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TO MY PARENTS


who encouraged me to think about everything
 and never lost their nerve when I did











Let our common experiences be enveloped in an eternal moral order; let our suffering have an immortal significance; let Heaven smile upon the earth, and deities pay their visits; let faith and hope be the atmosphere which man breathes in;—and his days pass by with zest; they stir with prospects, they thrill with remoter values.


—WILLIAM JAMES











Contents



Epigraph




Part One: Come to the Party




1. The Waitress Wears a Pentacle




2. Eat Only Chicken the Day of the Game




3. America the Magical, I Sing of Thee




Part Two: Lessons in Light and Dark




4. Looking for Living Dolls, Whack Jobs, and the Lucky Mojo Curio Company




5. Newton’s Alchemy, Hegel’s Grimoire, What Civilization Owes to Magic




6. A Cold Wind Blows on Gallows Hill




7. Maleficia Du Jour: Served Hot, Cold, and Cash Before Delivery




8. The Vegetarian Vampire and the Wooden-Headed Death Puppet Have Something to Say





Part Three: Miracles and Wonders




9. What to do When the Mother of God Comes Calling




10. Hoodoo? We do, in the Graveyard




11. Be Careful What You Say About Zora




12. Every Time You Hear a Bell, A Muggle has Turned Magical




13. Follow the Weird-Looking People




14. Werewolves Just Want to Have Fun




15. Voodoo Takes the Big Banana Down




16. Do This in Remembrance





Sources




Bibliography




Acknowledgments




About the Author




Other Books by Christine Wicker




Copyright




About the Publisher












Part One


COME TO THE PARTY




What is important now is to recover our senses. We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.


—SUSAN SONTAG













1.


The Waitress Wears a Pentacle






Two brawny men with tattoos had just allowed me to enter the Vampire and Victims Ball when young Nichole, a divorced mother of two who makes her living as a hairdresser, greeted me with a moan. I’d met the newbie witch some months ago during a gathering of her Salem coven. This night she was looking lovely in a nun’s habit. On her forehead, as though branded there, was the blackened image of a crucifix. From her pallor, I gathered that she was supposed to be a dead nun.


Mock-swooning against me, she asked in a whisper, “Is this really me in here?”


A weighty question, particularly when asked by a witch posing as a Bride of Christ. I had hardly an instant to ponder before a red-haired woman in a backless evening gown interrupted.


“Are you beating people?” she asked.


“Yes. I think I am,” Nichole answered. Crucifixes were popular that evening. A large wooden one had been set up in the back room so that partyers could be tied to it and lashed.


“Do you know how?” the red-haired woman asked.


Nichole shook her wimpled head.



“Come with me.”


The room was dark and the music sounded like African drumming. A witch named Christian Day wandered by to flick his tongue and roll his eyes in what seemed to be a parody of a silent-movie vamp. A totally bald vampire with Spock ears was appropriately stern. A handsome young swain in a frock coat and a high-collared satin shirt looked beautifully sulky. A pasty-faced vamp with a top hat, long white hair, and dark glasses was thin-lipped as he took his blond bride in his arms. On her bosom were two fake puncture marks and a dribble of blood, also fake.


Real vampires, as opposed to those who only dress up as vamps, come in two main types: those who drink blood, called sanguine, and those who feast on other people’s energy, called psi, or psychic. For psi vampires, parties raise energy, which makes them good places to feed. For blood vamps, a drop or two was certain to be spilled before the sun rose.


I had come to this costume party looking for magic, not the tricks of conjurers but the real stuff, the kind of magic that bends reality to a wizard’s will. I’d been warned that it is dangerous to fool with people who believe they can do magical things—people such as wizards and vampires, Satanists and voodoo priestesses, high magicians and conjurers of the black arts. I had no trouble finding such people. They exist in considerable numbers, and not just in California. They’re in Cleveland and Rochester, Milwaukee and Dallas, Orlando and Chapel Hill. They’re all over the South. And in New York City, of course. Everything is in New York City. I wasn’t warned by magical people themselves, who were often as eager to protest their goodness as fresh-dunked Baptists. It was the mundanes who issued dire predictions. Mundanes are how ordinary people are often described by those in the magical community. Sometimes, borrowing from the Harry Potter books, they’re called muggles.



They’re power-hungry, the mundanes said of the magical people. They’re immoral, people said, and they’re scary. Playing with the dark arts could plunge me into evil. I’d be pulled toward depravity, they said. Blasphemy would begin to seem like truth, bad like good, God like Satan. It had happened to people through the centuries, they said. And they were right. All that did happen.


