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Halloween Magic






When many people hear the word witch they automatically think of Halloween. They may picture the stereotypical cartoon witch with her pointy hat and broomstick, perhaps accompanied by a black cat. On Halloween night you can see many trick-or-treaters dressed in that same pointy hat and black clothes, cackling and laughing as they open their bags and wait for their candy.




Halloween, with its costumes and candy, its ghoulies and ghosties, is one of the most fun holidays of the year. But for witches, Halloween is something else as well. It is the most important of the eight sabbats, or holidays, that make up what witches call the Wheel of the Year. In fact, it is the witch New Year, symbolizing the night when the Wheel completes its turn and begins to turn again.




The name witches use for Halloween is Samhain (pronounced SOW-un). Its name comes from the Irish Gaelic word for the month of November, and in traditional farming societies it marked the beginning of winter, the time when the last crops were gathered in and the animals slaughtered to provide meat for the coming months of cold.




The traditions that remain today in the form of trick-or-treating and dressing up have their origins in older, more serious, ways of celebrating Samhain. On Samhain, the veil between the world of the everyday and the world we cannot see is at its thinnest. It was thought that on this night the world of humans was visited both by the spirits of the departed and by the inhabitants of the realms of faerie, some of whom could be very dangerous.




Out of this belief came several traditions. The jack-o-lantern, for instance, was created as a means of scaring evil or mischievous spirits away from homes. People thought that if they placed grinning jack-o-lanterns in their windows and on their doorsteps it would frighten away anything trying to get in. The giving out of candy or treats symbolized the practice of making offerings to keep the spirits from doing harm. And dressing up served two purposes  originally it was to confuse the spirits who might be wandering about and, later, it was a way to impersonate these same spirits when humans began to lose their fear of them.




While witches certainly like to have fun at Samhain, it is also a night when serious magical work is done. This Halloween, you might want to think about doing a little more than going out trick-or-treating. By all means have a party if you want to. But dont have a plain old Halloween party. Create something really magical, a celebration that captures the old meaning of Samhain. Decorate with real carved jack-o-lanterns. Tell ghost stories like people might have told one another while gathered around their Samhain fires waiting for dawn to drive the spirits away. Watch movies  like Sleepy Hollow or The Haunting (the original black and white one, not the silly newer version)  that capture an old-fashioned Samhain spirit. Use your imagination and create an atmosphere of magic and mystery. Then, as part of your Samhain celebration, perhaps do one or both of the following activities:






1. Remember the Dead




Many witches use Halloweens thinning of the veil as an opportunity to remember  and perhaps communicate with  the souls of those who have died. In Through the Veil, Annie and her friends perform a ritual to communicate with Annies deceased parents. There are many ways in which you can attempt something similar. One excellent way is to set up (on your altar, if you have one) a special shrine for a person or people important to you who have passed on. Get a picture or objects connected to the person you want to remember and set them where you can look at them. If you like, you may also add candles and flowers to the shrine, or perhaps food or drinks that the person especially liked. The important thing is to create something that represents the person you want to remember. 




On Samhain night, sit and look at the shrine youve created, thinking about the person and what she or he meant to you. If you like, you can close your eyes and imagine the person being there with you, speaking to you. Say whatever you want to say, and see if the person says anything back. Are you really communicating with the spirit of this person? Perhaps. But even if you arent, youre saying whats in your heart, and youre celebrating that persons role in your life.




You can do this ritual alone, but you can also do it with friends. If you decide to do it with others, have everyone bring pictures or mementos of people they want to remember (its also perfectly okay to remember animal friends who have died). Go around the room and tell stories about the people youve chosen to remember on Samhain. Share with one another, and celebrate the joy these people brought to your lives. Afterwards, you might want to have a party to remember and celebrate the joy of living as well.




2. Look into the Future




Because Samhain is considered such a magical night, it is also a night for divination, for looking into the coming year and seeing what path should be taken and what work should be done. Just as many people make resolutions and plans at the New Year, many witches like to do the same at Samhain. One fun thing to do on this night is to have a Tarot card reading for the coming year. 




Take a deck of Tarot cards and shuffle them however you like. Some people like to shuffle them just as they would a regular deck of cards, while others like to swirl them around in a big pile. Mix the cards up in any way you like. Then draw twelve of them, one for each month of the coming year. Again, draw the cards in whatever way appeals to you, either straight from the top of the shuffled deck or randomly from a pile or spread. 




