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     I had come all the way to a mysterious house just outside of
Woodstock, NY, in what was my first solo trip ever, only to stand sobbing
on the porch while everyone else was inside having a good time.
     In late June 2016, I had packed my bags and a couple of flower crowns and
headed to a witchy retreat that “love witch” and international burlesque
superstar Veronica Varlow held at her mountain home, Magic House. It was my
first time attending a retreat — a weekend-long gathering for performing rituals
and getting in touch with nature. (The kind of “in touch” that means the
mountains block your cell phone signal.) Prior to arriving on Friday night, I
hadn’t met any of the other participants in-person. Besides Veronica, I only
knew a few names from the online world, including one very glamorous writer I
had been following for years.
     The other attendees were enveloped in an air of mystery. They seemed to
come from all parts of the world. They were performers and artists and
entrepreneurs, and at least half of them had alter egos and stage names, or
had shucked off the names they’d been given at birth to adopt more grandiose
personas.
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     Yet I was plain, with a plain nickname and a job at a marketing agency that
had me overworked and underpaid. I was weeks away from starting a new, far
more lucrative job, but I didn’t know it then. I had suspected something would
change. But was it even a meaningful change? It felt so small, compared to the
fabulous lives of everyone around me at this retreat.
     On Saturday, we hiked in the woods and spent the day making our own
flower crowns and powdered incense. I had been breathless by the end of the
hike, not in shape back then for climbing uphill and traveling slowly downhill on
a sweltering summer day. The others seemed to have no problem keeping up.
     All day, I watched from afar as the others, including the aforementioned
glamorous writer, danced and sang and told each other stories and jokes. I
didn’t move, as I had no rhythm. I didn’t sing because I didn’t like the sound of
my voice. I had no good stories to tell — or they didn’t seem as compelling as
any of the tales the others would weave. And my sense of humor, no doubt,
was too odd or quirky to be entertaining. I likely spoke no more than two whole
words to some, including the writer, the entire weekend.
     On Saturday evening, we donned our homemade flower crowns and stood in
a circle outside the house, candles lit before us. Veronica instructed us to
choose a word or a phrase that felt powerful, and then to step, one-by-one,
into the center of the circle and declare it. “I am powerful,” we might say. Or: “I
am a goddess.” “I am beautiful.” “I am a motherfucking queen.” And everyone
in the circle would repeat it back: “We see you and honor that you are a
powerful-beautiful motherfucking-goddess-queen.”
     I chose “priestess” as my word. I stepped into the circle. The words came out
— louder than anything else I had said that day. “I am a priestess!” I shouted up
into the trees. And everyone around me repeated it. “We see you and honor
that you are a priestess.”
     As we concluded our circle, calling the quarters once more, I couldn’t help
but feel let down. They said it: You are a priestess. But I didn’t feel like a
priestess. Or a goddess-queen. Or anything. A ghost, perhaps. After a few
moments back inside the house, I excused myself — no one ever notices a
specter floating through the walls — and went to stand outside on the porch.
     I stared up at a sky with none of the light pollution or strange noises that I
hear living close to an airport. I was nothing. Who was I to join this group and
declare myself as important and fabulous and glamorous as they were?
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     Sadness washed over me. The tears came and wouldn't stop. I half-hoped
someone would step outside and say, “Hey, are you okay?” But as I let out more
gross, hiccuping sobs that made my nose run, I began to hope no one would see
me or hear the noises I made. They must have suspected, surely, that I didn’t
belong in their group — though no one had said anything to that effect. But I
was certain that if they saw me standing outside, an endless fountain of tears
and snot, it would solidify me as an outsider and an imposter.
     All weekend, deep in the heart of the mountains, my phone had said “No
service,” so I had no way of sending a text to my husband. I missed him terribly
in that moment and wished I could send a quick “I love you.” I should have
stayed home, I thought, with no fab burlesque goddesses around to remind me
how disgustingly mortal I am. But in that instant, as I glanced at my phone
screen, I had a single bar that lasted just long enough to send him a text. I
didn’t receive a reply until going back to the hotel later that night, but it was
good enough. A single minute of a single bar to send a single, impossible text.
How many of the goddesses could do that, I wondered. 
     I wiped my face as best as I could. I put on a smile. I went inside and sat
down, as if I had never left. Later, feeling a bit more brave, I exchanged tarot
readings with another person there. I felt some comfort in reading the cards
despite it being a no-doubt terribly distracted reading. No one either realized I
had been outside or asked why, if they had noticed. And no one was telling me
to go back out there. I had just as much right to be there as they did, and no
one said or implied otherwise.
     After some time, the dozen or so of us carpooled back to our hotel. I slept
deep and dreamless that night.
     The next morning, all clad in white dresses, our group — our coven — walked
from Magic House back down to the river in the woods across the street. In our
white dresses, we would stand in the river in a circle holding hands, pledge our
undying love to ourselves, and say our magic words from the night before.
     Perhaps energized by a night’s sleep, I had somehow wound up in-step with
Veronica on the walk to the river. She told me that she had come up with our
ending ritual after a period of intense pain and sadness. But her power was in
transmuting that sorrow. If she had known this struggle, then she knew that so
had many of us, at some point or another. And she wanted to remind us of our
beauty and strength and magic.
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     How could she have had so much pain, I wondered. She seemed to have
such an amazing life: dancing at lavish parties, teaching tarot and spellwork,
and alternating her time between New York City and Woodstock.
     But all of us had pain, I realized — Plain Janes (or Jens) and Glamazons alike.
I had heard stories that weekend and in so many other retreats since then of
broken marriages, dead-end careers, difficult childhoods, and dreams deferred
to deal with more immediate crises. But also of new loves, once-in-a-lifetime
opportunities, emotional breakthroughs, and wonderful second chances. No
infallible goddesses. Just humans, all of us, trying to find more magic in our
lives.
     I found mine that day in the river, with a circle of witches telling me that I
was magical. The second time around, I gave it a chance to sink in. I believe it,
and still do, and know that we’re all making our own kinds of magic. And I
haven’t let myself doubt it since then.