Others greeted my enterprise with derision. You’ll be on a journey, they said, but don’t expect to arrive at the heart of darkness. The epicenter of silly will be more like it. And they were right too. All the warnings proved true, and yet as Hamlet put it, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” I was soon to find that magic is not only of ancient and illustrious pedigree, not merely an astonishingly alive and widespread way of thinking, but also a valuable, even irreplaceable, part of human experience.


Across the ballroom I saw a dapper gent in shiny white-and-black shoes wearing sharply creased black pants, a sport coat, and a yellow-and-navy tie. His hair was closely cropped and swept back from a pale forehead. He stood stiffly without smiling as though feeling timid.


“Are you a vampire or a victim?” I asked, making small talk. I couldn’t have known at such an early moment, almost at the very beginning of my investigation, but I had asked the only question that truly matters. I should have listened more closely as he answered, pressed him further. Instead, I took him for a flake, which he was, of course, and yet also the envoy of truth, as I would find to be the case again and again.


“Do I look like a victim?” he asked, smiling in a way that didn’t show his teeth. This was not a good sign.


“Well…,” I said, stalling.


“Are you a victim?” he asked too calmly.



Still his smile showed no teeth.


“I don’t want to say.”


“You have to choose.”


Tied to the physical, deaf to the eternal, riveted by my own shortcomings, I was thinking only of what a bad choice I’d made when choosing a partner for chat. This guy was faking timidity to lure someone over. If I said victim, he was likely to start gnawing my neck. If I said vampire, he would demand proof. I hadn’t fangs enough to back that pretension. Spotting an angel across the room and eager to shift Dapper Gent’s attention, I said, “That takes some nerve in this crowd.”


“Why do you say that?” he asked. “An angel and a devil are only a breath away.”


 


If I had been wiser, I could have wrapped up my investigation at the Vampire and Victims Ball and gone no further. Everything I needed to understand had been right there before me. That first costume party showed me all of it, the humor and the mystery, the humanness and the divine, the dark and the light. It had been funny, messy, mysterious, absurd, and wonderful, like a great postmodern myth, a little microcosm of life. The Dapper Gent had even put it into words for me three times, a most magical number.


So come, Cinderella, let me take you again to the ball. Perhaps you will see more than I did, or perhaps you will begin to understand how difficult it is to understand. Truth is never easily wrested from the stuff of life, and this stuff was even stranger and sometimes more repellent than the usual fare.


On the night of the Vampire and Victims Ball, our hostess, Mistress Tracy, Queen of the Vampires, wasn’t able to make her entrance in a hearse, as she usually did, because the party was on the second floor of a Salem restaurant. Instead, the curtains to a back room parted, and Shawn the Witch emerged resplendent in swirling red velvet. He was happy tonight because he had a new lover, a slight young man who said he was a werewolf and looked appropriately morose, as anyone would if he found himself growing hair in unexpected places. I couldn’t see any suspicious tufts. But his skin did look deadly pale against his long black locks and funereal garments, as though he might have received some dreadful shock.


Next came a gleaming mahogany coffin, carried by some of Mistress Tracy’s husky minions; the red-haired girl in the backless evening gown was swooning alongside. The Sisters of Eternal Damnation, as the lovely Nichole and another woman dressed as a nun were known, ended the procession. The attendants were holding white candles. As the minions set the coffin down, Shawn and the red-haired girl held their candles over each other so that the hot candle wax dripped on their skin. Nice.


Shawn the Witch lolled over one end of the casket, while the red-haired girl lay across the other end, rubbing herself along it as though she had an itch. Shawn began to declaim. I could tell by his hands that he was in full roar, but I couldn’t hear him for the drums beating. He opened the coffin and there, gleaming pale against the satin, was Mistress Tracy. Her hands were folded across her chest, and her eyes were closed. She looked comfy, but she wasn’t. Coffins only look padded, she told me later. They don’t have any bed in them at all, so her backbone was gouging into the wood, and her bones ached from being jostled about during the grand entrance.


As we all gazed at Tracy, Shawn said loudly, “A victim.”


Jeff, Tracy’s consort, stepped forward; his shirt was pulled from his shoulders so that it fell down around his waist. He looked hunky and severe. A large tattoo of Mistress Tracy with a sword held before her body was clearly visible on his chest. No doubt whom this victim belonged to.


“Is this blood safe to drink?” Shawn bellowed.


Jeff nodded slowly. Then he lifted his hand. In it was a razor. If the drums hadn’t been so loud, you could have heard an eeech go through the multitude. A razor? The ceremony’s planners had hoped to use a knife, but it was too hard to break the skin with a blade. Hacking his arm in a Monty Pythonish way would not be in keeping with the solemnity of the occasion.


