
		
			
			
			
			Praise for First Book in The Old Witches series, The Old Witches Home

			“I loved this book for so many reasons. The characters are so much fun and Avian Swansong has imagined into reality the kind of community that only ever gets talked about in hushed tones; one that I want to be a part of. People can still be heroic at any age, and that's not a message that you hear often. This story shows the power of what a Witchy Community can do when they band together. Surprising, relatable, funny, unexpectedly moving. I was riveted.”

			—Renee Scattolini, Sound Witch

			“Are there spells against greed and corruption?  In this heartwarming tale of earth magic and healing energy, a diverse community of elder witches combine their special arts to save a unique and beloved place of last resort: their retirement home!”

			—Marjorie B. Kellogg, author of Glimmer and The Dragon Quartet

			Praise for The Old Witches Camp

			“Avian Swansong has skillfully woven a tapestry of real-life obstacles, magical realism, colorful characters and environmental concerns....set against a background of a witch’s spiritual retreat. Fans who love all things Goddess centered and witchy will enjoy this entertaining read.”

			—Julie Anne Stratton, author of Witches of Reigersburg and The Secret of Hunter Mountain

			
			

			From Amazon Reviewers:

				
			We’ll Work It Out

			We'll Work It Out would be the refrain if Old Witches Home was a song. I enjoyed this walk down memory lane of a dream many of us had that never got off the ground. These witches don't have all the answers but they keep trying. I know people will read it and say "speculative fiction" But is it? read and find out.

			—Dorothy Abrams

				
			Brilliantly original and light-hearted

			Made me laugh out loud more times than I can count. But it was also reflective at times and just the right amount. I thoroughly enjoyed reading this book! Such a fun read!

			—Kaitlyn
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			Finding Terra

			“Crap, where the hell is that stupid water bottle?” Birdie muttered to herself as she left the discomfort of the un-air-conditioned cabin and stepped onto the wet dirt path. 

			The warm air from the storm that had surprised them that evening wrapped her in a weighted blanket of humidity. She had an urge to hide under that blanket, that the monster under the bed was close by. Her stomach roiled like the clouds that skittered back and forth across the dark sky. The trees in silhouette surrounded her, shushing and whistling. Moonlight through the branches waving in the breeze stretched her shadow into a tall, lanky caricature. As her old lady body carefully found her way amid the rocks and twigs on the path, the shadow behind her became her spirit guide, providing direction from the other world. The extra help was welcome, considering she left her flashlight inside the tiny overstuffed cabin she shared with Tom. 

			Tom had offered to accompany her, seeing that she was unusually apprehensive that night. But Birdie wasn’t going to let a passing summer storm and an unexpectedly disturbing ritual stop her from venturing out into the world. Still, her feet ached in the flip flops that didn’t give her enough arch support, and her right hip twinged with every step. Not for the first time, she wished she could simply transport herself through the air rather than having to depend on the creaky knees, the failing back, and the wheezing lungs that never seemed to gulp enough air to get from here to there. All she wanted was to take a painkiller and a sleeping pill, to reach oblivion and dreams. But she needed her water bottle!

			Like a sleeping dragon, the 16-sided building loomed in the near distance. Its many-segmented metal roof shielded the space like wings protecting the creature’s eggs from predators’ sneaky eyes. The wall-sized doors were open on six sides, revealing the benches, the stage, and the ritual altars filling the concrete-floored expanse. Just two hours earlier, the place had been filled with almost sixty witches chanting, dancing, and casting a formidable sacred circle. Now, it appeared empty as Birdie approached, but the energy of their magic still buzzed throughout the huge room. 

			Birdie climbed the two stairs into what she called the Hexadecagorgon, or the Hexadeca for short. Her hand automatically reached out to the light switch by the door and flipped it. Of course, nothing happened. The remnants of the hurricane that had treated them to a show of jagged lights and drumrolls from the gods had taken out power lines and cell towers throughout the Adirondack mountain region. She chastised herself for not remembering and then cursed herself again for leaving her flashlight behind. 

			Birdie felt a sliver of spiky fear, but quickly straightened and tried to orient herself. There was nothing to be afraid of. It was just dark. She was a witch, and the dark was her friend, wasn’t it? All she had to do was remember where she had been sitting tonight. 

			Birdie prided herself on being flexible, not tied to rigid habits like so many of her friends. She was determined to sit in a new spot every night of camp and feel the energy from all directions. 

			That was all well and good, being open to new experiences and such, but it only worked if you could keep track of where you sat. Was it in the west? Or the south? She sighed. 

			If I can’t even recall where I was two hours earlier, I must be getting old, she thought. 

			As the clouds ambled past the moon, the light through the open doorways stumbled around the space like a drunken miner’s headlamp, highlighting one area and then another. Outlines of the witches who had sat there earlier shimmered on the metal and wood park benches in the circle. Bats skittered in the high ceiling, probably annoyed that a human was disturbing their nighttime hunt.

			Birdie started to move carefully around the circle counterclockwise — widdershins. She thought that dispersing energy was what she needed to retrieve a lost object. For some reason she couldn’t quite put her finger on, she felt compelled to stay on the outside of the circle, away from the potent energy of the center, where they had raised a cone of power to celebrate their community coming together earlier that evening. She had learned over the years to heed that intuitive tickle. 

