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A CAVE PERSON AND A SABER-TOOTHED TIGER WALK INTO OUR BRAINS

I formed my first coven when I was seven years old by passing a note to three girls in my second-grade class. My proposal was that we would learn to cast spells, communicate with animals, and eventually be able to fly. I still have a tiny note written on a ripped piece of notebook paper in which one of my friends agreed to join me. The coven only met a few times, our potions were improvised collections of liquids from the kitchen cabinet, and our animal familiars were stuffed cat dolls, but at seven years old I knew without a doubt that the magic was real.

Fifteen years later I found myself standing in a new age store in suburban New Jersey, having recently graduated from college and suffering from a particularly persistent bout of anxiety and depression. The store was filled with old-school new age décor—lots of fairy figurines, capes, and crystals—all things I had loved without judgment as a kid, and now regarded as deeply cheesy.

It was not my idea to go into this store. I was there to use a gift certificate for an astrological reading that my aunt had given me as a birthday present. She was into all things witchy—there was a tiny cauldron on the shelf in her home, she wore a pentagram around her neck, and she regularly attended drum circles and spirit guide meditations. I loved talking to her about all her mystical practices, but I saw myself as just a curious observer. Even if I was intrigued by my aunt’s commitment to it, at the end of the day any sincere belief in magic was pure silliness. This was the attitude that I used to protect myself for a very long time.

Starting in middle school I had been dubbed too loud, too emotional, too nerdy. I cared about school too much, spending hours each night on my homework until I decided that I had done it “perfectly.” The things I liked to do for fun were often deemed “weird” or “immature” by other kids. If I was invited to a sleepover party, I would inevitably spend most of it alone, too scared to watch whatever horror movie was on. My feelings were easily hurt, my laugh was too loud, and I cried at the drop of a hat. I just couldn’t bring myself to be that weird witch girl on top of all that, no matter how much I might have loved the magical and mystical when I was younger.

So my only reaction to standing in this cheesy new age store waiting to use a gift certificate for an astrological reading was to write it all off as slightly embarrassing. I certainly didn’t like this kind of stuff or believe in this kind of thing.

I was called into a back office by a man who looked like a cleaned-up version of Comic Book Guy from The Simpsons. An elderly terrier followed us into a room that was decorated with tapestries and crystal balls. I sat down in a chair at a small round table that had a stack of papers on it, a color-coded circular chart on the top page. This was my natal chart, the astrologer explained to me, the position of the planets relative to me at the moment that I was born.

He pressed record on an old-fashioned tape recorder.

“You’re going to want to listen to this again later,” he said, as the little dog curled up at our feet.

He then proceeded to change my entire life.

When Comic Book Guy started the tape recorder, I imagined playing the tape for people later as a joke. I assumed that the recording would be full of vague movie-style fortune-teller predictions about money and love. Sixty minutes later I was just grateful that I had a record of the most transformative hour of my life.

As the astrologer broke down my chart for me, it was as if someone was telling me my own life story, explaining parts of myself that I had never been able to explain, that I didn’t know could be explained. They were the parts that activated the big neon sign in my brain that flashed the word “FLAW” over and over. Suddenly all this mystical astrology stuff started to feel a lot less funny. How could he not only know these things about me and be able to explain them to me in specific detail, but also talk about them as if they weren’t flaws at all, but simply parts of who I am?

As I sat in that chair and listened, the astrologer’s dog curled up at my feet, I felt something in me start to relax for the first time in a long time. I realized that I didn’t even fully understand how unhappy I had been feeling. I knew that I had been suffering from anxiety in my post-college life, but I couldn’t put my finger on what was wrong. Now a picture was beginning to form—I was exhausted all the time no matter how much sleep I got. Not having accomplished anything yet in my life depressed me. I had finished the mandated sixteen years of education. I had worked hard, gotten good grades, followed the rules set out in front of me. I was twenty-two—wasn’t I supposed to have everything figured out by now? Shouldn’t I feel happy and fulfilled, with a clear direction in my life and constant outside assurance that all my hard work was paying off? If none of that was happening, then it must mean that I was doing something wrong. And if I was doing something wrong, it must mean that there was something wrong with me.

And here was an astrologer casually implying that there was nothing wrong with me at all, and that everything that was happening to me was right on time when it came to astrological alignment.

I started asking questions. I needed details.

“I’m totally anxious living in the city all the time,” I said. “Why can’t I calm down and just deal with it the way everyone one else seems to?”

“Of course you’re overly sensitive to your environment,” he told me. “Your chart has tons of water in it. You’re an emotional person. Just look at your moon placement.”

I’m an emotional person????? That’s it? I was just allowed to say that and point to a place on this chart that explained it? Not presenting it as an excuse, but as a part of me that needed extra attention, that I might even learn how to work with rather than fight against?

If this chart was able to explain things to me about myself that I had never even been able to articulate, was it really possible that there wasn’t anything wrong with me at all? Could it be true that it wasn’t my job to change in order to conform to my perception of what other people expected of me, but just that I needed to figure out how to work with these elements of my personality, and, heaven forbid, even celebrate them????

I believe this is what they call an aha moment.