As Jeff cut his forearm, Shawn intoned, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”


“They stole that. That’s from Ash Wednesday.” It was Irene, a woman from New York City who was in Salem for the week with her husband and adult daughter.


Shawn did love churchy phrases. I was relieved that he hadn’t cribbed the sentences that introduced Tracy’s Internet description of the ball. “I am the Resurrection and the Life. All those who drink of me will never die.” That was really stealing.


“Drink deep the blood. For the blood is life,” Shawn said.


Jeff moved toward the coffin. “Feed, my mistress,” he said, as he held his arm over Tracy’s mouth and began to squeeze the wound. Her mouth was open, and blood was dripping into it. The crowd stared, as open-mouthed as Tracy but for a different reason. The bartender grimaced as Tracy’s hands came up like claws grabbing Jeff’s arm. Pulling it to her lips, she began to suck. I was feeling pretty grossed out, and I noticed that Shawn, still wearing his expression of great solemnity, had shifted his gaze piously upward. The sight of blood makes him faint.


Tracy arose from the coffin and stood swaying, her eyes unfocused and woozy. She did look like a woman who’d had a hit of something good. Not to be upstaged completely, Shawn declaimed, “I present to you the Dark Mistress and her consort, Jeff.”


That was a misstep. “Jeffrey” would have been better. The modernity of the nickname was a clunker.


Next Tracy began to go about the circle giving people blessings. They would bow their heads, and she would touch them in a regal way. The music was now a swirling Celtic tune, and the dancers began to flit about, nuns and vampires, angels and victims. Shawn’s friend and fellow witch Christian was among them, dressed in a ruffled shirt and black frock coat. As he passed, he gave me a sneer and shouted, “Doth my makeup look all right?” His eyes were rimmed by thick black smudges that looked fine, and his fangs were truly impressive, but they gave him a lisp, which did kind of spoil the effect.


Irene sidled up to me. “There’s a witch over there with bigger boobs than I have and it’s a man. Now what’s that?” she asked, her mouth pursed. “I’m from New York, and nothing shocks me. I see he/shes on the subway all the time. I can’t tell for sure with those boobs, but I know a surgeon who does sex change operations all the time, and he told me there’s one thing they can’t change.”


“What is it?” I asked with some trepidation. Irene looked harmless, but she was from New York City, as she’d pointed out, where they’ve seen everything and for all I know have done everything too. I hoped she wasn’t going to suggest that we grope the guy’s skirts.


“Their feet,” she said. “Their big ol’ feet.”


“How were the feet?”


“Couldn’t see ’em. I’m going to look,” she said, disappearing into the crowd.


Wandering into the back room where there were hors d’oeuvres, I saw a wooden crucifix splashed with red paint. Two ropes were used to tie people to the crucifix’s outstretched arms, and then they were beaten by the nuns. In line for beatings were two women who had been auctioned off earlier as virgin slaves guaranteed to satisfy their master’s most wicked desires. The men were removing their shirts for the flogging, but the women wouldn’t. “Flogging, yes,” one of them said. “Naked, no.”


Shawn invited me to be flogged.


I shook my head. “I’ll just watch.”


“Oh,” he said, arching his brows in a companionable way, “a voyeur. We like those too.”


Tracy had promised that the ball would draw real vampires like herself, and I looked for them. I thought the pasty-faced guy with the long white hair and his bleeding bride must be vampires. But the bride said, “Oh, no. We’re here celebrating our wedding anniversary.” A group beautifully dressed in gauzy Victorian clothes and old-fashioned dark suits seemed like good candidates, but they turned out to be a dance troupe that was going to do an Edward Gorey fashion show. Finally Tracy pointed out the red-haired woman.


Her scene name was Xana, and she was thirty. She had always been into horror, which her parents encouraged. At thirteen, while reading Anne Rice’s book Interview with a Vampire, she began having intense dreams that led her to begin reading everything she could find about vampires. She started drinking blood at sixteen with her first girlfriend. The Internet helped her find others with similar interests. Lots of Goths are interested in drinking blood, but Xana only drinks from those who’ve been tested, which means she hasn’t had many partners. At seventeen, she had Tracy put a tattoo of a bite and blood drips on her neck. At that time she believed in the reality of vampires and would spend nights roaming graveyards and woods looking for them.


“I completely believed that I would find one and they would make me one of them. That’s what I wanted,” she said. But it never happened. Sometimes she and her friends felt things, spirits and forces, around them.


“Maybe it was a mass hallucination. It was an intense time, not too intelligent. I don’t believe anymore.” But she does call herself a vampire.


“It helped shape who I am,” she said. She wrote a self-published book called Limericks for Young Vampires, which sold five hundred copies.