			The darkness made everything formless, with shifting shapes and blurred boundaries. Birdie felt a little dizzy and reached out her hand to the back of the bench in front of her to steady herself. Her eyes had not yet adjusted to the dimness. She couldn’t identify the spot she had occupied. She felt like she was moving in a dreamscape, walking forward but not getting anywhere. 

			Still holding on to the bench, she shook her head and scanned the floor in front of it, hoping to find her water bottle. But she saw only someone’s black shawl and a broken umbrella. She lifted her head and looked across the circle, from the west to the south. She saw nothing on either bench or floor.

			Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw a mound in the center of the circle. A figure seemed to be curled into a fetal shape, facing away from her, arms outstretched in front of them. She gasped.

			A chill ran up the back of Birdie’s neck. Was it a ghost?

			No, she thought, it’s okay. She willed the gooseflesh on her arms to subside. Someone just fell asleep. It’s cooler in here on the concrete floor than in the cabins. 

			But she didn’t hear any snoring. Everyone snores, don’t they? At least a little?

			Suddenly, everything seemed to come into focus: the windows, the candles, the altar tables, the altar cloths, the goddess figurines, the slats on the benches, the crack in the concrete floor. It all seemed to be drawn with an extra-fine felt-tip pen, with a body in black in the center. 

			Birdie couldn’t breathe. Her heart beat fast and loud. She knew something was very wrong, no matter how much she didn’t want to admit it. She approached slowly, fearing the worst. 

			“Hello?” she said softly. No answer. 

			Birdie gingerly knelt beside the prone body. It was petite and a bit plump, similar to Birdie. Its black robe and hood partially hid a face with short curly black hair. The outstretched arms appeared to be praying. 

			Before Birdie could check the pulse, she recognized her. It was Terra. The same woman who had disrupted the opening ritual. The witch who’d suddenly been possessed by an eco-conscious deity screaming for justice, and railing against the plastic water bottles spread throughout the circle by campers merely wanting to hydrate. 

			This was the same woman whom she and her friends quietly complained about every year. The same woman they were secretly hoping would not come to camp. Here she was, lying motionless. 

			Birdie sighed. A frisson of guilt pricked at her heart. Was she dead? Had one of the Adirondack ghosts gotten to her? Or had someone finally taken her out? 

			Suddenly, the figure on the floor sat up and knocked Birdie backward. Terra’s eyes flew open. She had a look of terror on her face as if she had been in an awful nightmare. She looked around desperately, not appearing to know where she was or who Birdie was. As Birdie watched, Terra came to full awareness. She took a deep breath and scowled as she focused on Birdie’s face. 

			“What the hell are you doing?” Terra demanded. “Don’t hover over me!” 

			“What are you doing?” Birdie retorted. She began gathering herself to stand. Her fear was rapidly reverting to anger. “Why were you lying in the middle of the circle? Are you okay?”

			Terra looked around, confused. “I was — I don’t know — I was soaking up the energy,” she said with a slight question at the end of the sentence. She shook her head, as if she were trying to remember something. Terra growled as she got to all fours and then slowly rose, creaking and grumbling. She looked around, searching for the way out. 

			“Now I’m done. Goodnight.” Without looking at Birdie, she swirled and headed toward the same door Birdie had entered. 

			“Wait,” Birdie called. “What’s going on? Are you all right? Come back!” 

			But Terra was gone. A cloud covered the moon, and Birdie saw only a black doorway where she had left. Birdie’s heart couldn’t decide whether to speed up with fear and/or anger, or relax with relief. She grumbled to herself that she had been genuinely worried, but of course, she shouldn’t have been. Terra never paid any attention to how she was affecting others. She simply expected the world to revolve around her. 

			At least she’s gone now, Birdie thought. She sat back on the cool concrete, relishing for a moment the relief from the heat. Her pulse slowed as she leaned against a bench. 

			She needed to get back to the cabin. Maybe Tom would know what is going on with Terra. He would have a rational, scientific explanation for her strange behavior, she was sure. 

			She decided to continue looking for her water bottle, the precious aluminum vessel with the painted purple swans, gifted to her by her covenmates. She wished the storm had taken Terra as it seemed to have disappeared the bottle. The shadows in the cavernous space settled back into a cloudy tableau, neither of this world nor the other. And Birdie still couldn’t remember where she had sat that evening. 

			Had she really found Terra passed out on the ground? she thought. She shivered. 

			A ray of moonlight brushed the metal cap of a water bottle next to the north bench. A glint of shiny purple swan wings beckoned her. 
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			Day 1 – Monday

			ELDER TREE GROVE CAMP INTENTION

			The forest calls to us. Heedless of the dangers, we bring solace and succor to our loved ones. In community, we resist the forces of capitalism and injustice that threaten to swallow us. We create connections and sing.

			A diminutive woman with curly dyed-black hair and an aura that could fill a stadium marched up to the registration table. She scanned the banner hanging from the roof beams above the table. As usual, the intention was way too long, she observed. 

			Terra was a ReDreaming Witch, in the same tradition as the Elder Tree Grove witches who organized this camp. They believed they could tap into collective energy to manifest a better world of magic, inclusion, abundance, and justice. If you could dream it, you could redream it, they said. Those who didn’t dream were Insomniacs, poor souls without magic. 

			Camp was Terra’s opportunity to be with her community to live out their dreams. It was the highlight of her summer, and a chance to wear the magical robes that hung in her closet all year long.

