavernous without him and I have found myself speaking in whispers over the past few days so my echo doesn’t bounce back at me. Now, fully into the festive period, I’m back in my family home, which is much cosier and has more snacks. Linnet has come back to Liverpool with me, an experience both my parents and I are dreading with similar ferocity.


I received some witchy presents for Yule, including a beautiful vesica piscis necklace from my friend Em, a silver circle with two overlapping circles inside it, like a sexy Venn diagram. Every time I wear it I feel imbued with power, protection and the friendship of my fellow witchy gal and it has already become a staple of my wardrobe; in fact, I’m wearing it today. The interlocking circles are reassuring to me and remind me that time always moves forward like clockwork.


It’s a difficult Christmas; there’s no other way to put it. My lovely, tiny grandad with the schoolboy laugh and the vibrant garden I’d grown up with passed away just ten days ago so we’re all hedging our sentences and are full of half-smiles. It had been a long battle with Alzheimer’s, one that we all wish had ended much sooner for his sake. Mum, Dad, Grandma, my sister Caroline, her boyfriend Adam and I piled around the dining table for Christmas dinner. It’s nice, full of easy chat, a mountain of Aunt Bessie’s Yorkshire puddings and several layers of Dairy Milk Tray, but something big is missing.


The village I grew up in, about half an hour from Liverpool, looks the same as ever except with more traffic streaming through it every year. There’s the small high street with its post office, chemist, greengrocer and the little florist’s shop tucked away in the corner. There are hobbled, cheerful, flat-capped old men who like to call ‘Alreet!’ across the street at each other. On Saturday mornings when I was still in primary school, small, vegetarian me stood outside the butcher’s window keeping my eyes trained firmly ahead at the traffic lights so that I didn’t have to see Grandma shopping for lamb chops. There is the library – where I’d spent a good chunk of my childhood – on the same road as the large, sturdy houses tucked in behind a fringe of beech and horse chestnut trees. I remember cracking the beechnut casings as I walked on tiptoes up to my grandparents’ house after school, hand in hand with Grandad.


I always find it a relief to be back here, reassured that the relics of my village childhood still exist and I didn’t imagine them all. I revisit the same tree every October, at the point where the village hits farmland, to add more conkers to my dried-out collection. It’s a good place to spot buzzards hunting on long summer evenings.


At Lunts Meadow, much further out in the countryside, I walk on, trying not to think about who I really want to think about.


This reserve is a birdwatcher’s treasure trove, a wetland hewn out of a curve of the River Alt and surrounded by several green miles of arable land. Sometimes when you look at it, the green seems blinding, like there’s just far too much of it to digest in one sitting. This is somewhere I only seem to get to in the winter, a time when the mud splashes up to our knees and we have to abandon pathways every few minutes or so to avoid being swallowed up in pits.


The things we do for birds.


We’re all feeling sluggish with too many roast potatoes, but there’s a bright coolness to the day that makes my mind alert. A flock of fieldfare gets up as we round the first corner then there are shoveler, teal and the shuffling of moorhens on the scrape. The sun is blinding but welcome after not leaving the house all day yesterday. It comes through the bare trees at shattering angles, cutting across our vision and glaring up from the rivulets of the Alt. Dad is out in front as always, yelling back, ‘Watch out!’ when a patch of mud threatens to swallow him whole; Mum and I have our arms linked as we rise steadily onto a man-made ridge that gives views all the way across to Liverpool. The sunlight on the overgrown fields manages to blur out the city’s edges so that it’s only a smudge on our natural paradise. A man walks his pointer on the other side of the river and calls hello, while the dog creeps ever closer to a coot down in the weed.
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‘Jennifer Lane casts a spell over her readers full of
glitter and acorns, fire and firecrests.”
Derek Niemann, Country Diarist, Guardian
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‘Empowers readers to resist a conventional existence and look deeper into
the heart of nature.” Tiffany Francis, Dark Skies: A Journey into Wild Night
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