Occult Express

A short story byTrevor Hopkins

When | was told | would be looking for a magic shop, | had
somehow expected to find mullioned windows and heavy stoeiees
outside, and a dark and fusty interior with a flagged stdoer f
supporting cabinets fronted with grimy glass containing umiftikble
objects of great antiquity. The modern store | was stamding in
front of had large plate glass windows bordered with Hyigtaloured
plastic signage. Through the windows, | could see neat rofw
shelves lit by fluorescent lighting, professionally c&ed with
packages and jars.

| knew the back streets of this English university @tgtty well
after all these years and | thought | could make my wahé¢ address
given to me without recourse to map or A-to-Z. Evenldelt sure |
would have noticed this shop before now, during one adethmany
aimless wanderings that students with more time thameyneeem to
engage in.

At first, | was convinced that this was not the plheeas seeking.
| walked further down the street, then turned and camle the@csame
way. My mind was in turmoil, imagining the pain of fmé and
embarrassment if | had to go back to my tutor and adhatt It could
not find the emporium he had recommended.

As | approached for the second time, the store seemduk to
drawing me to it; | could hardly turn my eyes away. Aimgly, the
occasional passers-by did not seem to be interestdl] whalking past
without glancing at the brightly-lit windows, almost &shey were
passing a blank wall.

My resolve stiffened, and | stepped towards the entrahbe.door
slid open automatically as | approached. | looked aroundouple of
checkouts stood to one side, emitting soft beeps as iens run
under the laser barcode readers by the operators, whe ten
packing the purchases into plain white plastic carrier .ba@s the
other side, there was a stack of those wire shoppirketzgagou see
everywhere. Automatically, | picked one up.
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No one seemed to be paying me any attention at dleadled for
the nearest section of shelving for a closer lookesg racks stocked
fresh fruit and vegetables. The first item my eyd fglon was
Mandragora roots, resembling rather wrinkled greenishtrdeats,
packed in a black plastic tray that might have held avasado
Sainsbury’'s and wrapped in clingfim, the whole labelletetully
with price, barcode and best-before date.

| knew from my studies that Mandragora officinarum was a
powerful herbal remedy, often indicated to increasditigih women,
and had several uses in the Wiccan crafts, althoughstnet on my
shopping list for today. | had vaguely expected that magieaits
would be obtained by furtive under-the-counter transagtiorout-of-
the-way parts of obscure country markets, not pre-wagfazkaged
and displayed in a style which would put Marks and Sparksamesh
My mind swirling, | finally focussed on the sign attaghe the front
of the shelving. ‘Special offer,’ it read, ‘50 pence fodsh Mandrake.’

The shop was a veritable treasure-trove and | struggledsagay
female instinct to buy far too much stuff. In the ehdmostly
contented myself with browsing. In the books and puisinoa
section, | picked up an unabridged edition of the Book of Skadoit
seems unwarranted to hand-copy in this day and age — amdlla s
notebook with a stout cardboard cover which | proposedéofor my
personal insights as a Book of Mirrors.

The hardware section included a display of tools and equipimen
all of the rituals | knew about, as well as items uldonot imagine a
use for. | spent an interminable time selecting mydgian Athame
— which is a large, heavy but blunt knife used in ritualscthannel
energy — and a Boline, which is a small and much shamiés for
cutting things in the physical world. These were batlexi in thick
plastic and card packaging to avoid damage and to preventeanyon
touching them with malicious intent.

| found boxed candles and a couple of small crystals, @aismy
list. | did not select other items | knew | would evelly need for
rituals and spells later on — a cauldron and a wand, famgle — |
knew | would be coming back for more very soon. The ¢imhg |
bought which was not on my shopping list was a tinyesijyendant in
the shape of a pentacle. The price indicated was vedesh and |
could already imagine it nestling between my breasts.

Making my way towards the checkouts, | passed the vegetable
racks again. My Green environmental sensibility veastly outraged
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at the level of — surely quite unnecessary — wrapping, wdthd did
notice that at least the packaging was separable, sohtharays and
punnets could be easily recycled.

A pimply-faced young man was manning the checkouts, wearing
discreet badge announcing his name as ‘Tim’. He smidywat me.
Out of nervousness, | suppose, | smiled widely back at him.

“Can | help you with the packing?” he asked, smiling mocadly
and looking me in the eyes rather disconcertingly.

| let him help, although | would normally have refusede d¢emed
SO eager to please, chattering on about each item aadked my
purchases into a carrier bag. As he ran the lastutader the scanner
and rang up the final total, he said, “So we’ll be gpaiou again,
then?”

“l expect so,” | responded airily, picking up my plastic warr
pointedly, “And next time I'll bring a reusable bag.”

*

| am learning to be a witch from the Internet — morecisely, | am
seeking initiation into Wicca. Yes, | know there aflesorts of frauds
and scams on the Web, but this is quite definitely tla¢ thing. After
a couple of false starts, and spending rather too mucé imm
chatrooms and reading blogs, | finally identified a repatab
correspondence course from the Cambridge Institute forcafi
Studies.