By this point in my life, I had already seen multiple traditional therapists, gone to wellness retreats, and sat through tons of visits to doctors to try to raise my energy level and make me feel like a “normal” person. And in every single one of those situations my takeaway had been, “There is something wrong with me, and if I can’t fix it, then I am a lazy, pathetic failure.”

No one had ever suggested that there was nothing wrong with me at all, or wrong with anyone. That, in fact, everyone is different for a very good reason—because we are not all here to do the same work. That we are each actually meant to learn to work with our different strengths and weaknesses. And that there is no such thing as “normal.”

Here was my natal chart, depicting the energetic makeup of the time and place where I was born, not only pinning me to that unique moment but also setting down my relationship to the energy of the universe in this lifetime. Here was the setup for a lifelong conversation in which the universe and I were going to work together to figure out how all the pieces of this mysterious puzzle fit together. Here was a map for meaning that every person in the world has, which means that every single person is engaged in a deeply mysterious and beautiful conversation with the most magical forces imaginable at all times. And it all fit in a manila envelope.

Mind. Blown.

Over the next eighteen years I slowly moved from curious spectator to participant in almost every mystical practice you can think of. Health problems had me seeking out energy healers along with traditional doctors. Tarot helped my feelings of anxiety and disconnection along with therapy. Guided meditations, connection to spirit guides, witchy ceremonies, holistic creativity, mindfulness—all of it was leading me right back to the person I was at seven years old, that happy little witch who so deeply believed in magic as a path to personal empowerment and as something to be shared with others. I couldn’t believe I had ever let it go.

In witch culture, there is something called a Book of Shadows, which is a personal account of helpful spells, rituals, and experiences that a witch records to pass on to the next generation of practitioners. This passing along of information is seen as a sacred magical act, essential to helping us better develop as individuals and as a collective. This book is my Book of Shadows for you—a guide to mystical and practical tools that empower us to better navigate our mental, physical, and even metaphysical health.

As teenagers we are presented with an especially difficult proposition—how can we start to figure out who we are, what we care about, and how to live a fulfilling and interesting life without basing those things solely on the expectations of the people and the systems around us? At a time in our lives when achievement is often being pushed on us, we inevitably start to put more value on external factors than on our own intuition. Anxiety and depression are natural reactions to this level of pressure, but not only do they make us sick and miserable, they also take away our agency and keep us from doing the real work that we are here on this planet to do.
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Just as I had decided at twenty-two that there was something irreparably wrong with me, most of us are very good at making up stories about what is wrong with us, and the more creative and sensitive we are, the more elaborate those stories become. Making up stories about ourselves might be okay if we created nice, happy, positive narratives where we show ourselves a lot of compassion and approach our own struggles with patience. Instead, our brains seem to be programmed to revel in the worst possible scenarios. There’s a good reason for this, though, and once we fully understand it, we can start to use the tools presented in the book to work with our busy minds, rather than letting them work against us.

The problem is that we are still attached to our very earliest animal/cave person programming of fight or flight. This means that our brains are hardwired to be on the lookout for an attack at any time, and to be ready to assess if the threat can be fought off, or if it would be better to just run. This hair-trigger instinct definitely served us as an evolving species. Cave people who were wise enough to understand danger lived to pass on their genes. They remembered which berries made them sick and which animals would chase them, and it was these hearty people who became our ancestors. We can try all day to tell those ancestors that daily life is comparatively safer now, but they will never release us completely from the grip of their survivalist worldviews.

The truth is that we wouldn’t want to completely abandon our ability to tell safety from danger. We want to be able to remember situations that hurt us so that we can try to avoid that hurt again in the future. This is an important skill, and it is possibly our first relationship to storytelling with a beginning, middle, and an end.

“I picked this red berry. I ate this red berry. I was very sick.”

It’s not exactly a great American novel, but it’s the kind of story our brain likes, because it is unambiguous.

Now here’s the problem with this holdover cave person brain—because cave person brain’s only priority is to stay alive at all costs, even over the idea of staying alive to live a happy life, it tends to focus on the negative. If the priority is survival, then a list of poisonous berries is going to be a more important thing to hold on to than a list of pretty lakes where you like to go swimming and relax. The irony is that going swimming and relaxing would actually make that cave person’s life longer and healthier. But cave person has one thing on its mind: making it to tomorrow. That’s it.

Understanding that our brains are hardwired to catalog dangers and hurts is the first step toward easing the grip that cave person brain has on us. We must remember that, with all respect to our ancestors, cave person brain had no ability to understand complexity. Something was either labeled “death” or “no death.” “Good” or “bad.” And most of the situations that we encounter in our everyday lives are not quite that simple. So we need to start to sort through our stories and decide which information is actually helpful, and which is just cave person instinct kicking in to proclaim a judgment.

How might cave person brain show up in your everyday life? Let’s say you didn’t study enough for a test, and then you got a bad grade. It feels pretty safe to draw the conclusion from this series of events that if you want to do well on tests in the future, you should study more. The bad thing that happened (being eaten by a saber-toothed tiger) was doing badly on the test. The reason that happened (you walked into the saber-toothed tiger’s cave) was that you didn’t study enough. From this simple story we can learn that not studying enough causes something unpleasant to happen.