Lay the twelve cards out and look at them as if you were looking at the calendar for the coming year. What does each card represent? Do you see any kind of pattern? Remember, Tarot cards represent the general atmosphere surrounding a situation, and not necessarily exact events. Try to see what kind of theme runs through the twelve cards youve chosen. Are there lots of cards indicating difficulty? Then perhaps youre going to face a number of challenges during the coming year. Are there lots of cards suggesting relationships with other people? You might find that your year is centered around friends and family. 




As with any Tarot reading, dont get too caught up in trying to figure it all out right away. Write down the twelve cards you select and keep the list somewhere where you can refer to it every month. As each new month approaches, look at the card you drew for that month and see if it can help you prepare for what might happen. If you drew a card that suggests your month might be difficult, use that information to be more aware of potential obstacles you might encounter. Dont assume it means something bad will happen; consider it a reminder that you might have to work harder that month. Similarly, if you drew a really wonderful card for a particular month, dont assume everything will automatically be easy for you that month. The card suggests what could happen if you work hard to make that month everything it can be. Use your Samhain Tarot reading as a map for the coming year. If you really pay attention to the cards and try to understand all of their possible meanings (and Tarot cards each have
many, many meanings), youll find that your New Years reading will provide you with a lot of helpful information.




 Isobel Bird




CHAPTER 1 [image: flame]


Annie stood on the street, looking up at the house in front of her. The street lamp beside her cast a warm pool of light around her feet, which were bare, and the cold night air chilled her skin. She rubbed her arms, shivering. Why am I outside? she wondered.


The windows of the house were darkall except for one downstairs. There were white curtains hanging in it, but behind them she could see multicolored lights blinking on and off in a random pattern. They look like Christmas lights, she thought vaguely as she continued to watch the house. There was something familiar about it, but she couldnt quite place it.


All of a sudden she saw a flash of light in the window. A moment later the curtains burst into flame as tongues of orange and yellow licked at the glass.


Fire! Annie thought. The house is on fire!


Then she knew where she was and why the house was so familiar to her. It wasnt just any house. It was her house. Not the house she lived in now in Beecher Falls with her Aunt Sarah and her younger sister, Meg, but the house she had lived in when she was a little girl. It was her house, and it was burning.


Not again, she thought, fear overcoming her as she realized what was happening. Not again.


She tried to move, but her feet wouldnt carry her forward. All she could do was watch as the flames in the window grew brighter. She wanted to scream, to call for help, but her voice was frozen inside of her. She knew that behind the window she was lying on the couch, where shed fallen asleep after sneaking downstairs to plug in the Christmas tree lights and watch them twinkle. And she knew that her parents and Meg were still asleep upstairs, oblivious to the danger that was creeping toward them as the flames spread quickly through the house.


Then she saw a light go on in an upstairs window, and the shadow of a figure ran past the curtained glass.


Daddy! she cried out silently. She knew her father, awakened by the smell of smoke, was running downstairs to see what had happened.


Get Mommy! Annie called to him, feeling like the six-year-old girl she had been on this particular night. Wake her up! But she knew that her father, still half asleep, was stumbling down the stairs. She knew that in a moment he would see her, huddled on the couch, and pick her up in his strong arms. Upstairs, her mother, confused by the thickening smoke, would just be realizing the danger that was upon them.


Leave me! she screamed. Go help Mom and Meg!


The front door opened, and Annie saw her father emerge, clouds of smoke surrounding him as the fire was fed by the fresh air that was sucked into the house. A small figure was in his arms, her hands around his neck as he came down the stairs and into the garden.


Thats me, thought Annie sadly. Thats me hes carrying.


Her father set her down. Stay here, he ordered as he turned and ran back toward the house.


No! Annie called out. No! Youre going to die!


But her father didnt hear her. She saw him disappear into the mouth of flame and smoke. She saw herself standing in the garden, nightgown singed and hair disheveled, staring after him.


Why didnt you stop him? she thought as she watched herself. Why?


But she could stop him now. She knew that. She could save him and her mother. All she had to do was run into the house. All she had to do was get her feet to move. She could find them and lead them to safety. They wouldnt have to die because of her.


She tried to move forward, but she couldnt. She was frozen, helpless, as she watched her house burn with her parents inside of it. No matter how much she tried to will herself forward her body wouldnt obey her. Something was holding her back.


She woke up then, knowing instantly that the dream was over. That was how it always ended. But she hadnt had the dream in almost three years. Why had it come back now?