			The banner hanging on the wall assured her she was in the right place. 

			“Maya!” she shouted. “I’m here.” The purple cooling towel around her neck dripped down her mint green shift dress, highlighting annoyed nipples. 

			“Terra,” Maya replied calmly. “Welcome to Elder Tree Grove Camp. So good to see you. How was your drive?” She fanned herself with a colorful wooden fan as she rose to give Terra a kiss on the cheek. Her trademark Puebla embroidered cotton blouse looked crisp and cool. 

			“The drive was ridiculous — all the construction. Do we have to have camp so far out in the middle of nowhere? It took me over four hours to get here from Albany.” She looked around at the rustic cabins, the large dining hall, the 16-sided amphitheater, the classroom building, and the lodge that housed a community room, kitchen, and 12 small rooms with bunk beds. Old oak, hickory, elm, elder, and maple trees grew everywhere, shading the area and hiding the broken windows, the peeling paint, the holes in the walls where carpenter ants had feasted, and the sagging porches on cabins that had seen years of abuse. The trees felt like old friends — she welcomed their embrace.

			This was the second year Elder Tree Grove had rented the 276-acre camp in the Adirondack Mountains from the Fifty Star Pentecostal Church for their annual spiritual retreat, a week of ritual, spiritual development, and community. Being at least thirty miles away from the nearest town, the witches felt confident they would have privacy for their magic. The stories of ghosts in the park only added to the appeal. 

			Terra had been attending Elder Tree Grove camps since they started almost thirty years ago, when the idea of being immersed in magic for a week was exciting and, well, magical. Since then, the campers had aged and dancing around a bonfire had become walking quickly. Camp had been held at five different venues, but none of them had been suitable for long. They were all too expensive, or had nosy neighbors. They had to leave one site because neighbors had objected to naked swimmers popping up in the middle of their shared lake. It scared the little children and intrigued the teenagers. 

			The venue they used two years ago was great until it changed ownership, and the fees doubled. It was now a thriving weekend resort for city dwellers.

			And over the years, attendees had dropped away, citing poor knees or inadequate fixed incomes. 

			“Any suggestions for another place?” Maya asked without looking up. Terra scoffed. Elder Tree Grove organizers were always complaining that no good venue for camp was available. 

			If Terra had more time, she was sure she would have been able to find a better place. But she wasn’t retired like most Elder Tree members — she still worked at a local college as chair of the Victorian literature department. This was the one week of the year when she could flex her magical muscles and remember her intuitive powers. 

			Terra sighed, “At least it’s not too hilly.”

			Maya scanned a printout on the wooden picnic table in front of her. The open pavilion was buzzing with arriving campers. Hair in various colors, tattoos on arms, legs, torsos, and necks blended with each other as witches hugged each other, and shook off the sweat from their drives. 

			“Where am I staying?” Terra demanded. “I hope they’ve done some work on the place. My cabin last year wasn’t just dirty — I couldn’t open the damn window! And it’s lucky I feel safe here. The lock on the door fell off in my hand.” 

			Before Maya could answer, Maple, a solid, slightly overweight man in a Grateful Dead t-shirt, came up to the table. 

			“Terra! You made it. Welcome!” He smiled as Terra looked up at him. “Maybe you and I could chat a little more later, after I get the vending area set up … you know, what we talked about last year?”

			Terra’s mouth tightened. Maple was hard of hearing. They had bonded last summer over the difficulty they each had following parts of the ritual that were softly spoken. Terra felt that people should simply speak up louder, but Maple had adopted the strategy of talking to the ritualists before the event to find out what was planned so that even if he couldn’t hear, he could still keep track. She had no desire to continue this particular conversation; it certainly wasn’t her responsibility if the camp ritual creation team, also known as the CRC or “Crack” team, couldn’t do their job right. 

			“Sure,” she said without conviction. “So, where did you put me?” she said, turning away from him. 

			“You’re in Cabin 7,” Maya said brightly, looking up and smiling. “Do you know where it is?”

			“Is that where I was last year? I can’t stay there. It’s too far to walk to rituals and to the dining hall. I need to be closer. Is there room in the lodge?”

			“The lodge is pretty full, and you said on your registration form that you needed somewhere quiet. I could put you in Cabin 12 on the other side of camp. It’s not close to the dining hall, but it is closer to ritual in the Hexadecasanctum. I’m just not sure they cleaned it.”

			“Oh my god. I’ll check it out. You said 7 or 12?” Terra grabbed the camp map off the table and started to leave. “I’ll be back.”

			“Would you like me to walk with you? I’m on my way to the Hexadecawhatchamacallit,” Maple said brightly.

			“Thanks, but I can make it on my own,” Terra said. She turned away from him. Maple shrugged.

			“Okay. Let me know as soon as you can, so that I can figure out where everyone else goes.” Maya’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. She clutched the pen in her hand. “And don’t forget your name tag. What you’d like to be called and your pronouns.” 

			Terra grabbed a felt-tip pen and a laminated circle on a string. “God, I hate these things. Not everyone wears one, and when I’m the only one who’s got it on, I feel silly.”

			“I know,” agreed Maya. “But it’s important for new campers to know what to call you. And your pronouns.” 