But there are the objective events of our lives, and then there are the stories that we tell ourselves about those events, and these are often two very different things. So what is the objective truth of the narrative of the failed test? You didn’t study enough, and you got a bad grade. That’s it. That’s what happened. But because you are very clever, you are going to ask your brain for some more information about what led to this situation that your brain can categorize as “bad” in order to better protect you.

Why didn’t you study enough? Will your brain invent a story that it is because you are lazy? Because you are bad at school? Because you hate this subject? Because you are A BAD PERSON?!?

As soon as humans got a tiny little bit of time on their hands, they invented self-loathing. Your cave person brain has evolved enough to understand not only that the saber-toothed tiger cave is a bad place to go, but also that YOU are the one who decided to go in there in the first place, which may cause your brain to create a story that YOU are BAD. Maybe it will now come up with an entire list of the ways in which YOU are BAD and file them away forever! Hold on to them for your entire lifetime!

If we search ourselves and can’t find the thing to blame, then we might invent a story about someone else, hoping to pin the BADNESS on them. Trying to find the BADNESS in a situation that involves other people is very fertile ground for cave person brain. You might start trying to guess what the other person is thinking and feeling, and ascribe all kinds of motivations to them with no guarantee that any of it is true. The more creative and sensitive you are, the more elaborate these narratives will become. We are so desperate to figure out what went wrong in the hopes of avoiding something painful in the future that we can’t help ourselves. And we end up spending the life that our cave person ancestors worked so hard to give us cataloging miseries. Cave people didn’t pass on their hard-won genes to us just for us to be so unhappy!

Part of the solution is remembering that sometimes discomfort is okay. The feeling of doing badly on a test isn’t great, but you can certainly survive it, and even come to know that there are things to be learned from that experience of failure without your brain setting off a very loud BADNESS panic alarm. Can we turn the BADNESS alarm down on experiences that are not particularly comfortable, knowing that they have their place in our lives?

What are the more complicated possible explanations for why you didn’t study enough for the test? Explanations that can’t be labeled GOOD or BAD. NO DEATH or DEATH. Did you have a fight with a family member that distracted you? Were you working at your job and weren’t able to budget your time correctly? Do you need help with studying and find it too challenging to do on your own? Even the worst-case scenario—you had plenty of time and headspace to study and you just didn’t do it—might simply mean you had a bad night and made a mistake. But your brain isn’t interested in coming up with these nuanced narratives on its own. All it is interested in is YOU ARE THE WORST.

This was exactly my frame of mind when I walked into that new age store all those years ago. Sure, the world can be a tough place, but if I was overly affected by it all the time, then I must be at fault. I was obviously too sensitive, too emotional, too easily bothered by things that didn’t seem to bother other people. So in trying to make sense of my depression, I was creating a false story about myself and what I was doing wrong, setting off the BADNESS alarm every time I exhibited any of that “too sensitive” behavior. There you go again, ruining things by not being tougher!

In some schools of mysticism there is an idea that we are each constantly unconsciously creating a false scale of good and bad for ourselves based on all those stories that our brain has concocted, continuously moving the marker depending on the arbitrary standards by which we measure our successes and failures on any given day. If we believe we are measuring up on that scale of standards, we feel amazing, but when things aren’t going well, we think there must be something wrong with us, with our lives, and with an unjust world that would put us so far down on that arbitrary scale that we have invented in our minds.

What we want to do is step off this scale completely by tuning into the truth of the present moment, empowering us to take care of ourselves and figure out what we really need. We want to be able to step into an unshakable understanding that we are each complicated, magical beings here to do some very important work. We actually don’t have time to waste with all that self-measurement. We are meant to spend our time being curious about ourselves and how we fit into the crazy tapestry of this planet, not judging ourselves.
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Giving ourselves a break from that relentless score keeping isn’t easy, but this is where our tools come in. In each chapter in this book, I am going to present you with a different set of tools that can help you engage with the energy of the present moment and interrupt the false narratives of that good/bad binary scale. We’ll look at tarot, astrology, witchcraft, energy work, mindfulness, creating a creative practice, and working with spirit guides, along with talking about our relationships to our bodies and exploring more traditional therapy techniques. In each chapter I also have conversations with some of my favorite practitioners and all-around wise humans, who will explain to us how they use these tools to tap into the truth and potential of the present moment.

When we use the tools in this book as paths toward self-understanding, we interrupt those false narratives that we create in our cave person brains. Every tool presented here is designed to connect to the energy of the present moment to give you a new perspective on the ways in which you may be falsely limiting your own sense of self. The magic lies in that truth of the present moment, in getting curious about who we really are and what we want this lifetime to look like.
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I’m going to talk a lot about energy in this book, and you should feel free to decide for yourself what that word means to you. To me, “magic” is energy, and when I talk about magic, I am talking about the generative, energetic possibility that creates and sustains everything. It is you, it is all around you, and it is the substance of all life.

Energy goes by a lot of different names in different cultures and traditions—chi, prana, ki. Some people who talk about God or gods or Goddess or Source are using those names to simply describe generative, creative energy. Some people use the word “Spirit” to encompass both generative energy and actual spirits or ancestors. Some people might see energy by the way it manifests in nature.