Before | started, | researched CIWS carefully, andszreterenced
comments and recommendations from numerous sourceswethe
good for that sort of thing too. Their prospectus seesmdely
consistent with mainstream Wiccan practices, and 4 delighted to
be accepted into a course leading to the first of theetdegrees of
initiation.

The first degree is required to become a witch and gain
membership of a coven. Traditionally, | knew, thetingiperiod for
initiation was a year and a day, and it was convealtifom a course of
study may be set during this period. It has been hard waok,with
long evenings sat in from of the computer, studying andlinga
extensively and working on essays and exercises at regiaevals.

*

| realise | should introduce myself properly. My nam&ydvia. |
have long thought | had some kind of gift or abilitiesdyel/the norm,
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ever since my old Grandmother sought me out as a titdyradt long
before she died.

“You have the Sight,” she croaked, fixing me with harifyeng
birdlike stare, “It’s in your hair, and in your soul.”

These were the very last words she ever spoke tolrhad only
ever known Grandmother as a wizened old lady, and | kihaiv e
cannot always have been that way. It really wasuly frightening
experience for a shy girl of perhaps seven years, edlgeaihen
Granny died only weeks later.

The remark about my hair refers to the blonde streaknyn
otherwise black hair. This tuft of yellow is quite diént in texture
from the rest of my locks, being much finer and wawyikanthe
straight dark hair — almost black in most lights — whixteeds to the
small of my back. Even if | dye it (and | have cetfiatried this on
several occasions after being taunted at schoabjphtsl and feels quite
different, and still stands out clearly.

During the day, I'm doing postgraduate studies in Psychology in
the School of Medicine. Some people — particularly riyeia— seem
to think 1 am a perpetual student, but | prefer to beliba¢ study is a
worthwhile end in itself. Besides, life is too shdot stop learning
things anytime soon.

| do still live like a student, | suppose, sharing a honsde city
with two other women. We have been friends for yeaWwe do not
exactly live in each others pockets: we each haveoour rooms and
whole days can sometimes go by without seeing eithermgpf
housemates.

My housemate and landlord Trish is a confirmed vegamedisas
a passionate believer, and part-time activist, fomahrights. She
completed a History of Art degree a few years ago. &sesome
part-time work assisting the curator at one of the mmaseums in
the city, and is still hoping to get into a postgraduate Rirts course.

Trish keeps a cat, a skinny little thing called Aranhigck with
one white boot. Trish has been making a determinedt e¢ff feed the
cat on a vegetarian diet, but Aramis disagrees, and sogbyrisocally
for such a tiny animal. So, quite often the only medhe house is cat
food.

Shakra, the other resident, is a talented music@am,doing some
part-time teaching at the Music College and erraticatigaged for
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occasional performances at an astonishing range okegenShe has a
steady boyfriend, now doing voluntary work overseas, areb amt
get to see him very often. | understand that her rattaelitional
parents, who are of Indian subcontinent origins, woutdapprove of
her lover, and wanted her to get married to a manhhdypicked out
themselves.

Our house is a terrace in a quiet area, still clogbadColleges but
in a gentrified area where house prices have beemy nigipidly for
several years. None of us could not afford to livedlifat was not for
a generous payment made to Trish some years ago. 38bbtlbe
house outright, although it is unclear to me who thefaetw actually
was. We pay her rent, of course, although | suspectshiea¢njoys the
company so much that she would let us stay her evep paid her
nothing.

| know that some people believe us all to be lesbidis.not true,
of course. Trish does not seem to be interestedximtsall. She has
hinted at some childhood trauma which | do not reallgtwta go into
now. Shakra has her steady boyfriend, and disappeadsyeron end
when they can get together. On her return, she ahgriooks tired
but very satisfied.

Me? Well, | like men. Indeed, outside of the house nbshy
friends are men and | irregularly go with them to pubs padies,
even if | do not usually sleep with any of them. | jonatve not found
the right man yet.

We women often sit together in the shared kitchen &atl aver a
cup of herbal tea, or share a communal meal. We théuta
everything and anything: sex lives, relationships wetlr parents,
siblings and friends, diets and ethical eating, greeniggmlphilosophy
and economics.

| do remember some sound advice | received many years ago
written on a card pinned to a notice board in anotharesl student
house. It read: “No Politics, Philosophy or Religicidve Midnight”.
Presumably, after midnight, one is too tired or drunkitdo really
matter. But, Trish, Shakra and | are such good frienafswie can
ignore this sage advice without repercussions.

About the only thing | have not discussed with my friersdsny
extra-curricula online education. | have an aptitudeftafgiou like,
for ancient languages. My family is Jewish, althougtoInot regard
myself as a practicing Jew nowadays, but as a childsl taaght to
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read and write Hebrew. 1 also studied ancient languageshaol, so |
have a working knowledge of classical Greek and Latin.