“I’m still into the cutting thing. I prefer to share. It’s a bonding thing. To allow someone to cut you is the most trusting thing you can do. I’ve never done it with someone I’m not deeply committed to.


“And I do like the pain.”


Right.


She and a friend, a big guy with a dozen silver rings hanging off his face, were going to do a public cutting later. They would also give a lecture on safety. “A lot of Goths don’t take precautions,” she said. As much as I admired her high-mindedness, I wasn’t going to stick around. I’m happy people can do what they enjoy, but I’d over-sold myself to Shawn. I didn’t want to watch.


We might have talked more, but someone wanted a beating. It was a girl in a wench costume. She must have known Xana would give her a good one, and she did. I could hear the slaps as I left the room.


“Are you a vampire or a victim?” the Dapper Gent had asked, and I thought he meant only which costume did I wear, but the question was much more than that. Will you seize the magical power, step up, and be something awesome—even if it means that you’ll look ridiculous and maybe actually be ridiculous—or will you drift along, victim to whatever wind blows you?


“You have to choose,” he said.



And then in the last words he spoke to me, one final warning and bit of truth that could have saved me all sorts of disillusionment. “An angel and a devil are only a breath away.”


 


I am not a vampire, a witch, a fairy, a wizard, an elf, a werewolf, an angel, or a devil. Two years ago I hardly knew such entities existed outside fiction and religious texts. I am also not a victim, I hope, although that is less certain. I am a journalist, one who is quick to go purse-lipped at anything that seems too airy.


I was in Salem, Massachusetts, chasing magic, specifically good magic. I’d picked Salem to start because this town, whose very name conjures religious intolerance and shame, has been reclaimed by witches and other members of the magical community. Three thousand are said to live here, so many that it calls itself the Witch Capital of the World. The (Good) Witch Capital, of course. Nowadays, all the witches are good, or say they are—a big brag, that one. I’ll deal with it later.


As this tale of magic in America begins, I must reassure some of you and dash the hopes of others by confessing that as I began this investigation I believed in nothing except disaster. I had great spiritual faith in my youth, but it went away. Since then I’ve moved in and out of traditional belief, mostly out, so far out that people who have deep faith in anything generally mystify me. I think, You’re so alien. Or on my softer days, Aren’t you just the dearest thing? Wouldn’t it be lovely if you were right?


For a good portion of my life I’ve worked as a reporter of religion. You might think such disbelief would have hurt my work. It hasn’t because, first of all, many religious people don’t have deep faith either. Poor dears, times are so hard on the faithful that some of them are as bad off as I am. They’re merely holding on tighter.



And second, reporters are meant to be observers who do not comment. People with big, strange, life-altering faith fascinate me, no matter how odd a turn that faith takes. I admire them, love them even, for being what I can never be. I am incontrovertibly ordinary, which may be why the more unlike me people of faith are, the more convinced I am that they have something deeply important to tell me. Once I tried to convince my editor to let me follow the travels of a guy dressed like Jesus. He was walking across Texas shouldering a big cross on wheels.


“He’s a nut,” the editor said.


“He’s not. He’s not,” I said, defensive already. “I’ve talked to him, and he’s perfectly sane. What he’s doing makes complete sense if you, uh…if you think like he does.” The end of that sentence sounded weak even to my ears, so I said it extra loud. But you see, it wasn’t weak. I’d uttered exactly the right point and then been ashamed of it, which is often my way. Thinking like someone else thinks is the only way to understand people radically different from you, but my editor didn’t want a reporter who thought like a guy carrying a cross across Texas.


“Forget him,” she said, fearing that I was already halfway toward going native, a term journalists use for reporters who lose themselves too completely among sources. I’ve done that sometimes.


I didn’t intend to do it again, although there would be temptation. I started my investigation into magic for purely intellectual reasons. I planned to write about it as a social trend. I was going to write about “them,” which is how journalists best like to work. The old joke about the reporter who shows up to say, “Let’s you and him fight,” has truth in it.


As a reporter of religion, I knew that a great change was going on in modern faith. I believed looking at magic would open a window into why it was happening and how. Forty years ago, when the current occult revival was beginning to gain strength, the wisest thinkers in the land predicted that faith in the supernatural was shriveling and would soon die back to insignificance. The scientific worldview demanded such a shift. Who could possibly withstand it? Organized religion, mystical meanderings, and magical ideas could not hold up against scientific ideas that were so self-evidently true, or so they reasoned.