If spirituality is a part of your understanding of energy, that’s great, but having spiritual beliefs or a spiritual practice is not a requirement in order to be able to use and appreciate the tools in this book. If you are someone who was raised with a very traditional idea of a God or gods that exist separate from humanity, judging people while looking down on them from a throne on a cloud, I would gently urge you to start to think about those forces in a less binary way, less about two opposite sides, God and human, heaven and earth, and more as different manifestations of one, unifying energy. A lot of mystical practices see God energy and the energy of humans, animals, objects, nature, and the earth as the same thing. If everything around you is an expression of this energy, you start to see some exciting possibilities in the present moment that did not exist when you just thought of yourself as a separate, completely autonomous being.

The fact that people have a lot of different ways of looking at and experiencing spirituality and having a relationship to energy is a bonus, not a flaw. We are each meant to have our own private, individual relationship to these things, one that we might not even be able to completely explain to other people. But again, that is a good thing! We are forming something that we will have our entire lives—our relationship to ourselves and to the world around us.

There’s a story I love that has been retold in many cultures, but that seems to originally date back to either early Buddhism or Jainism (another ancient Indian religion), about a group of blind men who come across an elephant and attempt to figure out what it is by each feeling a different part of its body. One man gets ahold of the animal’s ear and declares, “It’s a big leaf!” One grabs onto a leg and says, “It’s a tree.” Another finds its tail and yells, “We found a rope!”

I think about this story a lot when I am using these different tools. Each of the tools presents just a small piece of a bigger truth. That’s the beauty of them, and why we must always look at them as tools, and not as end truths in themselves. No matter what, we are only ever looking at one piece of an unknowable whole.

I find that unknowable part thrilling. It excites me that we can only comprehend a part of the elephant at a time, because it also means that no one system is better than another. No one has authority over anyone else about how to take care of ourselves, and how to connect to deeper truths about who we are and what is important to us in this life.

Imagine what kind of world we would live in if we all acknowledged that we are just fumbling around on this elephant, doing our best! If we understood that we all have access to only parts of an unknowable truth, and that our version of that might look very different from that of the person sitting next to us! Imagine if we each had boundless patience for ourselves on this journey, and were then able to have boundless patience with each other! I believe that such a world is possible, and if you’re reading this right now, I have a feeling that you do too.
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One of our favorite kinds of stories as humans is something that the mythologist Joseph Campbell called the “hero’s journey.” This is where a chosen person must fight evil and face down many obstacles to save themselves and usually a planet or two. It’s a story that we keep telling ourselves over and over again in different forms because it’s a good metaphor for how each of us feels about our own lifetime and struggles. We are each the protagonists of our own life stories, and part of our responsibility is to take ownership of our story, and to recognize it as an incredible gift.

Like any of the heroes in your favorite stories, you need to learn about your powers in order to face down the obstacles that will come your way. You need to receive your magic wand, train in the Force, and figure out what kind of mutant you are. Parts of you that you had seen as weaknesses will become strengths. Things that you have kept in the shadows will be ready to see the light. This is the business of your life—the point of your narrative!

As with the narrative of the heroes in those stories, the path is never easy, and it often will not look like what you expected it to look like. But once our heroes realize what is at stake, they are determined to learn how to live fully in the truth of who they are.

The stakes are pretty high for us, too. Our mental and physical health, our ability to care for those around us, to be a kind friend, a loving member of a family and a community, to stand up for what we know is right, to find activities and work that we care about, to engage our hearts and minds—I believe that all these things are just as important as saving the planet. And here is the big, very important secret of this book—those things actually will save the planet. Once we realize the power we each contain as energetic puzzle pieces of this universe, we realize that we can begin to live in flow with our own energy and with the energy of those around us. Imagine if everyone in the world took the responsibility of managing their own plot of energy as a service not only to themselves, but also to each other! The entire world would change for the better. The stakes are that high.

This book is meant to be a kind of map, with different detours that you can take, and different paths to explore. The tools presented here are simply a means to the end of working with and better understanding our relationship to energy, so that we may better manage stress, depression, fight those false narratives, step off that good/bad scale, and foster a deep and sustaining relationship with ourselves. There is no one way of working with energy that makes sense for everyone, and part of the fun is figuring out what tools you enjoy and what sparks excitement for you.

Know that as you dive deeper into the potential of each of these tools that not everyone is willing to do the work to ask these important questions and to question the structure of outside validation. Unfortunately, it’s sort of easier to just be angry or stressed or frustrated much of the time because it requires very little self-examination. Looking directly at the parts of ourselves that we have been taught are unworthy is a hard task for most people, and you must give yourself a lot of credit for being willing to do this work. Even beginning to explore the sense of wonder and possibility in your life is an exciting and honorable undertaking, as you learn to cultivate skills that will help you throughout your life.

Oh, and by the way, this stuff can also be really fun! Did you know that you’re actually allowed to enjoy yourself while you’re figuring out how to manage stress, balance your energy, and connect with deeper mystical truths? Why not allow play, joy, and creativity to become a part of how we take care of ourselves?

My understanding of these tools (and of myself) evolves every single day, and I am writing this book for myself as much as for you. We never stop learning about ourselves, and the process of self-understanding and growth is never linear. There may be no place to arrive where we will have solved our problems, where we will have figured it all out and everything is simply easy breezy from now on, but the point of working with all these tools is to learn to appreciate the complexities of the ongoing process of life.

