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This story is a chapter from a novel called The Mycelium Spirit 

One curse for another

[bookmark: _Int_41pebhba] Vapour rises from the Thames and mixes with heavy coal smog that bellows out of every chimney on every street at all hours, creating a ceiling of grey that keeps the spring sun at bay. The light that gets through gives the tall buildings a menacing quality as they loom over head and disappear into gloom above. The dawn air is stagnant and hard on the lungs. Coughing violently Bear tries to clear his airways to absorb what little oxygen there is in the air. His laboured steps echo off the cobbled stone street, empty except for the Milkman with the local stray cat in toe hoping for an easy breakfast. A frigid wind blows from the east bringing more clouds, more rain, more grey. The hairs on the back of Bears neck stand on end causing a strange prickling sort of feeling, he flicks up his collar and pulls his dark woollen coat tighter around himself to keep the chill from creeping between his layers. Rifling around in his breast pocket he pulls out his watch glances at its worn silver face and picks up his pace. It's been exactly sixteen minutes since he received the call that pulled him from his alcohol induced slumber. Bear had wanted this call for a long time but not like this, not under these circumstances. If only Marianne had seen sense years ago, this would not have happened. Her own selfishness has brought about her worst fear and the end of the world. Bear clenches his fists at the thought. He hears the familiar voice of his spirit guide Black Elk speaking in his left ear 
[bookmark: _Int_x7zW3ljH]“There is no place for anger now friend, you need to build bridges not burn them.”
He is right of course, there is no time to waste. The decay has sped up recently, it started slowly with subtle changes in the weather, things going wrong or breaking, trivial things. Then people started to get hurt, factory fires every other day, ships disappearing with hundreds on board, now the world's economy is bottoming out and the crops won’t grow, this is how wars start. The stench of swollen sea life scatters the beaches and bobs belly up around the war ships in the docks. Even the cities great stone buildings look weak with cracks and fractures visible on their exteriors, evidence of the movement beneath their foundations, caused by the slow death of the great Mycelium Spirit drawing all her fibres inwards. Earths continents crumble and collapse in on themselves without the Spirits web of life to hold them together. The worst part is the flies, so many flies crawling over everything feeding on the rotting corpse of the Earth. The people are silent, sullen, resigned to their fates and awaiting judgement.
Bear had given up hope too, a few years back. He often wondered if he had not found Eliza on purpose, if a part of him wanted what Marianne did too; hide Eliza forget the prophecy and let the world burn. Although conflicted, Bear knows she is the cure; the key for the survival of all life. She is a necessary sacrifice he tells himself. For so many years he had searched and failed but today, today could change everything. Maybe it's not too late, Marianne’s call brings hope back into the bleakest of pictures.
Rounding the corner Tower Bridge reveals itself through the dense grey smog, seductive in its ornate and functional design, but none the less succumbing to the arid air that eats away at the once shiny metal now covered in a deep orange rash. On the other side of the bridge tucked away along a narrow side street, lays Bears history and future, all contained in the blood of a naive little girl unaware of the huge role she must play in the survival of the planet and every species on it. Bear hopes he can save Eliza from the dark curse upon her, but he is aware that in his old age he has grown weak, and his unhealthy relationship with alcohol has damaged his ability to connect with the spirit world to supply true healing. The last time he tried he transferred a bad case of gout and piles from his patient to himself which had only made him even more grouchy and dependent on the liquor. 
Nearing the address, Bear couldn't believe they had been so close all this time. The answer to the world's problems had been living twenty minutes from his house in Wapping. In-between two Victorian railway arches off Druid Street stretches a dark tunnel lit halfway down by a wall lamp, the light shimmers green on the wall opposite. Warily Bear walks towards the lamp expecting to find it above a door, but there is nothing but bricks running the length of the tunnel. Bear checks the address and walks a little way further into the darkness. Once sure he hasn’t missed something he returns to the peculiar green light. Marianne probably has a protection spell up over the door he thinks. Bear softly speaks Mariannes name to the lamp so as not to draw attention to himself talking to thin air. Behind him a door appears and swings open.
“About bloody time!” says Marianne 
Bear jumps out of his skin and spins around, grasping at his bear claw talisman that swings about his neck for protection.
“Aaaahhahahaha! You cowardly old git, nice to see somethings don’t change.” laughs Marianne 
Bears face turns purple with rage at being caught out. The sight of her laughing at him though is overwhelming and old feelings Bear has supressed for a long-time bubble over. His rage fades and he begins to laugh with her, remembering her humour’s character and a time when life was worth living. Marianne grabs him by the arm and pulls him through the door, into a wood clad hallway with delicately embossed botanical wallpaper that stretches up the stairs and out of sight. A great deal of noise is coming from the door beyond the staircase, she beckons Bear to follow her. Marianne walks to the end of the hall and opens the door she ducks down into the kitchen and Bear follows. On the long table to their left in front of the fire, Eliza is being held down by several cloaked women humming a strange sound that seems to pulsate through the air an into Eliza. She screams each time a wave hits her. Marianne rushes to her side grabbing a wet cloth as she passes the sink and tries to wipe the sticky black mucus erupting from Elizas ears, nose and mouth with little joy. 