			“At the rate people change their magical names and sometimes pronouns, too, I’m not sure why we even try,” Terra said. She draped the name tag over her head. She reminded herself to be tolerant of the organizers’ efforts to be inclusive. She felt more at home here than anywhere else, even if they went overboard with their political correctness sometimes. Still better than her family, which thought she was a bit strange, or the world of academia, where she often felt like a political radical because she actually cared about her students’ needs to be acknowledged, no matter their identities. Here she thought the other campers saw her as actually somewhat conservative. “It’s Hexadecagon — 16 sides,” she grumbled as she stomped away. “I don’t know why everyone insists on making up silly names for the place.”
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			“Camp has begun!” Maple announced, chuckling, as he watched Terra walk away.

			“Thanks,” Maya said, turning back to her list. 

			“Do you need anything?” he asked. “I’m going to the dining hall to set up the tables for the vendors and put up the easels for the announcements. Want some water?”

			“I’m good,” she said, showing him her pink metal water bottle with daisies. “If you could turn the temperature down a bit, that would be nice.”

			“Weather forecast says 90s all week. And a possible storm this afternoon. Looks like something is coming north from that hurricane that hit Florida and Georgia on Thursday.”

			“The mountains will slow it down, won’t they? I mean, we don’t really have to worry, do we?”

			“Yeah, they should. But you never know … weather is so unpredictable these days.” Maple looked at the list on the little pad he carried. All the tasks he needed to do to get the camp in gear — going to the storage unit and retrieving all the ritual props and supplies, setting up the coffee and water urns in the dining hall, making sure all the bathrooms were stocked and functional, and what else? Oh yes, the cook had asked him to look at the steam table — it appeared to have a gas leak. One more piece of equipment breaking down. This place was falling apart. Yikes! Why had he agreed to be operations lead for camp this year?

			Then he remembered, they had not been able to find any other venues that would accommodate them. And they weren’t willing to give up on a tradition started by idealistic witches who thought they could change the world thirty years ago. It would have been like Christians giving up Christmas. They needed this one week out of the year to strengthen their spiritual resolve and to bolster each other with hugs, rituals, and chants. Then, when they had to face the Insomniacs in an unfair world, they could lean on their memories of what a community could be like. If they didn’t gather at the Fifty Star camp, he didn’t know where they would go! 

			As he started to walk away, he was accosted from behind by a large dark-skinned woman in a ruffled pink blouse and skimpy denim shorts. Her hair was piled on her head so that the curls framed her blue-shadowed brown eyes. Having decided to transition late in life, Dandelion had a muscular build as well as curves and softness. Maple loved her hugs; he felt secure in her strong arms. 

			“Hey, handsome! How’s it going?” Dandelion said, kissing Maple on both cheeks. 

			“Better now that you’re here! Did you bring the checkbook? I think George is a little nervous dealing with a bunch of witches.” 

			“Of course I did! We always pay our bills, don’t we? We may be weird witches, but we know how to deal with money.” Dandelion was the Elder Tree Grove Treasurer, as meticulous with the accounts as she was with her bright pink toenail polish. “How’s it going, Maya? You need any help, sweetie?”

			“Yes, please! I’ve had to pee for the last half hour. Could you check people in for me? The map is there, there’s the gift of service list, and here’s the grid.” 

			Maple was impressed. After the fiasco at the Summer Solstice last year, Maya had learned how to use spreadsheet programs, and now everything was color-coded, organized, and legible. The grid laid out all the activities, day by day, for the week. The boxes and lines held the promise of meetings starting on time, with everyone being where they were supposed to be. The schedule was tight, with morning workshops called paths, afternoons filled with affinity groups and optional offerings, and evening rituals. 

			It was easy to get turned around on the property, especially with this debilitating humidity that was on top of everyone’s gripe list, despite how excited they were to be at camp. Uncomfortable or not, camp wasn’t going to run itself, and living in community meant helping with things like clearing tables, washing dishes, and sweeping the dining hall floor after meals. The gift of service list allowed campers to pick which chores they wanted to do, allowing the witches who liked to sleep in the mornings to help at lunch or dinner, while the early birds took the breakfast shifts. The map showed the locations of all the cabins, the pavilion, the lodge, the dining hall, and the Hexadecawhatchamacallit. 

			“And I almost forgot,” Maya said to Dandelion. “Terra doesn’t know whether she wants to be in Cabin 7 or 12. She went to check them out. Whichever one she doesn’t want, put Panda in it. I’ll be right back.” 

			“I’ll walk with you,” Maple said to Maya. There were bathrooms in the lodge and the two bathhouses, but most people preferred the dining hall bathrooms. A couple of porta-potties sat mostly unused near the farthest cabins. 

			They started walking, but their progress was slow. Friends they hadn’t seen for a year or even longer stopped them, and each arrival prompted a brief catch-up conversation. Maple was thrilled he knew so many, even if he often forgot their names. Each hug made him more sweaty, but it was worth it. He could feel the temporary village that was Witch Camp being constructed one witch at a time.

			“So far so good?” he asked Maya as they extricated themselves from the crowd, and the commotion behind them faded.

			“Yeah, I guess. It’s great to see everyone. But I’m a bit worried. Some of the cabins are totally unlivable, and I’m not very confident about the ones we’re using. Was the place this bad last year? I feel like a strong wind could knock down everything. Well, maybe not the Hexadecasanctum, but all the other buildings. I wish we could find a better venue.”