But the wise ones were wrong. Instead, such thinking—call it what you will, religious, spiritual, mystical, irrational—has tightened its grip in astonishing ways. This development has been most obvious among the ultraconservative. A portion of their constituency has bullied and preached and agitated and murdered its way into the headlines—always for the love of God, of course. But the drift toward an ancient belief in the—how shall I put it?—more active forms of Deity has also penetrated religious groups that don’t often make the headlines. Wiccans and Pentecostals are both often cited as the fastest-growing faiths in America. Middle-aged witches are scattered through the hinterlands, and little witches can be found in high schools and colleges all over the country. Healers who use various kinds of energy do a brisk business among middle-class groups.


Some Pentecostal preachers are so familiar with evil spirits that they have names for them and a hierarchy of rankings. Sightings of the Holy Mother Mary are rising all over the world. Some are in visions; so many are images on foodstuffs that there’s been a boom-let on e-Bay items, including a Lay’s Smokey Bacon potato chip and a grilled-cheese sandwich that appear to represent her.


Millions of Americans are turning to magic, mysticism, and mythos—some in ways that radically set them apart, others merely to augment more mainstream beliefs. A Methodist friend who graduated from college with three majors and a Phi Beta Kappa and recently put a voodoo flag on her wall is an example of the latter. She mentioned that she was also fascinated by vampires.


“You don’t believe vampires are real, do you?” I asked.


“Of course not,” she said. “But maybe. Yes. Sort of.”


People with, shall we say, expanded kinds of awareness are quietly blending among us, cobbling together spiritual lives that are more freewheeling than anything ever seen before. Quietly, quietly, with a minimum of fuss, they are reenchanting the world—their worlds anyway. The waitress wears a pentacle under her blouse. The computer geek next door is a conjure doc. The mom down the street tells fortunes. Soldiers chant toward gods of war. Nurses send healing power through their hands. You have to know what to look for. You have to search them out, ask the right questions, notice the right signs, but they are there, here, everywhere around us. Deep into the night, with only the blue glow of computer screens lighting their faces, they send streams of energy one to another, small town to inner city, Amsterdam to Houston to San Juan, virtual meets magical and melds.


Reaching back to ancient lore, these otherwise average folk summon wonder and mystery and meaning into their lives. They believe humans can change events with their thoughts. They believe progress is possible, probable in fact. They believe all of life is intricately connected—with the earth, the planets, the stars, and other life. They believe in magic. What does that mean? At its most basic level, it means that there is a stream of power, life, energy, intelligence, spirit, call it what you will, that courses through the universe. Magical practice is the attempt to notice, to understand, to channel, and to control that force. It is a method of connecting with the unseen, or as the anthropologist Tanya M. Luhrmann wrote, “a technology of the sacred.” Someone else called it a physical prayer. Or as some Wiccans put it, magic is a form of positive thinking, hypercharged, wonderfully optimistic.


Aren’t they just the dearest things? Wouldn’t it be lovely if they were right?


For thousands of years most human beings shared such an enchanted worldview. For the past four hundred years it has been steadily abandoned, turned into the occult, which means the hidden—or as one writer says, the rejected—knowledge. But as modern America fills up with astrologers, psychics, magicians, wizards, witches, hoodoo workers, and their many customers, the hidden is coming into light. Ancient occult ideas are radically changing how Americans think about themselves, and most of us don’t even know it’s happening.


This move toward occult thinking is more amorphous than the faiths that reporters are able to write easily about. It has no doctrine, little organization, few moral codes. It gets no official sanction and is sometimes bizarre beyond comprehension. It marshals no martyrs, wages no wars (at least not the kind most of us know about), and yet it has elements that are more ancient even than the big religions, older than history itself. It offers breathtaking possibilities and soul-shaking dangers.


In twenty years of reporting the actions of human beings, probing their reasons for acting oddly, and watching the effects of their behavior, I’ve become convinced that when a good number of people start to do something that makes no sense to the society at large, when they cling to it for a long time and increasing numbers of people take it up, they’re on to something. Usually it’s something that’s percolating through the unconscious. The rest of us feel it too, but we suppress it. It’s often the outcasts, the iconoclasts, the hyper-religious, the young people, sometimes middle-aged women, those who have the least to lose because they don’t have much in the first place, who feel the new currents and ride them farthest. Most of us don’t listen to these people because they act strange and look goofy. They often say offensive, dopey things in clichéd ways. I am as put off by such behavior as most comfortably situated, middle-class people are. I believe, nevertheless, that the magical people have something to tell us and I want to hear it.

















2.


Eat Only Chicken the Day of the Game






I don’t believe in magic, of course. Hardly anybody does, but we all live by it. It permeates our lives every day, and we wouldn’t give it up for all the science on earth. Most of us can’t. We can’t because we aren’t aware of how completely we live within its thrall. Who can break a bond they don’t know exists?