Annie sat up and turned on the light beside her bed. She was in her upstairs bedroom in the big old house shed lived in since her aunt had come to get her and Meg after the fire. She was nowhere near that other house, and many years had gone by since that terrible December night. But she could feel it all over again, the waves of confusion and helplessness that had consumed her as shed stood in the garden, waiting for her father and mother to come out and tell her that it was all right, that it was safe to go back inside and climb into her cozy bed in the room down the hall from theirs.


Her father had come out againonce morecarrying Meg. Watch your sister, hed told Annie as hed put the seven-month-old baby in her arms and turned to go into the flames a second time.


But he hadnt come back for them. Theyd stood in the garden, Annie holding Meg tightly, waiting. But he hadnt come. Only the neighbors had come, and then the fire trucks. The neighbors had led them away from the house while the firemen in their yellow coats and heavy black boots had gone inside with their hoses and their axes. Annie had asked them over and over again when her mother and father were going to come out, and theyd told her that it wouldnt be long.


Of course they hadnt come out. Theyd died in the fire, overcome by the smoke and the flames. Annie had never seen them again. Shed remained with some friends of her parents until Aunt Sarah had arrived a few days later to take her and Meg back to Beecher Falls and their new life.


For years Annie had blamed herself for the fire and for the deaths of her parents. Countless times shed relived in her mind the events of that night. Countless times shed told herself that if she hadnt plugged in the tree and fallen asleep it would never have happened. And countless times shed closed her eyes at night and found herself dreaming about it all over again.


Shed never told anyone about her role in the tragedy, not until a few months earlier, when shed faced death in a different way during a Midsummer ritual she, Cooper, and Kate had attended. Shed spent that evening acting as the squire of the Oak King, an actor playing the role of the pagan figure who ruled over the waxing half of the year. Shed watched as he engaged in a mock battle with his brother, the Holly King, the lord of the waning year, and was slain.


Although shed known that it was all pageantry, and that the Oak King had not really been killed, watching his death had unleashed the years of pent-up emotion that had been brewing inside of her. After the ritual was over and hed finished playing dead, shed told him about her parents deaths and about her feelings of guilt. Somehow he had helped her understand, at least a little bit, that there was meaning and purpose to the way things happened. She still didnt know what purpose there might be in her parents leaving her in such a horrible way, but shed felt better.


Now, though, the full weight of those events had come crashing back down on her. In recent months shed begun to reconnect with her parents through her memories and through some of their belongingsphotographs and some small objects that had been saved from the firethat Aunt Sarah had found in storage. Aunt Sarah also had some of Annies mothers paintings, which Annie cherished greatly.


But with this reconnection had come renewed pain. Annie was happy to have the good memories come back, and she had been delighted to discover that not everything had been lost to the flames. She was particularly glad that Meg would have the opportunity to learn about their father and mother. But along with those things came some of the old feelings of guilt and responsibility.


And now the dream had returned. Annie sighed deeply, thinking about it. Thered been a time, particularly in the first couple of years after the fire, when she would wake up several times a week screaming or crying out for her father. Each time it was because of the dream, a dream in which she stood, unable to move, while her father gave his life to rescue first her and then Meg. Each time she woke up from the dream Aunt Sarah would rush in and hold her, telling her that everything was all right while Annie sobbed and thought, No, its not all right. It will never be all right because theyre gone and its my fault. But not once had she ever told her aunt that her tears and her nightmares werent just because her parents were deadthey were because shed caused those deaths with her carelessness.


Annie got out of bed and went to the window. The moon, slowly growing to the fullness it would reach in less than a week, was hanging almost directly above the houses. It would be full on the nineteenth. Annie knew this because that was the day of her sixteenth birthday. When shed looked at her moon calendar and seen that, shed been thrilled. She loved full moons, and to have one on her birthdayespecially such an important one as her sixteenthseemed like a sign of good luck.


She still hadnt decided what she wanted to do for her birthday. She knew her friends would do something for her. Theyd already been hinting around about a big surprise, feeding her tiny clues in an attempt to get her to beg them for more information. But shed refused to give them the satisfaction, even though wondering what they might have planned sometimes drove her crazy. As for her aunt, shed been asking Annie for weeks what she wanted to do. So far Annie hadnt thought of anything. Sixteen was a big deal. It felt as if shed been waiting for it for a long time. She wanted to do something really special, but to her surprise she hadnt been able to think of anything.