			“Yeah, me, too, but we’ve looked. If there’s a fabulous campsite with level paths, allowing nudity and privacy, has grab bars in all the bathrooms, and is affordable…” 

			“Right. I know. But something feels wrong this year.” Maya looked down at the brown grass as they walked. “It’s too hot for being in the mountains. I know it’s because of global warming, but I don’t like it. No matter what some Insomniacs say, climate change is real — I’m just not sure we know how to deal with it. Maybe magic will help.”

			They reached the dining hall. Maple tugged at the door, which didn’t want to budge. 

			“Just a little swelling from the heat,” he said, as he pulled harder and the door swung open, almost knocking him to the ground. He stood aside to let Maya pass. 

			Maya continued her thoughts, uninterrupted. “But that’s why we’re here, right? To connect with nature and make magic? Whatever happens, we’ll survive. We have to.”

			“Not just survive! We’re witches! We’ll thrive. Mother Nature loves us.”

			“Hmmm … I hope so.” 

			[image: ]

			“Are we ready?” Rabbit asked the group. Twig was nervous. They stood in the Hexadecacabana with the Camp Ritual Creation team, CRC, or Crack Team for short, to make sure they were ready to transport sixty campers to the world of Little Red Cap for a week. But first, they had to finish creating a forest.

			This year, the five who volunteered for the team were all residents of The Old Witches Home, their retirement community in the Western Catskills, and had been working for months on the program of nightly rituals based on the Little Red Cap fairy tale, the original Little Red Riding Hood story. 

			This was Twig’s first time on the Crack Team. The 25-year-old nonbinary maintenance worker at The Old Witches Home had volunteered to play the role of Little Red Cap, eager to explore the magic of innocence from a non-gendered perspective. 

			Birdie, as usual, was the de facto leader of the group. Twig felt unsure around her, but the others (Mnemosyne, Oscar, and Rabbit) didn’t let her get away with much bossing around. Everyone had a part to play — either literally or behind the scenes.

			Oscar, Rabbit’s husband, the construction worker turned gardener, who handled lighting and stage scenery, had been perfecting his growl as the Big Bad Wolf. Rabbit, protesting weakly, had agreed to be the grandmother. 

			“I have a fabulous lace ribboned nightgown I can use,” she announced during one of their meetings. “Oscar doesn’t appreciate it.”

			“It’s too hard to take off,” Oscar had replied. “Who needs that many buttons?” Twig had blushed, but the rest of the team just rolled their eyes and continued the meeting.

			Mnemosyne, the imposing administrator at The Old Witches Home, had been the only one to object to the Little Red Cap story. 

			“Why do we have to work with a story written by white European imperialists?” she had said. 

			“Neither Perrault nor the Brothers Grimm were actual imperialists,” Birdie argued. “They just lived during the time when colonization was the most exciting thing going — kind of like AI is now!”

			“Yeah, powered by my ancestors,” Mnemosyne grunted. “Those ships stopped off at Ghana to pick up my family before reaching the New World, you know.” 

			“And that’s exactly what we’re going to show in our rituals — how people are deceived into trusting the wrong people. How greed eats people and resources up, and how to fight back. Can we get back to tonight’s ritual, please?”

			“Just don’t forget the anti-racism angle,” Mnemosyne said. “It’s so easy for white people to ignore us.” She raised her eyebrows, and Birdie sighed. 

			“Got it,” Birdie said. “Now, can we get back to tonight’s ritual?”

			The story had been selected from among several possible camp themes and agreed upon at a community meeting where not enough members of Elder Tree Grove gathered. They all knew that they would never find a story that satisfied everyone’s need for cultural inclusion and inspiration, but Twig was amazed by how they kept trying, year after year. 

			Mnemosyne relented and agreed to lead campers in trances meant to explore their own tendencies toward gullibility, avarice, and exploitation. The idea was to deconstruct white supremacy as a foundation for capitalism so that campers could see their own complicity and become more active as a positive force in their communities. She and Birdie would provide the narration and structure for most of the rituals. 

			This was their last meeting before camp began. 

			Before the meeting, Oscar, Twig, and Twig’s partner, Spider, had put the finishing touches on the forest that Little Red Cap would travel through to get to Grandmother’s house. Under Oscar’s direction, over twenty trees had been erected using two-by-four platforms, a wooden pole in the middle, and actual branches with leaves taped to the poles to simulate a grove. They had even found elder bushes to add to the mix, creating a little sanctuary in the amphitheater. Blinking lights on the trees were meant to simulate lightning bugs. As they built the forest, Twig thanked each branch for being willing to help them out. Most of them replied, “You’re welcome.”

			The faux forest occupied one side of the Hexadecacabana, the huge 16-sided room that the owners used as a place of worship. A stage against the opposite wall faced benches scattered throughout the concrete-floored area. In the center between the stage and the forest were eight columns leading up to a large skylight at the top of the building. The CRC team wrapped the columns in brown paper, painted a window in one of the panels, and cut out a door between two columns to represent Grandmother’s house. To complete the setting, they moved the benches from in front of the stage, to create a circle in an area next to the forest, and across from the grandmother’s cottage. 

			“Looks good,” Mnemosyne declared when she arrived that afternoon. 

			The others nodded and grunted. 

			They gathered in the center of the circle of benches and took each other’s hands. 

			“Take a look at the others on this team,” Birdie suggested. “For the rest of this week, we are a family. Does everyone agree that we will have each other’s backs? If someone gets confused, forgets something, or makes a mistake, we’ll help, right? Without judgment or criticism. With only relentless support and love. Is that a commitment we all can make?”