My first magical lesson came when I was five. I was playing with the crippled girl who lived down the street. We didn’t like each other much, but being the only children in the neighborhood, we made do with each other in a grudging, bickering way. At one point in our play she took two bananas off the kitchen counter and told me to pick the one I wanted. I wanted the bigger one. I knew I shouldn’t take the big banana. To take it from a crippled girl would be especially bad. But I wanted it. So I took it.


At this point, in defense of myself, I’d like to mention that I was cross-eyed. I’m not saying that cross-eyed trumps crippled, and to be completely truthful, it wasn’t much of a factor in my case—morally speaking, I mean—because I didn’t know I was cross-eyed. No one had mentioned it, and I wasn’t an observant child.


I might have forgotten about the bananas by now except that mine had a big brown soft spot in it that ran all the way down the side. About two inches of my banana was edible. Her banana was perfect, and she ate it while I watched. If I had been generous, she would have been eating the rotten banana.


I knew what this meant. Somebody was watching, keeping score. It was God maybe. Who it was didn’t matter. What mattered was that I got the message. I never have taken the big banana again. I’ve never taken the biggest piece of chicken or the last scoop of mashed potatoes or the cookie with the most chocolate chips. I’ve never pushed anybody aside at the bargain table. I say to myself that I don’t care as much about such things. I don’t want them as much as other people do, but that’s not the truth. The truth is that I am still ruled by the bad magic of the big banana.


I was smart enough not to tell anybody in my family about it. If I had, they would have given me the horselaugh and brayed, “Taught you a lesson, huh?” I didn’t call this experience magical even to myself, but it clearly was, just as magical as that bad witch who wasn’t invited to the party and got so mad that she cursed poor little Sleeping Beauty.


It was a curse for sure. Luckily the big banana curse was a minor, manageable spell, evoked by my behavior and not by a capricious universe. The behavior it evoked dovetailed well with my Christian upbringing. But the lesson of the banana was deeper even than Christian teachings because it didn’t have to be taught. It had been experienced, and it seemed to affirm something basic in the fabric of reality. It didn’t, of course. But it seemed to.


Life went on. My eye got fixed, sort of. The doctors call it satisfactory. It turns outward a little instead of inward a lot. It hasn’t been much of a handicap, as far as I know, and it has helped me some. I understand outsiders in a way that not everybody does. Or I try to. Not because I’m smarter or more sensitive, but I know how it feels to be among those who can be summed up with one word of physical attribute. There are lots of them—cross-eyed, fat, crippled, bald, weak-chinned, spastic, crazy—and knowing what that feels like makes me listen harder. Or try to. If I wanted to make it a joke, I’d say I look at the world askance. Nobody who knows me would disagree with that.


I grew up. I became a big-city newspaper reporter, which is not a hopeful or fanciful or magical profession. If anybody had asked me two years ago to describe the age we live in, I’d have painted a picture right in line with what the world’s wise thinkers expected of me, except that it would be utterly dismal.


I’d have said science is our true God. I’d have said that we live in a world of marvels gone stale, adrift in an empty cosmos. We hear no voices but our own. We believe no omens, listen to no oracles. If otherworldly visions come to us, we close our eyes. And we never, ever think that we might have some great task, noble destiny, or grand calling. Such thoughts are generally believed to indicate a need for medication.


That’s how lots of people would describe life, but if an extraterrestrial were to watch these nonbelievers as they go about their lives, it would become quite clear that they do believe in much more than a material, soulless world. I first began to know about these hidden beliefs because I wrote a book on Lily Dale, a western New York community of Spiritualists where people have been talking to the dead for five generations. I wrote the book because I thought people with such extravagant ideas were rare, an oddity, something strange that would excite wonder. What a chucklehead.


Whether the dead talk back is a matter of contention, of course. I was careful about that, not wanting to be branded a crazy. But it didn’t matter. In writing the book, I’d been transformed. I’d become a person who could be told things. People all over the country started coming up to me in bookstores, at meetings, during parties to tell me stories they didn’t usually share with strangers.


They’d often start by glancing to each side. They would shrug as if they weren’t to be held responsible for what was coming. Then they’d say, “I don’t know what this means,” or, “I’m just going to tell you what happened.” One by one they came, butchers and bakers and candlestick makers. Few would have described themselves as believers in magic.


Once, for instance, I was in a Bible Belt state with a group of women who raise charitable funds for children’s hospitals. I talked about my book on the town that talks to the dead. When the talk turned to spirituality, heads nodded about the room as several women attested to their strong belief in Jesus Christ as their own personal, living savior and to their complete reliance on the Bible as the direct word of God, suitable for any occasion. I thought, Oh, boy. I hope they don’t go to praying and try to save me. I hadn’t needed to worry. They finished dessert, and then they lined up to tell me things.