My Internet education is principally carried out using éraad
instant messaging. | submit my essays and research asi@®m
electronically, and they come back annotated with agpiaotes and
thought-provoking comments. In my more conventionalvehsity
life, 1 have had a number of tutors, and | can cestaisll the
difference between one who is doing their job wellj ane doing the
bare minimum. Someone out there is putting a reasodagieee of
effort into assessing my work, and | feel like 1 am iggttvalue for
money.

| have daily web chats with my tutor, who uses thedlan
“Praxis”. We have never met in person, or even spokiéor some
reason | cannot quite put my finger on, | think Praxes iean. He has
been directing me to online resources which | would meage found
on my own, and certainly do not seem to appear innthexes of the
online search engines.

Many of my exercises involve the interpretation okgzmes in
ancient texts. | had noticed a considerable variatiothese texts.
Some pages were obviously scanned copies of old boo&gs, affsuch
poor quality that it was hard to decipher exactly what wetten. The
exercises often turn out to be straightforward oncewfire barriers of
the poor reproduction of the script and the ancient langmaghich it
was written are overcome. Certainly, my languagesskilve been
honed considerably over the last few months.

Other more modern websites, usually written in Englishat least
professionally translated, have been directing the dpwent of
second sight. The background reading was a little confusiitly,a
strong but unspoken assumption that the task was to bringurmlt
refine an innate ability, without actually really delsing exactly what
that ability was.

There were also extensive questionnaires, some othwhi
recognise from my psychology training as being testpésonality.
| toyed briefly with the idea of falsifying my answetsut in the end
decided to answer them as openly and honestly as | could.

After many months of steady work, | received an unexgaeemail
message from Praxis. | opened it on the screen addtleacontents
with growing pleasure.
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Your recent progress has been more than
satisfactory. It is now time for you to
undertake some practical work.

| practically preened at this.

You must assemble the beginnings of the
accoutrements of a practising Wiccan.

The email continued by laying out a shopping list, and givire
address and sketchy directions to the emporium where udldsho
purchase these items. The note concluded:

Let me know as soon as possible when you
have completed your shopping. Send me a
message when you get back, so that we can

make an immediate start.

| made myself ready and hurried out in search of the shop.

*

When | returned, weighed down by the shopping, | carefully
unpacked my purchases and placed then on my desk. Pausitig only
store the plastic carrier in the kitchen for futureuse; | fired up the
computer and used the web chat client to send a messBgaxis.

The response came back almost immediately.

Well done, you have passed the first part
of the exercise.

| was confused.

What do you mean? | haven't done anything
yet.

Again, the response was nearly instantaneous.

Yes you have. You found the shop, didn’t
you?

No problem. [ just told you that.

Just finding the shop means that you have
come a long way.

| still don't understand.

There was a pause before the answer came.

The shop cannot be found by just anybody.
It is only visible to second sight and is
effectively hidden from the mundane world.
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So finding the shop and completing your
purchases at the first attempt is a major
achievement.

| was flustered, uncertain how to respond to such unexpecte
praise. Before | could put finger to keyboard, anothersams
arrived.

Now it is time for you to meet members of
the coven which you will join. To do
this, we must meet in person. | will make
arrangements, and | will be in touch with
the details very soon. In the meantime,
leave your equipment alone, and | will
direct you in their proper handling when
we meet.

| typed out some short affirmative reply, my fingersebaable to
find the correct letters on the keyboard.

Following Praxis’ instructions, | put all my purchasesotte side.
As | did so, the pendant slipped out, the brightly-polishdeersi
standing out in the dimness of my room. | disentangledp#ntacle
from the remainder of the wrapping and found a silvernchacklace
which | had been given as a child. When | put the caenund my
neck, it seemed to nestle there perfectly, as ifdtdlavays been there.

There was a knock at the door of my room.

“Come in,” | called absently, still inspecting my pendam the
mirror.

The door opened. Aramis scampered through almost immigdiate
followed by Trish and Shakra. For some reason, thieseamed
fascinated with my purchases. It jumped up on my desk aretnos
around, then turned its head to Trish and mewed strangely.

Trish caught the flash of silver around my neck.
“New necklace?” she asked laconically.

“Yes. Do you like it?” | replied. Firming up my resoli@ the
second time that day, | continued, “I've got somethintetioyou.”

Trish glanced at Shakra, then smiled at me warmly.

“Of course, but before you start, there’s something yba should
know, too.”

“What's that?”
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There was a pause, a beat, then Trish said, “I'm taxi

*

With Trish’s more direct assistance and help from Shakny
Wiccan education and initiation has gone from strengttiength. A
week later | returned to the magic shop, armed with @noth
somewhat longer — shopping list and a new-found sensenfideoce.

The same young man was operating the tills and he clearl
recognised me when | plonked the wire basket in frorthimf He
scanned the items efficiently, but made no attempt tathpm into a
carrier.

“See you next week,” | said cheerily, dropping the packagges i
the rucksack I had brought with me.

“I doubt it,” Tim responded gloomily, “We’re being takenen\wby
Tesco.”
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