			Twig looked at Rabbit, on Birdie’s left, who said, “You betcha.” 

			Then Oscar nodded gravely. “Relentless support,” he said. “And love.”

			Twig smiled shyly. “Yes, I commit to the team.” They looked around at the circle of aged eyes smiling back. The support was palpable.

			“I’m in,” Mnemosyne said. “For whatever anyone needs.”

			“So am I. This is going to be a fabulous camp! Let’s make some magic!” Birdie shouted.

			Twig and the others squeezed their hands and threw them up in the air. Laughing and grinning, they hugged each other and went to the dining hall for their first dinner of the week.

		

	
		
			3

			Opening Ritual 

			“Okay, gather up,” Birdie said to the assembled witches. “We’re going to run through the roles now. Pay attention to who goes before you, both at the beginning and then again at the end.” 

			They stood outside the Hexadecagorgon under the trees. Ritual run-through was always a bit like herding cats; the energy in the group was excited and scattered. People were happy to see each other. They had come so far from all over the country for Elder Tree Grove Camp, the annual event that many looked forward to all year long. The opening ritual needed to set the tone for the whole week. 

			Birdie was sure they had forgotten something important. As she looked around, a sense of unease trickled down her back along with the beads of sweat. She wished the pool had been open for her morning swim, instead of being closed for repairs. She needed that time to settle into herself and get ready for the day. It would have been a good way to cool off before ritual, too. 

			“Who’s purifying?” Birdie asked. 

			A small voice spoke up, “We are,” and Birdie saw two young witches in sheer white gowns. She had never met them before. 

			“What are your names?”

			“I’m Morning Dew, and this is Sunshine,” the two girls twittered. Birdie had the feeling that they hadn’t had those names for long. 

			“Okay.” Then she started to call out the various opening segments — welcome and intention, grounding, casting, and land acknowledgment. Voices rose in response to each. 

			The path facilitators and the CRC team would invoke the elements — the Music Magic facilitators, Rowan and Angie, had offered to call in Air; Rabbit was calling Fire; Mnemosyne was invoking Water; the Pentacle of Aging path facilitators, Mabon Merriweather and Swampwoman, were calling Earth; and the Elements of Magic path facilitators, Wombat and Beetle, would invoke Center. 

			Since they weren’t working with deities at this camp, the CRC team had decided not to invoke the characters of the story they were working with. They would simply show up in sacred drama and introduce themselves, rather than formally inviting them to the party. Deities tended to prefer a ceremony that referred to their transcendent qualities and exhibited a certain amount of obsequiousness. 

			Tonight, only two characters from the story were involved — Twig as Little Red Cap and Oscar as the Big Bad Wolf. Birdie was nervous that Twig wouldn’t know what to do since this was their first time on the CRC team, but she suppressed the thought and forced herself to trust that Oscar and the rest of the team would be able to cover for any mistakes Twig might make. 

			“Now remember,” Birdie said. “Once we set our circle around the whole camp, we will leave the container up for the rest of the week. We will be in Sacred Space, and we will stay in Sacred Space for the duration of camp.

			“Path people, are you ready to pitch your paths?” Several nods in response. Campers would decide in the morning which small group workshop they would like to take. The workshops, or paths, provided an opportunity for deep personal learning to complement the work of the evening all-camp rituals. Traditionally, path facilitators wooed campers to their offering with creative and enticing elevator pitches during the opening ritual. 

			A gust of wind grabbed Twig’s red cap off their head, and they went running toward the trees to catch it. The cap conveniently waited for Twig on a low branch of a nearby oak. 

			Birdie looked up. She had thought the gathering darkness was due to twilight and night coming on, but the clouds above were dark grey and angry-looking. Hadn’t Maple said the storm was east of them? 

			[image: ]

			OPENING RITUAL INTENTION

			We arrive with our gifts and our good intentions. We trust the world around us. 

			Terra approached the young witches in white gowns who fanned people with long pine branches to purify them and prepare them for entry into ritual space. 

			Okay, she thought. Not exactly an original purification technique, but if it helps me feel more like a witch getting ready to do magic rather than an old lady who’s schvitzing through her gown, I’ll take it. 

			She walked through the faux forest and allowed the illusion to take hold. The huge fans at either end of the space were so loud they drowned out the lilting chant the musicians used to create a fairy-tale atmosphere. She could see the three drummers and two singers settled near the grandmother’s cottage, doing their best to set the mood, but she could barely hear them. They were probably off-key, she thought.

			Not only were the fans loud and the musicians faint, but the wind outside would occasionally burst through with a rushing rustle of branches and leaves. The strings of lights above swayed with each burst, as though they were warning of something stronger on its way. Faintly, under the fans and ritual music, Terra thought she heard the maples and oaks outside humming a welcome song. 

			As she exited the stand of makeshift trees, she took notice of the sixty or so witches gathered in the circle, chatting softly with each other, standing to the side, or still making their way into the building. It was a motley group, mostly white but some Brown and Black faces among them. The majority were elders, mixed among a strong crew of twenty and thirty-somethings. Terra was glad to see the youth; her generation needed to pass the baton. The younger witches brought a different perspective than the activism she had practiced in her young adult years. 