The challenges in our lives are not there to tear us down. They are part of the system of energy, asking us to tune out the unnecessary noise, and tune in to what really matters to us. Every moment, every part of our mental, emotional, and physical makeup has something to teach us. These tools will help us learn how to listen.

Now let’s go make some magic.
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CHAPTER ONE: Tarot
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I am basically the poster child for seasonal affective disorder (SAD). Traditionally my mental health takes a nosedive somewhere around the middle of January and usually stays missing in action until the end of May. So deep in the winter of 2015, when my friend Bakara told me that she was going to be coteaching a four-month-long weekly class on tarot in a yoga studio in Brooklyn, I decided to sign up. I figured it would be something to at least keep my mind busy until it got warm again.

I had gotten tarot readings over the years, mostly from friends, but I had never picked up a deck myself. I went to the first meeting of the Brooklyn Fools expecting to remain an appreciative spectator, but it quickly became clear that I wasn’t going to get away with that.

Every week of the Fools we focused on a different card in the Major Arcana, the archetypal cards of tarot. Some weeks we were encouraged to dress in a way that was inspired by the card of the week. For the indulgent Empress I wore a flowery blue caftan, and a ton of jewelry, and tied my dyed-pink hair up in a scarf. For the week of the Devil we dressed up as our shadow selves. For the Star we created a huge altar made up of hundreds of tea-light candles. In class we would talk about personal connections that we felt to the card of that week. There was music, and food, and poetry. And somewhere in the middle of all this I realized that my SAD had lifted for the first time in years.

There was something here that was worth paying attention to.

The further along that we got in the class, the more I found that the part of my brain that had formed in middle school as a way to seemingly protect myself against ridicule (good old judgy cave person brain declaring a part of me BAD because it made me vulnerable) was getting very quiet. The more I worked with the cards and saw how they helped me and others, the less I cared about logic, or looking silly, or what it would mean to go all in on my belief in magic.

A couple of years after this, when I had finally committed to stop standing on the sidelines of having a magical life and had started working as a tarot reader, I was reminded of that judgy voice and how the assumed risk of ridicule was almost enough to stop me from embracing a tool that has helped me in more ways than I can count. I was reading tarot for a group of high school seniors at the birthday party of a friend’s daughter. One by one the daughter’s friends came to me with the same questions I had at their age. What should I do about school, summer camp, friends, family? Kids who had been laughing and goofing around in the other room suddenly became deeply serious in the face of the guidance that the cards provided.

Then there was JVP. I will call him that for short, because I believe that his full name was Judgy Voice Personified. JVP came over to the table where I was giving his friend a reading. He just wanted to watch, he said. (I usually discourage this, since a reading often becomes way more personal than the person who is receiving the reading expected it to, but I figured I would make an exception since this was a party.) As JVP watched his friend get a reading, he had on the face that all JVPs have worn since the beginning of time—a permanent smirk punctuated by some eye rolls and a couple of disbelieving snorts.

JVP also kept interrupting the reading with questions.

“Is this real?”

“Do you actually believe all of this?”

And best of all, “Yeah, but how does it work?” which revealed the ultimate sentiment behind any judgy question: “How can you justify this thing to me in terms of the rules about the world that I have been conditioned to follow?”

In response to JVP’s question, I said something like: “Well, the cards read the energy of the moment and the energy of the querent, the person asking the question, and then they present a new perspective on the situation by laying out a narrative that the reader is able to interpret.”

(I’m pretty sure he zoned out about halfway through this monologue.)

What do I wish I had said?

“Relax, kid. It’s magic.”

To my surprise, when I was done reading for his friend, JVP declared that he wanted a reading. I assumed that he was just looking for more ammunition to make snarky comments. But I had learned enough at this point not to prejudge the people I read for, even Judgy himself. If JVP said he wanted a reading, I would give him a reading.

I shuffled the deck and handed it to him.

“Hold the deck and think about your question,” I said.

He took it. Smirk.

“Now cut the deck in whatever way feels good to you.”

JVP suddenly got nervous.

“Like, just cut it? In how many piles?”

“Whatever feels right to you,” I offered.

JVP seemed uncomfortable with this answer, but he did it.

He wants to make sure he gets it right, I realized. It would immediately become clear that this was at the heart of many of JVP’s problems.

For the next twenty minutes (a short reading, since it was a party), I was able to see JVP’s judgments of others for what they really were, judgments of himself that stemmed from deep fears about his own life. What goes on between a reader and a querent in a reading should always stay confidential, but I will tell you that JVP was deeply uncomfortable with uncertainty in pretty much all areas of his life. He wanted concrete answers, and the fact that he was not getting them was making him miserable.

There is a misconception that tarot is a tool of simple fortune- telling. Ask a question, get an answer. Will I meet the love of my life? Will I ace that test? Will that person forgive me? In my experience, the deck rarely responds well to a request for such concrete answers. In fact, it tends to rebel against them. I have seen people ask questions only to have the cards go off on a tangent about a family member, or basically spell out to the reader, “Not only are you doing the wrong thing, you’re not even asking the right question!” This is no Magic 8 Ball. The tarot wants to show you a new perspective on the situation so that you can make your own decisions. It’s like a close friend who tells you the (sometimes harsh) truth, but in the end knows that you have to work this out on your own.

