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      The call for this anthology piece requested magic, romance, and autumn equinox. I knew I wanted to write about a witch in a Northeastern forest, but Robin surprised even me. This story was originally published in Once Upon an Enchanted Forest, 2019. It was later included in Shape Shifters, a collection of my own stories, in 2020. Both are out of print now.
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      Margaret was working in the garden when the car came into view. The vehicle crept around the bend of the driveway, flanked by aspens that were just beginning their colorful autumn display. She sighed and reminded herself not to feel resentful.

      She knew that someone was coming, of course. The wards at the end of the long drive always gave a curious little wiggle when someone passed them, at least when the visitor was benevolent. If they came with mischief in mind, the wards would sing in warning.

      She tried to be outside whenever anyone arrived; her house was her sanctuary, and even well-meaning people filled it with all the wrong kinds of energy. If she opened her door to them, she felt obligated to invite them in, but if she was already outside, it was simple enough to direct them to the gazebo to sit and ask their questions and make their requests.

      They all had requests, of course.

      No one, not even the most dedicated leaf-chasers in glorious autumn, ever came down her forest drive by accident.

      This car was a small sedan, and the person who stepped out gave Margaret a moment of pause.

      There was something odd in the way she walked, like she was trying to deny the connections in her hips, something in the way she rolled her shoulders forward as if it would minimize her breasts. Her blonde hair was in a short, tidy bob. And she looked away just a little too swiftly when she caught her reflection in the car door window as she closed it.

      Margaret put the last clump of weeds into the bucket beside her and rose to her feet, brushing the dirt from her hands. “Hello!” she called.

      The woman looked around and spotted Margaret, started to shyly wave and thought better of it. “Hi.” Gruff and brief.

      No, not she. Not her. A glimpse of his eyes explained everything.

      Margaret knew what he was going to request, and knew her own power was insufficient. The Goddess’s power certainly wasn’t, but you had to be careful what you asked of her; she had a fickle sense of humor. She’d honored some surprising petitions in the past, but Margaret knew better than to assume she would this time. And what would the price on something like this be?

      Seeing hidden truths was often more of a burden than a gift. Margaret could see all the insecurities that people tried to hide, all of the selfishness and greed that they kept safe behind walls of smiles, pleasing mannerisms, and carefully cultivated looks.

      But sometimes, the ability let her see beauty where other people might overlook it, and Margaret saw a generous soul, boundless creative energy, and a bone-deep weariness that was beginning to grind down on the body that carried it.

      She hoped she could help him.

      “Welcome to my home,” Margaret said as she came to the gate for her guest. “Did you have trouble finding it?”

      “No.” He entered hesitantly. “What a beautiful garden.”

      His voice sent shivers down Margaret’s back; it was so low and earthy.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t always get as much sun here in the forest as I’d like, but it does well for me.”

      It was summer’s end, and northern Maine led the march to autumn. The trees above them were just edged with brilliant color, and the garden was giving its last, best show. The roses were riotous, and the vegetables were heavy with produce ready to harvest.

      “I’m Margaret,” she introduced herself.

      His handshake was firm. “I’m Robin.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Margaret smiled at him and was pleased when he smiled in reply.

      She led him through the garden towards the gazebo.

      “That is the largest basil I’ve ever seen,” he said in wonder as they passed a bed of herbs.

      Margaret suspected the basil was a manifestation of the Goddess’ sense of humor; it had leaves like dinner plates and had aggressively crowded out all the other herbs in the bed despite Margaret’s best efforts at keeping it tamed. Fortunately, she loved pesto.

      “Do you garden?” she asked.

      Robin had the hands of a gardener, long and strong, and his nails were sensibly short and unadorned.

      He met her eyes briefly and looked away too fast. “I live in an apartment,” he said, like it was an apology. “I have a couple of pots of herbs for cooking. Nothing like this. My entire basil plant is...” he made a small shape with his hand.

      “Fresh herbs are always the best,” Margaret said kindly. “No matter what size.”

      “I’d love something like this,” he sighed, looking out over her untidy beds. He was so full of longing and desire that she wondered if he would change his request. Many clients did when it came time to actually ask their questions.

      “I have tea,” she offered. “Iced or hot.”

      “Hot, please.”

      Margaret gestured up the gazebo steps, already set out with tea (hot), and they settled across the table from each other.

      She served him, watching him carefully as she poured the tea and offered cream and sugar. The Goddess had granted her great intuition, but her gifts would be poorly served if she did not also use the more mundane gift of observation.

      He was reserved at first, as many of her visitors were, but he answered her questions—innocuous questions about career and family—calmly. He was a dental technician, no close family, living in the city in an apartment. He had an elderly cat. They laughed about the difficulties of growing catnip for someone who kept knocking it off the shelf, and his laugh told Margaret more than all of his words.