(Originally published in the spring/summer 2022 issue of The Muse
Manifesto, a digital zine for magical creatives.)
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     One of the most powerful spells I ever did was at Veronica
Varlow’s weeklong Witch Camp retreat. In the summer of 2017,
about a dozen witches gathered in her Woodstock, New York,
home to make magic and take part in rituals together. Here’s
how you can work the same kind of magic in your own life.

Chaos Magic for When You Have
Too Much on Your Plate
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     On the opening night of the
retreat, we sat in the candlelight
together and ate a delicious,
homemade dessert off of large dinner
plates — a reminder of the sweetness
of life. When we finished eating, we
grabbed permanent markers. Then,
on those same plates we had eaten
from, we began writing all the awful
and untrue beliefs about ourselves
we’d been holding onto.
     As we sat there in silence and
wrote on our plates, some of the
attendees began to name their
limiting beliefs out loud. We soon
found that we were often writing
down the same things: our perceived
inadequacies and most persistent
critiques of ourselves. Someone would
say one of their imagined flaws aloud,
and several of us would nod along
and add another item to our growing
lists.
     We had, quite literally, too much
on our plates.
     Catharsis came when we walked
outside. Veronica led us to a circle in
the yard, illuminated with candles.
One by one, we moved to the center
of our circle, with our plates wrapped
in paper bags. Then the person in the
center set the plate onto a tree stump
altar in the middle of the circle, raised
a hammer, and smashed that plate to
bits.

Veronica Varlow at Witch Camp 2019
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     Some gave invocations, eloquently
releasing the invisible bonds that held
them back that they had scrawled on
the plate. Others yelled out battle
cries that could have put Xena,
Warrior Princess, to shame. And a
few of us opted for the simplicity of a
middle finger or a couple of choice
four-letter words aimed at our too-full
plates.
     This practice is known as chaos
magic — the act of putting intention
into a symbolic ritual or object to
obtain the results you want to
achieve. In this case, the plate
covered in all the nasty things we
said about ourselves — the object —
was symbolically destroyed along
with our long-held limiting beliefs. We
needed to get these things “off our
plates” — and get rid of the
metaphorical plate altogether.
     There’s a lot of work creatives
often have to do around removing
self-doubt and our perceived
limitations. That’s because our minds
are typically the one thing standing in
the way of us taking charge of our
lives and our art. When we smash
through these invisible barriers we’ve
built, we can redraw the blueprints or
remove the structure altogether.
     So you probably know where I’m
going with this by now. If you want to
replicate the plate smashing ritual, go

for it. But if you don’t have any spare
dinnerware, here’s an alternative that
can be just as satisfying.
     Making a list is such easy yet
effective magic. But let’s get creative
with this one. This time, use a paper
plate or cut your own circular “dinner
plate” out of a piece of paper. Next,
think about the criticisms you’ve
aimed at your creativity. Maybe these
were things other people told you, or
things you came up with on your own.
Write these negative beliefs in any
pattern you wish: listing at random,
from top to bottom, or in a spiral on
your plate.
     Once your plate is full, take time to
read through your list. Do this silently
or out loud. Really think about what
you’ve been saying to yourself.
Remind yourself that these words
never belonged on your figurative
plate in the first place, and you don’t
need to keep them there.
     Finally, find a way to destroy your
plate: rip it up, stomp on it, crumple it
up, poke holes in it, burn it, and/or
bury it in a hole in the ground.
Whatever symbolism you choose,
know that all of these thoughts can
be gone for good whenever you say
so. Happy “smashing”! 

(Excerpted from The Creative
Arcana: A Tarot-Inspired Grimoire
to Empower Your Inner Visionary.)

https://jenmeli.com/thecreativearcana/




... & Begin Your

Witch Camp Adventure
Learn more about the Witch Camp experience here.

 
Ready to sign up? Choose a session and a payment option

below. I can't wait to welcome you to the coven!
 

April 3-9, 2023: Single Payment
April 3-9, 2023: Installment Plan

April 10-16, 2023: Single Payment
April 10-16, 2023: Installment Plan
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Step into the Parlour...

https://academy.lovewitch.com/a/2147525612/8Z6r4P22
https://academy.lovewitch.com/a/2147525045/8Z6r4P22
https://academy.lovewitch.com/a/2147525046/8Z6r4P22
https://academy.lovewitch.com/a/2147525048/8Z6r4P22
https://academy.lovewitch.com/a/2147525049/8Z6r4P22
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     I’m a writer and artist on a mission to encourage creativity for
everyone. By day, I’m a writer, editor, and content marketer (who
once upon a time taught college-level writing courses). I have a
master’s degree in creative writing and a perpetual desire for self
improvement, so I’m always on the lookout to learn something new.
     When I’m not writing, you can find me on some kind of adventure
with my husband Joe. We live in Rochester, NY, with our grumpy-old-
man cat Charlie as well as a bunch of plants, tarot card decks, and
rainbow sun catchers.
     Stay up to date with my work at jenmeli.com and follow me on
Instagram @jen.meli. 

ABOUT JENABOUT JENABOUT JEN
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