Suddenly she found herself wondering what her mother and father, if theyd been alive, would have done for her birthday. Theyd always done wonderful things, like the year she was five, when theyd taken her to Golden Gate Park to fly kites, or the year she was six, when theyd hidden all of her presents and sent her on a treasure hunt through the house and garden for them. She knew that they would have made a big deal out of her turning sixteen.


She walked over to her bookcase and took down the photo album that she and her aunt had made with the photographs that Aunt Sarah had found some time ago while cleaning out some boxes. Returning to her bed, Annie slipped beneath the sheets and pulled the comforter up around her. Even though it was October, she had her window open a little, and the room was chilly. But it was warm beneath the blankets, and the light of her bedside table lamp was cheerful in the predawn dimness.


Annie opened the book and turned the pages, looking at the photographs. She and her aunt had arranged them chronologically, so flipping the pages was like watching the years go by. She saw herself as a baby being held by her father, whose face wore a nervous expression as he looked into the camera, as if he were afraid of dropping her when the flash went off. There were pictures of her in the garden of the house, playing with a kitten, and sitting on the laps of both her grandmothers, who had died before she was five.


It was fun seeing pictures of herself, but the images Annie loved the most were the ones of her mother and father. Whenever they appeared she paused, studying their faces. Her mother, with her long golden hair, was always laughing. Her dark-haired father was more serious, seldom allowing himself a full smile, but his eyes always shone brightly. Because her parents had usually taken the pictures, they seldom appeared in them together. But there were some, taken by friends or relatives, in which they stood side by side. These were Annies favorites. She looked at them for long periods, trying to decide if she looked like one parent more than the other. She had her mothers mouth, she decided, and her fathers eyes. In general, she resembled her father more, while Meg was growing up to be a smaller version of their mother.


I just wish she could have known them longer, Annie thought sadly as she thought about Meg. Shed been a baby when they died, and remembered nothing about them. Shed missed out on knowing two of the most wonderful, loving people Annie had ever met. That, maybe, was the greatest sadness of all, and the thing for which she felt the most guilt.


She continued to turn the pages of the photo album, pausing here and there to remember or to wonder what occasion had resulted in a particular pictures being taken. The more she looked at the images the more she remembered. In particular, she remembered the house at 279 Salingford Street, in San Franciscos Haight-Ashbury neighborhood, where shed lived with her parents. She could easily close her eyes and picture the little pink-and-white Victorian house with its funny peaked windows, white steps, and garden filled with roses and poppies. It had been a place where shed felt secure, a place where nothing bad could happen to her.


But something bad had happened, destroying that veneer of safety. Still, Annie remembered the house warmly. She hadnt seen it again after the fire; the people she was staying with had wanted to keep her away from the sight of it. And shed never been back. She wondered now what had happened to it. Had it been totally destroyed? Had another house been built where it had stood? Was there still a garden?


She closed the photo album and set it on the bedside table. Ten years, she thought. It had been almost ten years since the fire. Shed lived without her parents for a longer time than shed lived with them. Yet they were still an incredibly important part of her life. They were responsible for who she was, and what she had become. But what would they think of the person she was now? Would they be proud of her? Would they like her friends, and would they approve of her involvement in Wicca? She was pretty sure that they would, but it would be nice to know for sure.


She found herself glancing at the picture that hung on the wall across from her bed. It had been painted by her mother, and it depicted Annie as a little girl, being held by her mother as she stared out at a full moon that seemed to reflect the face of the Goddess. Ever since first seeing it hanging in an exhibition of her mothers work, Annie had wondered exactly what her mother had been trying to portray in the picture. Now that it hung in her own room she looked at it a lot, and still she didnt have any answers.


If I could just talk to you, she said out loud, speaking to the image of her mother. If I could just ask you some questions.


Thats what she wanted for her birthday, she thought. She wanted to be able to see her parents again, to talk to them and have them hold her. Just for a few minutes. That would be the best gift she could ever receive. It was also impossible.


She continued to look at the picture of herself and her mother. And as she did an idea came to her. She knew it wasnt possible to get her parents back. But perhaps there was something she could do that would help her feel as if she were closer to them. Perhaps she could do something to help heal some of the pain she felt about their deaths.


She lay in bed, thinking. It was too early to get up, even though the excitement inside her was growing stronger the more she thought about her idea. Could she do it? She wasnt sure, but she knew it was worth a try. She couldnt do anything until the morning, though, so she tried to will herself back to sleep.