“My mother read tea leaves all her life. If a relative was about to die, she always knew it,” said one. Another told me that her husband had second sight. His whole family had witnessed it.


The eighty-year-old former president of the group reached into her bosom to pull out a silver cross with a little charm next to it.


“Know what this is?” she asked.


“It’s the evil eye,” I said. According to magical theory, the eye on her charm would stare down the evil eye if it were directed toward her.


“Evil eye. That’s right. I’m Greek. All the Greeks wear them. Even the children.”



A blond woman of middle years asked, “Have you ever known anyone who had the evil eye put on them?”


“No,” I said.


“Well, someone put it on my daughter,” she said.


The daughter was about eighteen months old. She and her family were strolling along a New Jersey beachfront boardwalk when a man approached them. He was an actor from a fun house and was dressed in a monk’s robe. He had a rope around his waist. From it hung a cross, which he was twirling.


“Oh, what a beautiful child,” he said, looking intently at their daughter. Then he began to follow the family, continuing to stare at the little girl.


The man’s focus was so strange and his tone so eerie that the father turned the child’s stroller around and began pushing it away from the man, faster and faster until the family was practically running to escape. That night the child fell ill. She had a high fever and began throwing up. The next day she was still sick and crying constantly. A child who had always loved men, now she wouldn’t go to any of the men in the family. The mother’s sister had been on the boardwalk when the actor approached, and she was troubled by his actions. She called their aunt, who was of Polish heritage.


“He’s put the evil eye on her,” the aunt said. “You’ll have to remove it.” The mother’s sister was to take four straws from a broom and throw them over her shoulder into the corners of the room as she said a litany of Polish words. She was then to take a fifth straw, burn it with a wooden match, and drop it into a glass of water. They were to give the baby a spoonful of water from the glass.


“Make sure you do exactly what I told you,” she said, “and don’t let anyone who doesn’t believe be in the room when you do this.”


The mother, who didn’t know Polish, was so frightened that she would foul up and kill her daughter that she couldn’t do the spell. So her sister did it. The baby fell asleep immediately and slept four hours. When she awoke, the fever was gone and so was her fear of men.


“Are you telling me the truth?” I demanded. But I knew she was. She was as wholesome as Thanksgiving dinner and probably sat in the front pew of the Baptist church every Sunday.


Kids upchucking in the night and then getting better the next day isn’t all that unusual, but I didn’t say so because she knew that already and my saying it would have missed the point. The point of the story was that evil is alive, and good can defeat it in magical ways. It’s a good story, and the last part makes it better. No one told the little girl about that night, and she was too young to remember, but for the rest of her childhood she feared men in monk’s robes and would cry whenever she saw them.


As I heard a hundred tales and more, I also began to see magic everywhere, planted deep in the stuff of everyday life and flourishing. Britney Spears appeared on the cover of Entertainment Weekly wearing a red Kabbalah cord on her wrist. Paris Hilton had one, and so did Madonna, who adopted the name Esther to go along with her new faith in Jewish mysticism. The cords, which deflect the evil eye, were so popular that the Kabbalah Centre, where the stars go for instruction, tried to patent the string, sold for $26 to $36. The U.S. Patent and Trademark Office declined that application.


Go into any large bookstore in America and you’ll find several books on regional ghosts and haunted places. Ghost hunters and ghost busters work all over the country. E-Bay sells haunted dolls and teddy bears. One week’s auction offered a haunted tuning fork, a haunted milking stool, a haunted gravestone rubbing, a haunted blanket, and a haunted bathtub.


Magic also penetrates our lives in ways that are quite mundane. It’s at the car repair shop when the engine stops pinging as soon as the mechanic appears and begins to ping again only when you pull out onto the street. It’s in the beauty salons when hair that spikes about your head like a scarecrow’s coiffure turns supple and silky on the day of the appointment. It’s at the restaurant when diners arrive only after the waiter sits down with his own plate and smokers’ food comes only after they’ve lit up.


You’ve heard of voodoo economics perhaps? Money magic is the most pervasive of all. Of course it would be, since money itself is the ultimate magic, a piece of paper that can do everything. Everyone wants good money magic, a way to win the lottery, gambling luck, an unexpected check in the mail, but the money magic of everyday life is more often bad. Win some money, get a bonus, have a little inheritance, and a major appliance will go out, the kid will get sick, a tire will go flat. Once you’re as poor as you were before the money arrived, life returns to normal. It’s as though there’s some kind of balance sheet that makes sure we stay at exactly the same level of prosperity all the time.