			Terra thought back to the camp a few years ago when the anti-racism cell accused the CRC team of presenting material that would trigger people who grew up in urban war zones. No one wanted to be accused of cultural appropriation due to the adoption of stories from marginalized racial or ethnic groups, so now they were stuck with a story from Europe and had to figure out how to interpret it. Their solution was that the Big Bad Wolf in this year’s story represented capitalism, the patriarchy, and colonialism! Little Red Cap and the campers would fight against greed, deceit, and tyranny. 

			Well, let’s see how it all plays out, Terra thought. She was sure the CRC team would offend someone. Birdie, the most experienced of the team, was known for saying what she thought, whether anyone wanted to hear it or not. Oscar and Rabbit, long-term campers known more for their gardening skills than their priestessing prowess, would definitely stumble into politically incorrect territory. Twig, beautiful young nonbinary Twig, simply didn’t know what they were doing. This was only their second year at camp after all. Only Mnemosyne, the brilliant Black witch who had been an insurance company executive, would be able to identify the pitfalls before the team was swallowed whole. 

			After circumnavigating the space twice to suss out the energy, Terra chose a seat on a bench as far away from the musicians as possible, in the south, near the Fire altar. 

			Birdie welcomed the group to the first night of Elder Tree Grove Witch Camp, and the week officially began. At her direction, the assembled witches repeated the evening’s intention three times, creating a magical spell that bound them together and transformed the evening into a ceremony, not just a gathering. 

			When Dirty Swan, the wrinkled, elderly anarchist who had been at Standing Rock for the entire protest, strode to the center for the land acknowledgment, Terra felt a twinge of guilt, realizing she previously had no idea who the Indigenous tribes were that had occupied this land before the Europeans stole it from them. Dirty Swan acknowledged their gratitude and their debt to the Haudenosaunee and Mohawk for their land stewardship. Even though Terra’s Eastern European ancestors arrived on the continent after the most egregious betrayals of the settlers had already occurred, as a white American, she still felt responsible. The good news was that at least Dirty Swan was loud. Terra heard everything she said. 

			When Maple stood to perform the grounding, his loud booming voice connected Terra to the earth beneath the concrete floor and allowed her heart to slow. A good grounding had the effect of placing everyone in the here and now, especially important when so many had driven for several hours and were likely still partly at home or on the road. Terra was impressed; she didn’t know Maple had the chops.

			Using the imagery of a rainbow curtain, Rabbit and Oscar cast the sacred circle that enclosed the entire camp venue. Their enthusiasm was heartwarming. Terra felt the container of strong, protective magical energy rise around them. She could feel herself relax into a sense of community.

			The introductory parts of ritual were so familiar to Terra that she gratefully tuned them out. It didn’t matter; she knew what was going to happen. She leaned back on the bench and closed her eyes, waiting for the heart of the ritual to begin. She listened when she could, and watched when she couldn’t hear. 

			The melody that Rowan and Angie used to invite the element of Air, the spirits of the East, into the circle, was a familiar folk lullaby. Rabbit called the South, element of Fire, with a popping sound to simulate a campfire. Everyone responded enthusiastically with finger snapping and hissing. To invoke the energies of West and Water, Mnemosyne used a small spray bottle to mist the hot campers, encouraging compassion and willingness to see beneath the surface. Mabon Merriweather and Swampwoman mimicked a seed growing into a plant, then decaying and returning to the soil to ask the Earth element of the North to join the circle. Finally, Beetle and Wombat twirled in circles to invoke the energy of Spirit in the Center. 

			Terra popped one eye open when the path facilitators did their presentations. She already knew she wanted to take the Pentacle of Aging path with Mabon Merriweather and Swampwoman, but she enjoyed the overlong skits the facilitators concocted, often only vaguely related to the multi-day workshop campers devoted their mornings to, but they were entertaining nonetheless. 

			Finally, Twig came skipping through the forest with a red beret on their head and all the world’s good intentions to support small businesses, honor our resources, and hope for an inclusive future. They hummed a folk tune Terra didn’t recognize, and carried a basket of flowers, a loaf of bread, and a carton of juice. Oscar, as the Big Bad Wolf, prowled behind Twig. He wore a pin-striped suit and a very large tie, clearly full of malicious intent to exploit Little Red Cap, as if they were cheap, unskilled labor, in order to reap substantial profit.

			“Hello, young one,” Oscar said, approaching gaily. “What do you have there?”

			“Oh, hello,” said Twig. “I didn’t see you. I have flowers from our garden, bread from the wheat on our farm, and juice from the apple trees. The land here is bountiful, the water is clear and refreshing, and the air is filled with the scents of wildflowers. I’m bringing gifts to my grandmother, who is ill. Who are you? And what are you doing here?”

			“Oh, I’m no one, just a friend who can make your life easier. I’ll take those gifts off you and lighten your load. In exchange, I’ll give you this shiny coin.” The Wolf pulled an oversized silver dollar out of his pants pocket and held it up so that Little Red Cap could see it.

			“That coin is very nice, but I really don’t need it,” Twig said. “I have all I need on our farm, on our land.” 

			Then Twig turned to the assembled witches. “What resources do you have that you might want to share with others? Let’s take a moment to walk the paths of the forest, get to know each other. I invite you to share what you have to offer with those you encounter. It might be something tangible, like flowers or fruit, or it might be a song or a poem, something to lift the spirit. You might share your problem-solving skills or your expertise. In our community, we rely upon each other and grow together as the various plants in an ecosystem do. We trust in cooperation rather than competition. Each of us has something unique. Diversity is our strength.”