      As they spoke, Margaret’s first intuition was confirmed by her earthly observations; though Robin had a subtle woman’s body, he had a man’s mannerisms and an unmistakable male spirit beneath his neutral clothing choices. It made a fascinating double-image, and Margaret thought she wasn’t assuming too much by giving him masculine pronouns in her head.

      Unexpectedly, he asked questions about her, as well. She told him about living in the forest, about the uneasy truce she had with the deer, and the foxes that sometimes visited, and even a little about her work as a graphic designer.

      “Do you have pets?” he asked.

      Some clients asked where she kept her black cat, expecting a laugh.

      “I’ve had pets,” she said coolly. She wondered if she sounded too chilly and added, “It’s hard to lose them. Their lives are so short compared to ours.”

      “It’s worth the heartache,” Robin declared firmly. Their hands were close, both happened to be cradling their teacups on the little table, and he reached forward and gave her hand one swift, comforting yet confusing pat.

      Margaret wasn’t used to comfort from other people; usually, she was the one offering sympathy.

      From there, they talked about the garden, and the techniques that Margaret used to keep a garden blooming in a forest. Robin wondered out loud if some of her tricks would work for a sunlight-starved apartment and they speculated together.

      Finally, almost reluctantly, Margaret asked the question that always came around; she had enjoyed their conversation, but there was business at hand.

      “What brings you to my garden?”

      He didn’t look away, to his credit. “I would like to lose weight.”

      Margaret blinked at him, surprised.

      It was a common request. The economically-driven social pressure for beauty and perfection sent her more business than the search for true love ever had.

      But Robin didn’t look like someone who needed to lose weight. He wasn’t skinny, perhaps, but his limbs were long and strong and he didn’t have any extra rolls of flesh.

      Margaret looked at him, willing herself to understand, and then realized what he was dissatisfied with. There was a softness to the jaw, a plumpness to the cheek, that gentled his features. With even a little extra weight came extra curve at the hip, at the breast... reminding him of all the things he’d been born with that didn’t fit him.

      “I am not a doctor,” she reminded him gently. “And I am not a miracle worker. Your body is a balance. If I fix one part without understanding the whole, I am not doing you a service and you will spiral out of health and wholeness.”

      Robin swallowed and nodded, still meeting her eyes.

      “Tell me what you do now towards your goal, how you eat and exercise.” She did not start from the assumption that he was not doing either of them correctly.

      “I used to run,” Robin said, after outlining a mostly-healthy diet that Margaret whole-heartedly approved of. “But I hurt my ankle a few months ago, and I’ve had trouble getting back to it since the injury. It still gives me trouble after only a few blocks. Swimming... works, but…” He looked away, guilty. “I’m having trouble making it to the fitness center. It just feels like so much work to go.”

      He expected her to judge him by that, Margaret thought. Doctors usually did. She had a stab of understanding, too, that swimming would be one of those things that put Robin’s body dysphoria on display.

      “What about bicycling? A stationary bike isn’t as hard on the ankles as running.”

      “There’s a workout room with bikes at the health club,” Robin observed. “I’m afraid it still has the getting there problem, though.”

      “Have you put it on your calendar?” Margaret asked.

      Robin blinked at her. He had the most arresting eyes she had ever seen, blue with a silvery cast. “My… calendar?”

      “I could magic up a compulsion to get you going to the fitness center, but the Goddess greatly prefers that you use the tools you have when they are in reach. If you decide on a schedule and put it into your calendar, it’s suddenly real. You can’t schedule anything over it without consciously deciding not to go, it’s not something nebulous that you might do sometime that just gets pushed aside. You get reminders. Set an advance alarm to a sound that reminds you about your goals.”

      Robin slowly smiled. “That wasn’t the advice I was expecting,” he admitted.

      Margaret beamed back, glad that she had read him correctly, and that he was the sort who would prefer straight talk to theatrics. “Yeah,” she said frankly. “When you talk to the Goddess, she is much more likely to say ‘Use your smartphone, dumbass’ than give you a flowery talk about journeys and centering and new age fru fru.”

      There was his laugh again, rich and true, and Margaret could have drowned in it.

      What did he see when he looked at her? she wondered. Some people turned around in the driveway when they realized she was Black, expecting the witch of the Five Forks Forest to be a white girl with a distant ancestral claim to the Salem witches. Or, when they saw that she was sepia-skinned, they expected shrunken heads and voodoo trappings and were disappointed by her eclectic mostly-Wiccan traditions and the playful purple tips of her natural hair.

      He had stopped laughing but was still smiling.

      Margaret stood. “I have what I need, but it will take me about ten minutes to put it together for you. Please help yourself to more tea.”

      Robin remained seated and looked up at her. He had the most gorgeous, long eyelashes. He probably hated them. “You mean I get more than a useful kick in the ass?”

      “That’s just the icing on the cake,” Margaret assured him.

      She put together a simple gemstone amulet—agate for grounding, onyx for discipline, amber for well-being, carnelian for vitality and sexuality, howlite for

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png






OEBPS/images/balance.jpg
| 2 VA BIRCH