Eventually she did sleep, although fitfully. She woke up every half hour, hoping that the sky outside her window would be lighter. And finally it was. She looked at her digital clock. It was 6:13. Relieved, she got up and went to her bathroom to shower. When she was done she pulled on some clothes and went downstairs. Her aunt, still in her bathrobe, was in the kitchen making herself a cup of tea.


Good morning, Aunt Sarah said sleepily. Youre awfully awake for this hour.


I know, Annie replied. Ive been up thinking.


About what? asked her aunt.


My birthday, Annie answered. Ive decided what I want.


Hallelujah, said Aunt Sarah, adding milk to her tea. So what is it? Clothes? Tickets to see some band Ive never heard of? The complete works of Sylvia Plath? What does my soon-to-be-sixteen-year-old niece desire most in the world?


A trip, Annie told her.


A trip? her aunt repeated. You mean like to Paris or something?


Annie shook her head. No, she said. To San Francisco.


Aunt Sarah looked at her in surprise. San Francisco, she said. Youre sure?


Yes, Annie said, nodding. Im sure. I want to go home.




CHAPTER 2 [image: flame]


What would you like to talk about today?


Kate looked at Dr. Hagen. I dont know, she said. What do you want to talk about?


It was her fourth meeting with the therapist her parents had insisted on taking her to after shed told them about her interest in Wicca. So far things had gone surprisingly well. Kate had expected the doctor to tell her that there was something wrong with her and insist that she must have severe mental problems if she was into witchcraft. But Dr. Hagen hadnt been like that at all. She was nice, and although she hadnt offered any opinions on the Craft one way or the other, she at least seemed to know something about it, which was more than Kate could say for her parents. They still refused to even say the word witch. Kate had noticed that they were even a little edgy about the Halloween decorations that were going up all over town now that the holiday was approaching.


Why dont we talk about the night of Coopers hearing? Dr. Hagen said.


Kate sighed. Shed already told the therapist about the events of that evening several times. But Dr. Hagen kept going back to them.


You went out with your parents that night to go bowling, said the doctor, as if she were making a time line for a jury or something.


Right, Kate said. My father thought we should do some kind of family thing, I guess. Im not sure he even knew about the hearing, but maybe he did. Anyway, he insisted that we all go out to King Pins.


Kate thought back to the night a few weeks before when Cooper had gone before the school board to argue against the ban theyd placed on the wearing of symbols associated with witchcraft. In particular, they had forbidden her to wear a necklace featuring a pentagram, or five-pointed star. Shed fought hard for her right to keep wearing it, and the result had been a showdown with the seven-member board, one of whom was Ralph Adams, the father of Kates former friend Sherrie Adams. Mr. Adams in particular had wanted to see all symbols of Wicca banned from the school, but ultimately Cooper had prevailed when a lawyer who also happened to be a witch had come in to help Cooper out. The woman was a friend of Sophias, who ran Crones Circle bookstore, where Cooper, Kate, and Annie studied Wicca, and she had provided the legal ammunition needed to reverse the boards decision.


But that hadnt been the most important part of the evening, at least not for Kate. And it wasnt what Dr. Hagen wanted to hear about. She wanted to hear about how Kate had defied her parents and gone to the school board meeting to support her friend.


We went to the bowling alley, said Kate. It was me, my parents, and my Aunt Netty. We bowled a game, and Aunt Netty and I won. Then my dad suggested we switch partners so that I would play with him and my mom would play with my aunt. I told him I needed to go to the bathroom first.


She paused. The doctor waited patiently for her to continue. When I went to the bathroom I just sort of found myself walking out the door, Kate said. I didnt even change my shoes. I just walked to school wearing those stupid bowling shoes.


Kate laughed a little as she recalled how silly shed looked walking down the street in the shoes that were half green and half red. Theyd been really uncomfortable, but shed kept going.


Werent you concerned about what your parents would think when you didnt come back? asked Dr. Hagen.


Not really, said Kate. I wasnt exactly thinking about that. I just knew that I had to get to that meeting.


Why was it so important to you? asked the doctor.


It was a good question. The first time the therapist had asked her, at their session the day after the board meeting, she hadnt had an answer. But shed been thinking about it a lot since then, and shed come up with one.


I didnt want Cooper to go through it alone, Kate explained. At least thats what I told myself as I was walking there. I said I was doing it for her. And I was. But thats not the real reason I went.


What was the real reason? Dr. Hagen
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