“It was an attack from the Ohio faction I'm sure of it. I had reports about three weeks ago that they have caught Orla, it’s the only way they would have enough blood to enact this kind of curse. I don’t blame her for caving. Those bastards are pure evil. They are the only ones thriving on the decay of the sacred Spirit.” says Marianne.
“I am sorry about your mother … but this could have been avoided, all of this could have been avoided Marianne.” Bear replies
 “Yes, yes I know you think me selfish but as Eliza’s mother I needed her to be old enough to understand, to make her own choice. Not sacrificed like a pig to slaughter, she is my daughter Bear. She is not a pig!”  Marianne shouts
“She is my daughter too Marianne! Do I have no say! Growls Bear 
She looks daggers at him. He knows as soon as he says it he shouldn’t have. This isn't building bridges he thinks but before he can apologise a fire ball singes the top of his head and dissipates into the wall behind him. Bear knows this is a warning next time she won't miss.
“Alright, alright you are right. I'm sorry. I have no right to say that. She is lucky to have you in her corner Marianne. " Bear says
Marianne narrows her eyes at him and points to the counter that runs along the wall opposite the door. Above the side are shelves upon shelves of dried herbs and Tinchers all neatly labelled and placed in alphabetical order. On the carved oak countertop, a large marble pestle and mortar stands next to a set of polished brass scales. 
“You can place your stuff over there. Everything you need should be on the shelves” says Marianne.
Bear nods his head and crosses the room taking in the tightly packed shelves and several locked cupboards. The women have stopped humming, Eliza lies motionless except for the heavy pull of her lungs. The black mucus that came out of her is crawling across the floor collecting itself. One of the cloaked women holds a large jar, it has strings of herbs tied to the rim and wiccan symbols painted on the glass. She lays it on the floor behind the sticky black blob while another woman uses an evergreen branch with veins of gold to force the entity inside and fastens the lid.
“An impressive stock you have here, must have taken years to get some of these.” says Bear 
He glances up and down the shelves reading the labels and taking a few jars down for closer inspection. Placing his embroidered leather satchel on the side, he pulls out his medicine book full of ancient Native American remedies, some that he gathered in his early years, when he took trips to the ancient elders in the Siberian tundra as part of his training to become a Shaman.
 “What have you tried?” Bear asks
“I used my most powerful Tincher derived from a firebird feather, I thought I could burn the curse out before it really takes hold. It has worked to an extent, but it is not enough. I need you to help me unbind her so she can help herself.” says Marianne
“What do you mean unbind her? Marianne, does she know nothing of what she is!?” asks Bear
“How could she enjoy life with that burden upon her! Of course she doesn't know! magic is the stuff of fairy tales in her world.” Marianne replies
Bear shakes his head in disbelief at what he is hearing, his hope is lost. Marianne has destroyed the world in the name of love. Black Elks hand reaches through the veil and squeezes Bears left shoulder to ensure he is listening before he speaks
“Do not underestimate a mother’s love my friend; the great Spirit is a mother also.”
Marianne crosses the room; calmly she takes Bears hands in hers and raises them as if to pray. Looking him dead in the eye she says
“You don’t have to agree with my choices Bear, hell knows I am no fan of yours, but I am begging you ... help me save her, please.” 
Bear can feel the power of her aura around him, her energy washes the build-up of negativity from his chakras, reigniting spiritual connections that were long dulled by alcohol abuse. Bears’ hands burn white in hers; he looks up and sees the smirk on her face and immediately pulls his hands away  
“Don’t worry I wasn’t going to hurt you … just get rid of that bad case of piles you picked up.” she says trying desperately not to laugh. Yet again Bears face turns bright purple
“Are we doing this or what!” says Bear  
He grabs the red earth paint block wrapped in soft leather, from his satchel and runs it under the tap to make a paste. He motions to one of the cloaked women to hold down Eliza’s blouse, using his forefinger he paints a spiral palmed hand on her chest. Going back to his satchel Bear takes out a sage smudging stick and an impossibly large eagle wing, that seems to shimmer as if it were made of pure gold.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Critical Commentary
In the module Shamans, Visions and Ghosts we have been looking at various aspects of spiritual experience. With the guidance of Dr Bettina Schmidt, we have discussed the criteria that defines a spiritual experience whether it be religious, shamanistic or near death. While discussing these topics we looked at Occasional Papers written from data of spiritual experience provided in letters sent to and The Alister Hardy Trust.[footnoteRef:20828] One paper in the list stood out with the title “Belief or Experience: The Anthropologists Dilemma”.[footnoteRef:11971] In this paper Fiona Bowie references an incident where a man dies after believing he has been bewitched. I was intrigued by this account and the prominence put on the man’s belief being the element that holds power not the curse itself. I wanted to experiment with the idea of belief and experience and if one can exist without the other.  [20828:  https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/alister-hardy-religious-experience-research-centre/alister-hardy-trust/ ]  [11971:  