I ask my friend, the genius tarot teacher Lindsay Mack, about this. “The tarot is happiest when it’s being used as a tool for clarity about this moment,” she tells me, “because it is in this moment that we are really free not only to show up, but also to make choices and to change our lives, because the future is not fixed. And very often we’re fumbling through life through the lens of our egos and our personas, and we think that we’re clear about what’s going on in our lives, and we’re not. So the tarot can be this beautiful tuning of the Technicolor of life.”

I realized halfway through JVP’s reading that what he was being asked to pay attention to was not these questions about uncertainty in his own life, but his attitude toward uncertainty itself. The reading itself was the lesson! Unpredictable magic was attempting to tell him, “Your attitude toward unpredictable magic is the problem! Your entire life is going to be made up of unpredictable magic that you will not be able to explain! And this is exactly what will make it amazing! Get used to it, kid!”

It also became clear during the reading that JVP was being incredibly (and unfairly) hard on himself. He thought the fact that he could not find certainty in his life meant that there was something wrong with him. The particular set of rules that had been established in his mind told him that uncertainty left the door open for failure, and that failure was unacceptable.

By the end of the reading, JVP had transformed into a completely different person. He was worried, and vulnerable, and no longer hiding behind smirks. He no longer cared about how the cards worked, or why. His mocking questions had vanished in the face of the beautiful generosity that the cards give us simply by offering up a new perspective.


[image: ] EMPOWER WITH THE TAROT [image: ]


Tarot doesn’t just read the energy of a moment; it actually has the power to change the energy. Every single person I have read for has seemed lighter and happier after a reading, even if there was some difficult wisdom imparted. I think that relief comes from the fact that the burden of certainty has been taken off their shoulders. The whole point of tarot is to show you that there is no one fixed answer, and there’s not supposed to be.

What a comfort! To be reassured that you’re not missing out on some secret map that everyone else in the world has been given!

“This is a free-will universe, baby!” Lindsay declares. “We’re not supposed to know everything.”

Because I’m not a fan of being told that I need to follow a lot of arbitrary rules and restrictions, one of the things that I love so much about tarot is the way that it personally empowers us. It puts a tool in our hands and says, “Figure out what works for you about it.” I know people who will pull out decks for a quick reading on a park bench or a subway platform. I also know people who enjoy the ceremony of lighting a candle before a reading, unwrapping their deck from a silk scarf, maybe doing a smoke cleansing of the room with an herb bundle.
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LINDSAY MACK (she/they) is a queer, nonbinary intuitive artist, Tarot teacher, writer, and the founder of Tarot for the Wild Soul. They are also the host of the Tarot for the Wild Soul podcast, which has been downloaded more than six million times since it began in 2017. Lindsay is the creator of Soul Tarot, a radical reinterpretation and intentional utilization of the Tarot as a helping tool, one that can assist us coming home to ourselves in the midst of any circumstance, and tease out the truth of our soul from the noise of our mind. She is also a mentor to entrepreneurs, creatives, artists, and business owners who are seeking to pivot into intuitively led, Spirit-guided service. Through their sold-out workshops, retreats, and online courses, Lindsay has had the profound honor of teaching well over ten thousand people from all around the world.
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“Anytime I had a get-together, sleepover, saw a movie, my deck was always in my bag and I would whip it out and do a reading for somebody,” Lindsay tells me about her early years as a teen reader.

I first met Lindsay through the Brooklyn Fools. We were studying the Tower card that week, and the class was meeting at someone’s apartment so we could sit up high on a fifth-floor fire escape and contemplate the heights of the Tower’s hubris. One by one we climbed out the bedroom window to find a spot on the large fire escape. The special guest for the week, Lindsay was there to speak to us about the Tower, and to guide us in tossing away something in our lives that needed to be released. We wrote down what we needed to release on pieces of paper, ripped them up, and threw them out into the nighttime wind. I believe there was also a game of Jenga involved.

Since then Lindsay has built an incredible educational resource for those who want to learn about tarot. Teaching online tarot courses and hosting a podcast downloaded millions of times are just two of the ways in which she imparts her deep wisdom about the cards to anyone who is interested in learning.

“Always remember that even though tarot is sacred and it’s holy, we can also buy it at a chain bookstore,” she offers. “Tarot would lie on a table for one hundred years if we didn’t pick it up and breathe life into it. We are the magic. It holds all this medicine, but it’s us. We’re bringing the heat.”


[image: ] GETTING A DECK [image: ]


I bought my first deck for myself online. And my second, third, fourth, and tenth decks (yes, I have a problem). There is an old and sadly enduring myth that a new reader needs to have a deck gifted to them in order for it to be “legitimate.” Wow, that sounds like a very arbitrary rule, and as I have already established, I AM VERY NOT INTO ARBITRARY RULES.

There are so many decks out there to choose from. Find one that speaks to you. If you can imagine a kind of tarot deck, it probably exists (and if it doesn’t, please make it yourself so that we can all enjoy your vision!). There are even decks that detour completely away from tarot symbolism, usually called oracle decks, which you can use alone or in conjunction with a tarot deck to add an extra element to your readings.