			Terra was impressed. Twig’s voice was clear and loud, quite a commanding stage presence for someone so new to camp. Oscar looked on suspiciously. Twig continued.

			“Before you get up, close your eyes for a moment, and take three deep breaths. One … in, out … Two … In, out …Letting go of the world you left behind … Three … In, out … Allow yourself to sink into a light trance. Ask your inner child, your heart, and your soul what you have to offer the world, and your community. When you are ready, get up slowly. Enter the elder tree forest, the grove of camp. Let the sound of the music take you to a path in the woods, in this abundant forest filled with laughter, joy, creativity, and passion. Join Little Red Cap and become part of this community, this village.”

			Terra felt her breath slow and deepen. She concentrated on what Twig was saying, even though she caught only half the words as the music swelled. She tried to stay present, but knowing that soon she would be walking around the room with fifty other witches annoyed her. She may voice the numerous gifts she had to offer to fellow campers, but it was unlikely she would hear what they had to share with her. She sighed.

			Enjoy the moment, she thought. It’s just the first day. She knew too well how soon the week would be over, and she would have to return to the mundane world, the Insomniac world as ReDreaming witches called it, the world without the dreams they loved.

			She felt the air shift as the people around her stood up and began moving. The drum heartbeat in the background and the light chords of the harmonium vibrated in her bones. She sensed the music more than she could make out actual notes or rhythms. The shuffling steps and muffled chatter grew as more witches began to explore the forest and confide in each other. 

			Terra stood. Suddenly, she felt paralyzed. She was no longer in control of her body. Or her mind. A twinge of panic flared just as she blacked out.

			She lost consciousness, standing there. 

			When Terra came to, everyone was staring at her. What? she thought. What happened? How long was I out? Whatever it was, it wasn’t my fault.

			Twig looked anxiously at Birdie, and Oscar’s brow furrowed. Everyone had stopped moving. A streak of lightning crackled in one of the open doorways, and Terra heard the sound of thunder not far away. Rabbit gasped. 

			Terra thought she heard Rabbit say, “Who was that? Was that Gaia? What did she say? Why is she here?” Mnemosyne was examining Terra as though she were a contaminated apple with a worm in it. 

			Birdie stepped forward. “We all have different voices and a variety of abilities to share. Perhaps our resources are warnings as well as gifts. Let us continue to share as the song of our community begins to take shape.”

			Terra thought she heard an audible sigh of relief. Birdie nodded to Rowan, and the music shifted to the chant they had learned earlier that day. At first, the musicians and some of the campers merely hummed the tune; eventually, people began to remember and softly sing the words. 

			Terra still couldn’t move. This is ridiculous, she thought. I’m not that old. Did I have a stroke or something? But as she concentrated, she realized there was nothing physically wrong with her muscles; they just hadn’t wanted to move. She lifted one foot and then the other, and coerced her reluctant body to limp toward the others who were beginning to form a circle for the traditional opening ritual spiral dance. 

			I can do this, she thought, as she inserted herself between Birdie’s partner, Tom, a doctor, and Dandelion, the treasurer. Tom leaned over to her and mouthed, “Are you okay?”

			Terra scowled. “Of course, I am,” she whispered back. 

			Suddenly, from the skylight above, a bolt of lightning lit Grandmother’s house, flickering as if a strobe light were playing with them. A second later, a boom of thunder rocked the walls. The rain assaulted the metal roof with loud thumps. Terra lost any hope of hearing the music, the words of the song, or any other human sounds. 

			She decided to ignore her anxiety and simply started dancing with everyone else. Holding hands, one foot to the side, and then the other, spiraling into the center and then out again. Looking into each other’s eyes as they passed, watching words form on their lips, seeing smiles of recognition, shyness, and awe slip past with each step. Feeling the energy build as the rhythm of the drumming on the roof raced, as the spiral tightened, and the community coalesced. Little Red Cap in the center, the Wolf on the edge, the jubilant campers in between, connecting, rejoicing, and arriving. 

			Eventually, the song morphed into a single tone of various pitches, filled with hope and passion. They sent the energy skyward to join with the rain, the thunder, and the lightning, to fly along the branches of the trees.

			Outside the Hexadecagon, a powerful cracking sound interrupted their chant. The splintering lasted for several seconds before a huge boom, a crackle, and a hiss preceded an abrupt darkness. The lights above hung limp and murky. As though everyone had gone blind, the only sense they had was their hearing. Terra held her breath, and hoped.

			Again, Birdie stepped in. “The forest welcomes us, and we have much to share.” She paused. 

			As Terra’s eyes adjusted to the light, she saw people kneeling with their palms on the ground.

			“As you know, we don’t devoke the elements on the first night, and the circle will stay up for the rest of the week. But perhaps Little Red Cap would like to say good night,” Birdie added.

			Twig’s lilting voice came out of the center. “Thank you for sharing your gifts with me, as I will share them with my grandmother. Let us remember the value of our resources. Good night, all.”

			“Good night,” several campers responded. 

			“Snacks in the dining hall,” Maple shouted. “I hope,” he added to himself. Terra was amazed that she heard him.

			And with that, the opening ritual was over. Terra still didn’t know what had happened to her. Maybe someone could tell her while they ate. 
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