] 

[bookmark: _Int_bUzgkxH4]The briefly covered bewitching incident and the interesting concepts of evil sorcery in the book Some spirits heal, others only dance inspired my first short story for the module called ‘The Curse’ an excerpt from a novel.[footnoteRef:17488] Truths about magic and a spiritual prophecy are hidden from the central character to discount the potential power of belief. In the opening paragraph for this story, I use Haitian Creole to open the door to different spiritual belief systems like Vodou and Roman Catholicism which widens the story possibilities, for instance spirit possession and blood magic which is more common with in the Creole speaking spiritual communities. When drafting this chapter I had issues with my narration perspective, starting with a first-person narrative I quickly realised there was little room for story progression as my main character becomes impaired in the opening paragraph; ending the story prematurely and missing out interesting plot twists. I decided an omniscient third person narration is better suited. However, without time on my side the narration became close third person and needs refining for it to work as part of a cohesive novel that incorporates my final piece and follow up chapter ‘One curse for another’. [17488:  Roy Willis, Some Spirits Heal, Others Only Dance: A Journey into Human Selfhood in an African Village. Berg (1999) p.129] 

[bookmark: _Int_zdmTXC3r]Looking deeper at the question posed by Bowie’s paper title, I had a lot of questions that could only be answered by someone who had spiritual experiences to share. As we are not able to contact anyone that has added their experience to the Alister Hardy Trust data base (due to confidentiality agreements), I decided to use my connections in the local New Age Traveller community to talk with a practicing Shaman called Huw Griffiths. Huw has training in Spiritual Mediumship and has had several spiritual experiences of varying types throughout his life. He was kind enough to offer me a Tarot reading which I filmed for future reference. I took notes on Huw’s ritual process of placing objects that hold significance to him on his medicine shield, similar to shields painted and used by indigenous American Indians. Huw’s methods are indicative of the traditional American Indian rituals, and their spiritual structure is the rational for Huw’s experiences. The key to his ability is his belief in every object placed and his ritual which creates an enormously powerful moment. Casting a circle and inviting the spirits to help interpret the cards Huw explains each step of his ritual. Watching the film back afterwards the sound malfunctioned until the point where Huw casts the negative energies or spirits out of the space. This small malfunction had me wondering if I have evidence of spiritual interference? Whether I do or not is down to opinion, but the thought of tangible evidence has helped me get inside the skin of my evolving characters, in effect becoming the spirit of their paper realm, believing. After the reading we talked in-depth about his many spiritual experiences, his cultural beliefs from childhood and how a few significant spiritual experiences had put him on a vastly different journey from that of his family or peers. 
[bookmark: _Int_9RNHCMrG]In my presentation I tried to convey Huw’s spiritual journey through key moments in his vastly interesting life. His natural ability to connect to planes of existence we only read about has led him on a unique voyage. This idea of ‘journey’ referenced in several of my research books inspired my second instalment for the module called ‘One curse for another’.[footnoteRef:6313] In the first draft I set out to write a vision piece from a Lakota Indian perspective inspired by the visions of Black Elk from the book of the same name.[footnoteRef:8751] I struggled to give this idea legs, along with the implications of appropriation of a cultural viewpoint. I abandoned this idea for a fantasy plot where I could incorporate as much spiritual diversity as possible without speaking for one cultures spiritual beliefs. Giving me multiple opportunities to include some of the fascinating details I learned about spiritual experience in my case study of Huw.  [6313:  Steven J. Sutcliffe and Ingvild Saelid Gilhus, New Age Spirituality: Rethinking Religion. Acumen (2013)]  [8751:  John G. Neihardt, Black Elk speaks: The complete edition. University of Nebraska Press Lincoln and London (2014)] 

To answer the question, of weather experience and belief can exist without the other I think it can but not for long. Because once you have encountered one the other will surely follow, it is near impossible in the face of experience to not believe on some level, we are intelligent multifaceted beings and the potential to communicate with other planes is not outside of sciences bounds, they are entwined. Some cultures use psychedelic plants to induce a spiritual journey and others use sonic driving created with drumming clicking sticks and sometimes a mouth harp to reach the transcendent state, there are also crystals that can act as a conduit between planes of existence as described in the book New Age Thinking.[footnoteRef:2285] [2285:  M.D. Faber, New Age Thinking, A Psychoanalytical Critique. University of Ottawa press (1996) p.69] 
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