These are matters of life’s proceeding that hardly need to be commented on. They’re so common that they show up in jokes, and no one looks bewildered or wonders what’s being talked about. Trot out all the scientists you want, arm them with a million statistics. It won’t do any good. We know these things.


I often heard people talking about inanimate objects as though they were alive and powerful. This can opener never works for me, someone might say, or the bus always comes early when I’m running late. Or I always have to kick the machine before it will start. Or this computer only works for Mark—it hates the rest of us. Or it never rains when you’ve got an umbrella. No one is serious, you say? Maybe not, or maybe they’re whistling in the dark. It doesn’t matter which because language creates reality. What we name is what we notice, and that’s another argument for the inherent strength of magic. We’ve been programmed to ignore as much of it as we can, and still it pops up.


Theater people are notorious for their magical beliefs. Take Macbeth, for example. According to lore, witches who were displeased with Will Shakespeare’s treatment of them in Macbeth cursed the play, and ever since it has been bad luck to mention the name Macbeth or quote from the play while in the theater. Instead, it is called The Scottish Play. Absurd? Here are just a few of the misfortunes that have occurred around The Play. In its first performance, Shakespeare was forced to play Lady Macbeth when the boy who was to have had the part died of a fever. In 1672 an actor playing Macbeth is said to have substituted a real dagger for the fake and killed the actor playing Duncan as the audience watched. In 1775 Sarah Siddons, playing Lady Macbeth, was nearly attacked by a disapproving audience, and in 1926 the actress Sybil Thorndike was nearly strangled. A riot during an 1849 performance in New York City was spurred by a mass demonstration in favor of an American actor involved in a feud with the British actor playing Macbeth. Twenty-three people died. During a performance in 1953 Charlton Heston’s tights were accidentally soaked in kerosene, caught fire, and burned him badly. This is merely a sampling of the misfortune around the play.


Now take a look at the magic of sports. Baseball players spit into their hands before picking up a bat. Bowlers wear the same clothes for as long as a winning streak lasts. Rodeo riders put the right foot in the stirrup first. Tennis players avoid holding two balls when serving. Michael Jordan wore shorts from his alma mater, the University of North Carolina, under his uniform. Hall of Famer Wade Boggs would eat only chicken the day of a game. If these things seem silly, forbid the players their magic and see how seriously they take it. Little Leaguers learn such thinking from coaches and parents, who might be expected to oppose such gross superstition but in fact go right along with it.


Sports fans are even worse. When the Red Sox were in the World Series, I heard a new story of magical influence every day. One story made it to the New York Times and was written by a science writer who believed that the Sox could win only if he ignored their games. He called it obeying his lizard brain, meaning, I supposed, that he was reverting to something prehuman in himself, but he was wrong. Relying on magic is utterly human.


People are quick to believe that a losing player or team is jinxed. The New Orleans Superdome has been exorcised a number of times by voodoo queens and nuns. Fans also turn to magic for help in winning. The Brits, the Swiss, the Dutch, and the Australians stick pins in voodoo dolls to help their teams win at soccer and rugby. When the Philadelphia Eagles were in the playoffs for the Super Bowl in 2005, the Philadelphia Inquirer put out a hex sign to go on televisions during the game and a magical chant from a Wiccan priestess that was to send good energy. When the Eagles and the Patriots were ready to face off, a journalist in the suburbs consulted a voodoo “witch doctor” and a Druid priest in New Orleans, and the Internet’s religion magazine, Beliefnet.com, republished a column with seven rites to make the Super Bowl America’s national pagan midwinter rite.


Magic also lives in the homes of America. I heard dozens of tales about ghosts flitting around in houses, most often seen, sometimes heard, and other times merely experienced as a cold feeling or objects that moved about in strange ways. Whole families sometimes accept the existence of these apparitions—human and animal. People are also quick to believe certain houses are haunted in malevolent ways. Think that’s not true? Try to sell a house where someone has been murdered.



And who upholds this kind of nonrational thinking? The family, of course. Parents begin teaching their children the importance of enchantment before the babes have left their cradles. The most beloved holidays are replete with magical trappings: the Christmas tree, the Easter egg, the Valentine Cupid, the Halloween witch. Almost all holidays have pagan progenitors, and most people know it, but that doesn’t diminish their enthusiasm one whit.


The first stories parents tell their little ones are of magical enchantments, fantasy tales in which witches cast spells and orphan girls have fairy godmothers. They are wise to tell such tales early and often, according to some of civilization’s best thinkers. Myths are so vital to citizens of a republic that they ought to be the beginning of literary education, Plato believed. Myths and fairy tales are “models for human behavior” that give meaning and value to life, said Mircea Eliade, whose studies of such stories are classic works. Children deprived of fairy tales may be stunted in psychological development so that
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