The most well-known deck, the one that gets pulled out by fortune-tellers in movies to foreshadow something terrible happening, is called the Rider Waite Smith. The illustrator of this deck, Pamela Colman Smith, was a British occultist who hung out with Bram Stoker (of Dracula fame), published her own magazine, had a neurological condition called synesthesia (where sounds made her see images), fought for women’s right to vote, and went by the nickname Pixie. It is unfortunately not surprising that such a cool-sounding woman was erased from the history of her own work for many years. There are versions of her deck published to this day that include only the “author” Waite and the name Rider, the publisher of the original deck.

“Tarot has always been a representation of human consciousness,” Lindsay tells me. “As human consciousness shifts, it shifts too.”

Beyond the traditional meanings for the cards, the real point is for them to come to mean something to you. What has come before should just be a starting point for your own participation in the evolution of tarot as a tool.

A tarot deck is divided into four suits, almost like a regular deck of playing cards—cups, pentacles, swords, and wands. There are fourteen cards in each suit, including the court cards, in most traditional decks called the page, knight, queen, and king, in some other decks called the princess, prince, queen, and king, or the daughter, son, mother, and father.

Keep in mind that references to gender in the deck are not meant to necessarily indicate actual biological gender, but are dealing with the archetypes of masculine and feminine energies that all people possess in different amounts. If assigning gendered words to your cards doesn’t feel right for you, by all means seek out a deck that uses less gendered imagery and terms.

Then there is the Major Arcana—twenty-two cards that represent larger archetypes and life themes, stringing together a narrative of a life’s journey. The Major Arcana bring together the big themes of tarot. After spending a week with each of them in the Fools, I feel quite close to them all. Let me introduce you:

The Major Arcana

[image: Image]

THE FOOL: The Fool is the beginning of everything. He doesn’t know exactly what he is jumping into, but he is jumping in with full gusto! Embrace the potential of the future! You don’t know yet what all the complications will be, so enjoy this optimistic energy.

[image: Image]

THE MAGICIAN: He straddles the place between heaven and earth, transforming divine knowledge into something that other humans can connect with and understand. He knows how to put on a show, how to play the game, and although there might be a lot of flash and fireworks, the magic is real.

[image: Image]

THE HIGH PRIESTESS: She is our connection to our highest receptive, feminine wisdom. She is the wise goddess, informing us of eternal truths.
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THE EMPRESS: She is the sensual goddess, lounging in a caftan, being fed peeled grapes by an adoring crowd. She is the connection to a generous, extravagant divine that asks us to embrace our truest, most fabulous selves.

[image: Image]

THE EMPEROR: On the most superficial level, he is the king, imposing structure on kingdoms and systems, but he is also authority and strength in general. He can wield his power with a just, gentle hand, or he can wrongly prioritize rules over the needs of the heart.
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THE HIEROPHANT: He is channeling psychic, eternal wisdom, but unlike the Magician’s song and dance, or the High Priestess and her secret wisdoms, he is meant to teach what he knows. The world needs to hear his lessons.
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THE LOVERS: Romance, sure, but also union, partnership, and the joining of opposite energies even within yourself. Balance, but in a different way from justice. This isn’t about rules, it’s about complementary energies working together.
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THE CHARIOT: Full steam ahead! The Chariot is barreling toward the future. Ride this energy, just don’t burn out or forget to check in with the details.
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STRENGTH: Strength of character, of mind, of body. You are capable. You’ve got this. Call on your reserves of perseverance. You can be there for yourself and others. Fierce and powerful.

[image: Image]

THE HERMIT: Time to take some time for yourself—offline, private, and contemplative. Hermit time is not for show. It’s for restoration, for figuring things out, for getting comfortable with self. The Hermit can get a lot of work done in his isolation, and will emerge from solitude with some important lessons learned and some new information to share with the world.
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THE WHEEL OF FORTUNE: Facing challenges that keep coming back around again. Every time we encounter the same problem, we find ourselves wiser, able to make it further in the work of untangling this particular karmic knot. Be patient with the idea of time as a spiral. Recognize old patterns when they come up again. It’s not a failure; it’s an opportunity to learn more.
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JUSTICE: What is fair? What is right? What is just? Weigh the pros and cons. Consider the moral implications. Make your decision based on facts, not emotions.
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THE HANGED MAN: Not ready to be here or there, he’s biding his time in the middle for now. Be patient: the right time will come. It may feel awkward and uncomfortable right now, but that’s okay. Decisive times will return.
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DEATH: The time for an ending. Completion. Time for rest. Time to let it go. An ending that might be more peaceful than the Tower, which will end something through some possibly tough destruction. Death is a winding down, a natural conclusion. Its time has come.
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TEMPERANCE: Balance in service of moderation. There’s been too much of something. Smooth down fiery, unmanageable emotions. They won’t get you anywhere right now. Pull back, reassess, prioritize yourself and what balance means for you.
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THE DEVIL: Vice, sure, but also false ideas of self and of others. Behavior that you know doesn’t serve you, or perhaps another person who doesn’t seem to have your best interests in mind. You’re getting dragged down by the wrong priorities. Raise yourself up.
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THE TOWER: One of the most powerful cards in my experience, a sign that some structure, some way of being, needs to go, so that it might be replaced by a brand-new way of life. Like a forest fire, the woods must burn down completely so that new trees can take root. Not an easy card, but one that is closely linked to our individual evolution.
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THE STAR: Not the all-encompassing heat of the sun, but a nighttime companion to the Moon. Follow your instincts toward that pinprick of light. You’ll find a connection to your true self waiting there for you, stripped down to its essence after the destruction of the Tower. Soon it will be time for your star to shine.
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THE MOON: Riding the tides of our deepest emotions. Like the Wheel of Fortune, we want to learn to accept the ongoing phases of life, to be patient with them, but the Moon also asks us to dig into the intuition of our bodies and feelings. We are the werewolf wandering in the woods. If we learn to conquer our fear of the dark, we will finally come to understand that we are safe here.
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THE SUN: The source of light, heat, life! Turn your face to the light and soak it in! Radiate positivity! Let yourself shine brightly!
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JUDGMENT: Looking at the content of your life and the potential that it holds. Don’t shy away from your talents and skills; they are magical gifts. In this instance, consider the idea that you might be the cleverest person in the room. Own it.
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THE WORLD: The World is yours. If you open your heart to all the complexities of this big, crazy planet and your existence on it, you will find a beautiful abundance at your disposal. Don’t shrink. You have so much. This world needs you.


[image: ] STARTING TO READ [image: ]


“Material and teachers and literature are there for you to have until you’re ready to throw it away,” Lindsay says when I ask how she feels about using tarot guidebooks to help us interpret the cards, especially as beginners. “It’s a stepping-stone for you to get to your knowing.”

We can talk about intuition all we want, but one of the things I appreciate about the cards is that they start you off with something concrete to work with when it comes to accessing our magical intuition. There’s a narrative to jump off from if you need it. And guidebooks can help establish that framework, which then creates a container in which our intuition can begin to flourish. (I have listed some of my favorites in the “recommended reading” in the back of this book.) When it comes to working with mystical tools, it can be difficult to learn to trust your own intuition, and I find that the structure of the cards and working with their traditional meanings can almost trick us into accessing our own inner wisdom.

Reading for yourself and reading for someone else are not that different in practice. As I said, some people will enjoy creating a small ritual around the beginning of a reading, while others might think nothing of pulling out their deck on a park bench. The important thing is bringing your energy and intention to the deck.

If you are reading for yourself, shuffle your deck while thinking about the particular question or area in which you are looking for guidance.

“You can just start with the question: What am I being invited to pay attention to in this moment?” Lindsay offers.

When you are done shuffling, you might want to close your eyes and hold your deck in your hands. Think about your inquiry and take some calming deep breaths to ground yourself fully in the present moment. Then put the deck down and cut it in whatever way feels good to you. Some people cut with the left hand, believing it to be the more spiritually receptive hand. Some like to cut the deck into three piles and then put it back together. Do whatever feels right to you.

If you are reading for someone else, shuffle the deck while asking them to tell you as much as they feel comfortable sharing about their query. The deck responds well to specificity, so if they feel comfortable asking a question (knowing that they won’t necessarily receive a definitive yes or no answer about something), then have them do that now. When you feel that you have shuffled enough (and really let yourself feel into your intuition on this), hand the deck to them, and have them hold it and think about their question. When they feel ready, they should put the deck down and cut it.

The kind of card pull or spread that you do is up to you, and will depend on the type of question being asked. Some people like to pick one card (usually from the top of the deck) every day in the morning to give them some guidance for that day. A simple three-card spread would involve putting down one card for the past, one for the present, and one for guidance about the future. There are many different kinds of spreads out there, and you should feel free to create your own, but below I will outline one of my favorites in order to get you started.

The Celtic cross is one of the most classic tarot spreads. I like it because it provides many different perspectives on a situation. Together the cards in a Celtic cross spread paint a picture of all the different factors at play in your query. To me, reading a Celtic cross feels like piecing together the chapters of a book.

The Celtic Cross Tarot Spread
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After the deck has been shuffled and cut, pick the cards from the top of the deck and lay them down in the following order, each position corresponding to a particular aspect of the question at hand:


1. The present situation. What you’re dealing with.

2. The challenge to the present situation.

3. The recent past.

4. The near future.

5. The public face you are currently presenting to the world.

6. The private face, how you are processing things right now.

7. Advice. A path forward.

8. Outside influences. What is going on around you right now?

9. Your hopes and/or fears.

10. Probable outcome if you follow the advice mentioned here.



If you read further about tarot, you will find that there are many interpretations even of the positions in such a classic spread. Don’t be afraid to experiment with different versions and find the one that works for you.

When it comes to interpreting the cards, I usually begin with the present situation and then move around the cross in order, but sometimes certain cards might confuse you at first, and it’s okay to skip them and come back as the bigger picture of the reading starts to come into focus. The nice thing about the Celtic cross is that there is a lot on the table to work with, so you shouldn’t get hung up on any single card.

As you move through a spread, look carefully at the story that the cards are telling together. Maybe you’re doing a past, present, future three-card spread and the Tower comes up in the past, Temperance in the present, and the Empress in the future. This might indicate that the person has just been through a moment of upheaval or reassessment that was emotionally difficult, and now they are being called to find balance and reassess. Soon it will be time for them to step into their own goddess power and find new ways to experience joy and pamper themselves.
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